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PROLOGUE I

 

 

Nathan sat beside his grandfather, Rory Malone, on the crude front porch of the shack he lived in. Nathan was only ten, but he knew exactly why Grandpop didn’t live with him and his parents. Because Nathan’s father, Grant, was ashamed of him.

“He’s too fucking Irish,” Grant would rage for hours after visiting with his father. “He uses that brogue like it’s something to be proud of.”

And God forbid that Nathan should let a hint of that brogue free, though he practiced it as often as he could away from his father.

Nathan’s father didn’t like being Irish. He didn’t like people knowing he was Irish. If he could ship Grandpop off somewhere, then Nathan sometimes thought that his father would do it. But Grant Malone couldn’t make Rory Malone do anything. The old man was as wise as the mountains and the cliffs around them, and just as stubborn.

“Nathan, my boy, look at that sunset.” Rory pointed out the majestic colors that washed over the mountains. “Almost as pretty as Ireland, she is. Almost.” And Nathan heard a whisper of homesickness in his grandpop’s voice.

“Why don’t you go back?” Nathan asked. “Dad says you have enough money to live anywhere.”

He looked at his grandfather’s weathered face. The bright blue eyes, just like Nathan’s, brighter than Nathan’s father’s and without the hints of green his father’s had.

Grandpop smiled. A strange, sad little smile.

“Because my Erin is here.” He pointed to the small graveyard.

There, Nathan’s grandma, Erin Malone, was buried. On one side of her were buried the two sons they lost in Vietnam, his uncles, Riordan and Rory Jr., and the daughter that had died of a fever, Nathan’s aunt Edan.

“Grandma wouldn’t want you to leave?” Nathan frowned. His grandma was dead, what would she care?

“Oh, now my Erin, she’d smile down on me no matter where I walked.” Grandpop smiled that little smile again. “But I’d be separated from her, and I’d feel that separation in my soul, you see?”

Nathan shook his head.

Grandpop sighed. “You have the Irish eyes, boy. One of these days, you’ll see from eyes, not your own, feel with a heart outside your chest. Wild Irish eyes, Nathan. When you love, love well and love true, and take care, lad, because those Irish eyes are windows into not just your own soul, but the soul of the one you love.” Grandpop looked out at his Erin’s grave. “And when you lose that heart, you can’t leave the places where your memories are the best. And if I left her, I’d not be buried beside her.”

Grandpop stared back at him then, and Nathan felt his chest grow tight at the thought of ever burying his grandpop in the hard, bleak soil.

“Wild Irish eyes,” his grandpop murmured then. “My father gave me the same warning I give you now, boy. Don’t lose the one you love. You lose a part of your soul when you do. The legacy of those eyes will ensure it.”

Nathan frowned. That didn’t make much sense, but maybe he’d ask his uncle Jordan about it later. Uncle Jordan still remembered his mother. He had been five when she died, just before Nathan’s birth. But Uncle Jordan was in Houston right now on summer break with Nathan’s older uncle Doran and his family.

“So my eyes are bad?” Nathan finally asked.

“Not bad.” His grandpop sighed. “Not bad at all, boy. You’ll see one of these days. One of these days, you’ll see. Wild Irish eyes see what they shouldn’t see, but even more.” His grandfather stared down at him sadly. “The one who holds your soul, who holds your heart.” He thumped Nathan’s chest. “They see through you as well.”

“Dad doesn’t have Irish eyes then?” Grant’s eyes had flecks of green. He always frowned. He always growled.

Worry flickered over Grandpop’s face. “Your dad is a good man.” He repeated what he always said.

“Is he, Grandpop?” Nathan thought about the baby sleeping in the house. The tiny baby that Grandpop said was his brother. The baby Grant Malone denied. “Little Rory should have a dad too.”

Grandpop touched his head gently and said softly, “Nothing is as we think, boy. There are always layers, and layers, shades of gray and shades of black or white. You gotta find why, not see what.”

“Because he doesn’t love us,” Nathan whispered, accepting it as only a child can.

And Grandpop shook his head. “Layers, son. Remember that. There’s always what you don’t know and what you don’t see. And love doesn’t always do what we think it should. Just remember that, and you’ll do fine.”

And he grew. He looked for layers, he looked for shades of gray. Nathan Malone matured, became a SEAL, and the layers drifted from his mind. But they were there. Always shifting, always moving. Until the day he saw hell. And from the ashes of hell, he learned there were layers he never knew existed.


 

 

 

 


PROLOGUE II

Sixteen years later

 

 

Nathan Malone sat at his desk in the office of the garage/service center he owned and watched the young woman talking to one of his mechanics.

She didn’t look happy. She looked frustrated. Sun-streaked blond hair fell to her shoulders, a beautiful swath of waves that glistened in the sunlight. Nicely rounded, not too slender. She had a butt to die for beneath the black skirt she was wearing, and breasts that rose temptingly beneath a maroon blouse.

Slender heels completed the outfit. He wondered if those were hose or stockings she was wearing. She looked like a stocking woman.

Finally, she threw her hands up, looked around, and her gaze caught his. Her nostrils flared in determination and she moved quickly past the protesting mechanic to the door of his office.

He watched as the most amazing vision stalked across the floor and planted her hands on his desk, glaring at him.

“Look, all I need is a wrench,” she said forcefully. “Just loan me one. Sell me one. I don’t care. But if I have to go much farther in my car, I’m going to find myself hitchhiking. Do I look like I want to be hitchhiking today?” She spread her arms out from her body as she straightened, her pretty gray eyes cloudy, distressed, her pink lips tight as the mechanic moved in behind her.

“No, ma’am, you don’t.” Nathan shook his head, his gaze moving over her appreciatively before he looked around her at the mechanic. “Is there a reason why we’re not looking at her car?” he asked the other man.

Sammy’s eyes narrowed. “Garage bays are full, boss, I told her that.”

“A wrench,” she ground out between her teeth. “Just loan me the blasted wrench.”

She was frustrated. Perspiration clung to her forehead, glistened at her cheeks. Then her expression smoothed with obvious control.

“Look, really.” Her voice softened and he was enchanted. Right there, to the sound of a sweet Southern belle, Nathan Malone lost his heart. “I really just need a little bit of help here. I swear. My job interview isn’t going to wait for me. I promise, I won’t take long.”

She smiled, and he felt his world tilt on its axis. A sweet curve of her lips, a hint of nervousness, frustration, and worry lingered in the soft curve. But she smiled at him. Hell, he felt like a teenager again.

He moved around the desk and held out his hand to the door. “Show me the car. We’ll get you back on the road.”

“Boss, we’re packed,” Sammy protested.

Nathan ignored him as the young woman turned and preceded him to the door. He was watching her ass as she walked and it was the damnedest view. His hands itched to touch her. Itched to cup those curves and feel them flex beneath his hands.

“I’m Sabella.” She flashed him a smile over her shoulder. “I really appreciate this.”

That Georgia accent was going to make him come in his jeans. No way was he going to hold it back if she kept talking to him.

This one was his.

“It’s going to cost you,” he drawled as he popped open the hood to her little sporty sedan.

“It always does.” She sighed. “How much do you think?”

She looked worried. She was definitely a woman with a goal and intent on getting there. Pretty polished nails, just enough makeup to highlight her features, and pretty soft lips.

“Dinner.” He grinned back at her, catching the surprise in her eyes.

“Dinner?” Wariness filled her voice.

“Just dinner,” he promised. For now. “Tonight.”

She stared back at him for long seconds, those gray eyes seeming to sink inside him, to search, to warm places inside him he didn’t know existed. Let alone knew they were cold.

Finally, her lips tipped into a charming, flirtatious grin.

“The bad boy of Alpine is asking me out to dinner?” she said mischievously. “I believe I just might swoon.”

“That’s not me. That’s Sammy.” He pointed to the mechanic. “I’m just a poor mechanic and Navy SEAL.” The girls loved SEALs. Anything to impress her.

“Nathan Malone, the SEAL with the wild blue eyes and the heartbreaking grin,” she stated. “I know who you are.”

“But I don’t know who you are,” he stated somberly. “I’d love to find out.”

That look again. Intense, probing. “Dinner,” she finally agreed softly. “I’ll meet you.”

Whatever he could get. “Piedmont’s.” He named the most expensive restaurant in town, which wasn’t saying much. “Seven.”

“Seven it is. But I’ll never make it if you don’t fix my car.”

Sabella kept a knowing smile to herself. She had a feeling if she just told him what was wrong with it, he’d never believe her anyway. She let him piddle around, find the loose hose, and tighten it. There, just like she said, all she needed was a wrench. Her daddy had taught her how to work on her own car a long time ago. Unfortunately, her own wrench was missing.

So she let him fix it. She played helpless. Because she liked the way he looked at her, the way his wild blue eyes darkened just a bit, seemed more neon in his tanned face.

“Seven,” he reminded her as he closed the hood and stared down at her. “I’ll be waiting on you.”

“And I’ll be there,” she promised. Because there was no way she was going to miss this. She’d seen him in town often enough, she’d even fantasized about him a time or two after glimpsing him.

The hot SEAL. The bad boy of Alpine. Every woman she knew at the college lusted after him. And Sabella decided, in that moment, Nathan was going to be hers.

 

Two years later

 

“Oh my God, Bella, what have you done?”

Bella jumped as she turned to face Nathan, seeing his wild eyes, his pale features, his hard, buff body stalking across the front yard, his chest slick with sweat, bits of the grass he had been cutting sticking to his jeans as he strode furiously to where her car met the back of his truck.

“It’s just a little dent, Nathan. I promise . . .” Her heart was in her throat. Not in fear. He would never hurt her. But he sure knew how to pout when he wanted to.

“A little dent.” He gripped her shoulders, moving her aside as he stared down at the crumpled fender as it sank into the bumper of his truck.

It was an accident. It was all his fault. If he hadn’t been wearing those butt-snug jeans and boots with no shirt as he cut the lawn, it would have never happened.

“You hit my truck.” Male pride and offended dignity filled his voice. “That’s my truck, Bella.”

Yes. It was. And he was very proud of the powerful, black four-by-four he babied worse than any woman would a child. She would be jealous if it weren’t for the fact that he couldn’t actually bring it into the house.

“I’m really sorry, Nathan.” Her accent thickened as she stared up at him, biting her lip nervously as she wondered how much he would pout.

Nathan could go all quiet, somber, and answer her in monosyllables that drove her insane. He would glare at her.

He would watch ball games. He would come to bed late. Late. After she went to sleep. And wouldn’t give her any until the next morning. It really wasn’t fair.

“Nathan, please don’t be mad at me . . .”

“How did you hit my truck? How? It was sitting in plain view. Plain view, Sabella.” He was getting angry. He only said her full name when he was really getting angry or really, really horny. And he was not horny. Okay, this wasn’t good. She could do without for days. But she didn’t like it.

She stomped her foot, glaring back at him in irritation. “If it weren’t for you, I would have never hit it.”

“Me?” He stepped back, shaking his head fiercely. “How the hell was this my fault?”

“Because you were cutting the grass, with no shirt, in sexy jeans and boots, and seeing your tight ass striding across the lawn made me horny. You distracted me. It’s all your fault. If you would dress properly things like this just would not happen, Nathan . . .”

He kissed her. It wasn’t a gentle, easy kiss. It was rough and ready and smack full of lust as he jerked her against him, pressing his cock into her belly as she gasped in pleasure.

“You are so spanked.” He picked her up, striding across the lawn, leaving her car door open, his truck abused. “Spanked, Sabella. I’m going to watch every inch of that pretty ass turn red.”

He slammed the door behind him, locking it quickly before heading for the stairs.

“Oh, spank me, Nathan,” she breathed teasingly into his ear. “Make me beg.”

He shuddered against her, threw her on the bed and proceeded to make her beg.

 

One week later

 

“I’ll be home in a week.” He was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. He didn’t look like a badass Navy SEAL, he looked like her husband, going off on a business trip. Not a big deal.

She was good at fooling herself.

“The truck will be out of the shop tomorrow.” She nodded as she watched him pull the duffel bag from the closet and turn to her. “I’ll have it in the garage, all nice and pretty for you.”

She grinned back at him cheekily as she brushed the long strands of her hair back from her face. “You owe me though. I had to flash some leg to get it done so fast. Your mechanics are so easy, Nathan.”

He owned the garage and auto service station just at the edge of town. A thriving little business she knew he loved.

He grunted, his gaze going to her bare legs as she leaned back on the bed, her shorts riding up her thighs.

“Witch,” he growled. “My ride is waiting downstairs and you know it.”

She drew her shirt off and released her shorts, letting them fall down her legs. Watching him, she slid her fingers over the bare, wet folds between her thighs then lifted them to his lips.

Nathan groaned. She loved that sound. His lips parted and his eyes went wild as he tasted her.

“So make it a quickie,” she whispered, desperate to have him, just one last time, before he left. She straightened on the bed as he neared, her fingers going to his belt, working it loose quickly. “I dare you. Fuck me like you mean it . . .”

He turned her, pushed her over the edge of the bed, and within seconds he was filling her. Hard and throbbing, stroking, penetrating, burying inside her in rapid hard strokes until she felt pure white-hot sensation wash over her.

“Nathan. Nathan, I love you,” she cried out as he came over her, holding her in place as his hips jerked against her, his hands gripping her, fingers burning into her flesh.

And then he whispered the words. The lyrical flow of sound, Gaelic. He whispered his love for her in a language his grandfather had taught him, and she felt it in her soul.

“Always,” she whispered, turning her head to him, taking his kiss. “Forever, Nathan.”

 

One week later

 

Bella opened the door, and she froze. Nathan’s uncle Jordan was standing beside the chaplain. She knew he was the chaplain by his dark uniform. Jordan was in his dress whites, his Navy hat in his hand, medals shining on his chest, and she felt the collapse of her spirit.

“Nathan’s due home any day,” she whispered, her lips numbing as she stared back at Jordan and saw his grief, his sorrow. “You’re early, Jordan. He’s not here yet.”

She was crying. She could feel the tears, hot, blistering her skin as she pressed her fists tight to her stomach and felt her knees weakening.

“Bella.” His voice was thick, unshed tears glittering in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

He was sorry? Sorry? He was tearing her soul right out of her chest and he was sorry?

She shook her head. “Please don’t say it, Jordan. Please don’t say it.”

“Bella.” He swallowed tightly. “You know I have to.”

He had to. He had to destroy her.

“Mrs. Malone.” The chaplain spoke for him. “Ma’am, it is my greatest regret to inform you—”

“No. No!” She screamed the words as Jordan caught her, dragging her into his arms and helping her into the house as the screams poured from her. They ripped from her chest, like a knife, brutal, merciless. The pain dragged her into a pit of such deep, stark despair that she didn’t think she could survive.

“Nathan!” She cried out his name, screamed his name, she begged him. He swore he would always know when she needed him, even in death. Because he had that gift. It was the eyes, he had said, and she had laughed at him, and now she wished it were true. Because she needed Nathan, her Wild Irish eyes. “Oh God, Nathan!”

 

Six months later

 

Bella came awake to her own sobs, her chest heaving as she searched the bed, her hands reaching across the distance, clawing at the sheets, the pillow, desperate to find him.

He was bleeding. She could see the blood on his hands as though she were staring through his eyes. She could feel his agony, gut wrenching, desperate, a ragged gaping soul of unvarnished agony howling around her.

It had to be a dream. Sobs tore from her throat as she ripped at the blankets, a guttural cry of raw agony tearing from her heart.

“Nathan!” She screamed his name, her voice hoarse, raw from her tears, from the past horrific months.

The funeral . . . They hadn’t even let her see him.

She fell forward, her tears dropping to the bed as she remembered, remembered and knew it wasn’t a dream. Nathan was really gone. Forever.

They had closed his coffin to her. She hadn’t been allowed to touch him, to kiss his beloved face, to whisper goodbye. There was nothing to hold on to, nothing to ease the agony breaking over her.

There was only the emptiness. The emptiness of her bed. Her life. There was only the horrible, aching hollow in her soul. It ate at her, burned into her mind and reminded her every second, every day, that Nathan was gone.

Nathan was gone.

Forever.

Except in her nightmares. Where he cried out her name. Where he touched her then backed away from her. Where he stared back at her with hollow grief. Or when she felt the pain that tore through him. Unending, agonizing, so much pain.

Then as quickly as they began, as fast as she realized it was Nathan’s pain, the dreams would shift, change.

“I’ll love you forever, witch.” He leaned over her, naked, his chest gleaming, golden flesh blocking out the sun as his brilliant, neon eyes watched her intently. “Feel my soul touch yours, Sabella. Feel me love you, baby . . .”

An agonized cry rasped her throat as she clutched at air, the insubstantial memory drifting away, gone. Just as Nathan was gone.

“Oh God. Oh God. Nathan . . .”

She clutched his pillow to her breast, rocking herself as her head fell back and a scream ripped from her soul.

“Damn you, Nathan . . .”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

Nine months later

 

 

Nathan Malone stood in the clinical white office he had been brought to. He was six months past the most horrific nightmare he could have imagined enduring. Six months. He knew how many days, how many hours, how many minutes and seconds had passed since he had “died.”

Since the day he walked out his front door and headed into hell. The mission was supposed to be simple. Rescue three young girls from a cartel drug lord in Colombia and allow himself to be captured just long enough to draw out the government spy working with the cartel lord, Diego Fuentes.

There had been an electronic tracker in his heel that he could activate the moment he saw the spy. Unfortunately, the spy had known that. His heel had been sliced open before the spy ever appeared. Before Nathan could realize the danger he was in, he had been strapped to a hardwood table and the first of a series of synthetic drugs pumped into him.

Whore’s dust. A powerful, blinding aphrodisiac. Hell. Because there had been no relief. Because Nathan, enraged, crazed, animalistic, had been unable to break the vows he had made to his wife. No matter the amount of drugs. No matter the provocation.

He stared back now at the small group of men who had rescued him from Diego Fuentes’s hell. Three doctors, an admiral, some scowling bastard in a suit, supposedly a JAG representative, and his uncle Jordan Malone.

Jordan wasn’t in uniform. That was telling enough. His resignation from the SEALs three months before had surprised Nathan when he’d heard about it. Of course, there wasn’t much left to do but listen to rumor in the highly secured, specialized private clinic he had been recovering in.

Surgery after surgery to repair his body and his face. They’d fixed what had been damaged. They’d rebuilt what couldn’t be reset. But his mind still felt broken. The man he had once been was no more than a dream.

He was still a SEAL. He hadn’t resigned. But he had a feeling he wouldn’t be one for long.

“Lieutenant Malone.” The admiral nodded back at him, his lined, weathered face drawn in worry and concern. “You’re doing well.”

Like hell he was.

He stood to attention, but this was fucking shit. He felt like he was being stretched on a rack of fire.

The three doctors watched silently. The psychologist assigned to him made a few notes. Damned bastard was always making notes.

“Thank you, sir,” he finally managed to say. Hell, he just wanted to get back to the exercises he’d been doing. The ones that pushed his body to exhaustion, that made the hellacious arousal that still cursed him lessen.

The admiral frowned back at him.

“Are you in pain, son?” he asked him.

Nathan forced patience. Forced patience didn’t sit well right now.

“Yes, sir, I am.” He wasn’t going to lie about it either.

The admiral nodded. “That explains your borderline disrespect. Maybe.”

Nathan gritted his teeth. “Sorry, sir, protocol isn’t my strong suit these days.”

He expected a snap in the admiral’s reply; he didn’t expect the old man’s face to smooth out or the understanding that lit his gaze.

Admiral Holloran had once been not just his superior officer, but a man he respected.

“Sit down, Nathan.” The admiral nodded to the chair behind him before taking his own seat.

Nathan glanced at Jordan. His uncle was sitting, all protocol pretty much abolished where he was concerned. But it wasn’t disrespect, it was an arrogance, a confidence that had only been thinly veiled until now.

Nathan sat down gingerly. He was still having trouble with one leg, but it was strengthening. As were the muscles in his back that he had worked to rebuild.

The admiral finally sighed as silence filled the room.

“I attended your funeral,” he stated then. “I grieved, Nathan. Seeing you now”—he shook his head—“makes me wonder sometimes at the decisions that are made behind my back. I wouldn’t have approved that mission.”

“I agreed to it.”

Simple. It was supposed to have been so simple. He still had the hole in his heel to prove it hadn’t been.

“We’ll discuss that another day,” the admiral growled. “We’re facing another problem.”

“Has my wife been informed I’m alive yet?” The words felt torn from his ruined vocal chords.

His voice was rougher, darker than it had been, but hell, at least he could talk.

“Not yet,” the admiral answered.

“I still prefer she not be told.”

Nathan stared straight ahead now. He was aware of the bandages that still covered his face, the wounds that were still healing on his body. But even more, he was very much aware of the effects of that fucking whore’s dust those bastards Fuentes and Jansen Clay had pumped into his body.

Eighteen months of it. He had been the guinea pig. The SEAL to break with the black evil they forced into him. But he hadn’t broken. He’d become a monster instead.

“Sabella’s been grieving, Nathan,” Jordan said then. “She’s still grieving. She still cries for you.”

“She’ll stop crying. Sabella’s tough.” He shrugged as though it didn’t matter and glimpsed the admiral and Jordan’s exchanged look from his periphery.

He was lying. His Bella wasn’t tough. She was soft and sweet and he swore he heard her cries in his dreams, in his nightmares. The ragged wound that was his soul would never heal, because he couldn’t get the sounds of her screams out of his head.

How much worse would her screams be if she saw him now? His gentle little Bella had loved his body. When he had walked out the door that last day he had been strong, powerful, but even more, he’d been a man who knew how to be gentle. That man didn’t exist anymore. There was nothing gentle in the dark, twisted dreams he had now. Dreams of death. And dreams of Bella. And a hunger he knew he would never restrain if she came to him.

“I’m dead,” he told them, his voice cold as he thought of the consequences of trying to return to her. “I’ll stay dead.”

The psychologist was scribbling furiously on his pad. Nathan’s gaze jerked to him. As though he could feel the spikes of fury aimed his way, the balding little man lifted his head.

His shoulders shifted beneath his ill-fitting suit jacket, and behind his plain glasses, his brown eyes flickered nervously.

Nathan’s eyes jerked back to the admiral. “Would you get him the hell out of my sight, sir.”

Admiral Holloran stared back at him for long seconds before nodding to the doctors and jerking his head to the door. They all filed out quickly. None of them were comfortable in his presence. They never had been. Of course, they’d had to deal with an animal for the first three months that he had been under their care.

Admiral Holloran sighed wearily and stared back at him.

“Last chance, son,” he said softly. “Let us call your wife. Send someone for her.”

He bared his teeth in fury. “No, sir.” The “sir” was habitual, the growling rage in his voice wasn’t. It was pumping through him, numbing his mind, filling his senses with the echoed images of his nightmares.

“Enough.” Jordan spoke into the silence. “I warned you he wouldn’t change his mind.”

“Your respect has gone to hell, Jordan,” Holloran snapped.

“So has my patience,” Jordan bit out. “I was given complete control of this unit, Admiral, and that supersedes even your rank.”

“If he changes his mind then he can’t go back,” the admiral argued. “Is that what you want for your nephew, Jordan?”

“If he changes his mind then that decision is mine to make, not yours or anyone else’s.” There was a hardness to Jordan, a bleak anger Nathan had never seen in him before. “He’ll be transferred to the command center tomorrow and the doctors there will work him with the others.”

“You haven’t even asked him if he’s willing!” The admiral was in Jordan’s face now. The two men nose to nose, two incredible wills clashing. It would have been amusing if Nathan had been in the mood for it.

He wasn’t.

He rose to his feet and headed to the door.

“Nathan.”

Nathan paused before turning back to face his uncle. Jordan had once been not just family, but a superior officer, when they had both been SEALs, when Nathan had been a man rather than the animal he had turned into.

He stared back at Jordan. “Make it quick. I have exercises to finish this evening.”

Jordan got to his feet. “There are other options than the SEALs.”

“Oh yeah?” Nathan arched his brows. “What’s better than the SEALs, Uncle? Hell? Been there, still take trips.”

Jordan nodded slowly. His brilliant blue eyes, wild Irish eyes, his grandpop had called them, stared back at him. “There are other options, Nathan.”

“Really?” Nathan stared between Jordan and the admiral.

“Yeah.” Jordan nodded. “You walk out of here as a SEAL and you walk out as Nathan Malone. You walk out with me, and Nathan Malone ceases to exist.”

The admiral moved from his chair with a jerky movement and paced to the other side of the room.

“You leave with him and the SEALs won’t exist for you anymore, Nathan. The only men you’ll have contact with are those in your old team under Commander Chavez, to retrain. You’ll be dead forever. Nathan Malone will no longer exist. Not for you. And not for your wife.”

Nathan stared back at him, but it was Bella he saw. She hated a broken nail, she worried about wrinkles. How would she handle a husband who was little more than a monster?

He turned to Jordan. “So where do I sign up?”

 

Three years later

 

Jordan Malone stood in his office and stared through the privacy glass at the exercise room. His hands were shoved in the pockets of his jeans, a scowl on his face as he watched his nephew.

Nathan, now known as Noah Blake to the world, was only five years younger than he was. Jordan had been a surprise to his parents, a shock to his older siblings. And he had been more like a brother to the man pouring with sweat beneath the weights in the other room. The change in Nathan over the past years was nothing short of miraculous. Hell, the first six months, the very fact that he had survived had been miraculous. It had been the first three years that had been the hardest though. The nightmares and effects of the whore’s dust in his system had nearly driven Noah insane.

But had he survived? Sometimes, Jordan wondered if the man who had taken that final SEAL assignment was the same one he was staring at now.

His face was different. The plastic surgery had made it leaner, the bone and muscle more defined. Fuentes had done a job on Nathan’s face while he was a captive. Bones had been shattered, the repairs had been extensive. The change drastic. No one who knew Nathan Malone before would guess at his identity now. His build was different. His body was leaner but more powerful, rock hard, and his will was steel. He was a cold, icy-eyed killer.

He wasn’t Nathan Malone anymore. He was truly Noah Blake, because Noah had made certain nothing of Nathan existed.

Noah’s training with Reno Chavez’s unit in the past years had worried Jordan. Where once the Navy SEAL Nathan Malone had pulled his punches and killed only when he had to, now . . . Jordan shook his head. Noah killed with deadly, silent efficiency.

Jordan remembered the night they had rescued the man who had been Nathan from Fuentes’s hold. Nearly every bone in his body had been broken at some point. He had been wasted away, nearly starved, and pumped so high on whore’s dust his eyes had glowed like a demon’s. And he had fought. He had fought not to rape the girl locked in the cell with him, he had fought to protect her. And he had fought to walk out rather than be carried out.

Jordan had been certain his nephew would never survive the withdrawal of the drug and the effects to his brain. He’d never imagined Nathan would come back, stronger than ever rather than broken. Darker than ever, and so different that his identity change rarely blipped Jordan’s radar anymore.

“He’s never going to be the same, is he?” Lieutenant Ian Richards said somberly, admitting what none of them had dared say aloud over the years. Ian was part of that SEAL team, had stood with the other men who had spent the past years with the man they called Noah.

It had been harder on Ian in some ways, because he had been closer to Nathan than even Jordan had been. Nathan had only been ten when he heard young Ian’s screams echoing through the desert landscape of their ranch. He had awakened his father, harassed that mean-assed Grant Malone out of the house, and found the young boy whose mother was dying in his arms.

Grant, in a surprising display of compassion, had helped the young woman and her child. Grant had his moments, Jordan thought, they were just few and far between.

“No, he’s never going to be same.” He admitted the truth to Ian, as well as to himself. “This man isn’t Nathan Malone anymore, Ian. He’s truly Noah Blake. We may as well accept that.”

“He’s a machine now,” Ian stated heavily, his expression saddened as he watched Nathan work out. “He’s the best damned killer I’ve ever laid my eyes on. Silent as a thought.”

Jordan turned to Reno Chavez, the commander of the group.

Reno shook his black head. “He’s not a SEAL any longer. He questions orders continuously, lays in backup plans out the ass, and always has a plan if that one goes bad. If he feels he needs to deviate, then he deviates. He’s not insubordinate, but he’s a leader now. He won’t follow easily unless he’s assured the plan is the only way to go. He’s a wild card, Jordan, but he’s a damned efficient one. Like a shark. Cold-blooded. Focused. And deadly.”

Jordan nodded. “Thank you, Reno. I appreciate the report.”

“You have my written report as well.” Reno nodded to the file that had been laid on Jordan’s desk.

The monthly reports hadn’t deviated in years. Nathan was barely a man any longer. He often reminded Jordan of a robot, little more.

“Jordan, he’s not going to survive like this,” Ian said quietly, turning back to the window, watching the man that had once been his friend. “He’ll self-destruct. One of these days, he’ll put a bullet in his own head.”

As though Noah had heard him, sensed him, he sat up on the weight bench and grabbed a towel. His gaze sliced past the two-way mirror and stared back at them. His eyes were darker, wilder than Nathan Malone’s had been. Searing navy blue in a dark, sharply defined face. His black hair was thick, long, nearly to his shoulders now. He refused to cut it. As he turned his back Jordan glimpsed the black sun pierced by a red sword that had been tattooed on the left shoulder blade of Noah’s back.

The emblem of the Elite Operational Unit was another reminder of how Noah had shed his past as Nathan Malone. He had signed his life over to a unit that at times could be little more than a suicide mission.

“He’ll survive.” Jordan kept his response cool, but what he felt inside was anything but cool. “He’s not finished yet. He just thinks he is.” Nathan hadn’t returned to his wife yet, and Noah, the man he was, hadn’t forgotten that woman. He wouldn’t find himself until he did.

Jordan had pulled his nephew into this unit because he knew the man he loved like a brother would have never survived intact if he’d had to face the world after his release from the clinic. Or if he’d had to face his wife.

The psychologist had agreed. Nathan would have taken a walk one day and just never returned. He hadn’t been ready. Noah might still not be ready either. But Jordan was going to end up testing him anyway.

 

Three years later

 

“It won’t be easy to get him to agree to it,” Ian Richards warned Jordan as they watched the six-man unit of the Elite Ops working out in the gym through the two-way mirror that looked into it.

Noah was stronger than ever. Lean. Powerful. Cold.

“He’ll go,” Jordan said softly. “He’ll not let her remain in danger.”

Ian blew out a hard breath as they stared at the man they all knew as Noah now.

“Would she want him back like this?” he asked.

Jordan had questioned that one himself. For six years Sabella Malone had been without her husband. In the past three years, she had finally begun living again. Dating again. There was a chance Noah could lose the wife he never admitted he had, very soon, to another man’s arms.

“We’ll find out, won’t we,” Jordan mused.

“We’ll be your backup in the Alpine mission,” Reno told him then. This small group of men had been assigned to the Elite Ops; partly privately funded, partly government backed, the unit was a test unit, a group of dead men, of rogues. In the past years they had become a highly advanced, specialized unit dealing in operations that other agencies couldn’t touch either because of political sensitivity, or the level of danger involved.

Jordan nodded slowly before watching Noah once more.

“We’ll meet up at the command center set up in Big Bend National Park,” he told them. “You’ll receive your orders within the next day or so.”

Ian and Reno nodded and left quickly, heading out to prepare for the coming operation. All that was left was getting Noah Blake to go along with it.

Jordan sat down at his desk, picked up the file he had on the mission, and called Noah into his office.

Noah made him wait. When he walked into Jordan’s office, his hair was still damp from his shower, his blue eyes cold, no emotion, no life flickering within them.

“Are we ready?” Noah took the seat in front of the desk that Jordan indicated.

“Almost.” Jordan nodded. “Command center will be broken down tonight and flown to the new location. We should be set up within forty-eight hours.”

Noah didn’t say anything, he just stared back at Jordan, waiting. His patience was seemingly endless now. But when he erupted into action there was no one faster. No one deadlier.

“You’re delaying,” Noah finally drawled, that ruined voice scraping.

That voice had once been flowing, deep. Now, it was guttural, almost raw.

“First mission is in Texas,” Jordan stated.

Noah didn’t respond. His gaze didn’t even flicker. As though nothing in Texas concerned him. No family, no grandfather, brother, or father. No wife.

“Command center will based forty miles out of Alpine.”

“No.” Noah’s tone was icy.

Jordan lifted the file and slapped it down in front of him. “Read the file. You don’t want the mission, then the hell with it. You can head to Siberia for all I give a damn and babysit that scientist they had us kidnap last month, in the cold. But you will read the file first.”

Jordan stomped from the office, slammed the door behind him, and left Noah to the information they had gathered.

Noah, he never thought of himself as Nathan anymore, stared at the file as though it were a rattler. He didn’t want to read it. He didn’t want to know. Siberia suited him just fine. Hell, that scientist was a quiet little thing, she just liked working on her projects, she didn’t like company. She would do.

He got to his feet, then stopped. He stared at the file and almost turned away. Almost. A picture had slid from just inside the file, and he knew that chin.

He picked it up slowly. The center of his chest was a hard, searing knot of agony as he pulled the picture free and frowned.

And there it was. That familiar curve of the brow, those pretty, soft gray eyes. But he’d be damned if he knew the woman they belonged to.

She looked like Sabella. His Sabella. It was his Sabella. But she was so different.

Her sun-streaked blond tresses were darker, almost brown in some places. And her hair was longer now. Well past her shoulders, thick and heavy. Her face was thinner, her expression was quieter.

There was no smile on her lips.

Unless she was angry, Nathan had never seen Sabella without a smile. The thought of her smiles, her laughter, her joy, followed him into his dreams sometimes. Sometimes, they held the nightmares at bay. What would he hold on to now that he saw that smile was gone?

He held the picture in one hand, staring at her. He had refused to read any of the reports he knew Jordan kept on her. Refused to hear anything about her in the past six years.

He had only two questions if her name came up.

Was she alive?

Was she safe?

Jordan had always nodded, and Noah had always walked away.

He opened the mission file.

It didn’t take long to read it. Even less time for him to have to fight the howl of pure rage that burned in his throat.

Sabella was smack in the middle of an operation that had already killed three FBI agents and the wife of a prominent politician.

Son of a bitch. He’d asked his father for one thing in his entire life. If anything ever happened to him, to watch out for Sabella, and that lying bastard had sworn he would. But he hadn’t. Sabella was undefended.

Only his bastard half brother was trying to help at this point.

The mission file was peppered with information on Sabella, his half brother, Rory, his grandfather, Riordan, and the father he could feel himself beginning to hate now.

And it was filled with danger. That danger could touch Sabella. He could see it. He could see the threads that, if pulled just the right way, would tighten around his wife’s neck and put her in harm’s way.

Nathan’s wife, he reminded himself bitterly, not Noah’s. Noah Blake had no wife. But he couldn’t erase the past that had once belonged to him, or the dreams of a wife that had been his, no matter how hard he tried.

And now she was in danger.

Because he hadn’t watched out for her.

He sat down and stared at the picture. It was bad enough the man she had loved had died, but the haunted shell that was left hadn’t even been able to watch out for her.

He ran his finger over the picture, down the curve of her cheek, as he closed his eyes and remembered her smile. Remembered touching her. As he let himself remember, outside his dreams, of loving her.

“Go síoraí,” he whispered, breathing in the scent of those memories. “Forever, Sabella. I’ll love you forever.”

And the first crack in Noah Blake’s shell appeared.

 

“Nathan.” His name was breathed into the darkness as Sabella came awake. As though the past six years had never happened, as though she had never lost him. She heard his voice in the darkness. Those words. The ones she had never asked the meaning of. Go síoraí.

She stared into the dimly lit room. No Nathan. Nathan wasn’t there. Dry eyed, aching, she lay back down and closed her eyes. “Goodbye, Nathan,” she whispered back, wishing she could still cry. Wishing the pain could be shed so easily. “I miss you.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The little shack that sat in the middle of the sprawling Rocking M Ranch looked just as weathered, just as faded and familiar, as it ever had even in the dark, beneath a bleak, black night.

Noah moved through the darkness like a wraith. He jumped the little wrought-iron fence and moved to his grandmother’s grave.

Erin Malone. Go síoraí. Forever. They were the only words on her granite tombstone. His grandfather had chiseled them in himself.

Kneeling by the tombstone, Noah stretched out his left hand, touched the stone, and lowered his head. His grandfather had always paid homage to their grandmother in this fashion. All her children had except Grant Malone. And Noah did now. He wondered if his brother Rory did as well.

He lifted his head and stared at the shack. It was dark, shadowed, but he knew his half brother was there.

He eased back from the grave then and bounded back over the fence before moving to the cabin.

Rory was quick. He was suspicious. He had known throughout the day that someone was watching the cabin, but Noah hadn’t tried to hide it.

He moved around the shack on silent feet. He flowed with the shadows, became a part of them, used them to his advantage until he stood at the end of the back porch and stared at the young man who sat in the aged rocker.

Rory was twenty-five, a man grown, and he looked too much like Nathan had at that age. He was broader in the shoulders and his muscles were heavier, but not as effective.

Rory sat silently, his rifle resting across his thighs, his body tense.

“I know you’re here,” his brother muttered. “If I haven’t scoped you by now, I’m not going to. You might as well take the shot.” Disgust lined his voice, filled his expression as his head lifted.

Rory thought he was dead, just as everyone else did. And Noah needed to ensure no one else suspected. Except Rory. Nathan would need his help.

As silent as moonlight he was over the banister of the porch, the rifle pulled from Rory’s grip, the barrel across his brother’s neck as the rocker tilted back to the wall.

It wasn’t a harsh grip, it was a warning one. He didn’t want to wake the old man. He didn’t want to add to Rory’s grief, or to his own shame.

“Stay silent,” Noah hissed in Rory’s dark face. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

Rory’s expression was frankly disbelieving. But Noah would have been surprised if he’d reacted any other way.

“You have one chance to know what I know about your brother,” Noah warned him quietly. “One chance. Blow it, and it will never return.”

Rory’s eyes narrowed. Startling blue eyes, true Malone eyes.

“My brother’s dead,” he bit out quietly. “What could you tell me about him that my uncle couldn’t?”

Noah leaned closer. “Bràthair, what could I tell you that you want to know?”

Then Noah leaned back again slowly. Rory was shaking. His dark face, Gaelic dark, paled as he stared back at the shadow hovering in front of his vision.

Noah moved back slowly, still gripping the rifle. “Come with me.” He jerked his head to the shed at the edge of the house yard. “Does he still keep the shed lit?”

There was no answer, but Rory was following. They stepped into the shed and Noah closed the door carefully before flipping the light on.

Rory collapsed on the old chair in the corner and stared back at him. His gaze was dark with pain, anger.

“I thought you were my brother,” he whispered. “Hell, I hoped you were.”

Noah watched as his brother rubbed his hands over his face and shook his black head.

Noah removed the night vision glasses he wore. A new toy the unit was playing with. One he had taken advantage of. He stared back at Rory, realizing the color of the eyes he saw every morning in the mirror was wilder, bleaker, much darker and more dangerous than his brother’s.

Rory blinked.

“Do you still sneak in here to smoke?” Noah asked, remembering how his brother used to slip a cigarette when he thought no one would catch him.

Only he and Rory had known that.

Rory’s hand shook. He gripped the arms of the old chair and stared at Noah as though he could force himself to see what he needed to see.

“Who are you?” Rory finally breathed out painfully, his voice filled with more disappointment than Noah had expected. “And what the hell do you want?”

Noah shook his head. “I don’t have time for games, Rory.”

“You’re not Nathan,” Rory whispered.

“I’m not the Nathan you remember.” He moved to the wardrobe in the back of the shed, opened the small door in the bottom and extracted the bottle of whiskey he knew his grandfather kept there.

He hid his spirits from his Erin, he would always grin when he slipped a sip. Even though his Erin was dead, his grandfather continued the tradition.

Uncorking the fine imported Irish spirit, he tipped the bottle to his lips and took a healthy drink. He didn’t grimace as it went down, he savored it. Recapping it, he returned it to the drawer and turned back to Rory.

The boy was staring at him now as though he had seen a ghost.

“No one knows about Grandpop’s stash,” he whispered.

Noah nodded shortly. “You knew. I knew. Grant never knew.”

Rory breathed out roughly. “You stopped calling Grant dad after you found out about me.”

Noah lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “He couldn’t be your dad, then he was no dad of mine.”

Rory shook his head as though to shake the confusion clear. Nathan almost felt sorry for him. He didn’t have time for pity though.

He grabbed an old wooden chair and pulled it to him. Straddling it, he stared back at his brother.

“You’re not making sense,” Rory said, his voice forceful. “You’re not Nathan, but you know the things only he knew.” The younger man’s gaze looked him over desperately. “Who are you?”

“Nathan’s ghost.” He sighed. “I’m Noah Blake, Rory, and you can’t ever forget that. From this second on, believe Nathan is dead, because that man is long gone. Only Noah exists.”

And still Rory was trying to find Nathan within him. Noah watched the desperation in his brother’s gaze, felt it lashing at his soul.

“I need your help, Rory.”

“My help?” Rory shook his head again. “Hell, I don’t even know who you are.”

“You wouldn’t have known me even five years ago,” he told him. “Hell happened. Death happened.”

“Sabella?”

“Doesn’t know.” Noah’s voice hardened. “And no one’s telling her. I wasn’t joking, kid. Nathan Malone stays dead.”

Rory stared everywhere but at him for long, tense moments.

“Damn you!” The boy got to his feet, anger churning in his face now. “You son of a bitch! You’re not Nathan. And you know how I know you’re not Nathan?”

Noah stared back at him remotely. Pushing the emotion back was the killer. Hell, he’d thought it would be easier than this. He had told Jordan, a walk in the park. This wasn’t the park, it was a bleak nightmare.

“I’ll tell you,” Rory snarled. “You’re not Nathan because Nathan wouldn’t be here.” He stabbed his finger at the floor of the shed. “He wouldn’t be here with me right now, he’d be taking care of his wife before someone else decided to do the job for him.”

Before Noah realized the lack of control festering inside him, before Rory could guess his intent, Noah lifted him by the throat from the chair and threw him against the wall. Pinning him there he snarled back in Rory’s face.

Rory looked as Nathan had once looked. He was built as Nathan had once been built. Or as Noah had. They could have been twins at one time. They could have been born of the same mother and father, rather than different mothers.

Rory was a younger Nathan. And Noah bet he remembered how to laugh.

“Have you touched her?” Ice seeped inside him. It filled his voice, filled his soul. “Did you comfort her?”

His hands tightened around Rory’s throat. He could see it. Rory touching her, holding her, as Sabella whispered Nathan’s name, whispered forever. His hold became tighter.

His Sabella. Sweet, soft, warm. Forever whispering in his ear. She had promised him forever. Was she giving it to Rory instead?

“Nathan?” Rory was choking as he stared back at him in shock.

Tears filled the boy’s eyes, darkened them. “Nathan,” he wheezed. “Oh God. Oh God. You’re alive. You bastard!”

Noah deflected the kick, the fists to the kidneys, and the younger man’s choked curses. He released the hold on his neck, twisted his arm behind his back and flattened his face to the table next to the wall.

“Did. You. Touch. My wife?”

“I should have,” Rory cried, half sob, half enraged bellow. “I should have. You son of a bitch. You son of a bitch. You’re just like him. Just like that heartless little bastard that made you.”

Rory laid his head on the table as Noah released him and his shoulders shook. He kept his forehead pressed into the wood, and a sob tore from his throat.

Noah flexed his hand, staring at it, his jaw tightening until he felt it would crack as he stretched his fingers and realized, they had been wrapped around his brother’s throat.

“Get out of here!” Rory straightened, keeping his back to him. “Get out.”

“I can’t do that, Rory.”

He turned furiously, his eyes blazing as he sneered back at Nathan. “Granddad cries when he talks about you. When he sees Sabella struggling with that fucking garage. Trying to survive. He tried to help her and that son of a bitch father of yours took damned near everything he had. And here you are.” He flipped his hand back to Nathan, fury filling his face. “The big tough warrior the old man had such pride in. Six years, Nathan. Six years and where the hell have you been?”

Noah lashed out, pushing him back in the chair as he glared back at him. “Watch it, boy,” he bit out. “Keep pushing and you’ll get more than you want.”

“I got more than I wanted when I felt you watching the place this afternoon,” he snarled, anger pushing past fear.

“I’m back, that’s all that matters.” Noah rubbed his hand over his short beard. “This isn’t as simple as why I didn’t come back. It’s not even as simple as having the option to come back for a damned long time. I’m here now, and I need information.”

“That’s what they make computers for.” Rory was three seconds from attacking him again and Noah knew it. The boy had that damned Irish pride and temper.

“Listen to me, you little shit!” He moved over him vengefully. “Look at my face. My body. Do you think this shit happened because I wanted to be someone else? Because I wanted my life fucked up the ass and back? Look, Rory. Look at the scars. You want to see my back? How about my legs? You want to see the hole they cut in my foot? Will that help?”

He jerked back, furious, enraged. So much for control. He hadn’t let his control snap in more than five years.

He inhaled roughly. He wasn’t going to let it snap now, not any further than it had already.

He turned back to his brother and pushed back the emotion. The horror in his brother’s eyes wasn’t what he’d wanted to see.

“Belle’s not the same without you,” Rory whispered. “She’s sad all the time. All she does is work. All she does is close herself off. She’s not even the same girl anymore. Any more than you’re the same man.”

Noah clenched his jaw, his fists. He couldn’t talk about Sabella. Not now. Not yet.

“Tell me about the Black Collar Militia.”

Rory blinked. “BC?” He snorted. “I stay outta that shit. I remember the whipping you gave me before you left, okay?”

“I didn’t ask if you were still stupid,” he growled. “Tell me what you’ve heard.”

Rory licked his lips and looked away for a second. “Two of Belle’s mechanics are BC. Low level mostly. No one knows what’s high level. The little twits like to brag sometimes. Mostly they run errands, crap like that.”

Noah straddled the chair again. “When did they start working for Sabella?”

Rory narrowed his eyes at him. “You always called her Bella, Nate.”

“Rory, don’t piss me off again.” He sighed. “Answer my questions. And you call me by that name again and I’ll bust your head. My name is Noah Blake.”

Rory flinched before tensing and shaking his head.

“Hell.” He breathed out roughly. “A year or so ago maybe. All the guys working for you left that first year. Belle was in bad shape for a long time. When she finally came out of it, she was on the verge of losing the house and the garage. I couldn’t keep it running.” His expression twisted painfully as he stared back at Noah. “I tried,” he whispered. “But I couldn’t keep it going.” He shrugged. “And Belle, she’s a hell of a mechanic, but she doesn’t have good people skills, ya know? Getting things back up and running has taken all our time.”

Sabella, a mechanic? Noah held back his total disbelief. That one he would have to see to believe. And no people skills? Who had kidnapped his wife and replaced her?

“Just tell me about the militia,” Noah growled.

Rory pushed his fingers through his hair. “I simply don’t know much.” He shook his head. “I’m pretty sure Mike Conrad associates with them. I know he’s hot for the garage since news came you were dead. He’s made Belle an offer a few times, but she refuses to sell. Sometimes Mike gets a little drunk, and when he does, he’ll run his mouth, but he hasn’t spouted off about anything dangerous yet. Sheriff is a badass, he could be in it, but with him who the hell knows. There’s rumors the BC are involved in some of those deaths in the National Park, but, like I said, rumors. Hell, Noah, I’ve been so damned busy just trying to keep the wolves away from Belle that I don’t have time for that crap.”

Noah nodded. He hadn’t expected Rory to know a lot.

“You’re giving me a job at the garage. You hired me tonight. You met me last month when you were at that bar in Odessa.”

Rory gave him a surprised look. “You know about the bar?”

“And the barmaid,” Noah grunted. “I showed up this afternoon, found you heading back here and stopped. We chatted. You offered me a job.”

Rory stared back at him confusion. “And Belle?”

“Won’t know who I am,” he told Rory quietly. “And if you tell her, Rory, if you even hint it to her, you’ll disappear until all this is over, you understand me?”

He stared back at his brother. There was no anger now, no emotion. The ice was falling back into place.

“But Bella’s your wife,” Rory whispered painfully. “You almost stayed away too long, man.”

“I’ll take care of Sabella, my way.” He rose from the chair, staring down at Rory with hard eyes. “Do you understand me, Rory? My way.”

Rory nodded hesitantly.

“Stay here tomorrow. Sleep off that drunk you’re going to tie on tonight. Don’t show up until you can get a handle on this.”

Rory grunted. “Then I guess I’ll see you next lifetime.”

Noah stared back at him silently for long moments.

“Fine. Day or two.” His brother shrugged.

“And you don’t tell Grandpop either,” Noah warned him.

Rory shrugged. “I won’t tell, doesn’t mean he won’t know. You know Granddad.”

Unfortunately he did. Riordan Malone always seemed to just know things. It had been creepy as hell when he was a kid, comforting as he grew older. And now, now it was just worrisome.

“Why Noah?” Rory asked the question Noah couldn’t answer. “Why the name, and why are you back here for the BC and not your family?”

Bitterness filled his brother’s voice, his expression, and Nathan was damned if he could blame him.

“I’m back because the BC threatens my family,” he stated, his grating voice harsher, darker than it should have been. “As for the name.” His lips quirked. “It’s Irish. Now keep your eyes and ears open. I’ll tell you more as I can.”

Rory gave him a mocking sneer. “Fuck you, man. You know, you’re right, Belle doesn’t need to know who you are. She has a second chance now; maybe this time, she’ll get a man that will stay home a while.”

Noah froze, he didn’t even blink. “Meaning?”

“You should have checked things out a little before you came back and accused me of touching what’s yours. It’s not me you have to worry about, Noah. Try worrying about your good friend Duncan Sykes. She’s been seeing him since his divorce a year ago.” Rory’s smile was mocking. “If I were a betting man, I’d bet she’ll be letting him drive your truck soon.”

Noah pushed back the demon rising inside him. Long of fang, sharp of claw, it tore at his brain, threatened his control, his ability to think.

Duncan Sykes.

No. It hadn’t happened. Bella hadn’t been with another man. No other man had touched her. No other man would dare. Because he would kill him. And he would have known.

Noah slipped back into the night as silently as he had come in. He made his way back around the house, moving quickly, staying in the shadows until he reached the canyon where he’d left the Harley, more than a mile away.

He was aware of Rory trying to track him, but the kid wasn’t experienced enough. He’d lost sight of Nathan seconds after he left.

But there were other eyes, old eyes, tear-filled eyes, that watched every stride he took with pride, love, and fierce exultant joy.

 

Dawn wasn’t far way, but rather than returning to the command center to catch a few hours’ sleep and report to Jordan, Noah pointed the Harley home instead.

He couldn’t get it out of his head. Sabella was seeing someone? Was she sleeping with his old friend Duncan Sykes? He had to know. He had to see her for himself, feel her, know she belonged to him even though he knew he couldn’t have her.

Six years. He couldn’t be reborn. Nathan Malone was dead in more than just name. The man he had been was dead. The man Sabella had loved was dead. Had she found someone to replace him?

He couldn’t consider it. Over six years without her touch, without the soft scent of her. He couldn’t take another woman. He couldn’t bear the thought of it. His vows held him. Sabella’s soul held him. He couldn’t have her, but he couldn’t have anyone else either. Could he bear to know she was in another man’s arms?

He turned down an old back road and pulled the Harley into a shelter of trees, turned the ignition key, and swung off. He began the short hike that would take him to the back of the house. The two-story brick house sat at the edge of town. There were no neighbors close enough to see him if he came in on the lower edge of the property. He just wanted to stay a minute, he told himself as he moved through the predawn light, keeping to the shelter of trees that bordered the backyard.

He had nearly stepped into the yard before he stopped. Came to a hard, freezing stop and just stared at the vision that stepped out on the back porch.

His reaction was like a fist to the gut, threatening to double him up. It was the immediate, violent erection in his jeans. It was his heart rate increasing, the blood rushing through his veins hard and fast. His breathing felt restricted, locked in his throat. His fingers curled against his palms, forming fists so tight the bones ached.

He stared at the woman, the man’s long white shirt falling past her thighs, gaping open to reveal the white tank top and boyshort panties she wore beneath. She lifted a cup of coffee, the steam curling against her face as dawn edged in, lighting the yard, the porch, and the woman with gold and violet rays.

“Sabella.” He whispered her name.

Rory had noticed his slip. He had always called her Bella, unless he wanted her. Unless the need to be buried inside the velvet-soft, rich warmth of her body had been overwhelming. And it had never been as overwhelming as it was now.

He imagined he could smell her scent in the air, a blend of honeysuckle and feminine warmth. Against his palm he imagined he felt the heat of her flesh, silken and giving, lifting to him, her lips whispering his name.

He remembered several times, many in fact, that he had taken her on that back porch. He’d lifted her astride him as he sat on that swing. He’d bent her over the railing and buried into her from behind.

Agony pierced his chest and bit into his soul like an animal’s fangs. And that was how he wanted to bite her. He wanted to grip her neck between his teeth and hold her in place like an animal. He wanted to pound inside her and hear her scream for more.

But her screams would be far different than when she cried for more, he thought. The man he was now, the dark hungers that filled him, would terrify her.

But still, he watched her. Watched as she enjoyed that first cup of coffee. The almost sensual pleasure in her face as the heated liquid passed her lips, and he let himself remember when that sensuality had once flowed over him as well.

He remembered her laughter and her smile. He remembered touching her, holding her, and he had to restrain the need to remember sharing dreams with her. Once, they had had such dreams. Simple dreams. A dog and a kid. Maybe a pool in the backyard.

And now here he was, hidden from view, watching as his wife’s too somber face lifted to the dawn, and he swore he felt her whisper his name.

A few more hours, he thought. He would check in with Jordan, shower, and change clothes before heading to the garage.

When he had first gone back to Texas with the other members of the Elite Operational Unit he had joined, Noah had told himself he would do the job and leave. That simple. As he stood staring at his wife, he had a feeling it wasn’t going to be that simple at all.

Today, he would step back into her life as another man. A man whose hungers were so dark, ran so deep, that sometimes they made him pause. A renegade. A wild card. He would come to her, not as Nathan Malone, but as Noah Blake. And he would come into her life as nothing she could ever imagine.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“Hey, Belle, Mike Conrad just called about his car and that damned motor hasn’t come in yet. He’s on his way here and he sounds drunk again. There’s some badass waiting in your office for Rory, who called in drunk this morning, and you’re making me crazy having to talk to your legs. Get the hell out from under that car.”

This wasn’t good. Her receptionist/gopher was sounding less than pleased and more irritated and harried than first thing in the morning should be calling for. She stared up at the innards of the vehicle she was working on: grease and grime and years of neglect met her inspection. It almost reminded her of her own life, she thought with a grimace.

“Answer me sometime today, Belle.” Toby was sounding more harried by the minute. “Look, this dude is a major badass. He’s going to crush my head and shove it in my pocket like a damned baseball if you don’t talk to him.”

Her lips almost twitched. Toby, with his gangly, too tall body and intensity sometimes reminded her of Nathan’s brother Rory when she had first met him. And he could be just as melodramatic as Rory had once been.

Sabella pushed tiredly against the underside of the motor, sending the creeper rolling across the cement until her head was free, leaving her to stare up at Toby, the young man she had hired to take care of the office.

His shoulder-length light brown hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, his brown eyes filled with anxiousness as his forehead creased into a frown.

Dammit, she didn’t have time for this.

“I told Mike the motor would be ready tomorrow, not today.” She heaved herself upright, sitting with her jean-clad legs spread over the narrow hard plastic device used to maneuver beneath the vehicles as she lay back to work beneath them. She propped her arms on her knees, staring up at him in exasperation.

She wiped her grimy fingers negligently against the side of her jeans before brushing the loose strands of her dark brown and blond-streaked hair back from her face.

“We’re not hiring, and Rory will be here when he gets here. That’s all I know. Now take care of it.” She moved to lie back down, determined to finish the final tuneup of the sedan that the mechanics had neglected to inform her was sitting out back. Mike Conrad wasn’t the only one waiting on his vehicle.

“Oh, no you don’t.” He shook his head fiercely as she moved to push herself back under the car. “I can’t handle this dude, Belle. He’s like the Grim Reaper’s cousin or something. He’s not part of my job description, ya know? You deal with him.”

Sabella pushed back the anger, drawn more from her own impatience than Toby’s attitude. The boy was normally pretty stable and dealt with aggravated customers with a flair she envied.

“Just tell him to come back in the morning. Rory will be here . . .” She hung her head as he began shaking his head violently. “Fine.”

She struggled to her feet, picking up the creeper and propping it against the side of the garage wall as she grabbed a stained towel and began trying to rub the oil from her hands. After a few seconds, she tossed the rag back to the bench and stalked through the four-car holding bay to the office beyond.

They couldn’t afford a new mechanic, no matter how much she needed one to keep the garage profitable. She was going to lose her ass here, and she knew it. If she didn’t manage to straighten up the mess she had allowed to develop in those first horrific three years after her husband’s death, she was going to lose the garage, and her home. The benefits she had received just weren’t enough to save it all.

She couldn’t lose the home she and Nathan had shared. She’d worked three years to rebuild it. She couldn’t lose it.

God, she couldn’t lose that last connection to him. It was all she had left.

“Tell Danny I want that car finished and out of here this afternoon,” she ordered Toby as they neared the office. “Tell him we can finish the Carltons’ truck later this evening, but Jennie needs her car to get to work and it took too long to get those parts as it is. I have everything ready, it just needs going over and testing.”

“On my way.” Toby nodded before turning and loping over to the far side of the garage.

“And don’t run,” she muttered, knowing he wouldn’t pay attention to that order if he did hear her. He was like a puppy. All gangly legs and nervous energy.

And she hadn’t even asked him the employee wannabe’s name. She shook her head, pushing her fingers through her hair before jerking the office door open and coming to a hard, cold stop.

Arrogance shimmered off him. Dark blue eyes seared into her brain, glowing from a face that was sun bronzed and savagely hard. Flat cheekbones, a nose that was just a little off center, lips that were sensual but just a tad thin. A dark, short black beard covered his face, closely cropped and giving him a dangerous appearance. Long black hair was pulled back from his face and secured at his nape.

A shiver raced over her skin, a primal warning of danger, as she stared at him. He was lean and tall, but she bet the muscles beneath that black leather jacket, T-shirt, jeans, and riding chaps were like steel. Heavy boots covered big feet, and he stood staring her from beneath thick, too thick, silky black lashes.

This man was a predator. It was her first thought. Long, lean, and dangerous, the kind of man Sabella had learned to steer well clear of after her husband’s death. Once bitten, twice shy. She had learned her lesson about that air of danger, and she had no desire to revisit it.

He leaned casually against the desk, his palms flat on the surface as he watched her with predatory intent. For a moment, just a moment, she went back in time, to that day she had first pulled into the lot, her car overheating, her nerves frazzled because she was late for a job interview. It was hot, she was sweating in the late-summer Texas sun, cursing her move from Georgia and the Texas heat that seemed to take forever to get used to.

And standing in just that position had been Nathan Malone, the owner, and later her husband. His eyes had raked over her slowly, a smile tilting his sexy lips as his eyes, Irish eyes, brilliant, seductive, stole her heart.

She felt her mouth go painfully dry. Her hands were shaking, her stomach cramping, as she stared back at the stranger. She didn’t know this man, she didn’t want to know this man, but for a moment, just a moment, she glimpsed the past with him. A bittersweet, painful knowledge of love and loss and everything fate had denied her.

“There are no openings. Please leave.”

Okay, so that was really rude, but she was really busy too. And she didn’t need the headache she knew would come with this man.

“Rory assured me there was an opening for a mechanic.”

Oh God, that voice.

His voice was deep, raspy, almost guttural. It raked over her nerve endings and sent an edge of dark response. Damn, damn, damn. She didn’t need this. She didn’t need her body awakening now after so many years in a deep freeze. She sure as hell didn’t need it awakening for a man more dangerous and likely a hell of a lot harder than any other man she had ever known.

His voice was cool and filled with purpose, but the undercurrents were dark, hungry. She had never heard that in her husband’s voice, had never seen it in his eyes.

She turned back slowly, forcing herself to stare at his chin, the short clipped beard and mustache blurring his features. Were those scars?

No, she didn’t want to know. She didn’t care.

“Rory isn’t here.” She had to force herself to speak, nearly wincing at the raw sound of her voice. “And he doesn’t run the place. I do. There are no openings.”

He shifted. As though fascinated, Sabella glanced down, seeing the powerful lean thighs covered in faded denim and leather, the hard abs beneath the thin cotton shirt he wore. Boots covered big feet, a sturdy base for at least six feet four inches of hard male.

As her gaze moved back to his face, she watched as his eyes moved to the wide windows that looked out on the gas bays and parking lot. Several cars sat deserted beneath the hot, midday sun, awaiting attention. The gas pumps were empty, the blacktopped lot cracked and sporting several lumps of hearty grass. Yeah, so the place wasn’t looking so good, she thought, pushing back her frustration, her pain. But she was doing her best. And it looked a hell of a lot better than it had three years ago when she had dragged herself out of her grief enough to realize what she was losing.

“You’re doing a good job here, but if you want to survive, you need someone willing to do the job right, and to get the best out of the men working under you.” His gaze swung back to her, the blue of his eyes threatening to steal her breath again.

His voice was quiet, reasonable, but it sent a flare of fury racing through her system. How dare he be here, ruining the fragile balance she had found in her life with his blue eyes, his raspy voice. She lifted her chin defiantly, hating it, hating his eyes, and the weariness that seemed to fill them. And she refused to let herself care.

“I’m doing just fine, all by my lonesome, mister,” she assured him mockingly. She drew herself stiffly erect. “You’re a stranger here—”

“Ma’am, I’m stating a fact.”

Oh God . . . She wanted to scream at him, to beat at him for stealing her peace, for taking the fragile calm she had finally managed to build around herself with the unexplained response she could feel roiling inside her. “All I need is the job Rory promised.” He flashed a hard smile. “He is your partner, isn’t he?”

“That’s not the point,” she snapped. “Look, mister—”

“Noah. Noah Blake.”

Noah. Irish. Go síoraí, I’ll love you forever. For a moment, the slightest wish whispered through her mind and she thought of Nathan.

He hadn’t loved her forever though. His need for danger, for the adrenaline rush and excitement, had carried him away from her, and he’d found death instead. Leaving her alone. Leaving her to survive without him for six heartbreaking years.

Now another Irish wildman was stepping into her life, trying to take it over? She shook her head. No, never again. No man would ever fill her, ever own her as her husband had. It wasn’t possible. And she wasn’t going to give this one the chance.

She opened her eyes, lifted her head, and stared back at him as the old, driving fury consumed her once again. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin defiantly.

“I said no. Now leave. I have work to do and I just don’t have time for you.” She turned on her heel and stalked back into the garage, stemming the hollow pain that beat at her throat and moistened her eyes.

She was finally forgetting, she didn’t need to be reminded of Irish eyes, soul-stealing kisses, or promises broken.

Her husband was gone. He was dead, his body sealed in a government casket and lowered into a dark, open hole. She had watched them cover it, watched each shovelful of dirt as it sealed a reality she had fought to reject.

God, how she had loved him. His laughter, his voice, his big body and his temper.

She forced herself to breathe through the memories, to place one foot in front of the other and to walk away from her response to the man who uncovered those memories within her.

“Belle Malone.” A furious male voice sliced through her thoughts as she headed for the sedan she had been working on earlier, bringing her to a stop as she turned slowly toward the open garage doors and bit back a curse.

Ladies didn’t cuss, she reminded herself. No matter the provocation. And she was being provoked. God, why hadn’t she just stayed in bed this morning? Mike Conrad was a bull of a man. He’d been one of her husband’s friends, but now he was becoming a pain in her ass.

“Mike, we’re working on it.” She lifted her hand in greeting, praying he hadn’t been drinking. “I’ll have it ready in the morning.”

“That’s what that little bastard Rory has said for two weeks.” He stalked into the bay, ignoring the sign that warned customers to stay behind the dingy yellow line. “You said two weeks, no more.”

Sabella bit her tongue and reminded herself she couldn’t afford to piss him off too much. His bank held the note on the garage and on the house, and he had threatened more than once to make sure they foreclosed if she missed so much as the first payment.

Thinning blond hair was cut short, almost buzzed. Weak brown eyes were watering and bloodshot from liquor and his bloated, reddened face was twisted in rage. Great. She needed this like she needed the behemoth standing in her office right now.

“I still have today, Mike.” She pulled on patience she didn’t have. She couldn’t afford to piss him off; he could make paying off that loan incredibly difficult. Besides, he had been Nathan’s friend.

Kinda.

“Like hell.” His voice was surly, his broad, pitted face flushed ruddy red, as he neared her and the smell of liquor hit her in the face. “You finish that truck now, bitch, or you can kiss this business goodbye, you hear me? Wouldn’t Nathan be damned proud of your sassy little ass then? This garage was his pride and joy.”

Mike had definitely been drinking and his mood was as foul as any she had ever seen.

“Nathan is gone, Mike,” she reminded him, fighting for the calm she swore she wouldn’t lose. Mike had always seemed to blame her for Nathan’s death, for some reason. “How he would feel is beside the point.”

She drew herself stiffly erect, knowing her diminutive five-five frame had nothing on his six feet. He was stocky, his paunch had grown over the years, but the man Nathan had once called a friend had let the bottle and his own failures destroy him faster than her own pain had nearly destroyed the garage.

“Nathan should have kicked your ass out and put his place in dependable hands before he screwed up and got his ass blown away.” The cruel words struck at her heart, no matter how she fought to ignore them. “He should have known better than to trust a flaky little blonde to hold on to anything.”

Dammit to hell. She hated the thought of having Toby call the sheriff. There would be questions and paperwork and she didn’t have time for this crap.

“But he didn’t, Mike. And this flaky blonde is working as fast as she can.” She was aware of the mechanics gathering behind her and wanted to groan in frustration. She didn’t need this. “I’ll have your truck first thing in the morning. I have tonight, according to the contract. I’ll be on time.” She couldn’t afford not to be.

His bloodshot brown eyes raked over her insultingly. “He married him a piece of flashy pussy, I have to give him that.”

Sabella’s eyes narrowed as she tensed and ground her teeth to hold back a retort. This was going to be bad enough once gossip circulated. She didn’t need to make it worse, she reminded herself.

“Mr. Conrad, Ms. Malone said in the morning.” Toby stepped to her side, his voice vibrating with anger at the insult. “It will be ready.”

Mike’s gaze whipped to the boy as his lips titled in a snide little smile.

“You fuckin’ her too, kid? Piece of prime pussy like that needs a—” He never finished what he had to say, and not because Toby jumped for him.

Before the younger man could cover the three feet of distance a shadowed blur moved past them. Mike Conrad was jerked off his feet and literally thrown from the garage.

Sabella stared in shock at the stranger, Noah, seeing the fury pulsing in his face as he picked Mike up from the blacktop only to toss him against the convertible BMW he had driven into the lot.

One big hand latched around Mike’s bulging neck and, icy cold, murderously, Noah Blake began to squeeze.

“Stop.” Sabella forced herself to move, to run to the pair, her hands locking around Noah’s wrist as she stared into those cold, merciless eyes in horror. “You’ll kill him. He’s just drunk. Damn you, I said stop!”

Rage glittered in the dark blue depths, the promise of death shadowing and darkening the unusual color as his fingers tightened further, his lips twisting into a snarling grimace.

“Have you lost your mind?” She jerked at his wrist, screaming at him, desperate now as she heard Mike strangling behind her.

Sabella glared up at the stranger, seeing the predatory promise of death in his eyes as he stared down at Mike Conrad.

“Touch her again.” His voice was a gravelly sound of rage as he stared into Mike’s eyes. “And I’ll kill you.”

She felt his wrist relax as she saw the rage darken the brilliance of his gaze as it locked with hers. A muscle pounded heavily at his jaw as his lips flattened, his eyes flicking over her shoulder as Mike groaned heavily. The sound of Mike collapsing in the car was easily heard in the silence of the parking lot.

“Rory said the apartment over the garage was available.” His voice was guttural, low. “I’ll store my gear and finish this bastard’s truck myself or I can kill him now. Your choice.”

And he meant it.

Sabella shook her head in confusion as the BMW started up behind her, the tires screaming on its exit from the lot.

“Why?” she finally whispered, her voice hoarse as she tried to make sense of it all. Why this, why now? Why had fate thrown someone in her path guaranteed to destroy her, just when she was finally rebuilding her life?

“Choose.”

She released his wrist, realizing she was still gripping it with a strength she hadn’t known she was capable of.

Finger by finger, she forced herself to let him go. She couldn’t answer him, she couldn’t choose, but when she got her hands on Rory she was going to kill him.

Ignoring the shocked and surprised faces around her, she turned and moved slowly back to the garage. She had a job to do, she couldn’t, she wouldn’t, let this interfere.

She didn’t need this.

She sat back down on the creeper and let it roll her back beneath the car she had been working on. A few more little tweaks and it should be finished. Just a little bit more.

She picked up the wrench on the cement floor beside her and went to work. If tears rolled from the corners of her eyes and into her hair, then she ignored them. If the pain tightened her chest until it felt as though her heart were being ripped apart, then she ignored it.

Today, there was work to be done. When everyone else was gone, she’d pay Noah Blake for the day and send him on his way. It would hurt. She needed the money and the bank payment was due next week. If she had to, if there was no other choice, then she would sell some more of the jewelry her mother had left her to cover the rest of the payment.

One thing was for sure. Noah was going to have to go. She couldn’t handle this. She couldn’t handle her instant response to him, and she couldn’t handle the conflicting emotions that raged through her at the sight of him. There was something familiar and yet something too dangerous about him for her to get a handle on. Something about him that had made her feel again. Something more than the regret she had resigned herself to three years before. She had finished grieving three years ago; sometimes, now, she just regretted.

She didn’t notice the sob that tore from her chest at the thought, but the man standing by the car heard it. Heard it, and hated it.

Noah could still feel the rage coursing through him, burning through his mind like a haze of red. The sight of Mike, the sound of him, the vicious words that had poured from his lips when he spoke to Sabella. Noah had lost his mind. Even now, he wanted the other man dead. A lifetime of history, of friendship, was over that quickly. As far Noah was concerned, Mike was living on borrowed time.

He glanced down at the ground, and the sight of Sabella’s legs bent, feet braced on the floor, knees raised against the fender of the car, sent another sort of fury surging through him.

She had no business under there. No matter how damned sexy she looked with her jeans stained with oil and a smear of it on her chin and her cheek.

She was killing herself. Noah hadn’t missed the dark circles under her eyes, the weight she had lost, the haunted depths of her misty gray eyes. This wasn’t the woman he had left behind. There was no makeup on her surprisingly youthful face, her once honey-streaked light blond hair was a mix of burnished golds and dark blond now. He hadn’t even known she colored it. How had he not known that his wife dyed her hair?

He brought to mind the memory of her naked body. How he had loved her body, curvy and warm, fitting against him perfectly. The bare soft flesh between her thighs had been devoid of curls, so he’d had no idea what the natural color should be.

And God, she looked young. The makeup she had worn had made her look older, more experienced. He knew she had been eighteen when they married, and he was suddenly desperately aware of how young she had really been.

At twenty-six, she still looked like a kid without the shield of cosmetics to add maturity to her still unlined face. But the grief was there. It was thick and dark in her eyes, in the tightly controlled line of her lips, the stiff set of her shoulders before she disappeared beneath the car.

He drew in a deep hard breath as the mechanics stared back at him, watching him as Sabella disappeared beneath the car. Their expressions were wary, part relief, part concern. They weren’t the same men who had worked here when he left, they were unknowns and unknowns were always the enemy. And he would never forget that only one, the youngest, had stepped forward to protect Sabella while the others stood back.

“She’s not alone anymore,” he growled, knowing the fury that roughened his voice now. “Get your asses in there and finish the work now, or get your stuff and get out. I want every vehicle in that damned bay finished before any of you go home tonight, or the only one I want to see in the morning is this one.” He stabbed his finger imperiously toward Toby. “And your ass belongs in the office, if I’m not mistaken.”

Toby swallowed tightly, his brown eyes flickering in indecision toward the garage where Sabella had disappeared. It was obvious he was more concerned about leaving her undefended than he was about his job.

“Go, boy,” he snarled. “We’ll discuss details later.” His gaze swung to the other men, watching as they shifted nervously, their oil-streaked expressions and wary eyes staying trained on him.

“Make your choice now,” he snapped. “And make sure you make the right one.”

He didn’t wait for their decisions. He made for the garage, striding straight to the line of clipboards on the workstation and grabbing the first one. It was time to get to work.

He wasn’t fooling himself; after the others had left, Sabella would let that temper he knew she had, erupt. He’d only seen it once before in their marriage. The day he had made the mistake of telling her she couldn’t do something. She had taught him fast and hard exactly what happened when he tried to control her.

Control came naturally to SEALs. It was a part of who they were and what made them so efficient. So it wasn’t unexpected that the night she had arranged to meet some of her girlfriends for drinks and dinner, he had told her she couldn’t go. He wanted her home with him. He’d been horny, and he wanted his wife. He didn’t want her at the local watering hole together with a bunch of women and the men there lusting after her.

She’d stared back at him silently for long moments then continued to inform him where she would be and when she would be home.

Dammit, Bella, you can stay home tonight. With me.

He’d barely ducked in time to miss the salt shaker that had been aimed a little too close to his head. Then his sweet, soft-spoken little Southern angel had erupted.

Flushed, furious, she had proceeded to lay down the law regarding their relationship, and by time she stalked out of the house, ass twitching beneath her jeans like an enraged little hen, he’d had his tail tucked between his legs despite the fact that he had informed her to just stay the night with her damned friends. He’d be fine without her.

Two o’clock that morning, he’d driven around town until he found her car, parked at the house of one of those friends. He’d carried his tipsy little wife out of the house, put her in his truck, and driven her home. And he’d never made that mistake again.

And now, after hearing that muted, smothered little sound from beneath the car, coming from the woman he wondered if he had even known as his wife, he realized that there was a chance Sabella had held as much back from him as he had held back from her.

Because he hadn’t had nearly enough of her before he had “died.” He hadn’t touched her in the ways he’d wanted to, even then. The darkness that filled him had always been waiting for an outlet, he realized. And now it was focused on one, tiny, too independent little woman. A woman who deserved far better than she was about to get.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

It was closing on seven that evening, the brilliance of the sun was fading and easing over the mountains as the mechanics left, staring back at Noah, as though afraid to leave her there with him.

At least the sheriff hadn’t shown up, which meant Mike wasn’t pressing charges. Yet. His truck had been delivered to the bank while he was still there, and if luck was on her side, she wouldn’t have to deal with him again for a while.

Noah Blake, on the other hand, she was more than ready to deal with. The blood had pumped furiously through her veins all day, leaving her nerves heightened, a feeling almost like excitement digging sharp claws into her chest.

He had worked hard, steadily, and kept the other men working faster. But she didn’t need him there. She didn’t want him there. She didn’t need him interfering with the structured, ordered existence she had created for herself. And she didn’t want the excitement or the feeling of tension she could feel tightening inside her.

The men working for her would accept taking orders from her eventually or she would do as she had done the past three years. Fire their asses and hire others. She’d fired plenty of them since taking over, another here and there didn’t make a difference to her.

Toby delayed as long as he could until Sabella had to push him out the door before turning to face Noah. She jerked the money bag from the desk and shoved it in her purse before slinging the leather bag over her shoulder and glaring back at him.

This was it. He could get the hell right back out of her life now and she could stop feeling so alive.

“When you see Rory, tell him I want to talk to him. Immediately,” she snapped. “And if he isn’t back to work tomorrow, then as far as I’m concerned he doesn’t have a job any more than you have one. I won’t have a maniac working in my garage and attacking my customers.” She held a hand up as he started to speak. “Whether they deserve it or not.”

He stared back at her, his eyes raging, wild, twisting with color in an expression that could have been carved from stone.

His gaze flicked over her body and she flushed. She could feel her own hardened nipples beneath her shirt and bra. She could feel the flesh between her thighs tingling and she hated it. She hated feeling that and she hated him for making her feel it.

Her gaze flickered to the parking lot as a vehicle pulled up and she almost grimaced. She’d forgotten about Duncan. Nice, safe, easygoing Duncan Sykes with his dark blond hair, brown eyes, and steady smile. He wasn’t dangerous. He didn’t have the power to destroy her sanity or her self-control.

“I’ll be here in the morning.” His lips thinned at the sound of a car door closing. “With Rory.”

Sabella smiled at the thought of getting her hands on Rory. Oh, her brother-in-law was in some serious trouble.

“You do that,” she told him softly as Duncan approached the door, a frown on his face. “And be ready to ride out the same way you rode in. Now, thanks to you, I’m late, and I’m not ready for my date. You deserve to be fired for that alone.”

She put a smile on her face as the door opened and Duncan stepped in. And of course, she compared the two men. Not that there was much comparison. Noah was hands down harder, tougher, sexier, more vibrant and imposing than Duncan would ever be.

“You’re not ready.” Duncan grinned, amusement dancing in his eyes despite the curious glance he flicked to the other man. “Why did I have a feeling you’d forget our date if things got busy?”

“Because you know me.” She grinned back, aware that her amusement was more faked than she would have liked.

Her gaze flicked back to Noah.

“New employee?” Duncan asked, turning to Noah as though he weren’t a rabid maniac on the loose and holding out his hand. “I’m Duncan Sykes. I own the electronics store in town.”

A shiver of foreboding raced through Sabella at Noah’s smile. It was the chill in his eyes, the flash of teeth, that warned her he wasn’t nearly as friendly he was pretending to be.

“Noah Blake,” he introduced himself.

Duncan glanced back at Sabella.

“It’s good to meet you.” Duncan nodded then smiled back at Sabella. “We’re going to be late if you don’t hurry and get dressed. Do you need me to lock up?”

Oh, she really didn’t think so.

“Everything’s ready, I just have to lock the door behind us.” She turned to Noah, her eyes narrowing as he continued to stare at Duncan. “Noah, I need to lock up.”

A flash of dread raced up her spine as he turned back to her. His eyes were flat and cold, his lips unsmiling, his expression too still. Too calm.

“Have a nice night,” he told her quietly before leaving the office and moving to the black, wicked Harley parked outside the garage.

Sabella was barely aware of the breath she had been holding until it released silently and she turned back to Duncan. “You’ll have to enjoy a glass of wine while I get ready. Time got away from me today.”

“You’re always worth waiting on,” he told her as they stepped from the office and she locked the doors. “Besides, we’ve been seeing each other long enough, Belle, that I know to build in time when I make reservations.”

Sabella grimaced. She was always late. She had never been late for anything until her husband’s death. It seemed as though she had been running late ever since. Trying somehow to go back rather than forward.

As she slid into the passenger seat of Duncan’s car for the ride up to the house, she couldn’t help but notice that Noah was still there. He was bent next to the Harley, fiddling with something, no doubt being nosy, because his gaze wasn’t on the bike, it was on them.

“I’m going to assume Rory hired him,” Duncan stated as they drove past the Harley.

“You assume right,” she breathed out roughly.

Rory was always pulling in strays. Thankfully, they never seemed to stay long. She had a feeling she was going to have trouble getting rid of this one though.

Nothing else was said as they pulled into the driveway in front of her house.

“Come on in.” She moved quickly from the car, house keys in hand. “You know where the wine is, go ahead and get a glass, I’ll get showered and be down in half an hour.”

She opened the door and rushed in, making for the stairs at a quick pace.

“I’m timing you,” he said, laughing. “Twenty bucks says it will take an hour.”

“You’re on.” She threw him a quick smile, but ducked her head, knowing that smile wouldn’t reach her eyes.

She couldn’t stop the feeling that somehow, some way, she was being unfaithful to the husband who had died more than six years ago. She had fought that feeling for a year, ever since the first date she had accepted with Duncan. The first time she had promised herself she was going to get over Nathan’s death.

Each time she and Duncan left the house she had shared with Nathan, she had felt the queasy, sick feeling that she was betraying the man she loved. The man who had loved her.

It was insane. She had to assure herself daily that Nathan would have wanted her to be happy, that he wasn’t staring down from heaven, feeling hurt and angry because she had turned her back on what they had shared.

She hadn’t turned her back, she told herself as she stepped beneath the shower. He had been a warrior, and he hadn’t returned home. He was dead and gone, and she was still alive. Wasn’t she?

 

Noah had a meeting to go to, an operational briefing that he knew he should already be heading to. Instead, he was standing in the tree line outside the home he used to share with Sabella, a pair of military binoculars in his hands, staring at the house.

No matter how much he had bitched while they were married, Sabella still left the blinds and curtains open until dark. They were open now.

Duncan Sykes was in the kitchen and, be damned, but he was opening a bottle of wine. His lips tightened. That was his wine, no matter who he was or wasn’t. He’d spent years building his collection of wines, rarely opening a bottle, enjoying the sight of the little wine cellar in the basement as it filled up.

Now that son of a bitch was opening one of his best bottles and pouring a glass. By God, if he caught that bastard in his bed, with his wife, there would be murder.

He blew out a hard breath. Wasn’t his business, he reminded himself.

The hell it wasn’t. Jagged, forked spikes of pure fury buried themselves in his brain as he felt the control he had built over the past years beginning to crack. If Noah saw Duncan touch her, he wouldn’t be able to control the rage.

Noah was aware of Rory coming up behind him, following the order Noah had given him when he called from the garage. His brother wasn’t happy. And that was just too damned bad, because Noah had never in his life been further from “happy.”

“How long has this shit been going on?” he bit out, keeping his eyes on the house rather than glancing at Rory.

“What shit?” Rory eyed him warily.

Noah flicked his hand at the house. “Sykes.”

“ ’Bout a year.” Rory flopped down at the base of a tree and yawned as though he were safe.

Noah flicked a look down at him. “And you didn’t stop it, why?”

Rory looked up at him in surprise before scratching his cheek thoughtfully. “Hell, probably because he’s the only one of the men she’s gone out with that I actually like.”

Noah’s jaw clenched. “How many have there been?”

Other men. Not just one man. Other men had gone out with his wife. Stared at her smile, lusted after her. He couldn’t imagine one of them touching her, or he’d have to kill them all.

“Just a few.” Rory shrugged as though it didn’t matter. “They never last long. A few dates here and there. Then she’ll get all guilty feeling, wear her wedding band for a while, and bury up here in the house when she’s not working before she forces herself to try again. She hasn’t worn her wedding band in over a year now though.”

Rory picked at a blade of grass as Noah went back to watching the house.

Sykes was still in the kitchen, probing around, looking through drawers. The bastard straightened a cup on a hook and paced to the far window to look down on the garage. There was a look of pending ownership on Sykes’s face, as if he were already imagining exactly what he intended to change in Bella’s life.

Yeah, Noah knew him, well. Duncan hid his strong will from most people, but he was no one’s fool. He’d been seeing Sabella for a year, then he was serious about it. He had every intention of owning everything Noah had once possessed as Nathan Malone.

“You left her,” Rory stated with a hint of anger. “It wouldn’t be any of your business if she had fucked half the town, anyway.”

He didn’t say anything, because Rory was right. He had left her. He had taken that mission knowing there was a chance of failure. He had failed and he hadn’t come back.

“What happened with Grant?” he asked Rory. “He tried to take the garage and the house after promising he would take care of her if anything happened to me. Why?”

“Same reason he ended up with Grandpop’s stuff, I guess.” Rory sighed. “Because that’s just how he is. Grandpop still excuses him. Says Grant is doing what he thinks will protect her. Grandpop always excuses him though. Calls it layers.”

Layers upon layers, he had always told Noah a lifetime ago. Nothing is as it seems. With Grant, Noah couldn’t imagine how it could be anything less than total selfishness.

“And Mike Conrad?”

Rory snorted. “That pig. He’s pissed off because Sabella wouldn’t screw him or sell him the garage. He seemed to want both. He chased after her for over a year until she had to threaten to sue him for harassment. Then he started getting ugly. He wanted the garage worse than he wanted her though. Tried to turn the town against her for a while, but that didn’t work out too well. You had too many friends. Once she pulled her ass out of grieving for a man that just didn’t want to come home, she threw herself into the business and pulled it back up. She does good now.”

“Keep sniping at me, Rory, and you’re not going to be able to walk for a while.”

Rory snorted. He was quiet for long minutes before saying, “Grandpop went to your grave today. Usually he just walks out and talks to Grandma. But today, he went to your headstone and just stood looking down at it.”

Noah didn’t want to hear this. He pushed the rage and pain back inside himself and continued to watch Duncan prowl the kitchen.

“Strange thing about Grandpop, I just never figured it out until now.”

“He didn’t grieve,” Noah answered for him.

Hell, he should have known better than to think he could fool the old man. Jordan should have known better. Grandpop had always known what was going on before it ever happened.

“That’s true.” Rory nodded. “Not even once. And not like Sabella did. I used to stay up at the house some. She would wake me up every night screaming your name, swearing there was blood on her hands, or swearing you were hurt. Begging me to save you.”

Rory jumped to his feet. “Screw this. I’m going home.”

“She was right.”

He felt Rory still.

“What?” his brother asked carefully.

“She was right. I was hurt, Rory. Damned bad. And by the time I was rescued, I was barely alive.” He watched Sabella walk into the room and smile at Duncan.

The other man finished his wine, kissed her cheek, and they headed for the door. Duncan’s hand was at the small of her back, touching her, leading her. Damn, Noah was going to enjoy killing him.

He pulled the binoculars away from his face and stared at the house silently for long minutes before turning back to Rory.

“Grandpop should have grieved,” he told him, his voice low. “Because the man I was died in a cell in a rotting jungle. Her husband, your brother. Son and grandson. It all died inside me, Rory. I’m not the man I was, and I never will be.”

Rory gazed back at him for long moments. “That’s not what happened,” he finally said. “All of you didn’t die, Noah. Trust me. All that stupid, testosterone-driven, arrogant-bastard pride of yours that you always hid from Sabella is still alive and breathing.” Rory shot him a scornful look. “That part survived just fine.”

Noah’s lips quirked at that. Maybe, in a way, Rory was right there. He’d always hid parts of himself from those he loved, but Rory was a Malone, he knew that side of himself just as he knew the side Nathan had held back. Until now. That dark inner core, the dominant arrogance and powerful will had always been kept hidden, toned down. He had been civilized. Noah wasn’t civilized.

“Follow them,” he ordered Rory.

“Do what?” Rory exclaimed, outraged shock in his eyes. “What, you want her to kill me or something?”

“Do you want me to kill you?” Noah was in his face, his voice low, demanding. “Which one of us can hurt you more?”

He wouldn’t really hurt Rory. Hell, that was his kid brother. He almost grinned at the man his brother had grown into. He felt affection. Fondness. Where Noah had felt next to nothing emotionally, for years, he now felt flooded with emotions. Emotions that tore at his control, that made a mockery of the years behind him.

Rory shook his head, his hands propped on his hips, as he lifted his gaze to the heavens. “I pray. I go to mass. I even remember to respect my elders and help little old ladies across the street. What the hell did I do to deserve this?”

Noah clapped his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “You breathe, Rory. Remember that. When Malones breathe, shit happens. It’s cosmic. It’s their fate.”

“You suck, man.” Rory grimaced. “Bella’s gonna kill me.”

“Beats me killing you,” Noah grunted. “I can make it hurt worse.”

Rory glared at him. “Man, you are so clueless. You don’t know Belle at all, do you?” Then he grinned rakishly. Noah remembered that smile. A smile he had once had himself and it didn’t bode well for Noah. “You are in for such a surprise.”

 

Jordan watched as Noah stalked into the briefing room, nearly half an hour late, but the vision that met Jordan’s gaze had his eyes narrowing.

Dangerous. Powerful. Like a big jungle cat, all smooth moves and predatory awareness. This wasn’t a cold-blooded shark. His eyes weren’t icy. They would never again be that Malone blue, laser surgery had darkened the color to a navy blue rather than that neon sapphire blue they had once been. The color of Jordan’s, and his brother Rory’s.

Those eyes had been hard, cold for five years now. Until tonight. Tonight, they were wild, fierce, as Noah paused and stared back at him.

“We need to talk.” There was a snarl, an animal quality to the tone that had Jordan’s brow lifting.

“Hey there, wild card.” Tehya chose that moment to move behind Noah and pat his butt.

Jordan knew what the other woman had done, but he didn’t expect Noah’s reaction. Tehya had been patting Noah’s ass for years, mostly to piss Jordan himself off, and Noah always ignored her. This time, he caught her wrist, loosely, and stared down at her.

“Don’t.” He said the word softly, gently enough, that Jordan came slowly to his feet.

Tehya’s impudent smile was enough to make a man grind his teeth.

“Oh, all that testosterone.” She pretended to shiver. “Watch it, Noah, I’ll start thinking you’re claimed or something.”

Or something. Jordan sat down as the minx carried the stack of files to the briefing table and winked back at him. “The others will be up in a few minutes. Ian and Kira were running late as well.”

As she moved through the door, Noah turned, closed it softly and locked it as Jordan leaned back in his chair, propped his elbows on the arms and steepled his fingers in front of him.

“You have a problem, wild card?” Jordan asked.

Noah turned back slowly and those eyes raged.

“You knew she was dating,” Noah stated.

Jordan contained his smile as he nodded. “It was in the report I give you every month. You know, the one you toss in the trash can after simply asking me if she’s safe and if she’s alive?”

Noah paced closer. Danger surrounded him, fury pulsed inside him.

“She’s dating.” His lips pulled back from his teeth furiously.

Jordan tilted his head and stared back at him. “And this is your business how? Nathan Malone is dead, wild card. Remember?”

Noah flinched. He jerked back as though stung, his expression instantly closing.

“Unlock the door,” Jordan ordered him coolly. “We have a briefing and a mission to complete.” He turned his attention to the files Tehya had brought in. “Noah.” Jordan lifted his head, staring back into those furious blue eyes. “Her husband didn’t want her. Did you think she’d wait on him forever?”

Perhaps that was exactly what a part of him had believed.

Noah took his seat slowly, forcing back emotion, forcing back the rage. He’d worked too many years at putting his past behind him, but somehow, in all those years, he’d never imagined Sabella allowing another man to touch her. Likely because Noah had never been able to touch another woman.

He had sworn himself to her. Heart, body, soul. All he was, all he could ever be, belonged to that woman.

The man that had been born from the ashes of hell in no way resembled Nathan Malone. He had known that the day he found some clarity in his mind, months after his rescue. He was no longer the man Sabella had married. But the man he had become still claimed that one part of Nathan Malone’s life. Noah Blake claimed Nathan’s wife.

As the others filtered into the room, Noah stared at Jordan Malone. He’d even forced himself to forget the fact that this was his uncle. That Rory was his brother, that Grandpop had been his base all his life. He’d let go of everything but the wife.

“Okay, here’s what we have.” The lights dimmed as Tehya passed out the files and Ian and Kira Richards stood to the side of the large-screened LCD monitor that hung on the wall across from the briefing table.

Five dead men, American, Russian, Israeli, Australian, and English. They were the Elite Operational Unit, code-named, marked by the sign of rebirth and of death. A black sun and a scarlet sword. Dead men. They had signed their lives away for the chance at vengeance.

Jordan and Ian commanded the group. The rest of Durango team, Reno, Kell, and Macey, were their backup. They knew who he was, what he was, what he had walked away from.

“The Black Collar Militia.” The first of the photos began to flash.

“Angelina Rodriguez, the wife of a Mexican-American Texas Senate hopeful, killed, their brand on her hip. ‘BCM’ was indeed branded on her slender hip. Emilio Rodriguez dropped out of the senatorial race when his wife’s body was found and a message indicating that his twin daughters would be next. The FBI covered the murder to allow an investigation into the BCM. Stated cause of death was accidental, due to the fact that she was found in her vehicle, in the bottom of a ravine not far out of Odessa where she had been visiting.”

The photos glared back at them from the screen. The woman was pretty. Long black hair, dark brown eyes. A generous smile in life, a grimace in death.

“Added to her death.” More photos, these of illegal Mexican aliens found throughout Texas and New Mexico. Victims, Noah knew, of illegal hunts. The BCM brand was buried on the flesh of their backs, some on the buttocks.

“We have a dozen hunts and deaths,” Jordan stated. “We have three dead FBI agents sent to investigate the information that BCM is based in Alpine. Two men, one female. Their bodies were mutilated beyond recognition, teeth pulled, fingers removed. DNA identified the bodies.”

The photos were horrifying. Burned, hacked, faces beaten until the features were obliterated.

“The Black Collar Militia is being coined a white supremacy group; they’re actually closer to a homeland terrorist organization.” Ian stepped forward at that point. “You have all the information in your files. Black Collar is centralized in Texas, but it’s moving swiftly into neighboring states. Rodriguez was only the most public figure they’ve targeted. Several so-called accidents at plants and manufacturing firms that use legal as well as illegal aliens have occurred. Owners have been kidnapped, tortured, their family members have had a variety of suspicious accidents, some fatal, some not.”

“And no one has identified the members?” Travis Caine, formerly British Secret Service, spoke up then, his light bluegray eyes narrowed as he stared back at Ian, then Jordan. “Isn’t that a bit unusual?”

“Each investigation focusing on them has ended in cases abruptly closed, or agents dying. This group has at least one highly placed government informant, perhaps more.”

“Public support of immigration laws is growing,” Nikolas Steele, formerly Russian Special Forces, said then.

“Nothing’s perfect,” Jordan breathed out roughly. “But this.” He pointed to the image of the dead agents. “Has to stop. Our job is to identify and interrogate the commander of the group located here, in Alpine. All signs lead here.”

“We have an Israeli, an Irish immigrant, and a Russian,” Noah said. “We should be able to target interest.”

“We also have this,” Jordan stated, and the screen flipped a satellite view of the garage Rory and Sabella owned.

Noah stared at it silently, aware of the looks directed his way.

“We keep her out of it,” he grated out.

“That’s not possible, Noah.” Jordan sighed. “Her name is already in it, as you know. The garage itself is a target. Profitable, a central point for gossip, and in the past months showing a measure of growth. The last report those field agents sent in was that Malone Service and Repair was a target. Owned by Rory and Sabella Malone. That report stated there were plans to either incorporate Sabella Malone into a marriage with one of the central figures or kill her and Rory. We can’t overlook that report, and we can’t just keep Sabella Malone out of this.”

“Why target a gas station?” the Israeli Mossad, hard-core ice, Micah Sloane, asked the next question. “It’s not busting millions. Why not open their own station and use it for whatever they need Malone’s for?”

“Malone’s is established,” Noah answered the question. “Started by Nathan Malone, a man most people in that town either respected or feared. It would be above suspicion for the movement of arms or the laundering of funds.”

“Bingo.” Ian stared back at him coolly. “Several suspected BCM members have tried establishing relationships with her. The only one to have shown progress is this man.”

Duncan Sykes’s picture showed up on the screen.

“Duncan Sykes. Owner of a profitable electronics business in town. Never hires aliens, illegal or otherwise. Known to have been a close, personal friend of Nathan Malone’s before his death. Sykes as well as Mike Conrad, another friend of Malone’s, were mentioned in that final report, which, I should point out, disappeared within days of transmission to the D.C. office, just before the agents’ disappearance.”

“High level,” John Vincent murmured. Code-named Heat Seeker, the Australian Special Forces soldier had pissed off the wrong group in Australia.

“Very high level.” Jordan nodded. “Alpine is a central base, we bust it, gather their head generals, and we can backtrack it straight to D.C. and our leaks. That’s our mission, gentlemen.”

“Nik and I will be in the garage,” Noah stated, still staring at the aerial view of the garage. “Initial information is that two of the mechanics are BCM. If Malone’s is one of their primary targets, and Sykes is a general, then we’ll see how they like being screwed back.”

Sykes was gone. Noah would make certain there wasn’t a chance in hell that Sabella would continue that little friendship.

“First phase, information only,” Jordan ordered them. “We’ll meet back here in a week, see what we have and then go from there. Travis will be at the college as a professor of English history. John, you and Micah will cover. You’re just drifters out for a good time. Target the bars, the college hangouts where they recruit from, and you’ll also be backup.”

Micah and John nodded to that. They made damned good shadows. All of them did, but Micah was a master at it.

“Durango team is in place to provide backup as well if we encounter trouble. Other than that, we’re on our own,” Ian told them. “We have six weeks to complete this mission, because in six weeks, we have this.”

The screen changed again. The letter was simple, to the point. Addressed to the owner of a manufacturing firm in Dallas that hired legal aliens from around the world. The message was clear. He had six weeks to ensure his firm hired naturally born Americans only, or he’d pay the price.

“The owner of this firm is who?” Micah asked.

“The owner of this firm just happens to be a financial supporter of Helping Hands, an organization that encourages multinational growth and harmony.” Jordan smiled tightly. “Boys, meet one of your employers.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Three days later, Noah forced himself away from the garage as he watched Sabella roll herself beneath another vehicle. One of the vehicles he’d completed. She was going over his work as though he hadn’t spent the better part of thirty-five years working on vehicles.

Top to bottom, she was spending the day going over every move he made.

He grimaced as he shoved a wrench in his back pocket, threw another look at her over his shoulder, and pushed into the office.

And stopped.

“Excuse me.” He turned to walk right back out.

“Ah, Noah Blake.” Grandpop Malone rose up from where he had been sitting next to the desk he’d had Rory blocked in at. “Don’t leave so soon, son. I hear we have something in common.”

Noah grimaced, gritted his teeth, then turned back and let the door reclose behind him and faced the man who had been the base of his entire life.

Grandpop. He was wrinkled, stooped, his dark face was still imposing, his eyes were still that bright sapphire blue that Noah had opted to have changed.

“We have something in common?” he asked, glancing at Rory’s shuttered expression.

“Irish, son.” Grandpop’s smile had Noah pausing. The old bastard knew, and Noah knew it. “We’re both Irish.”

He couldn’t deny it. He was fully prepared to lie to the old man. Knew he’d eventually meet up with him. But now that the moment had arrived, he couldn’t do it.

“A bit,” Noah answered carefully.

Grandpop had sat back down and now he shifted in his chair. His long body was weaker than last time Noah had seen him, checked on him. His hair was completely gray now, there was barely a hint of the black it had once been.

“Rory, I’ll be heading out for a while,” Noah tried.

“Running away?” Grandpop lost his smile. “Irishmen don’t run away.”

Noah’s brow lifted. “Should I be running away?”

Grandpop stared back at him. That knowing, certain look as Noah looked at Rory once again. He’d kill the little shit if he’d spilled his guts.

Rory gave his head a subtle shake, but he grimaced. As he’d been warning Noah, hiding things from Grandpop wasn’t easy.

“I wanted to meet you.” Grandpop rose to his feet and Rory followed him. “Wanted to see this new man that had my little girl in there so upset. No one’s upset my girl since her husband left.”

“I hear he died,” Noah pointed out.

Grandpop nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s what they tell us,” he said. “I argued that death with my son. He was a SEAL, you know. For a lot of years.” Grandpop shook his head. “I didn’t believe him.” He stared back at Noah now. “I eventually changed my mind though.”

Noah, Nathan. Husband. Grandson. Brother. He felt all those parts of himself reaching out to the old man that knew the truth without being told. He’d disappointed the old man.

“My grandson was a hero, you know that?” Grandpop stated as he headed to the door.

“That’s what Rory tells me,” he finally said quietly.

His grandpop, treasured, revered, stopped again and stared back at him for long, tense moments.

“The boy always did what he had to do. What was right. What was responsible.” He blinked back tears and Noah felt grief swamp him. “He died,” Grandpop said. “Before I could tell him I understood why he let go.”

He stepped from the office then. Noah heard the message, the careful phrasing, the message behind the words as Rory rushed to the door and followed behind the old man.

Fuck! He didn’t need this.

“Grandpop left? What did you do to him?” Sabella rushed in behind him, threw him a glare then followed Rory and Grandpop to the parking lot.

Hell, he didn’t need this.

“Grandpop,” Sabella called out as the old man pulled himself behind the wheel of his pickup truck and watched as she approached. “Is everything okay?”

He bestowed one of his smiles on her. Fondness. Affection. She could feel it wrapping around her as she moved behind the door and gave him a quick hug. “You didn’t wait to say hi to me.”

Grandpop always said hello to her before he left.

“Just stopping by to meet your new man.” Grandpop smiled back at her. “Us Irish have to stick together, you know.”

“He’s not my new man,” she muttered. “He’s Rory’s.” She glared at her brother-in-law, because Rory refused to fire him.

Three days she had fought him. Argued with him, and now he was talking about hiring another mechanic. Some big blond biker that she knew had to be associated with the arrogant bastard trying to take over her garage.

And he was standing firm, refusing to back down. Of course, in the last three days there had been more business, but only, she suspected, because everyone was curious about the new mechanic.

Grandpop just smiled back at her in that patient, wise way of his then patted her shoulder with his gnarled hand. “Irish boys will keep your blood hot at night,” he told her with a rascally wink.

“I’ve had my wild Irish boy,” she told him softly. “No other can replace him, Grandpop.”

Nathan had been her soul, and in too many ways, he was still so much a part of her heart that she compared every other man against him. Unfortunately, there were times she forgot to do that when Noah was around.

“Follow your heart. Not your head, child,” Grandpop told her gently. He’d always told her that. “And come see me soon. I miss you.”

She moved back as he closed the door and seconds later watched as he drove away.

“Rory, what are you up to?” She turned to her brother-in-law as Grandpop pulled into traffic.

Rory’s expression was too innocent, and reminded her too much of when Nathan had hidden things from her. Same expression, the same set of his broad body.

“You’re too suspicious, Belle,” he sighed.

“You’re not hiring that Viking,” she told him.

Rory’s jaw clenched and his blue eyes fired. “Should I leave, Belle?” he asked.

That hint of anger in his voice had her eyes narrowing.

“No, you shouldn’t leave.” She frowned back. “You should discuss hirings with me.”

“Like you’ve discussed with me?” He rolled his eyes. “Three years, Belle. You walked in and took over three years after Nathan died, and I let you, because I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. But I know more now. It’s time I pulled my weight. And the mechanics we have now aren’t efficient.”

She couldn’t argue that, but she hated him pointing it out.

“I don’t like Noah Blake. Fire him and hire the Viking. Then we’ll discuss the others.”

“Come on, Belle.” Frustration filled his voice now. “You don’t like him because he knows what he’s doing and because he doesn’t mind telling you that. No one’s done that since Nathan and you can’t handle it,” he accused her.

Sabella flinched. She could feel the ache she kept hidden, buried beneath the reality of Nathan’s death, snap hot and sharp inside her chest.

“Nathan didn’t arbitrarily argue with me,” she bit out.

“No he didn’t,” he said roughly. “Because you never let him know who you were or how much that damned garage meant to you. Well, someone knows now. Give him hell instead of me.”

With that, he stomped off, his hands buried in the pockets of his work pants, as Noah stepped outside the garage bay doors.

Those dark, dark blue eyes were locked on her. Lean, hungry, powerful. His body drew her gaze whenever he was around whether she liked it or not. And dammit, she didn’t like it. She didn’t want another dangerous man. But she also didn’t want a man who agreed with her, and she didn’t want a man who was safe. For the first time in the three years since she had taken her wedding band off she admitted in her head what her heart already knew. Safe wasn’t going to do it. Duncan didn’t do it for her. Unfortunately, though, Noah Blake did do it for her. “It” being that sexual curiosity, that pounding heart, that surge of excitement. Something she had never felt with another man—only her husband. And that fact had the power to make the hurt, the anger, and the animosity toward this one man run deeper.

Right now, she hated Noah Blake clear to the bottom of her soul. Because he was forcing something no one else had ever been able to do. He was forcing her to feel things she had only ever felt for her husband.

And to Sabella, that betrayal to Nathan’s memory was worse than any other she could have committed.

She couldn’t forget that. As the day went on, she dealt with vehicle computers that didn’t want to cooperate, and the mechanic from hell that didn’t seem to be able to do anything but draw her eye.

At one point she lifted her head from the interior of the pickup she was working on to watch, fascinated, as he glared into the guts of another vehicle, slowly twirling a wrench between his fingers.

There was an oddly familiar frown on his face. A way he had of glaring at the engine as he flipped that tool, finger to finger, and considered whatever it was he was considering.

It was sexy. Impossibly sexy. Dressed in dark gray work pants and a matching short-sleeved shirt, he conveyed an image of raw, powerful male that she couldn’t help but notice.

“Hey, Noah,” Rory called, interrupting her musings. Noah turned and frowned back at Rory in the office. “I need you in here.”

“In a minute,” Noah called before turning back to the engine.

“Now!” Rory’s voice held a snap.

Noah’s expression became still, dangerous, but he shoved the wrench in his back pocket and walked to the office. Prowled to the office maybe. There was something dangerously predatory and pissed off about him now.

The door closed quietly behind him as Rory lowered the shades to the windows that looked out to the garage. Sabella’s eyes narrowed. She dragged the oily rag from her back pocket and wiped her hands before moving to the office. Gripping the doorknob, she tried to turn it, only to find it locked.

Locked out of her own office? My, how interesting. She could feel her face flushing with anger as she jerked the keys out of her pocket. She was set to unlock it as the door jerked open.

“Guy talk.” Rory’s grin was stiff, his blue eyes brighter, though more with concern than anger.

“Guy talk, your ass!” She smiled tightly as she stepped into the office to see Noah standing by her desk, his arms crossed over his chest as he stared at Rory with a flat, hard gaze. “What did he do?”

“Sabella, can you please let me handle this one little thing?” he said impatiently. “Really. I promise. I can manage some stuff on my own.”

Rory sounded a shade put out. Okay, so she was a little territorial with the garage, maybe too much so. But over the years she had let it become her husband and her baby and everything in between. Rory knew that. So why was he becoming so angry now?

“I was just curious.” She shoved her hands into her pockets and gave Noah what she hoped was a sweet smile. “Just tell me what he did and I’ll leave. Are you going to fire him? Can I watch?”

“Fine.” Rory didn’t look happy, that was odd enough. He looked angry at her, and he was never angry with her. And his smile. It was tight. All teeth. When had he turned into a full-grown man on her? He wasn’t a kid brother any longer. “He was staring at your ass! Now you deal with it.”

He turned and slammed out of the office, leaving her to stare at him in shock before she turned to meet Noah’s amused gaze.

“He was lying to me,” she said.

He grinned. Noah was absolutely entranced. Once again, he had to ask, though, what had happened to the Sabella he had known six years before. The one who never chipped a nail, and would have never, under any circumstances, butted into a male/male confrontation.

“You have a fine ass,” he stated, and knew she wasn’t buying it.

Her eyes narrowed. “And you’re not going to tell me what he was chewing your ass over?”

Noah had to chuckle. “It was more in the way of a warning.”

He was treading a fine line. Nathan wasn’t as dead as Noah might wish; he still had habits that had once been ingrained. One of those habits? Twirling that damned wrench as he tried to figure out a particular problem beneath the hood of a vehicle.

She sniffed at his response. “Piss him off too far and I’ll convince him to finally fire you.”

He had to grin at that one as he sauntered to the door. Before passing her, he stopped, lowered his head, and whispered, “And I caught you looking at my ass too. Maybe I should tell Rory on you.”

She caught his arm as he moved to open the door, staring up at him soberly. “You’re messing up my life,” she told him quietly. “And I don’t like it.”

Noah sobered. He could see an edge of pain, of knowledge, in her eyes. For the past three days they had been circling each other like combatants, edging forward and back, trying to make the other force the confrontation they both knew was coming.

“How am I messing up your life, Sabella?” Once, long ago, he would have known. He would have known the woman standing before him and could have sworn he could anticipate her every thought and move. He was learning, though, and hated it, but he was learning there had been so little that he had known about her.

Nathan’s wife would have never barged into the office. Hell, she would have never been working on a car or staring him down now. The woman that had belonged to Nathan had hidden from him, just as Nathan had hidden from her.

But this woman was going to belong to Noah.

“You think you can take over, don’t you?” she asked him softly. “Walk right in here, and everything you want is going to fall into place.”

He narrowed his eyes on her. He’d had that thought, maybe. She was disabusing him of that notion quickly.

“I just needed a job.” He forced a grin and watched as her gaze examined his face.

“You just need something to control,” she told him as she eased away from him and moved to her desk. “You need someone to control. Your world has to be under your thumb, following your rules.”

He turned and watched her closely as she leaned against the desk.

Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail, her face streaked with oil. There was a smudge on her neck and her jeans were stained with it. And she was the damnedest sight he had ever seen. All woman, confident, almost imposing, and the snap of lust that shot past his control nearly sent a shudder tearing through his body.

“I won’t deny wanting you,” he told her.

Her eyes widened. “I didn’t ask if you wanted me.”

“I’m tired of tiptoeing around the subject,” he growled. “We’re playing a game here and it’s starting to irritate me, Sabella.”

A mocking smile crossed her lips. “I don’t need you, Noah. If you didn’t notice several days ago, I have one relationship to keep me busy. I don’t need another.”

“You don’t sleep with him.” He moved to her then.

Anger lit the depths of her gray eyes then. “And you know this how?”

“Because your nipples are hard right now,” he bit out, glancing down at the hard little points pressing against her bra. “Because you’re doing everything you can to piss me off and get close to me at the same time. Because you feel the heat between us just as much as I do.”

Sabella inhaled sharply. She wished she hadn’t, because beneath the scent of oil was the scent of the man. Sweat dampened, lustful, determined. It was there in his eyes, in the tension that filled his body, whipped around her, reminded her how damned long it had been since she had been with a man. Since Nathan had touched her, she reminded herself desperately.

“This conversation is over.” She pushed herself from the desk and moved for the door, only to find his larger body suddenly in her path.

“Ignoring it doesn’t make it go away,” he said softly, catching her shoulders, holding her still in front of him as her head snapped back to stare up at him.

“I don’t have to ignore what isn’t going to happen and what doesn’t exist,” she retorted desperately.

“It’s going to happen.”

She stood still. She should be fighting him, running, screaming, or something. Anything but standing here, feeling her knees weaken, as his head lowered, his gaze holding hers, his lips coming closer.

“Don’t,” she whispered when his lips were but a breath away from hers. “Don’t turn this into a war.”

“It’s already a war,” he warned her, his voice grating, so rough. Unnaturally so, she realized as she let herself see the scars beneath the rasp of beard. “Give me your kiss, Sabella. You want to. You know we both need to.”

He spoke against her lips, and they parted helplessly. Her hands gripped his wrists, something inside her clenched in longing, in desperation.

“Enough.” She jerked away, but he pulled her forward.

Before Sabella could react, before she could escape, pleasure swamped her.

His lips were on hers. They covered hers. Slanted over them, parted them, and she was lost. The kiss rocked her in places she didn’t know she could be rocked. It was dark, forceful, dominant.

Within seconds he had her against the door, lifting her against him and pushing his tongue inside her mouth as Sabella heard her own, half-frightened, half-shocked cry of pleasure.

“That’s what you want,” he accused as his head jerked back, lust flaming in his eyes and burning in her veins. “You want it, Sabella. Just as hot and just as wild as I do. Be careful, sweetheart, very damned careful, or you just might get it before you’re ready for it.”

Sabella felt pinned before him in shock. Pleasure was coursing through her; the dark, dominant power of that kiss had awakened something she knew she didn’t want to face. Something she wasn’t ready for.

She pulled back slowly. “Tell Rory I’ll see him at closing.”

“Running?” he growled as she turned and headed for the entrance to the door that led outside.

Sabella turned back, her gaze flickering over him, seeing the bulge in those pants, the hunger in his eyes.

“Stay away from me, Noah,” she told him bleakly. “I don’t need you. I don’t want you. All I want is for you to be gone.”

Lies. All lies and she knew it as she pushed through the door and almost ran the distance between the garage and the house on the hill. The house she had shared with the only man capable of doing what Noah had just done. The only man who had ever awakened a desire she couldn’t control, one she couldn’t combat. If she didn’t get away from him, and get away from him now, then Sabella knew, she was looking at nothing but more pain, more loss. Noah wasn’t the staying kind. He wasn’t the loving kind. He wasn’t her husband.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Sabella managed to avoid Noah the next day, and the day after that. She could feel his gaze on her as she worked in the office. When he came into the office, she escaped to the convenience store. If she worked in the garage, she worked far enough away from him that she could almost ignore the rough rasp of his voice.

Something had happened to his voice. It grated too deep, it was too rough, too gravelly. The scars on his face, the fine web of them beneath the hairs on his muscular arms, made her wonder at the hint of them that she had seen peeking beneath the collar on his shirt. What had happened to him? It would take a lot to scar a man that powerful, in such a horrible way.

No matter where she moved, she could feel his gaze on her though, and she could feel that kiss that had burned through her and left her shaking and weak for hours.

She could feel the tension ratcheting up the next evening in the garage. Each time he tried to speak to her, each move he made in her direction, she went the other way. She didn’t want to deal with this. Her life was fine without him in it. She was fine alone. A date every now and then was okay. And though Duncan was pushing for more, it hadn’t yet reached the point where she was going to have to break the relationship off. She enjoyed the companionship. She enjoyed his laughter. And she feared Noah’s intensity.

She almost escaped him one more day, until closing. Rory left and the others followed close on his heels, closing down the garage and leaving Sabella alone in the office as Noah entered.

“We need to talk,” he told her as she shoved the money bag in her purse and felt her heart rate accelerate.

“No time,” she told him. “I have a date tonight. That means I need to get out of here on time.”

“The hell you do.”

He stomped to the door, twisted the locks with a snap of motion that had her flinching at the savagery in it. Then before she could evade him he snagged her wrist and pulled her to the stairs that led to the apartment above.

“What the hell—”

“Stop cussin’ at me, Sabella,” he growled, pulling her up the stairs. “We’re finishing this. Here and now.”

“Finishing what?” She jerked at his hold as he pushed her ahead of him and into the apartment she had once shared with Nathan.

She should be screaming, she should be trying to kick him, punch him, not let him drag her, with only minimal struggle, into the large apartment.

A leather duffel bag had been tossed on the couch. There was a box on the cabinet, evidently some groceries. He was moving right in, taking right over, she realized. Here, where she and Nathan had first made love, where he had proposed to her, made love to her that first time. Suddenly, the thought of another man here was intolerable.

“Move right back out.” She turned on him, shaking at the sight of another man’s possessions in Nathan’s space. “Now. Get out now!”

A haze of heat was flooding her. Fury. She told herself it was fury and nothing more.

He snorted at that. “Rory was nice enough to stock me up with groceries while I was working my ass off on those cars downstairs,” he said. “The hell I’m leaving.”

“I don’t want you here. Get out before I call the sheriff.” She was furious. He was staring back at her as though he owned the apartment, the garage, and her. He was staring at her as if she were pushing him too far.

But she wasn’t backing off. She wanted him out of her life now, before it was too late.

“And you think I’m going to let the sheriff run me off?” he asked her, his ruined voice sending shivers up her spine.

Sabella stopped and stared back at him. He looked dangerous, the tension surrounding him was dangerous, so why wasn’t she frightened? Where had she managed to lose all the common sense she had once possessed?

“Why are you here?” She stared back at him, the anger and disbelief coalescing inside her. “What the hell makes you think you can just walk into my life and take over like this?”

He turned away from her a second, obviously hiding something or fighting to control his temper, she wasn’t certain which. When he turned back to her, she took an instinctive step away from him.

“You’re running from yourself, Sabella. Why?”

In a sudden moment of insight, Sabella knew he wasn’t going anywhere, and his expression assured her that she couldn’t force it. Rory had hired him, and he owned half of the business. He had as much right to loan out the apartment as she did. And he could hire anyone he wanted to hire.

She and Nathan had agreed to that before they ever married. Should anything ever happen to him, then half of the business that he had built would go to Rory, because he knew their father would never leave the other man anything.

She was stuck with Noah until he decided on his own that it was time for him to leave, and that was all there was to it.

“I’m not running from anything except a man that’s taking too damned much for granted. You’re not a Malone, Mr. Blake. You’re nothing here and you never will be.” She turned and took the first step to the door. One step, and in the next second she found herself against the door, firmly, if gently, held in place by the big, hard body suddenly pressing her into it.

Her breath caught. She felt surrounded, suddenly hot and weak. His head was beside hers, his cheek rubbing against her hair, his hands holding her in place as the feel of his erection pressed into her lower back.

“Why are you so frightened of this?” he whispered then. “Or are you just too frightened to live again?”

“Live for you?” she scoffed. “You don’t measure a tenth of what my husband was, and I didn’t need him to live. I sure as hell don’t need you to do it.”

“And does Sykes make you feel alive?” he asked her. “Does he tell you how perfect you are? Touch you like you’ll break and whisper roses and candy?” He sneered. “Is that really what you need, Sabella?”

“You bastard!” She fought him.

She twisted around, her knee slamming up, only to find Noah lifting her, parting her thighs until the thick, hard length of his erection was pressed against her and his lips were slamming down over hers.

The rasp of his beard and mustache was unfamiliar. His lips were hard, hungry. They took hers, he didn’t ask, he didn’t hesitate. As though he knew a need inside her that she didn’t know herself.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was ravenous. It was laced with such hunger and elemental lust that it struck a flame to some hidden spark inside her own body.

Her body suddenly had a mind of its own. Her arms latched around his neck, her fingers dug into the thick, wild mane of his hair, and she was dragging him closer.

It had been so long. So long since a man had touched her body, since the need for touch, other than Nathan’s, had even been a thought in her mind. And now, it was exploding inside her.

A sharp, furious cry tore from her throat as his tongue pierced the seam of her lips, licking at hers before drawing back. She pulled at his hair harder, nipped his lower lip, bit at it. Within a breath she was flattened between the door and his body and it was all over but the hunger and the want driving inside her.

One hard hand tangled in her hair, jerked her head back. He wasn’t easy, and she didn’t want easy. She wanted the burn and the force and the impossible demand rising between them.

Her knees tightened on powerful lean flanks, her hips moved, writhed against his, driving his cock harder against her through the layers of denim separating them.

She heard him growl something, groan something. His hand tightened in her hair and he dragged her head back farther, his lips at her chin, her jaw, nipping and licking.

“Ride me,” he snarled at her ear, his beard rough against the lobe as she twisted against him. “This is what I want, Sabella. Right here.” One hand gripped her butt, holding her closer as she ground herself on his erection.

The seam of her jeans bit into her clit, the spike of sensation making her crazy for more. She was wet and growing wetter. She could feel her clit swelling, her sex heating and growing slick, saturated with her need.

“Ride me, Sabella,” he bit out again. “Oh yeah, baby, rub against me.” He was rubbing against her, his hips thrusting against her, digging his flesh harder between her thighs.

She lowered her hands and gripped the material of his T-shirt, dragging it up his back. She had to touch. She had to feel his flesh beneath her hands. She whimpered as his lips came back to hers, as she pulled and jerked at the material until he suddenly shifted, drawing his upper body back just enough to tear the shirt over his head before he was back to her. Kissing her. One hand in her hair, the other kneading her ass.

Oh yes. This was what she needed. The heat of his body seemed to sink into hers. She could feel him burning against her palms as she let them stroke over his shoulders. She could feel a crisscrossed roughness, the scars she had known marked his body. Her nails scraped over his flesh before he nipped at her lips again and she dug her nails into his flesh with a cry and held on.

Because they were moving. The world was twisting, tilting, until she felt her back meet the leather of the couch and heard the thump of his duffel bag as he pushed it to the floor and came over her.

His lips never left hers. He didn’t give her a chance to think and she didn’t want one. His hands gripped her shirt, tore it out of her jeans, and before she could process the action he had it and her bra above her breasts.

A hard, peaked nipple felt his beard first. It scraped over the tip, drawing her back into a arch a second before his lips brushed it, then his mouth took it.

His hips pressed harder into the vee of her thighs. He rode her mercilessly, taking her despite the material separating them, driving her closer to a brink she hadn’t known in years. Her hips lifted to him, writhing back, rubbing into him as her head dug into the cushions of the couch and her fingers dug into his shoulders, holding him closer.

It was so good. So hot and liquid. Little starbursts were exploding before her eyes, sensations ripping across her nerve endings.

“Now.” He jerked back, grabbed her head roughly and lowered his chest to her. “Touch me, damn you. Touch me, Sabella.”

She bit him. Her teeth buried into hard, thick muscle before the wildness of the act took over. She nipped at the hard flat discs of his male nipples, licked at them, sucked at one. Her hands roamed over his back, only dimly acknowledging the scars there.

His hips jerked against her, ground against her. And she wanted those jeans off. Wanted hers off. She wanted the thick, heavy length she could feel tearing into her. Thrusting and driving her past the point of pleasure or pain.

The blood was rushing through her body, pounding through her head. She was close. So close. She bit at his chest again, feeling him stiffen, hearing his curse.

Then he was pulling away from her, jerking back, his savage gaze slicing to the back door of the apartment as he jerked her bra and T-shirt over her breasts.

And still, she heard the pounding.

“Belle? Belle Malone? It’s Sheriff Grayson. Belle. Open the door or I’m going to open it myself.”

Noah raised her to a sitting position as she tried to pull her shattered senses back into some semblance of order. She watched as, still shirtless, Noah stomped across the apartment, into the kitchen, to the door that led to the side of the garage and the deck.

The scarring on his back wasn’t atrocious, but it was painful to see. On his left shoulder was a tattoo, a black sun pierced by a scarlet sword. It looked as tough and sexy as the rest of him. And just as dangerous.

She could feel a chill washing over her now. Icy reality flooding her system as Rick Grayson stepped into the kitchen, his brown gaze finding her immediately as he kept a careful distance between himself and Noah.

“You okay, Belle?” His eyes were narrowed, his hand resting carefully on the butt of his gun as Noah closed the door carefully.

Sabella stared at Noah. His eyes were wilder than before, almost lighter, terrifying, lit with an inner fire that had her heart racing in excitement and in panic.

“Belle? Why don’t you come on outside with me, talk to me for a bit.” Rick’s eyes hadn’t left Noah.

Sabella shook her head before pushing her fingers through her hair and giving a hard, mocking laugh. Rick had talked to her like that at the funeral.

Just let me and Sienna hold you here, Belle. He and his wife had stood on each side of her as she swayed next to Nathan’s casket. It’s gonna be just fine here, Belle. See. It’s all good, honey. We’re just gonna stand here a minute and then it will be over with.

Rick was her best friend’s husband. Sienna had stood with her, cried with her, hurt with her. And Rick had talked to her just like that. Like a child that needed a careful hand.

“Rick, meet Noah Blake.” She waved her hand to Noah as he stood against the kitchen counter, his arms crossed against his bare chest, his back turned away from her. “Rory hired him.”

Rick watched her carefully as she forced herself to her feet. She didn’t want to move. She wanted to curl herself into a ball and rock away the pain rising inside her.

“Belle, honey, your chin looks bruised,” Rick stated. “You come outside with me for a minute now, okay.”

Belle rubbed at her chin and frowned before moving to the mirror hanging on the wall. She brushed her fingers over the little bruise, then to her neck where the faint redness and another mark was now showing.

“He has his own bruises then,” she said, turning to Rick. “He bit me. And I bit him back.”

Rick’s eyes narrowed on her. She felt as though she were going to shatter as she picked up her purse and moved to the door.

“We don’t need to talk, Rick,” she told him.

“I think we do, Belle.” Rick moved between her and Noah. A buffer? She looked at Noah, saw his eyes, the warning in them. No, no one would ever get between them and survive unless he allowed it.

For now, he was just standing there, watching, waiting.

She turned back to Rick. “You interrupted a hell of a make-out session and I appreciate it.” Her smile was brittle, shaky. “But it wasn’t his fault. I think I might have bit him first. But you can ask his opinion if you like. Personally, I’m going home.”

“Belle, someone called in a report that you were being harassed by this man.” Rick caught her arm as she moved to pass him. “I have my deputies outside that door. You’re protected here, honey, you know that. Do you want me to make this man leave?”

She stared back at him in shock. “You what?”

“You heard him, Sabella,” Noah drawled. “He thinks I’m harassing you and wants to toss my ass in jail for it. Do you want to give him the chance?”

“Shut up.” Rick rounded on him, his expression tightening angrily. “Mister, I don’t know you, all I know is you’ve already caused trouble with one citizen of this town. And I don’t care who you are. But you won’t be harassing Belle.”

“He’s not harassing anyone or anything but my patience,” Sabella snapped. “For God’s sake, Rick, use your eyes instead of your suspicions. Look at his shoulders.” She gripped the doorknob and shot Noah a cold, hard look. “Arrest me for the bloody scratches there, but he hasn’t done anything you need to know about.”

This was between the two of them. Her and Noah. She knew that. She wouldn’t make the mistake of drawing others into it. Not now.

 

As the door closed behind her Noah turned to the sheriff and wanted to smile mockingly. Rick Grayson was a damned good man. Former marine. He believed in the law. Believed in the county he worked to protect. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t on Noah’s list to check out, or that he trusted the other man now. Noah had learned all about broken trust a lifetime ago.

“You have any identification?” Rick was glaring at him.

Noah lowered his hand, ignoring the careful manner in which Rick gripped the butt of his gun. He pulled his wallet free of his back pocket and opened it before extending it to the sheriff.

Rick took the identification, looked it over, and handed it back to him slowly.

“Belle’s a friend, Mr. Blake.” It was a warning. “We look after our friends here.”

“Do you really?” Noah arched his brow mockingly. He hadn’t seen much taking care where Sabella was concerned. “Well, Sheriff Grayson, that’s real nice to know. I’m sure it comforts Sabella at every turn.”

Rick stared back at him coolly. “Don’t hurt her, or you’ll deal with me,” he finally stated before heading to the door. Once there, he paused and turned back to Noah, staring at him hard. “Be careful, Mr. Blake, I’m a bad enemy to make. And playing games here would definitely make an enemy of me.”

Rick opened the door then and left. The door closed behind him softly, but the effects left in the wake were clashing.

Noah stared down at his hands. Scarred hands. He’d held on to Sabella as though she weren’t as fragile, or delicate, as he knew she was. He had bruised her, and in their entire relationship, he had always been careful to never mark her soft flesh.

He rubbed at the back of his shoulder, then glimpsed the smear of blood on his finger. He felt the sensitivity of his lower lip, the mark she had left on his chest. She had made him wild. They had made each other wild. As though a carefully sealed lid had been released on both their lusts.

He would make certain it was released again.

 

Sabella slammed into the house. The heavy oak door echoed with the violence of the act and pierced her nerve endings with a shattering surge of electric tension. She could feel the electrical sensations racing over her flesh from the back of her head, sizzling through her brain and creating an overwhelming surge of panic.

Oh God. What had she done?

She dropped her purse to the floor and raced upstairs. She tore the greasy clothes from her body, dumped them in the trash can, and adjusted the shower water as hot as she could stand it before stepping beneath the spray and scrubbing at her hair, her skin.

She wanted the feel of him off her body. The smell of him out of her pores. She could still smell him. She could still feel him.

She leaned her head against the shower wall and breathed in roughly, a sob tightening at her chest. Another man had touched her. His hands had cupped her breasts, his lips had sucked at her nipples, and his cock had rubbed, hard and heavy, against her clit, and she had been on the verge of begging for more.

“Nathan.” She pressed her face into the shower wall and let the cry free.

Guilt seared her heart. It burned into her soul like a conflagration she couldn’t quench. She ached. She ached inside for the man she had never imagined being without, and she ached on the outside for the touch she had been denied for so long.

She slid to the floor of the tub, pulling her knees to her chest, and lowered her head, the sobs tearing through her as she rocked herself.

My witch. Go síoraí. Love me, Sabella. Love me forever.

His voice drifted through her memories and the cries came harder. She loved. She loved until she couldn’t understand how she drew a breath, second by second, without his presence in her life. Without his touch, his kiss.

Six years. She sobbed at the thought, her head falling back to the shower wall as the water pounded around her. Hot as her tears. But neither eased the blistering guilt burning inside her. Her husband had been dead for six years, and still the vows they had shared held her, tormented her.

The tears left her hurting more, because the tears didn’t help. She could cry an ocean of them and Nathan wouldn’t suddenly be there, pulling her into his arms and easing the grief that sometimes seemed to eat her alive.

And now, the guilt.

She picked up the washcloth and soap and she washed again. She scrubbed until she felt raw, and still, another man’s touch was on her flesh, and still, she was swollen, aching for release.

“You left me, Nathan,” she finally sobbed into the steam gathering around her. “You promised, Nathan. You promised you would never leave me.”

He had sworn he would always hold her, always surround her. He wasn’t holding her. For over six years he hadn’t held her and still the pain could rip inside her, as though it had been yesterday. As though he had betrayed her and just not returned to her. As though he still breathed, and didn’t touch her.

And the tears poured, like rain, like sorrow. Like the need for the touch, the kiss, and the release from another man.

When no more tears could be shed, when the water grew cold and she knew she had to move, Sabella dragged herself from the floor of the shower. She wrapped a towel around her and stepped onto the thick fluffy rug that covered the floor.

She moved to the mirror and looked into it. She saw then why Rick had stared so hard at her face. The reddened rasp on her skin from Noah’s beard. There was the faintest hint of blue where he had bit her. The thought of that bite sent a surge of sensation pouring into her womb, into her sex. She licked her swollen lips and stared at her neck and her knees weakened. She carried his marks down her neck to her breasts. Faintly red, little brands from his touch, his kiss, his nips.

She hadn’t wanted gentle, she had wanted hard. She had wanted to loosen the dark, furious need she hadn’t even known had been building inside her. She had wanted it free, and he had freed it.

It was more than obvious she was canceling her date with Duncan tonight. There was no way she could face him like this. No way she could let him see this. And it was even more obvious that she wouldn’t be seeing him again.

Shaking her head, she dried her hair, dropped the towels to the floor, and tugged on her robe before going back downstairs and making the call to Duncan.

He wasn’t pleased. It was short notice, and he was irritated with that. Duncan liked to stay on schedule, and she had just messed up his little schedule. When she hung up the phone she sighed wearily at the thought of the frustration in his voice. She would have to break things off soon. Companionship was no reason to keep him hanging on. And companionship wasn’t enough anymore. She had tasted hunger again, and she wanted more.

She craved more.

Sabella wandered around the dimly lit house, finally finding herself in the living room, in front of the large window, where the long table held her and Nathan’s wedding photos.

How handsome he had been. She picked up the picture of them together. Her in the long white gown he had bought for her. Her head was against his chest, his dress uniform stiffly starched beneath her cheek. His hands gripped her bare shoulders and he stared down at her as though he had found something in her that he had never found anywhere else.

She had been his Bella. His Southern Bella he used to call her because of that Southern drawl she had never even tried to get rid of.

His eyes had been brilliant. So blue. So filled with life. She touched those eyes through the glass, slid her thumb down his face, then lifted her gaze to the window.

The throttled purr of the Harley could be heard from the garage that sat within sight of the house. She watched as the single light pierced the darkness and the motorcycle headed to the main road.

Noah was just a shadow, as was the cycle as it gained in power and disappeared from view. She watched the taillights until she couldn’t see them any longer then looked down at Nathan’s smiling face once again.

A tear splashed on the glass covering his face.

“You left me,” she whispered again. “What am I supposed to do, Nathan? Tell me.” Her breathing hitched as her stomach cramped with the pain of loss. “Tell me, what am I supposed to do now?”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Noah pulled the Harley into the hidden bay that housed the individual vehicles of the Elite Ops Unit, turned off the ignition and pulled in a hard, deep breath. Damn, he hadn’t wanted to leave. He’d wanted to stomp straight up the hill to that house and spend the night sparring with the wife who made him hotter than a fire in winter and mesmerized him now, more than she had six years ago. He shook his head. Getting to know her again, seeing all the things she had hidden from him when they were married, only reinforced the fear that he had made the mistake of his life when he believed Sabella couldn’t handle the horror of what had happened to him.

They were waiting on him, and he was late. Late because he’d stomped around that damned apartment, swearing he could feel Sabella. Sworn, he would have sworn it on a stack of Bibles that he heard her whisper his name. But it wouldn’t have been the first time. It had happened too often over the past years.

Nineteen brutal months of hell with Fuentes. He swore at times that his Sabella was with him. Wiping his brow, her eyes confused, her voice agonized as she begged him to let her help him. Then he would touch her, and he would see his own hands, bloodied from his attempts to escape or the guards he tried to kill. And she would cry. In those ragged nightmares she always cried.

He tightened his jaw at the memory of that as he stepped into the briefing room and closed the door behind him.

“ ’Bout time.” Jordan stood from his chair and darkened the glass with a flip of a switch as Noah took his chair. “We have intel on the names we’ve pulled in over the past week of suspected BCM members.”

Jordan wasted his time asking why he was late.

“We have Mike Conrad, manager of the town’s largest bank, also the bank that we’ve managed to identify as possibly a central location for the laundering of large funds to support the BCM.”

Mike was on the LCD screen hanging on the wall.

“I knew him,” Noah said quietly. “Mike would fit the paramilitary profile. Even when I lived here, Mike was very vocal about immigration laws and the nation’s inability to pass the right ones, or to enforce the ones they have. He was a proponent of stricter laws and militias to enforce them.”

“And the two of you were friends?” Micah asked curiously.

Noah shrugged. “We grew up together. I didn’t have to agree with him to like the man he was at the time. That was over six years ago. Evidently, he found a way to follow his vision.”

“They all do, mate,” John Vincent grunted, his rugged features concerned as they flipped open the files Tehya was passing out.

“As you read, you’ll see that two of the mechanics working at the Malone Garage, Timmy Dorian and Vince Steppton, are both suspected lower-level members of this militia.” Their pictures came on screen. “We’ve been tracking them,” Jordan continued. “They make frequent trips to Gaylen Patrick’s ranch as well as Mike Conrad’s home outside of town. We’ve also been tracking Conrad and his contacts.” Several pictures came up; one of them was Duncan Sykes.

“I tried to hack Conrad’s computer the other night.” Tehya stepped in at Jordan’s nod. “Spectacular work,” she said, sighing. “Someone has attached a very advanced system to his connection. Sykes has the ability and the knowledge for such security. When I couldn’t get in without tripping his security I tried Patrick’s. We have the same setup there. We need someone on-site to upload the program I’ve written that will let me bypass the security entirely.”

“I can get that done.” Noah nodded. “I helped Mike build his house. He made an addition to the plans he bought that no one but the two of us knew about. A small escape tunnel and entrance into his study. He wouldn’t have changed it after my ‘death.’ He’d feel more secure than ever.”

“Good.” Jordan nodded before breathing out wearily. “We have a report of another hunt that took place in the past week as well. Border Patrol found the bodies last night.”

Those bodies were on the monitor now. A young man and woman, blank eyes, expressions twisted into lines of horror as they stared sightlessly from ravaged faces.

“A young Mexican family. Illegals slipping across the border, we believe.” The picture of the young couple was horrifying. The young woman had obviously been raped, tortured. Her husband had been sliced open in so many places he looked like a patchwork quilt. “The baby that the relatives claim the family had with them is missing. We have no pictures. Three months old, a birthmark on its left hip. That’s all we know.”

“We have reports these murders are taking place during illegal hunts,” Jordan stated. “Several couples, legal and illegal, that have gone missing between Dallas, Houston, and the surrounding area have turned up here, in Big Bend National Park, showing signs of flight, and of having fought their attackers. As you’ll recall from our last meeting, the Federal agents that were killed received a tip of a hunt taking place the night they disappeared.”

“Border Patrol involved?” Micah Sloane, the former Mossad agent, asked Jordan, his black eyes cool, calm. The Israeli was one of the deadliest men of the group. The training maneuvers he had taught the rest of them had only added to the strength of the unit overall.

“Not that we can substantiate. Various bodies have been found over the past two years by Border Patrol, Park Patrol, ranchers, hikers, and a few cowboys. Never in the same area twice. They spread them out,” Jordan informed him. “Do we have anything new to add?” He looked around at the others.

“I begin mechanics duties tomorrow.” Nikolai grinned as he leaned back in his chair. “It would seem Rory Malone has finally managed to get his coowner to agree to a trial period of work.”

Noah snorted at that. Rory had fought Sabella tooth and nail for it. That boy was more stubborn than Noah had suspected.

“I’ve stayed pretty much to the shadows,” Micah informed them. “There’s a lot of rumor. I put that in my report. A lot of talk, but nothing conclusive yet.”

“No shit, mate,” the Australian quipped. John Vincent could be a sarcastic bastard. “Those bars and hangouts I’ve made my way through are a waste of my friggin’ time. Nothing but a bunch of too curious little girls and too drunk cowboys. From what I’ve seen of the few I suspect myself, they meet, then leave to discuss whatever they have going.”

“Watch the accent and the attitude, John,” Jordan told him coolly. “Micah, stay in the shadows, see if you can’t follow some of those walking conversations. We need to determine who our main points of interest are and who are just lower-level glory soldiers.”

“Those hunts are professional,” Nikolai said. “Those aren’t glory soldiers. My guess would be those soldiers may know of them, but they aren’t high enough for involvement.”

“A lot of those glory soldiers as well as Duncan Sykes make a habit of showing up at the garage and finding time to talk to both Timmy and Vince, the BCM mechanics we have there,” Noah told them. “You’re blond and look American enough they might talk to you.”

Nikolai grunted at that.

“Have you made many contacts?” Jordan asked Nik.

The big Russian shook his head. “First name as Nik only. A few drinks, no heavy conversations with anyone. My American accent seems to be working well enough.”

But, Noah knew, Nikolai had had practice with that accent a long time before he came into Elite Ops.

“Nikolai, you’ll be going by Nikolas Steele, you’re a California native,” Jordan informed him before turning to Tehya. “Get his papers together. Do a family tree back to the frickin Mayflower. Let’s give them an impoverished blue blood son of America.”

Tehya grinned as she winked at Nik. “I’ll have it before you leave, Nicky.”

He grimaced at the playful nickname.

Jordan looked back at Noah sharply. “Are there any other issues at the garage?”

“None I didn’t anticipate.” He shrugged. “I intend to have Rory fire the mechanic Timmy just to shake things up some.”

The mechanic was ineffectual, and even worse, he didn’t know a wrench from jack. Why the hell Rory or Sabella had hired him Noah hadn’t figured out yet.

Jordan nodded at that. “Our mission parameters are simple. Identify, capture if possible. Contain if captured until they can be extracted by the bureau and taken care of. If all else fails, we eliminate. That’s a worst-case scenario only. We need information on this one, we need top-level names and organization leaders. This militia is spreading and we need it contained. To contain it, we need information. See if you can find a way in and get what we need. Let’s take care of it.”

The files were opened. Another two hours were spent going over scenarios and ideas. Jordan sat back, listened, and commented when he needed to. The group worked well together. Noah was confident this mission would proceed just as the others had in the previous years. Dangerous. Bloody.

They were trained to work alone until they had to work together. Trained to disassociate or come together as needed. In this case, disassociation would work best with the exception of Nik in the garage.

There was no doubt in Noah’s mind that someone was trying to sabotage Sabella and Rory’s business. Rory had admitted the previous night that before Sabella took over, vehicles were going out not quite finished. Sometimes dangerously so. She had taken to going over the finished repairs herself and checking for any anomalies before signing them out.

Noah’s neck itched whenever he thought of the problems she’d had with the garage. He couldn’t help it. It had been itching ever since Mike Conrad had shown up. Drunk, insulting, violent. He hadn’t seen Mike like that since they were teenagers, and the fact he had abused Sabella with it had shocked him.

But Sabella had never liked Mike. He should have trusted her instincts rather than the lifetime he had spent being pushed in Mike’s direction by his father.

The Conrads were friends of the Malones. Mike and Nathan were the same age, had been raised together. They had hunted together, fished together. Noah had always thought that they would raise their families together as well. He’d have to ask Rory if Mike’s father and Grant Malone were still friends.

“Tehya and Macey are running communications and electronics here at the bunker. I’ll be at the Malone ranch for a while today and part of tomorrow. I’m hoping I can get some information there. Keep your cell phones secured. Micah and John, you’ll stay on backup. Right now we have Durango team, except for Macey, in the park watching things there. They’re last resort only,” Jordan stated.

The Elite Operations Unit was specially designed and trained to run bare-bones. The fewer who knew who they were and what they were doing, the less likely the leaks. The better the chance they remained “dead.”

The lights came back on as the meeting drew to a close. Noah didn’t waste time. Sabella had claimed to have a date tonight, and he intended to make certain she got home without getting pawed by that bastard Duncan.

“Noah.” Jordan caught him as he was swinging his leg over the Harley, his fingers on the key, ready to turn it.

Noah watched his uncle approach, wondering, not for the first time, why Jordan had chosen him specifically for this unit.

“I had a call today,” Jordan announced.

“Yeah?”

“Rick Grayson, the sheriff.”

Noah stared back at him.

“Grant gave him my number. He said there’s a stranger in town.” Jordan’s lips quirked. “Working at the garage. He said that stranger was manhandling Belle and he thought someone from the family should check him out.”

Noah twisted the key in the Harley slowly, never breaking eye contact with Jordan as he kicked it in neutral and eased the cycle back until he could turn around, kick it back into gear, and ease it from the parking bay into the little canyon that ran for over a mile in two directions.

Big Bend National Park was filled with canyons, gullies, cliffs, and mountains. He kept the headlight off; the brake lights were set in a switch that allowed him to ride, totally dark, as long as he needed to.

Once he reached the main road, he flipped the lights on and headed back to the garage. The house that sat on the rise above it was dark and shadowed. There were no lights, nothing to indicate life. But Sabella wasn’t sleeping. She was watching. He could feel her. And Duncan’s car wasn’t there, that meant Sykes had obviously not been asked in for a drink.

He parked the bike, swung off it, and stared up at the bedroom window. Their bedroom. Their window. She would still sleep in their bed, he knew. Did she still hug his pillow to her? Or had she laid it aside?

Shaking his head, he moved up the steps of his apartment, knowing even before he turned off the cycle who waited for him at the top.

“You’re already causing trouble,” Rory accused him as he stepped to the deck.

His brother shifted in the plastic chair that sat next door, rising and staring back at Noah with a scowl as he unlocked the door and stepped inside cautiously.

It was silent, empty. Just as it should have been. The cobweb-thin string was still stretched between the door frame and at the other door he caught the faintest hint of the piece of toothpick that still stuck from the door lock there.

He eased inside carefully anyway, feeling Rory move in behind him silently. They checked the apartment out before meeting back in the kitchen.

“Damn, I need more than a beer.” Rory sighed as he pulled two from the fridge and tossed Noah one. “Duncan Sykes called. He’s blaming me because you’re somehow responsible for Belle breaking their date tonight.”

Noah let a satisfied grin curl at the edges of his lips.

“I’ll take care of her.” He twisted the cap from the bottle and tossed it to the garbage can before taking a long, cold drink.

“That’s what you said the other night,” Rory bit out, his blue eyes firing in ire. “Dammit, I had to watch her cry every time she saw me for almost two years. She couldn’t stand to look at me. And now just when she was starting to get her life back together, you have to show up, and instead of telling her who you are, mess her life up worse.”

“Don’t piss me off, Rory.” Noah didn’t want to hear it. “What the hell are you doing here tonight?”

Rory snorted. “Granddad threw me out for pacing the floor. When I went outside to pace he told me he was going to shoot me.”

Noah almost grinned. That sounded like Grandpop.

“Use the spare room.” Noah shrugged. “By the way, you’re firing Timmy in the morning. Take care of it first thing.”

Rory stared back at him, the irritation growing in his eyes. “Come on, Noah. Timmy’s helping support his mother.”

“No he’s not, he’s smoking junk behind the garage when no one’s looking and he’s reporting everything Sabella does to Mike Conrad the minute she tips her head in a different direction. Get him out of there.”

“Hell. Belle hired him. She’s gonna go off on me again.”

“She doesn’t bite.” Noah shrugged again.

No, she didn’t bite, but she could make a man’s balls draw up in fear anyway when she got mad enough. When she was mad and hurt. When tears sparkled in her eyes and she started throwing things, then it was time to head for the hills until she cooled off. Way the hell off. She wasn’t violent, but damn if she couldn’t make a man miserable with just a look.

“She might not bite, but she throws a mean-assed punch when she wants to,” Rory said. “The first time I tried to drag her away from one of those cars and put her ass back in the office, she popped my jaw like it was a balloon.”

Noah didn’t show his surprise, or his shock. Sabella had never hit anything while they had been together. She hadn’t even punched her pillow when she was pissed.

“Get some sleep.” He nodded back to the bedroom. “I need to go out again.”

“I could go with you.” Rory shifted on his feet. “I know how to cover you. You taught me how.”

Yeah, he had. A lifetime ago.

“Not tonight.” Noah shook his head. Where he was going, he wanted no witnesses, no shadows, no tails. And he sure as hell didn’t want Rory dragged into this crap. “Get some sleep. You have to deal with Sabella in the morning.”

“You suck,” Rory said as he grimaced. “She’s gonna hit me again.”

“She has a short swing. Stay a few feet away from her.” Noah moved back to the door, opened it, and slid back into the night.

Mike Conrad didn’t live far away. Tehya had slipped him the program she needed installed in Mike’s computer before he left. Hopefully, getting into it wouldn’t be too difficult.

An hour later, Noah made his way through Mike’s underground tunnel and cracked open the panel that led into the office. He checked for audio and video security, read the readout on the electronic device he brought with him and shook his head. The office was wired but deactivated. Keeping the unit he carried turned on to ensure it stayed that way, Noah moved into the office.

Mike had always been an arrogant son of a bitch, but Noah had never thought he was stupid. Attacking Sabella had been stupid, and perhaps not as out of character as Noah had believed if Mike was indeed a part of BCM.

If Noah remembered correctly, when Sabella had worked at the bank, before their marriage, Mike had always been a little too friendly and Mike’s wife had always been a little too cool to Sabella. It made sense why now, when at the time, Noah had tried to push back the warnings with the excuse that he was a suspicious man. Mike wasn’t the cheating type, he’d thought. Maybe he had been wrong.

He moved to the office desk first and the laptop that sat on top of it. He slid the flashdrive Tehya had sent into the USB port, then quietly powered up the computer. The program on the drive would slide into bootup according to Tehya and take care of all their problems.

He watched as it powered up, as security protocols were bypassed, password was automatically logged and added to the drive Noah had inserted before the program itself quickly uploaded.

When it finished, the laptop powered down, turned off, and Noah slid the drive free before tucking it into the zippered pocket of his mission pants. He looked around the office, eyes narrowing as he began checking the room.

Silent in the darkness, he paused after picking the lock on the bottom desk door and stared inside coldly.

There, with an extra handgun, ammo clips, and a black hood, were three black scarves. There had been black scarves tied around the necks of all the victims that had been hunted and killed in the past months.

Noah closed the drawer, relocked it, and slipped back through the panel. After securing it, he made his way through the tunnel again, careful to clear his tracks from the dusty floor. It didn’t appear that the passage was ever used.

One thing was certain, a Black Collar Militia member was now on the short list.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

What had made Sabella think she could hide from Duncan that night with the lame excuse she had given him, she wasn’t certain. Maybe it was because Duncan had never argued when she had to cancel before, maybe it was the fact that the more she thought about it, the more she realized herself how the relationship they had had was so platonic as to be laughable.

It was late when she heard his car pull into the driveway. Sitting in the living room finishing the bottle of wine Duncan had opened days before, Sabella stared at the window where the lights were reflected and realized several things at once.

One, for some reason, men thought she was a pushover. Nathan had seen her as the helpless little wife he had to protect. Duncan often patronized her over her “hobby” at the garage. And even Rory seemed to question every move she made lately. And now, she couldn’t even break a date without someone thinking they needed to question her decision.

She rose from the couch, straightened the loose T-shirt she wore over silky shorts, and then, wine glass in hand, moved to the door. Pulling it open she stared at Duncan’s handsome though irritated expression as he lifted his knuckles to rap at the door.

He was dressed as precisely and unwrinkled as ever. A white short-sleeved polo shirt and tan slacks and black loafers. He was always clean-cut and perfectly groomed and now was no exception.

His gaze took in the wine glass, then her face, before he focussed on her chin and neck. Yeah, she knew those marks were still there. One on her jaw, one on her neck. Tiny bite marks, and the thought of the pleasure they had given her was curling her stomach with guilt. And hunger.

“Can I come in?” he asked, his smooth voice suddenly at odds with her senses.

He sounded patient, warm, but she saw anger in his eyes.

“Sure.” Sabella stepped back as she sipped at her wine and he entered. “It’s midnight. Isn’t it late for you to be out?”

“I don’t have a curfew.” That vein of anger wasn’t as hidden as it had been moments before.

Sabella pushed her fingers through her loose hair before heading back into the living room. This was her sanctuary, a room Duncan rarely liked coming into. He preferred the kitchen. He had never made it upstairs.

He followed her though, stopping just inside the doorway across from the fireplace and staring at the mantel as Sabella sat down in one of the chairs, curling her legs beneath her.

There was a hint of discomfort on his face, a quiet, flash of hurt that made her chest ache. He had been a good friend over the years, he would have made a good lover or husband. If her body, her heart, had been willing to accept him.

“You keep his pictures out like he’s coming home,” he said quietly. “As though you think he’s just going to walk in the door any day with open arms.”

Sabella glanced over at the mantel, then to the long table beneath the window where other pictures sat. She probably should have put them away a long time ago; she just hadn’t been able to do it.

“Letting him go hasn’t been easy.” She finally shrugged uncomfortably. “But I’m sure you didn’t show up here at midnight to discuss whether or not my husband is coming home.”

“Nathan’s dead, Belle,” he said roughly, impatiently. “You’ve never accepted that. It’s why our relationship never worked, isn’t it? Because you can’t accept he’s gone.”

It had taken her three years to accept that Nathan was indeed forever gone. That long for her to get past the horrific nightmares she lived through for over three years. First the ones full of blood, then those full of pain and fury. Sabella had been convinced he was alive, in pain, and in those nightmares he begged her to come to him. And then they stopped. One night, they were just gone, and Nathan had left her entirely.

“Yeah.” She finally nodded. “I’ve accepted that, Duncan. And I warned you when we started seeing each other, I’m not looking for love.”

His lips thinned angrily.

“Or sex,” he bit out. “You barely let me kiss you, yet apparently the rumors that you’re sleeping with your new mechanic are true.” He flicked a finger toward her. “I know a hickey when I see one.”

“I’m not sleeping with Noah Blake.” She had to bite back her frustration, her irritation. “No matter what the gossips are saying.”

“You’re sure as hell not sleeping with me,” he argued, moving farther into the room. “Tell me, Belle, do all these pictures keep you warm at night?” He lifted his arm to indicate the mantel, the table. “Will they give you children? Will they hold you when you cry for him?”

His voice rose, the anger building inside him. Duncan was finally realizing that the warnings she had given him over the past months had been sincere. She didn’t want anything more than his friendship.

“Do you want to hold me while I cry for him?” she asked in frustration, jerking from her seat and grabbing the wine bottle and her glass before moving to leave the living room. “Is that what you want, Duncan?”

She set her glass and the wine on the L-shaped kitchen counter that doubled as a bar before turning to face him.

“And when Noah’s marking your face and your neck, are you crying for Nathan then?” Duncan sneered hatefully, shockingly, as he followed her into the kitchen.

“Stop, Duncan.” She threw him a wary look over her shoulder as she entered the brightly lit kitchen and moved to the counter. Where she felt safer.

She had never seen Duncan upset. Actually, she had never heard of Duncan becoming angry much at all. But it was obvious he was just a little pissed off right now.

She stared at him across the counter, seeing the edge of growing anger in his face as well as his eyes. His lips were thin, his expression flushed

“Do you think I don’t know why that mechanic made it this far, and I haven’t?” he accused furiously. “You’re fooling yourself, Belle. You know you are. And you’re making a mistake.”

“It’s midnight, Duncan,” Sabella argued back. “I don’t want to discuss this with you tonight or I would have asked you over. You’re not in a position to make any type of decision for me, or to question the decisions I make.”

“He’s like Nathan.” He glared back at her. “That’s why you want him. That’s why your skin is marked by him, because he reminds you of Nathan. And he’s not Nathan.”

Sabella stared back at him in shock. “He’s nothing like Nathan,” she informed him, beginning to grow angry herself now. “Nathan was nothing like him. Nathan loved me, Duncan.”

“He loved you so much that he wouldn’t even consider leaving the SEALs.” Duncan said, sneering. “Do you have any idea how often I told him he was going to end up dead? That he’d leave you alone suffering. Did he care?”

Nathan had just been Nathan. A man and a SEAL. He would have expected her to go on, and it was that simple.

“You could end up dead climbing those damned cliffs you enjoy so much,” she shot back. “Nathan was a SEAL, Duncan. It wasn’t a job choice for him. It was who he was.”

“And you were the helpless little Southern belle to pamper his ego whenever he was home. That used to make me so sick I could barely stand it.” Disgust laced his voice, his expression, as she stared back at him in surprise.

“I was his wife,” she said, confused now by the direction of his fury. “I gave him what he needed, just as he gave me what I needed, Duncan. That was none of your business, nor was it your place to judge it.”

“ ‘Oh Nathan, the oil in the car needs changing’,” Duncan mimicked in a high-pitched, furious voice. “ ‘Oh Nathan, could you check my tires?’ You’d bat your lashes and act like you didn’t know shit. Then he died and you walked right into that garage and hit those cars like a professional. Hell, Belle, didn’t you feel just a little guilty, lying to your husband like that?”

She hadn’t. Nathan had needed to take care of her while he was with her. She had needed that single-minded focus he had given her between missions. Would it have changed as their marriage progressed? She had no doubt it would have. But the two years they had been together, it hadn’t mattered. Working on cars wasn’t her life’s work. She might have enjoyed it, but she enjoyed Nathan more. While he was on missions, she tinkered on her own car, sometimes she tinkered with his precious truck.

“I never lied to my husband,” she answered him quietly. “And I never lied to you about how I felt. I told you I didn’t want what you obviously wanted from me. I told you that a year ago and I’ve repeated it, several times.”

“But you do want it from that shiftless son of a bitch that stinks of oil and grease?” he snarled.

Sabella stared back at him, her own anger rising now. “I think we’ve both pretty much accepted the fact that’s one of my favorite scents.”

“No shit,” he snarled. “You stink of it continually. Maybe I’m sick of smelling the stuff while I’m trying to eat my dinner.”

She had never seen this side of Duncan, had never suspected it existed.

“You thought you were getting Nathan’s wife.” A bitter smile curled her lips. “The little woman that sat at home and, you thought, did as she was told.” Sabella shook her head. “You didn’t live in this house, Duncan. You have no idea how little I did that Nathan tried to order me to do. And it’s more than obvious that you never cared to see beyond the surface.”

He flicked her a furious look before turning and pacing to the window.

“Get rid of him!” He turned back to her, his voice strengthening, turning hard and cold. “Fire him, Sabella.”

Her brows arched. “Rory hired him, I can’t fire him. But I wouldn’t now simply because I don’t follow anyone’s orders, Duncan, least of all yours.”

“Get rid of that bastard or you’ll end up regretting it.” His expression twisted into lines of bitter fury. “He’s dangerous. You can see it in his face and in his eyes. That’s the only reason you want him and you don’t have the good sense to see it. He’s just as dangerous as Nathan was.”

“Leave.” Sabella straightened slowly, edging closer to the phone as Duncan glared at her. “I want you to leave right now, Duncan.”

“Because you can’t handle the truth?”

Suddenly, he wasn’t nearly as handsome as she had once thought he was, not that handsome was one of her requirements. But Duncan had always appeared sophisticated, possessing an almost male elegance that was now marred by a severe temper tantrum.

“Because you’re out of hand.” She picked up the phone and stared back at him. “Leave.”

He glanced at the phone. “Go ahead and call the son of a bitch,” he told her. “Go on, Belle, I dare you. How much you want to bet he’s not even there. He’s out screwing someone else because you’re not woman enough to hold a man at the house. Not a man like Nathan and sure as hell not a drifter like Noah Blake.”

That should have hurt, Sabella admitted. It should have, but she knew better. She had married a SEAL, not an accountant. She had known when she married her SEAL what she was getting. There were no guarantees and she had lost early in the game.

“Then you won’t mind walking out, will you?” she told him coldly.

“Like hell!” He surprised her when he moved for her. When she finally realized Duncan was more furious than she thought, it was too late.

She had hit the first digit of 911 when the phone went flying from her hand. She threw herself back, trying to evade the hand that attempted to latch on to her wrist.

Just as his fingers curled around her flesh, she heard a furious growl, and a larger, broader, darker hand latched onto Duncan’s wrist and, before Sabella’s shocked gaze, bent his wrist back and twisted it so that Duncan went to his knees with an almost girlish cry.

Noah was icy. Sabella stared at him in shock, taking in the T-shirt and leather vest, the faded jeans and black chaps. The motorcycle boots and the chiseled, emotionless expression.

If she didn’t do something, then Duncan was a dead man. The icy rage went deeper this time than when Noah had had his hand around Mike Conrad’s neck.

“Noah. I’m getting tired of you manhandling men around me,” she told him firmly, no anger, just a simple observation. “I could have hit him myself, you know?”

His gaze turned to her as Duncan gasped at his feet.

“Let him go.” She wrinkled her nose at him as she had done with Nathan the few times she had seen him really pissed. “He’s not worth getting blood on my floors. That would really make me angry.”

“I know how to get rid of the body,” he told her, his gaze flicking over the T-shirt and shorts she wore. “It wouldn’t be hard to do.”

“Yeah, but then I’d have to feel guilty and I’d have to tell Rory. Of course.” She shrugged as though it didn’t matter. “I could use it as an excuse to get Rory to fire you.”

“He’d help me,” Noah promised her, but there was the barest hint of a crack in the ice. “And you’re playing games to get me to let him go. What do you really want to say, Sabella?”

“That you’re being a damned moron and I want you to let him go before I have to kick both of you out of my house and call the sheriff,” she yelled back at him, letting the mad show, because she was sick of dealing with thick-headed males.

His brow lifted.

“Let him go, dammit.” She picked up the phone then hung up again as she shot both of them a disgusted look. At least Noah’s grip on Duncan had eased. “He’s going to puke if you don’t and I don’t want to clean it up.”

Duncan had that look on his face. Of course, the pressure on his wrist had to be agonizing, and Noah was holding it there as though it were no effort at all.

He let him go slowly.

“Get the fuck out.” Noah stepped back as Duncan struggled to his feet.

Duncan’s shirt was wrinkled now, his slacks might even have been a little damp at the crotch, but she didn’t bother to look.

She felt as though she were going to throw up herself as Duncan rushed from the house. Noah followed him as far as the door, slammed it closed then stalked back into the kitchen.

Hands propped on the counter, Sabella lowered her head and fought the hurt and anger churning inside her. Damn. She’d liked Duncan. And she could have sworn she had discussed all those irritating little subjects like love and sex and her reasons why she wasn’t ready.

“You should have never let him in the house.” Noah stopped in front of the counter. “For God’s sake, Sabella, I thought you would know better than to confront that son of a bitch while you’re carrying my mark.”

She kept her head down. How many times had she laughed at Nathan when he had said something similar? When he had been irritated with her, or was just being a man.

She should have known better than to go four-wheeling with Sienna that first year they were married, without him, because when she wrecked, she wrenched her ankle and he hadn’t been there to make sure she was okay. She should have known better than to try to fix a busted pipe in the basement on her own, because she’d ended up drenched and the basement had gotten wet. So many instances. And she should have always known better.

She lifted her head. “Now you can leave. You should know better than to piss off an already angry woman.”

She should have known better than to give Rory a say in the hiring.

“Sabella, sweetheart, look at me.” His voice roughened. “If he had hurt you, I would have had to kill him. I would have enjoyed killing him.”

“And it would have been my fault.” She nodded with a bitter smile. “Sure, I understand.”

“No, it would been his fault for being stupid enough to touch you. But haven’t you figured out yet that men aren’t always smart enough to keep their hands off things that don’t belong to them?”

Her head jerked up in surprise. “So you think I belong to you now?”

She didn’t flinch when he reached out to touch her. Over the years, she had always had to suppress a flinch when another man tried to stroke her, kiss her.

“You don’t belong to him,” he told her, his fingertip stroking over the rasp of his beard that he had left on her jaw. “Testosterone is a dangerous thing sometimes. You should have waited to talk to him.”

At least Noah sounded reasonable, and he was right. She knew he was right. She had thought Duncan understood. She had imagined he had accepted that she couldn’t give him the things he wanted.

“He’ll get over it,” she finally breathed out roughly. “But I really think you should leave now too. I’m tired.”

She moved around the counter to lead him to the front door, only to feel his arm curling around her, pulling her against his hard body as she stared up at him in surprise.

“You ran from him,” he told her. “You know you’re safe with me. Admit it.”

“I was safe with him,” she told him quietly. “I’m not a moron, Noah. I know how to protect myself. And I will, when I have to.”

“Then prove it.” That gravelly, rough voice was a dark croon. “Try to get away from me, Sabella.”

She almost laughed at the challenge. She would have, except something inside her was burning, begging, pressing closer to him as he lifted her against him.

“You want me,” he stated roughly.

“I don’t want to want you,” she whispered back painfully. “Because he was right about one thing. You’re dangerous. Too dangerous and too dark for what I need. If I had a brain in my head, I’d have made certain you were gone a week ago.”

“You have plenty of brains.” His head lowered, his lips feathered against hers. “Enough brains to know whose arms you belong in. Enough to know where you’re safe.”

Noah wasn’t fighting it. He knew now wasn’t the time to take her. Her common sense would kick back in, she would blame them both when morning came, but the adrenaline was racing through him. The mix of whore’s dust and lust was torturing his cock, filling it with blood as his balls felt tortured between his thighs.

It had been over six years since he had taken his wife, since he had known the tight grip of her hot, sweet pussy. Since he had devoured her, licked her from head to toe, and heard her screams for more echoing in his head.

All he knew now was the hunger. A hunger that clawed at him, that had him lifting her into his arms as he claimed her lips. Slanting his against them, his tongue pushing inside, tasting her, the sweet, delicate taste of passion and woman and the wine.

He wanted to pour that wine over her body and lick it off her. He wanted to watch it stream over her pussy and bury his lips between her thighs to consume it. He wanted to be drunk on her, drunk on the lust and the need and a pleasure he had never been able to forget. Never been able to escape.

“God, the taste of you,” he groaned, sipping at her lips as her head fell back, her hands pressing to the back of his head, tunneling into his hair.

Oh, he knew what she wanted. A hard smile tugged at his lips as he let his beard rake over her neck, felt her shudder as he lifted her.

Noah set her on the counter before moving between her thighs. The thin shorts did nothing to protect her from the hard, denim-covered length of his cock. Pressing against her, he swore he felt the heat and dampness of her. Remembered how tight her grip was, how that sweet sheath rippled and hugged him.

Her moans were like fuel poured to the fire raging inside him. He tasted her neck with his tongue, gave her the caress of the rasp of his beard and felt her grinding against him.

No sheriff to stop them now.

His hands lowered to her top. She wasn’t wearing a bra beneath the loose T-shirt. Her pretty breasts were unbound, nipples hard and hot. And he wanted to taste. Needed to taste.

Sabella moaned, cried out at the sensations racing through her body. They were wicked, carnal, so intense she couldn’t think, didn’t want to think. The rasp of his beard was a dark pleasure, his kiss like a potent wine. He made her head spin, sent her senses reeling and her heart hammering in her chest.

And she needed more. She needed his touch. As his hands slid beneath her T-shirt she pressed closer, begging silently for his callused palms against her nipples, because she needed now as she never had. As she had only needed with one man, and the need now was brighter, stronger, and dug its claws deeper inside her.

She wanted Noah Blake more than she could ever remember needing her own husband.

Fear sliced through her. Shock. Fury. Fury at herself as well as Noah.

It took everything she had, every measure of inner strength, to jerk back and force him to release her, to jump from the counter and stumble away from him.

“This is what I should know not to do.” She placed several feet between them. “This is exactly what I don’t need. Now, please, just get the hell away from me. Just go, before I end up doing something we’ll both end up regretting.”

Noah stared back at her for long moments. He could have her, so easily. Touch her, hold her, ease some of that pain in her eyes. And he wanted to, needed to.

God help him, what had he done to his wife? She was standing before him, staring at him as though he were her destruction rather than a man she ached for, longed for. And he could see the guilt in her. The guilt that another man could make her respond, that another man could touch her as only he, her husband, had done.

And added to that was his own damned jealousy. The parts of him that had been Nathan hadn’t died as thoroughly as he had thought they had. The man that was Noah, darker, more dominant, more arrogant, hated the man he had been as Nathan. Because it was Nathan she ached for. And it was Noah who was left living to hunger for her.

“I’ll see you at the garage in the morning,” he finally told her, shaking his head at his own thoughts as he turned and left the house.

Tortured. His dick was pounding and the pulse of lust in his blood was like fire in his veins.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Sabella dragged herself out of the bed and stumbled to the shower the next morning. By the time she made it to the kitchen and the pot of coffee waiting on her, thanks to the timer, she wondered if she would ever force her eyes open enough to actually make the breakfast date she had arranged last night with Sienna Grayson, the sheriff’s wife, and Kira Richards.

Ian Richards had been Nathan’s best friend. His marriage several years before to socialite Kira Porter had been a surprise to the small community. The fact that they still returned each summer to the house Ian had kept since he lived in Alpine with his mother was even more surprising.

They’d become friends over the years, though only in the past year had Sienna been able to join their breakfast dates. Sienna did not like getting up early.

This morning, Sabella well understood the feeling.

She felt flayed by the dreams that had tormented her the night before. Duncan’s accusation, Nathan’s wild blue eyes staring at her in love, in pain. And Noah, reaching out for her, but he had Nathan’s eyes, and Nathan’s voice. They were more vivid, more terrifying, than the past dreams had been. Or perhaps they just seemed more vivid because of the short break she had been given.

As she pulled her car into the Richardses’ driveway, she breathed out a hard breath as she glimpsed Ian’s tan-colored Jeep sitting in the driveway. The Richardses lived in a sprawling single-story ranch in the National Park area. Surrounded by cliffs and pine, this area’s stark, desolate beauty always managed to steal her breath.

Sienna pulled in behind her.

“It should be illegal to get up this early, Sabella,” Sienna stated as they got out of their vehicles. “I should have Rick arrest you.”

Sabella stared at her friend closely. Despite the perfect makeup, Sienna had dark circles under hazel-green eyes and an edge of worry at her brow.

“I have to work this afternoon,” Sabella told her. “Morning is the only time I could get away.” She frowned as she gave her friend a quick hug and felt that Sienna had lost weight in the past weeks. “Are you doing okay?”

“Me?” Sienna gave her tired smile. “I’m fine. Rick’s been busy and you know how grouchy he gets when he can’t solve a case. Those deaths a few months back are driving him crazy.”

“The Black Collar Militia,” Sabella muttered. “Bastards. I knew that girl they killed.”

“She was an FBI agent.” Sienna sighed as they walked to the house. “I couldn’t believe it when I read that in the newspaper. Of course, Rick had known, but he hadn’t told me.”

Sabella knew Sienna had raged at Rick for years because he refused to tell her about the cases he worked, or when he was close to breaking a case. There were times Sabella knew it strained their relationship.

“He’s not allowed to tell you, Sienna,” Sabella pointed out gently. “Just as Nathan couldn’t tell me about his missions.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t have to live with Nathan while he was on a mission.” Sienna snorted. “Some nights, he doesn’t even come home,” she said softly, sadly. “I hate it when he does that.”

There was nothing Sabella could say. She could see Rick’s point of view. Although Sabella had understood that Nathan was a SEAL, Sienna had never been able to understand Rick’s dedication to being a sheriff.

“Rick didn’t even tell me about the trouble you had with your new mechanic,” Sienna pouted as they approached the door and Sabella tapped on it lightly. “I had to hear through gossip.”

Sabella rolled her eyes and tried to control her flush.

“They sure weren’t wrong about that beard burn though.” Sienna craned her head around to look, snickering back at Sabella. “The man knows how to do it right.”

“Good morning, ladies.” Kira chose that moment to open the door and invite them in. “Breakfast will be ready in a few. I just have to finish the tortillas and we’ll be good to go.” She paused and stared at Sabella, her eyes widening before a teasing smile curled her pert, pouting lips. “Wow, Sabella, gossip is right, that new mechanic of yours knows how to give beard burn the right way, doesn’t he?”

Sabella narrowed her eyes at her friend. “We’re not talking about the new mechanic.”

“The new mechanic?” Ian chose that moment to walk into the room. “Belle, could you let him know I have to bring the Jeep in.” He stopped, stared at her jaw and neck, lifted his brows and stared back at Kira.

Kira smirked. “The new mechanic.”

Great. “You guys act like you’ve never seen beard burn,” she muttered.

“Have you looked in the mirror?” Sienna laughed, though the sound was tense. “Or did you do what you normally do and just ignore what you don’t want to see?”

Sabella turned back to her, her lips tightening. “Meaning?”

“Meaning it’s not just beard burn.” Sienna laughed. “Sweetie, your mechanic left a hickey, and he did a damned good job with that one little bite while he was there.” She reached out, touched the area just under Sabella’s jaw, and shook her head. “We should all be so lucky.”

 

Sabella walked into the garage late that afternoon. There were more than half a dozen vehicles lined up in the garage waiting area. Toby was pumping gas and there were several college students in the convenience section of the station.

Rory was taking care of the register as Sabella moved into the office and closed the door behind her. She went to the coffeepot as the wide door into the garage bay opened and Noah stepped in.

She was caught by his eyes. She was always caught by his eyes.

“You’re late. Everything okay?” He entered the office and closed the door.

“I stayed longer than I should have at a friend’s for breakfast.” She shrugged as she poured her coffee and headed to her desk.

She pulled the overshirt she wore tighter around her. It had been one of Nathan’s shirts. Stained with oil, and she imagined she could smell him on it, though she knew the scent had long since faded. It was a comfort shirt. It was a warning to other men. Today, she needed something to hold Noah back, and she had prayed it would work.

She watched as his eyes moved to the pocket patch. Nathan’s name was emblazoned there. When his gaze came back to hers she caught a hint of anger.

“Still holding on to him?” he asked her softly, his rough voice darker than normal.

“Always.” Let him make of that what he wanted to. She had stopped holding on to the hope he would come home three years before, but hadn’t forgotten what they had shared. No matter how hard she tried.

“It’s been six years.” He poured his own coffee then sat on the corner of the spare desk. “Long time to be a frozen widow, don’t you think?”

“So Duncan informed me last night,” she snapped. “I don’t need you reiterating the message.”

Noah could see the pain that flashed in her eyes and it enraged him. The knowledge that he was fighting his own memory pissed him off even further.

He hadn’t expected her to do this to herself. To put her life in such a deep freeze that no one else could touch her, hold her. Like an animal, she had burrowed into a hole to lick her wounds, but the wounds were still ragged and pain filled.

But he couldn’t blame her for it. He’d done the same thing. Closed off everything, concentrated on the here and now, and the battles that came along. At least he had, until he returned home and learned nothing was as he had thought it should be.

“I think you need to live a little.” He had never wanted her to be alone if something happened to him. But, just as he had done, Sabella had continued to hold on to that bond that stretched between them. The one Nathan had tried to break between them, but never could.

“What I think is that it isn’t any of your business. You didn’t know him and you don’t know me.”

He grunted at that, sipped his coffee, and stared at her bent head as she went over the accounting book. He’d gone over it himself, several times. It was in perfect order. Once she had returned and knocked the garage back into shape, she had managed, miraculously, to hold on to it. Mostly because, according to Rory, she had refused to sleep and had practically lived at the garage.

“I don’t have to know him,” he told her, as he rested his wrist on his knee while holding his coffee and staring back at her. “I’ve had him shoved down my throat every day I’ve been here. Every one I’ve met loved ‘Irish.’ ” He nearly spat out the word. He was so sick of hearing about himself he could barely tolerate it.

When the hell had people in this town decided he was larger than life and no other man was going to compare?

“Nathan had a lot of friends.” She shrugged, her fingers picking at the edge of the accounting book, her expression tight.

“Friends that let his widow suffer,” he reminded her. “What happened, Sabella? Who finally told you the garage was going to hell? According to Rory, you hid in that house on the hill and wouldn’t even answer the door some days. How did you figure out the Malones were trying to destroy you?”

Her lips tightened.

“Yeah, old Nate, he was well loved.” He sneered. “So well that his widow was deserted and nearly lost her ass while she was grieving. What the hell happened with that one, Sabella?”

“Again, none of your business.” But her voice was tighter, the edge of hurt flaying his guts.

He knew what had happened. His family had turned against her. Mike Conrad, it was rumored, had offered to help her out if she would be so kind as to let him fuck her. Noah had to force the violence down. And once the Malones and the bank had turned against her, then finding anyone willing to help hadn’t been easy. Only the fact that Nathan Malone had indeed had friends who were still willing to use the garage had saved her. Friends who didn’t have power, and there were too many of them for Grant Malone, or Mike Conrad, to be able to strike out at effectively.

He knew what Mike Conrad had wanted. The garage was the perfect setup for laundering money and was centrally located for the militia members to congregate. With the apartment upstairs, the reputation of the garage, and Nathan Malone’s good name to fall back on, it would have worked.

The sheriff and his wife had stood by her, though it was rumored the friends Mike Conrad had in the local government were pressuring the sheriff to choose sides. Mike’s or Sabella’s. Noah knew Rick Grayson, if he wasn’t part of the BCM, was at least a suspect. Hopefully, the program Noah had slipped into Mike’s laptop would give them the proof they needed to bring that bastard down. Him and his friends.

The mayor, one of Grant Malone’s boyhood friends, had taken the city’s contract from the garage, illegally. Rory was checking with a lawyer in Odessa about suing for that one. What they had done to Sabella was unconscionable and wouldn’t be tolerated any longer.

The gossip and rumors that filled small-town life were there for anyone willing to listen. And Noah listened each time a customer got nosy enough to question him regarding the talk now circulating that he was taking the place of the man they had nicknamed “Irish.” He listened, picked through the gossip to find the truth, and the truth only managed to piss him off more.

“I’m making it my business,” he finally warned her.

The battle he faced would have been amusing if it were anyone else. He was going to have to steal his wife’s heart back from his own memory. Hell of a position for him to find himself in.

He watched as her gaze lifted, just her eyes, and she stared up at him, and he could have sworn he felt his balls twitch in warning. He had only seen that look one time in the two years they had been together.

Her lips parted as the door from the convenience store opened and Rory stepped in.

Noah’s gaze sliced to him, his demand to leave clear. Rory grinned back then his gaze moved to her neck. She was getting sick of that. The surprise, the look of shock that a man had marked her neck. What, did everyone suddenly think she really wasn’t woman enough to draw a man’s passion?

She curled her lip angrily before getting to her feet, moving around the desk, and jerking open the door to the garage. She stepped into the garage bay and slammed the door closed behind her.

“Asshole,” Rory muttered as Noah stared at the door she had gone through.

Noah turned to look at him. “Take care of that firing you’ve been putting off today. Your new mechanic is showing up tomorrow.”

Rory grimaced. “Yeah, just get her all pissed off at me now.”

“Do it,” he growled, before rising to his feet and making for the door to the garage. “And stay the hell out of my way for the next little bit.”

He pushed through the door and found Sabella standing next to the mechanics’ counter, going over the roster. She was frowning, then she glanced in the direction of the mechanic Rory was about to fire.

Before she could say anything he surprised her, and everyone else, by pulling the clipboard from her hand, slapping it to the table, and pulling her back to the office.

“Have you lost your mind!” she yelled as the door closed behind them. “Why isn’t Timmy’s name on the roster? He’s standing out there twiddling his damned thumbs on my time and I want to know why.”

“Rory took him off.” He took the easy way out. “He’s firing him.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Did Rory know he was doing this before you told him to?” Sweet Southern rage brewed in her voice.

Noah crossed his arms over his chest and glared down at her.

“Rory agreed he’s not doing his job and made the decision.” Sort of.

“The hell he did.” She was in his face, her gray eyes dark and thunderous, her face flushed, her little fists clenched at her side. “My garage. My employees. My decisions.”

Her jaw was so tight he was afraid it was going to crack. Her lips tightened, moved, he could see the fury burning hot and wild inside her. Fury and arousal. It burned in him too. It set a spark to the darkness he tried to keep under control, to the hunger he fought not to reveal to her too quickly.

“Rory has never done anything without asking me first,” she bit out. “You made him do this.”

Noah shrugged. “I merely made the suggestion.”

“You bastard!”

“Call me another name, Sabella, and you’re going to regret it,” he warned her.

She had never cursed him during their marriage. She had rarely cursed.

She bared her teeth at him. “You arrogant damned misfit.”

That was it.

He dipped his shoulder, threw her over it, and turned for the stairs that led to the apartment.

He ignored the little fists beating at his back, the shrieks of rage, her attempts to kick out of his hold.

Sabella didn’t curse. She had never cursed. She had given him that haughty little good girl look every time he said “damn” and asked him if he really wanted their future children to hear that dirty word coming out of his mouth.

She had nearly broken him from cursing in two years. Now, if she wanted to handle the cursing she could deal with the consequences. Because it made him hornier than he had been to begin with and made him wonder what else he could convince her to say if he used just the right persuasion.

He slammed the apartment door behind them, locked it, then let her slide to her feet. He caught her fist as it slammed toward his face, then caught the other one and glared down at her.

“Enough!”

Something flickered in her gaze, some shred of trepidation as he released her wrists and stepped away from her.

“You are not firing Timmy.” She jerked that damned shirt around her like a shield.

“Rory is firing Timmy and as of today you’ll be back in the office where you belong,” he snapped, turning back to her in time to catch the sudden, overwhelming hurt that flashed in her face.

“No, I won’t be.” She squared her shoulders and faced him with a defiant lift of her chin and rage burning in her eyes. “Neither you nor Rory can enforce that one, Noah. I’ll burn this garage to the ground before I’ll let you take me out of it.”

Her expression was fierce, furious, and reminded him of the night he tried to force her to stay home rather than go out with her friends.

He frowned back at her. “Dammit, Sabella, you’re killing yourself out there. It’s hard, damned dirty work. There’s no sense in your having to labor like that. You could go to the spa. Get your nails done. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Sabella fought to hold back the fury strangling her. She wanted to hit him. She wanted to scream at him and slap that arrogant, condescending expression off his face. At that moment, she could see where Duncan got the impression that Noah was just like Nathan. Superior. Certain of his own strength and determined to have his way. Nathan had gotten away with it simply because she hadn’t matured enough in their marriage to put her foot down while he was home. She had matured now. And this wasn’t Nathan. Noah wasn’t a SEAL who could be called out at any minute on a mission, and he wasn’t the man who had once claimed her soul, so he could go to hell as far as she was concerned.

“If I wanted a manicure then I would have one. If I wanted to sit back and play receptionist all day then that’s what the hell I would do. If I wanted another man to decide how I should act, dress, or present myself then I’d have one. That is not a part of your job description, Mr. Blake, and if you think you can make it happen then you can take a flying leap into hell.”

Noah stared back at her, shocked.

“Your husband dictated those things for you?” he asked her, feeling his guts ice over, because he knew he hadn’t.

She paused. He watched her expression soften, sadden. Her gray eyes flashed with arousal, and suddenly, her slender body seemed softer, sexier with whatever memories poured through her.

“No,” she finally admitted. “I dictated it, because it was what I thought he wanted. He liked his painted-up little wife. The nail polish and the pretty clothes and the helplessness.” She shook her head as he felt his chest clench at her sorrow. “He used to call me his little Southern Bella. He died before he ever learned what a complete imposter I was. Before he ever knew that I was just as knowledgeable about cars as any of his mechanics were. I loved Nathan. He was my heart and I gave him what he needed while I had him with me.” She flicked him a searing glance then. “But you’re not Nathan. And I don’t give a damn if you have what you need or not.”

Did she think he had given a damn about the frigging nail polish? Anger tore through him, not rage, not fury, but pure unbridled offense and male pride. Damn her, what pleased her had pleased him, but had she thought he had needed her to be something she wasn’t?

He tensed at the sexual, dominant surge of heat that filled his body. Before he could stop himself he was stalking toward her, jerking her to him.

“And did you get what you needed from him?” he rasped. “You’ve eaten me alive every time we’ve touched, Sabella. Did he fuck you like you needed or did you play the pretty little doll for him then too?”

“He gave me everything I needed,” she snarled back.

But he saw it. A little lie, just a little one. And he remembered the nights that she had tossed restlessly in their bed beside him. How he had felt, sometimes, that his Sabella needed something harder, something darker, than he had given her, but then thinking that it was only his own fantasies and needs that drove him to sense that.

It wasn’t. He saw it in her eyes. He recalled the torrential lust of last week when she had marked his shoulders with her sharp little nails, then his memories of their life together before hell, and he knew. He knew Sabella had longed for a hell of a lot more than he had allowed himself to give her. Pure lust.

A tight, hard smile twisted his lips as her gaze finally flickered in awareness of the animal she had just let loose inside him.

“You’re a liar,” he breathed, knowledge searing him, dominance rising inside him. “Tell me, Sabella. Did you ache? Did you dream of being taken hard and rough? Of getting wild and dirty with your husband? Were you too afraid to be the little wildcat you wanted to be?”

There was the truth. The flush leached from her face, her eyes darkened. He could see the lust filling her, pure, unbridled, but tinged with an emotion that tightened the heart in his chest.

Sabella wanted more than just sex. She wanted more than just the wild loving. She wanted everything he had ever dreamed of giving her. And he was going to give it to her right now.

She’d hidden things from him; well, there were damned sure things he had hidden from her as well. And the need to hear his sweet Southern Bella get nasty had been an all-consuming need.

“You can get wild with me, baby.” He jerked her harder against him, let her feel the erection pounding beneath his jeans. “Come on, I dare you. I’m a stranger, Sabella. Nothing to you. Nothing to that paragon of a husband you knew. Get wild with me. And I’ll show you how I can get wild right back.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Get wild with him? Pour everything into him that she had fantasized about pouring into Nathan? She stared up at Noah, her body so sensitive, so highly excited, she couldn’t deny her need.

She could barely breathe for it. It was tearing through her veins, the temptation burning through her sex.

“You want to be taken hard and wild, Sabella.” His voice deepened, darkened, as his hands speared into her hair, fingers clenching, pulling at it.

Sabella felt the shocking sensations unravel inside her. Her lashes fluttered, her knees weakened.

“You want to pull my hair, baby? Come on, Sabella, I dare you. You don’t have to give me anything he had. Give me what he didn’t have.”

She jerked against him as she felt his lips on hers, whispering over them. Her eyes opened, and wild dark blue eyes held her trapped.

“I carried your scratches last week like other men carry a medal,” he growled, then nipped her lips. “I jacked off remembering how hot you were in my arms. And then I imagined your mouth. Watching your eyes. Seeing how hungry you could get.”

He tapped into her fantasy.

Sabella licked her lips, unconsciously imagining it. Feeling his hands in her hair, imagining him holding her in place, straining against her, demanding she take him, suck him.

Noah watched her eyes, saw the need, and his cock felt tighter, harder, thicker than it ever had.

Keeping one hand in her hair, he used the other to jerk his shirt off her shoulders. She wore his clothes like a defense against the world. He wasn’t going to allow her a defense against him any longer.

Below it was the sleeveless T-shirt she wore tucked into her jeans.

“I don’t think—”

“Don’t think,” he urged her, keeping his voice low, his eyes on her. “Unless you want to think about me fucking your mouth. I’m going to do that, Sabella. I’m going to watch those pretty pink lips open, watch my cock sink inside your mouth.”

She’d gone down on him before. She’d teased, licked, sucked playfully, she’d even taken his release and licked her lips like a little cat. But that wasn’t what she wanted now, it wasn’t what she needed.

“Take the boots off.” He held her gaze as he moved her and pushed her onto the couch. “Take them off now, Sabella, or you’ll be wearing your jeans around your ankles while I slide deep and hard inside you. Wouldn’t you rather use those pretty legs around my back, holding me inside you?”

She licked her lips again as he moved back and sat on the heavy coffee table to untie his own boots. He got them untied, then looked up when she moved.

But she didn’t move to take off her boots. She came over to him. Noah went back on the table, catching her, his hand burying in her hair again as her lips were on his, a cry of need and hunger filling the air.

“Ah hell. Yes!” She flowed over him, straddled his hips. Her hands buried in his hair as he shoved his tongue in her mouth and fought to dominate the kiss.

She was wild. As she writhed above him, her back arched, her pussy bore down on the thick erection beneath his jeans and her hands tore at his shirt.

He managed to get it off. Managed to get her shirt and bra above her breasts while she sucked and bit at his neck, leaving a mark he knew the world would see and he didn’t give a damn.

And it wasn’t the only mark she would leave. Her lips moved to his chest, his hard, male nipples.

She had never done that before. Sucked and licked at the flat, hard discs, and it made him wilder than he swore even the whore’s dust had.

“Damn you, yes,” he growled as she moved lower, her hands falling to his jeans, jerking his belt loose, scrambling to loosen his jeans. “Take it, Sabella. You little wildcat. I’m going to fuck your mouth until you’re begging for me to come. Begging to taste it. To feel it. To fuck me with every breath in your body.”

He was snarling the words. Hands in her hair, controlling her, pushing her down until she straddled his bent knee and pulled the fully erect, throbbing shaft of his dick from the parted material of his jeans.

She looked up at him and the expression on her face was one he knew he would remember forever. Pure, undiluted hunger.

Her hand tried to wrap around the width, but her fingers didn’t quite meet. She stroked up, over the violently sensitive head, and stared back at him with drowsy lust as she breathed in and out, each panting breath lifting those hard, flushed breasts.

“Make me,” she whispered then.

The demand seared his brain, his imagination, his fantasies.

He gripped the shaft of his cock with one hand, and with the other he forced her head down, his eyes locked with hers, watching as her lips flowered open over the bulging crest.

Sabella was lost in the lust. She ground her sex against his knee, feeling the exquisite sensations of cloth rasping against her swollen clit as the heat and hardness of his cock head pushed inside her mouth.

God, his taste. It was hot and male. Earthy and filled with lust. She licked over the blunted crest, feeling the iron hardness, the silky flesh, the throb of lust beneath.

She looked up at him, saw his wild eyes, like an unearthly glow, and dark, primitive need slashed through her. She needed to taste, needed to torment.

She licked beneath the head, rubbing her tongue over that spot that her Nathan had once loved her to caress so well. Noah tightened, the muscles of his thighs bulging, his hips arching, burying his cock deeper inside her mouth.

“Suck it, Sabella.” There was an odd, lyrical quality to his rough, dark voice. “Take me.”

She took him. His hands clenched in her hair, pulled at the strands as he moved her head, fucked into her mouth, and filled her with the heated hard crest of his erection.

She was needy, hungry for him. She could feel that hunger raging inside her as she cupped her own breast, her fingers plucking at her nipple, creating another burn, losing herself in the pleasure.

“I’m going to come, baby.” He was moving between her lips, fast, hard, almost bruising as he strained beneath her, and she loved it.

He was wild. He was dark and earthy and she needed it.

She sucked him harder, deeper. She pulled at her nipple, tugged at it, cupped her breast and felt the fever raging, building in her clit.

“Yes! There!” he growled.

Her tongue was tucked against the underside of his cock head, rubbing and caressing, rasping against it as he moved over it, stroking past her lips, his hard flesh tightening further as she felt his release building.

She stared up at him. Saw it moving in his face. The way it tightened, turning stark, forbidden. Then she felt his release.

The first spurt exploded inside her mouth, the second had her moaning, her clit exploding as she rubbed herself against his knee.

“Ah hell, yes, you little witch,” he groaned.

Sabella froze. She felt, tasted, she existed. But she stared into his eyes and dropped back in time.

Suck me, you little witch. My sweet, beautiful little witch.

When his hands eased in her hair, she moved back. She stared at him, shaking. Horror and guilt rose inside her, flaying her soul with the consequences, the truth of what she had just done.

She could still taste him in her mouth. He was staring at her, dawning realization darkening his eyes further as she jerked her bra and shirt down with trembling hands.

Noah sat up slowly, watching as she stumbled to the door.

“Don’t you leave here, Sabella,” he ordered her roughly.

She shook her head. “I can’t do this.”

“The hell you can’t.” He rose to his feet, tucking his still stiff flesh back into his jeans and zipping them carefully. “You’re not leaving like this.”

She gripped the doorknob. As fast as he knew he was, as powerful, she was still out that door and running down the steps before he could get to her.

Cursing, he jerked his shirt from the floor, dragging it over his head as he raced down the stairs after her, nearly tripping on the dragging strings of his boots.

“Damn it, Sabella,” he yelled as he burst into the office to see her racing out of the garage.

Rory stared at him in shock, Toby’s face tightened in anger. That damned kid was too protective of Sabella by far.

Noah sat down, quickly tied his boots, and headed out of the garage to watch her running up the hill to the house. She wasn’t going far, he told himself, forcing back the lust, the demand that he race after her, that he force her to acknowledge everything she was running from.

His hands clenched at his sides as he stared at the house. His home. His woman.

He forced himself to turn and stalk back to the garage. Forced himself to jerk up the roster and go to work. He forced himself to concentrate. He knew how to do that. He had spent six years doing just that. He could wait just a little bit longer. Just a little bit. And then she would learn she was his. She had been his before, and now, she would be his again.

An hour later, he looked up from the engine he was tuning, twirling the wrench he held absently as he watched Sabella’s car pull out of the driveway and head into town.

His eyes narrowed, his lips thinned. She was running, and he hated that.

His gaze slid to his side as Rory moved in carefully then reached up and took the wrench.

“Told you once, the funny thing about this wrench,” Rory said softly, making sure no one heard but Noah. “My brother used to do the same thing.” He slapped the wrench back in Noah’s hand and moved away again.

Sabella was pissed. Rory was pissed. And that was just too damned bad, because Noah was home now, and he was set to reclaim everything he thought he had lost. Just as soon as he cleared the garbage out of his town, and away from his wife.

 

Sabella had had enough. She pulled her car into Kira’s driveway again that day and drew in a deep, hard breath. Sienna was still there, which was unusual. Sienna didn’t normally hang around with Kira after Sabella left. Sometimes, she wondered if Sienna even liked Kira.

“Belle. Come on in.” Kira’s attractive face was lit with a smile as she opened the door and waved her in.

She tugged at the hem of her T-shirt. She should have changed clothes. She tugged her braid over her shoulder. Maybe she should have done something with her hair.

“Sienna’s still here?” It was nearly three in the afternoon.

“She just showed up again perhaps an hour ago.” Kira smiled. “We pulled out a bottle of wine and decided to trash men for the day.”

Uh-oh. Obviously Sienna and Rick had had another fight after the other woman returned home.

She inhaled slowly and walked up to the porch where Kira stepped out and welcomed her into the house again.

Dressed in jeans and a gaily striped shirt, her dark hair piled carelessly on her head, Sienna looked like an overgrown teenager. In comparison, Kira Richards looked dark and mysterious. With her black hair and friendly gray eyes.

Dressed in silk capris and a camisole, Kira looked cool, sophisticated, and yet still managed to convey compassion.

“The planets are out of alignment,” Kira said softly. “Let me guess, your Noah was acting like a man too?”

“Tell me that Ian at least is pretending to have some common sense.” Sabella sighed as she collapsed into a chair across from Sienna and glanced up at Kira.

“Ian is a man, darlin’. What do you think?” Kira laughed.

The wine was on the table. Kira detoured to the kitchen and a few seconds later returned, another glass in hand, as Sabella glanced back up at her.

“Rick’s pissed because I took the baby to his sister’s again this morning.” Sienna sighed. “Kent loves his aunt.”

And Sienna loved her social life. Sabella agreed with Rick, Sienna needed more time with Kent, but the aunt was possessive as well. Sabella could only imagine how difficult the situation was.

“Sabella, I hate to tell you this, but the beard burn is worse on your chin. You need to have a talk with that mechanic of yours,” Kira said, laughing.

“Talking doesn’t work,” Sabella muttered.

“I think she likes it,” Sienna accused with a laugh. “She hasn’t been gone more than three or four hours and already she’s back after he got another taste of her. She’s hiding from him.”

Sabella bit her lip and looked back at Sienna.

“I heard Rick had to respond to a call of harassment because of him?” Kira said then. “Was he harassing you?” She leaned forward and stared back at Sabella curiously. “I talked to Ian after you left. He seems to think he’s a very odd man. Maybe you should fire him.”

Sabella looked from Kira to Sienna with a frown.

“He’s not odd,” she finally muttered as Kira sat down slowly, filled Sabella’s wine glass, and pushed it to her with a faintly apologetic look.

Kira stared at the two women. As Ian’s wife, and an operative herself, she knew the truth. She would have been amused if she didn’t feel so damned sorry for the widow who wasn’t a widow. She didn’t like the fact that Nathan Malone hadn’t come clean with his wife. She sure as hell didn’t like the fact that the girl looked so bewildered and lost. And the friendship they had developed over the years had only increased Kira’s worry. Sabella had never let go of her husband, and now he was back again, tormenting her in another way.

“Ian’s worried about you after this morning,” she told Sabella, giving her a quiet, almost gentle smile. “He loved Nathan like a brother.” And he still did. Though Kira would have preferred to kick the other man’s ass.

“I know he did.” Sabella sighed then took a healthy drink of the wine and Kira watched as her jaw clenched in anger.

Kira wasn’t having any part of being pushed out of this particular conversation.

Sabella had been faithful to her dead husband for over six years. The memory of the love she felt for him had tormented her. And for half that time, Nathan could have eased her pain.

Sabella licked her lips. She pressed her knees together and seemed to be trying to hold in emotions that were only festering inside her.

“He’s making me crazy,” she muttered. “He just takes over everything, as though it’s his right.”

“But you still want him.”

Silence descended.

“She doesn’t need him,” Sienna finally stated. “He’s not the staying kind and she knows it.”

“That’s not what it is. I know the expression of a woman steeped in guilt and fear because she’s finally met a man threatening her husband’s place in her heart,” Kira stated gently. “This has nothing to do with whether or not he’s the staying kind. It has to do with Sabella letting Nathan go.”

Kira was nothing if not forward. Sabella had learned herself, long ago, that the worst thing a woman can do is hide from herself.

“Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean I have to do anything about it.” Sabella frowned.

Kira leaned back in her chair and watched Sabella for long, sober moments. “No, it doesn’t.” She shook her head. “Ian loved Nathan like a brother.” She stared back at Sabella then. “When they told him Nathan was dead, he took it very hard, he told me. We’ve become good friends, Sabella. I’ve watched you the last few years. You laugh, you go out with friends, sometimes you date. But you haven’t had a lover since Nathan died. Have you?”

“I’ve been fine.” Sabella shook her head. “I’d be better if men would stop getting in my way and acting as though I need someone to tell me what to do.”

“Get a little drunk,” Kira advised her, her brow wrinkling at the pain she could see in Sabella’s eyes. “Get pissed off. Tell us what an asshole Nathan was because he left you.”

“Kira!” Sienna snapped, anger brightening her green eyes then. “That’s enough.”

“And each time she’s stepped away from Nathan’s memory you’ve reminded her of the man she lost, rather than the fact that there are other men out there, haven’t you, Sienna?” Kira said softly. “I’ve known the two of you for years now, and I’ve seen it. I’m just a neutral bystander with too much gossip under my belt and married to the man who was the asshole’s best friend.”

“Nathan wasn’t an asshole,” Sabella snapped.

“He was a SEAL, sweetheart. I’m married to one. They’re so dominant, fierce, and certain of their own abilities and opinions that they can’t help themselves,” she stated, amused. “So in the kindest vein, yes, that’s exactly what Nathan was. But he’s gone. He doesn’t exist any longer, but here you are, years later, from all accounts incredibly attracted to another man and fighting that attraction because of your guilt about your husband’s memory.”

“I don’t have to just jump into bed with every man I meet,” Sabella snapped.

“But neither were you buried when they told you your husband was dead.”

Sabella stared back at her, seeing in the other woman’s eyes sympathy, without the history she had with Sienna. Without the memories of Nathan she and her friend shared.

And she was right. Sabella didn’t have to like it, but she did have to acknowledge it.

“Duncan says he’s like Nathan,” she whispered. “And maybe in ways, he’s right. He’s taking over,” she said harshly. “He’s walked into my life and he’s just taking over.”

Kira leaned forward a bit more. “And he’s darker and more dangerous than your husband was, despite Nathan having been a SEAL. Ian says this man is harsher, more commanding. And you’re not the proper little SEAL wife any longer, are you?”

“What do you mean by that?” Sabella frowned.

“He went off to war and refused to let you cry when he left. Refused to let you worry while he was gone. And because you didn’t want him to worry, you held it all in. When he was home, it was whatever Nathan wanted; you cherished him. But those days are gone now, aren’t they, Sabella? Because Nathan’s gone. He went away, and you found out all kinds of interesting things about yourself, didn’t you? You found your independence and, despite your grief, you grew up. And now, this man who would take over as Nathan once did doesn’t have a chance of pushing past that independence. Does he?”

“I found out being without Nathan was hell,” she raged. “I want him back. I don’t want that.” She jumped to her feet and flung her hand at the door, indicating the world outside. “I want my husband.”

And she didn’t. Nathan was gone and she knew it, but she had no other excuse for the emotions tearing through her, the rage building inside her. Noah Blake was twisting her world around. He wasn’t safe. He wasn’t easy to handle and he wanted more than she was comfortable giving any man now. He wanted all of her. And her own independence had held parts of herself back from her husband. The parts that tormented her. The parts that would have given him her entire soul. The sexuality she had never been comfortable with, the need to be wild, to be nasty, to eat him up and make him take her hard, fast, rough, and desperate.

“And your husband is gone. And you’ve very nearly had sex with another man. And you liked it.” Kira came slowly to her feet.

She had been waiting for this for weeks. She had placed herself in Sienna’s and Sabella’s paths years before, made friends with Sabella, knowing this chance would come. Nathan Malone had made a mistake in hiding from his wife, and as Kira had known all along, his wife was the one paying the highest cost.

“Damn, Kira,” Sienna muttered, poured more wine and drank it. “That’s harsh.”

Sabella turned back to her other friend, looking at her as though for reinforcement and watched as Sienna stared back at her with compassion, although she clearly agreed with Kira.

“This is none of your business.” Sabella groaned. “Why do people suddenly think they can butt their noses in my business?”

“Because we got tired of watching you try to die with Nathan,” Sienna retorted painfully. “Sit down, Sabella. Let’s just get drunk like we used to. We can rip into Noah and Rick, talk about how arrogant they are, and you can go home and live again,” she whispered tearfully. “I don’t care if Noah is a Martian alien hiding horns. I haven’t seen you like this in too long. Almost alive. And I could kiss his cheek for making your eyes sparkle like that.”

Sabella collapsed on the couch and stared back at the other two in bemusement. “You don’t understand. Nathan . . .” She grimaced. “He still holds a part of me. I dream of him. And he’s still so much a part of me.”

Kira resumed her seat and poured Sabella more wine. “Don’t let him go if you can’t, Sabella. But don’t feel guilty because you’re a woman. Because you need to be touched or you need to be held. Take what Noah Blake has to offer.” She leaned back in her seat as both Sienna and Sabella drained their glasses and refilled them.

“He’s taking it all over,” Sabella snapped. “The garage. Me. As though he thinks everything Nathan had should be his.”

“He could just be dominating.” Kira waved the truth of Sabella’s statement away. “Hell, ride him for a while, get him out of your system, then send him on his way. Things are never so complicated as they are in the middle of a sexual crisis. Get the sex out of the way, and the problems tend to solve themselves.”

Sabella stared back at Kira.

Sienna didn’t speak. She sipped her wine and watched Sabella instead.

“Are we going to get drunk? If I have to have this conversation, then I at least want an excuse for being blunt, if you don’t mind? Otherwise, Rick is going to be pissed I stuck my nose in this. And you know, I tend to do without sex myself when he’s pissed.”

Sabella emptied her glass and held it out for more. Kira watched them both in amusement.

They drank that glass and started on another when Sabella suddenly sighed heavily.

“I gave him a blow job.”

Kira jumped as Sienna’s wine spurted across the table. The sheriff’s wife choked, covered her mouth, and turned to Sabella.

“You did what?”

Sabella finished her wine, amused that her friend was so shocked. “I told you what I did.”

“Was it good?” Kira drawled.

Oh, Kira could not wait until Ian came home. This was going to be so much fun. Better yet, she couldn’t wait until she saw Noah again.

“It was so good.” Sabella was tipsy. She hadn’t been tipsy in years. “So good. More excellent than I imagined it could be.”

“And did he at least return the favor?” Sienna sighed. “I’m going to get in so much trouble here. You two know this. Right? Rick will just worry.”

“You’re going to tell him I gave Noah a blow job?” Sabella whispered. Horrified. “You wouldn’t?”

“I’ll be drunk,” Sienna moaned. “And we have a bet.”

“A bet?” Sabella was outraged. “What kind of bet?”

“He bet me you would throw him out.” Sienna glared at her. “I bet him you would pull his ears off.”

Sabella blinked uncertainly. “Why would I do that?”

Sienna rolled her eyes. “You know, sweetie. Grab his ears and pull when you come.” She wagged her brows. “ ’Cause it’s good.”

Sabella turned to Kira as she snorted, nearly choking on her wine.

“We know better than to let her get drunk,” Sabella reminded Kira. “She gets naughty. Remember?”

“Yeah, like that night Nathan had to come get you from the house.” Sienna laughed. “Do you remember, Sabella? I told him we were going to buy you an electric blanket and a vibrator?”

Sabella had to laugh. “I don’t know if he was fascinated or outraged.”

“He was definitely thinking about the vibrator,” Sienna said, laughing even more.

Sabella smiled. It was a good memory. He had carried her out of Sienna’s house and taken her home. And he had loved her.

“I miss him,” she said softly, finishing another glass of wine.

“But he’s gone.” Sienna said, her voice quiet.

“Yeah,” Sabella breathed out, watching as Sienna refilled her glass as well. “He’s gone.”

And now Noah was invading her life.

“What do I do now?” She looked at the two women.

“I’m all for you pulling his ears off,” Sienna said.

“Nathan left you, Sabella,” Kira told her gently. “Do you think he would berate you?”

Sabella was quiet for long moments before she whispered, “I promised him forever.”

“Forever with him. Is he here now?” Kira pointed out gently. “You don’t have to give Noah forever, Bella. Give him a night. Get over the sex and take your life back.”

“I’m not cheating,” Sabella said, her gaze meeting Kira’s. Something inside her loosened. Something fell into place, but she was just too damned tipsy to realize what it was. “Am I?”

“Oh dear, trust me.” Kira smiled back at her. “The last thing you’re doing is cheating. You can take that one to the bank.”

Glasses clinked, refilled, and the three women sat back and proceeded to get outrageously tipsy. Well, Sabella thought several hours later as Ian walked in and stared at them in shock, maybe they were a little bit drunk.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“Oh hell!” Rory groaned as he hung the phone up then covered his face with his hands.

Noah turned from where he was watching the driveway through the windows of the office and glanced at his brother with a frown.

“What?”

Rory had that look. One of trepidation. Warning. Male amusement.

“Belle’s drunk.”

Noah froze. There it went. His balls drew up in fear. Pure, unadulterated male fear. Because Sabella did not pull her punches when she was drunk.

“Tell me she’s not at Sienna Grayson’s?”

“That was Ian Richards. She’s at his house.” Rory sighed. “The sheriff is there to pick up Sienna. He’s threatening to lock Belle, his wife, and Ian Richards’s wife up for the night if I don’t come get her. Evidently, they’re trash-talking men in general and having a hell of a lot of fun doing it. I think I heard something about a sexual crisis in the background, and Ian is cracking the hell up with laughter.”

Yeah, that was fear pinching his balls.

“Call him back,” Noah breathed out roughly as he grabbed his jacket from the wall peg and grabbed the keys to Rory’s truck from his desk. “Tell him we’re coming after her.”

The garage was already closed and everything locked up for the night. They had just been waiting for Sabella to return.

“Should I wish you luck or order roses for your new gravesite?”

“Just call Ian and tell him we’re coming,” he growled and headed out the door. “I’ll pull the truck around and pick you up.”

He should have known when he saw her drive off. Hell, he had known. A part of him was well aware that his wife was pissed off and would head to Sienna’s. He hadn’t expected Kira. He knew they’d connected as friends, but not to this extent. There would be hell to pay now, and not just from Sabella, but Kira as well.

He and Rory arrived at the house, pulling in behind Kira’s small sports car, and Noah shook his head. He knew Kira. She was a troublemaker. A former Homeland Security agent with too damned much time on her hands now. She had driven Ian insane until he married her in what Nathan swore was an attempt at some peace.

The door opened as he neared it, and Rick Grayson stared at him with narrow-eyed displeasure from across the room as Ian stepped back and allowed Noah to enter the house. Amusement glittered in his commander’s eyes and tugged at his lips. Damn. Noah didn’t need this.

And there they were. Sabella was sprawled out on one end of the couch, Sienna on the other. Kira was reclining on the love seat. They all stared at him.

“Oh Sabella,” Kira drawled mockingly. “I disagree, he looks like a very shady character.” She looked at Sienna. “Has your husband run his background check yet? I bet he has a record.”

“Twice. He’s clean,” Sienna announced blithely, peeking over the back of the couch as Noah winced. “You know who he reminds me of?”

“A thief?” Kira answered quickly.

“No.” Sienna frowned. “You know . . .”

“Do you think his ears are big enough to pull?” Sabella peeked over the back of the couch, narrowed her eyes, and stared at his ears consideringly.

The three women erupted into gales of laughter.

“I should arrest you,” Rick muttered to Noah. “This has to be your fault.”

Noah grunted, strode across the room, and picked his wife up gently from the couch.

She stared at him in surprise, but she didn’t fight him.

“I can walk,” she assured him.

“Of course you can.” He nodded seriously. “But Rory has a date, so we’re in a hurry.”

She thought that was funny. But as she laughed she laid her head against his chest and her little hand rested over his heart.

“Night, Rick. Ian. I’ve had fun,” she called out as they passed the two men.

“Stay out of trouble, Belle,” Rick grunted before shaking his head as Noah passed.

“Everyone thinks you’re very sexy, you know?” Sabella piped up as he carried her to the truck.

“Really?” He glanced down at her. She was watching him, drowsy, a little too tipsy.

“Really.” She sighed. “Do you know Gaelic, Noah?” she suddenly asked.

His heart clenched. It actually hurt, as though spikes of steel had been dug into it.

“Should I?” he asked her, moving to Rory’s truck as his brother headed around to Sabella’s car. Thankfully, there had been a spare key to the car at the garage.

“Maybe not,” she mumbled as he opened the truck door and slid her across the seat before getting into the truck, sliding it into gear, and heading home.

She was silent then, staring out the window as though she were interested in what they passed. As he pulled into her driveway, she stared at the house silently, her expression somber.

“Sometimes, I’m very lonely here,” she suddenly said as he cut the motor and clenched the steering wheel furiously.

“You didn’t have to stay alone,” he told her hoarsely.

“Yeah, that’s what Kira and Sienna seem to think.” She sighed deeply, still staring at the house, as Noah winced.

“Why did you stay after he died?” he asked.

She didn’t turn to look at him, just stared at her home, the grief on her face twisting his soul, wringing it dry.

Finally, she said, “It’s home.”

Shaking his head, he got out of the truck and strode to the door she was pushing open. He lifted her from the truck, steadied her, and helped her to the house.

“You can’t come in,” she told him.

“Sabella, this is the wrong damned time to push me.” He’d just about had enough. He’d had enough of the hollow grief raging inside him, and the hunger ripping him apart.

“I’m drunk. Are you going to take advantage of me?” she asked him blithely as he unlocked the door and led her inside.

“Not tonight. Maybe I’ll take advantage of you tomorrow night instead.”

He caught the little pout on her lips as she gave him a glare.

“You’re being very mean to me, Nathan. I think you should know that.”

He almost flinched as she used his real name in her tipsy state. She couldn’t know what she was saying. A slip of the tongue, he reminded himself. A ragged, pain-filled groan nearly tore from his chest though. She said it so easily as she stumbled against him. Just as she would have years before when she was put out with him. As though she knew, or sensed the truth.

He lifted her into his arms again and carried her up the stairs, but his throat was tight with emotion. The hollow emptiness that had filled him for so long now seemed to overflow with feelings, with emotions. With grief.

He laid her in their bed, watching as her head settled on the pillow, her lashes fluttering drowsily.

He untied her boots and set them carefully by the bed. He pulled her jeans from her, and because he knew she hated sleeping in a bra, he unhooked it and removed it from beneath her shirt.

She stared up at him. “You can take advantage of me. I promise not to get mad.”

“Later,” he promised her as he sat on the bed beside her.

“Would you hold me?”

Hold her? When everything inside him was screaming for so much more. But it wasn’t so little to give her, when he had taken so much from her.

He pulled his boots off, moved to his side of the bed, and lay down beside her before pulling her into his arms.

“I have nightmares,” she whispered as he tucked her against his chest.

“I know, baby.” He undid her braid, worked her hair loose.

“I see blood,” she told him. “My hands are covered in blood. And you’re crouched in front of me. You are. Then Nathan is. Then you. Then Nathan is drifting away and you’re still there. And suddenly I’m you, and the pain is so bad. And all I feel is you thinking about me. Begging me to save you as I dance in front of you and tempt you to take me. But it’s not me. And it’s so frightening, Noah.”

He flinched. God, she had seen into that hell. The temptation Fuentes had brought him in the women that so resembled Sabella. He was pumped on the whore’s dust, so aroused it was a clawing pain, but knowing. Knowing the women brought to him weren’t his wife.

“I didn’t save him,” she murmured as she slipped off to sleep. “He begged me to save him, and I couldn’t.” Her voice thickened with tears and with sleep. “I couldn’t save him.”

She finally relaxed against him as he bent his head over hers and held her tight.

“You saved him,” he whispered into her hair. She had no idea how she had saved him. The man he had been didn’t exist any longer, but the man that loved Sabella, that ached for her, that had endured hell because of his vows to her, had survived.

He rocked her when she whimpered in her sleep, comforted her, and held her. He stared into the darkness and wished he could cry himself. Because she had suffered when he had thought she could go on. Because Grandpop had been right. He had loved her until at times he swore he could feel the beat of her heart next to his own. But he knew Grandpop had been right about the eyes. Because in the memories of the hellish existence he had lived, he had remembered seeing images that weren’t there. He would be in his bedroom, staring into the mirror, staring at Sabella. And it seemed his Sabella had stared through his eyes as well. Straight into hell.

His arms tensed, tightened around her. He tilted his head back and forced himself to breathe through the pain. To hold back the agony welling inside him.

“Sabella.” He whispered her name, breathed her in.

She shifted against him. Sleeping, sensual, tempting. “I missed you, Irish.”

And he ignored the single tear that fell from the corner of his eye. The pain. The loss. She knew. Deep inside where she refused to see who he was, she knew, because that bond was still there, those vows were still there. By staying away from her, he had left her drifting between reality and hell. Still bound to him, yet alone, facing the nightmares without him by her side. Enduring, even when she had glimpsed the horror he had lived through.

And he had thought his wife wasn’t strong enough to face what had happened to him. Hell, he had a feeling his wife was far stronger than anyone knew. Perhaps, in her heart, in her soul, she was stronger even than him.

 

She was warm. Sabella shifted in the bed, almost moaning at the sense of warmth that surrounded her. Noah’s arms were wrapped around her, holding her close, his head tucked above hers just like Nathan used to do. It must be a male thing, she decided. Nathan had been her only lover, so of course she would notice it. One leg was thrown over hers, her head rested on his arm, the other arm was lying over her waist, holding her to his chest.

She couldn’t escape him if she wanted to. And she so didn’t want to. She wanted to luxuriate in this warmth. Hold on to it. But something prodded at her mind, nipped at her, wanting her to awaken.

She shifted against him, trying to escape it. She wanted to stay here, right here. No matter how much she ached for other things, she didn’t want to lose this feeling of incredible peace.

Then his hand shifted, moved beneath the hem of the shirt she still wore and pressed against her stomach. Sabella stretched, moved, pressing more firmly against the warm male body behind her, her breathing hitching, half sob, half moan as she realized it wasn’t a dream.

She was weak. She needed.

What had Kira said, get rid of the sexual crisis and everything else would clear itself up? It made sense to her. Right now, enfolded in his embrace, as his hand moved to the band of her panties, it made sense.

“Stay still.” Hoarse, guttural, his voice rumbled in her ear as she tucked her butt closer to the iron-hard length of the heated cock pressing against her.

He was naked. Sometime during the night he had undressed and gotten under the blankets with her. She shivered at the thought. She could feel the naked length of his body behind her, powerful and hard.

Her lashes lifted. It was still dark. Dawn hadn’t yet begun to lighten the room and she didn’t have to face what was and what wasn’t. All she had to do was feel.

Her head turned until her lips could press against his neck beneath his chin. The abrasion of his beard was erotic, sexy. She hadn’t known a beard could feel so sexy.

“Kiss me,” she whispered.

He stilled behind her. His hand pressed against her stomach, moved to her hip, and tightened to hold her still.

“Don’t tempt me, Sabella.” His voice whispered through the darkness, wrapping around her as she let it stroke her senses.

“I want you.” She hadn’t wanted since her husband’s death. She wanted now. She wanted with a strength she knew she would have to face later, but not right now. Right now, she would experience it, revel in the pleasure of it.

She felt the tension that whipped around them, that filled the air and heated the room.

“Do you want me?” he growled then, turning her, the shadow of his broad shoulders suddenly filling her vision as he leaned over her. “Is it me you want, Sabella? Or your husband?”

Her hands lifted to his shoulders, smoothed over them. Her nails bit into his flesh, tested his muscle.

“Does it matter?” she asked him, feeling the clench of both needs suddenly filling her. She hated that confusion, that sense of being so off balance she didn’t know who or what she was reaching for. “Does it matter to you?”

He was silent for so long that she wondered if he would answer her at all.

“It doesn’t matter to me.” A snarl filled his voice. “I would take you, Sabella, and when you cried out my name I wouldn’t give a damn who you were crying out for. But if you expect me to take you as your husband would have, you’re in for a sad surprise.”

“You don’t know how my husband took me,” she told him then, lifted her head and let her tongue stroke over his chest, rubbed her face against the crinkle of chest hairs. “Take me, Noah, however you want to.”

He wanted to take her hard and rough. She could feel that. She had known it, even before now. He wouldn’t be an easy lover, but it wasn’t an easy lover she wanted. She wanted to still that dark, furious need that had built up in her over the past years. A product of the dark, sexual dreams that mixed with nightmares and tormented her, on nights like this. Dark and indolent with the need for sex. For touch.

She was tired of fighting. She didn’t want to fight him. She hadn’t wanted to fight from the first day he had walked into the garage and tempted her with his wild arrogance. Her body ached for this touch. Her heart, so torn, so ragged now, wanted ease. Just a little bit of ease. Just for the time it would take to still the arousal burning through her.

“Sabella.” He whispered her name as his forehead lowered to hers. “Do you know what you’re asking for?”

“I want you.”

She had to be asleep. Here, in Nathan’s bed, in the bed where he had taken her as his wife, and she wanted another man.

“Make it go away, Noah,” she whispered desperately. “Please, make it go away. The nightmares. The need. Stop torturing me. Take me or get the hell out . . .”

His lips took hers. They slanted over hers, and she was waiting, parted and desperate as she met him with a wild, hungry moan.

Noah could feel the dark need pressing at the edges of his vision, consuming his senses. He kissed her, pausing only long enough to jerk her T-shirt from over her head and to rip the panties from her body.

He was torturously hard. His cock was furious, determined, his balls tight with the need for greater release than what he had found in the past with only his hand for ease.

He was fighting for breath, his hand sliding between her thighs, finding the soft curls there wet, saturated, slick from her need. Slick and hot. Like honey.

Pressing his fingers closer, sliding between the swollen folds of flesh, he found the entrance to her pussy. It was tight, flexing around the tip of his finger as it had done the night he took her virginity so long ago.

He pushed her legs apart, lifted himself between them. Foreplay would come later, he promised himself. So many years. Ah God, so long. Nineteen months of that time spent in the horrific grip of a drug so powerful that the need to fuck nearly drove him insane.

And standing between him and the crazed need had been his wife. Her gray eyes staring at him, stark with longing, her voice whispering in his head, holding him back.

“Damn you.” He jerked his head back from the kiss, stared down her, barely seeing her face in the darkness that surrounded them. “Do you know how bad I want you?” He clenched his teeth, fought back the words.

“Then take,” she panted. “Take me, Noah. Take me how you need me.”

How he needed her.

He shook his head. He tipped it back on his shoulders and wanted to howl in rage.

He wanted to love his wife. He wanted to touch and kiss and taste every inch of her body. He shook, shuddered. He pressed the furiously tight head of his cock against her entrance and groaned at the heat, the slick sweet essence of her.

He pressed forward. Just for a moment, he promised himself. He had waited this long to take her again. He could wait long enough to pleasure her first.

As he wanted to pleasure her the day Rick Grayson had interrupted them. As he had meant to pleasure her the day before when she took his seed and left him twisting on a rack of arousal that nearly destroyed him.

She wanted him, as he had been. All he had to give her was who and what he had been made into. He pressed inside. He caught her wrists as they slapped against his chest, pushed them to the bed as he came over her, poised at the gates of ecstasy, only the tip of his erection feeling the pleasure.

“Say no now,” he bit out. “Say it now, or you’ll not say it at all. Do you hear me?”

She lifted her head, her sharp little teeth nipped his lips.

“Kiss me,” she whispered roughly. “Kiss me as you take me, Noah.”

So she couldn’t ask him to stop? So she wouldn’t scream one man’s name and mean another’s?

“Ah Sabella,” he groaned. “Ah God, baby.”

He covered her lips, took them with his own, and let the hunger tear through him.

It had been too long since he had felt his wife beneath him. Too long since he had felt the fiery pleasure of her pussy stretching to take him, heard her cries beneath his lips and known she was riding the same wave of pleasure he was.

His hips jerked, his cock pushing, thrusting, plunging, working its way inside her as she tightened and arched beneath him.

His lips took her cries, his tongue filled her mouth, thrusting inside it as he pumped his erection inside the sweet bliss between her thighs.

He was pushing, penetrating, and when he couldn’t stand the torture any longer he jerked his head back, released her lips and her wrists.

His hands caught at her hips, held them to him as he straightened on his knees, lifted her ass to his thighs and began the hard, driving rhythm he needed.

He heard the sounds coming from his throat, and they didn’t matter. Deep, hoarse growls of need as his eyes closed, sweat beaded his body, and the tight, hot clasp of her pussy convulsed and rippled around him.

He was driving inside her. Unable to stop, relishing, loving every stroke that damned his soul forever as he gave his wife every furious inch, every agonizing ounce of lust that raged inside him.

Sabella felt her fingers tighten in the comforter beneath her, fought to hold on to something because she was losing her mind with the pounding strokes filling her body.

She had never been so ready. Foreplay wasn’t needed. His kiss, the almost brutal strokes of his erection filling her were ratcheting the pleasure, the dark, seductive call of something she had never had rising inside her.

This. She had never had this. Pure, desperate hunger. Lust in its richest form. The rapid-fire strokes digging into her, stretching her, burning her, sending racing, flaming arrows of sensation tearing through her body.

Noah took her hard, without apology. He took her like a man riding the edge of insanity, the only thought the release she could give him. Just her. No one else. Just this, taking her, melting with her until she was screaming his name. Screaming, begging, then erupting beneath him as she felt her orgasm explode in a brutal wave of sensation.

It was cataclysmic. As though the foreplay had gone on forever, when actually there had been none. As though he had teased her unmercifully, pushed her higher and higher, and she was flying. Arched tightly to him, feeling his release spurting inside her as he continued to thrust, to push for more, his hungry groan filling the air as she jerked beneath him.

“Not enough!” The snarl rent the air.

Sabella felt him jerk back, turn her to her stomach, and lift her to him. He was inside her again, jackhammer strokes arching her, jerking her upright until her arms curled behind her, catching his neck as she felt his hands over her.

All over her. He stroked her thighs as he fucked her, her stomach, cupped her breasts, and pressed her nipples between his fingers as he spread his thighs wider, balanced them both and pushed inside her with rapid strokes.

Heat flowed around them and through them, and the night became immersed with her cries.

“So tight,” he groaned, pausing, his breathing rough. “Sweet and tight. Move against me, Sabella. Show me you want it.”

She moved. Worked her hips against him, rotated and lifted herself, lowered herself. She rocked back against him, gasping for breath as she felt his lips at her neck, his beard rough against her skin.

“Tell me.” The rough, wicked whisper caressed her ear. “What do you want?”

His hands gripped her hips again.

“Hard?” He buried himself inside her hard, deep.

“Slow?” He moved, retreating, filling her with a slow, throbbing stroke that had her crying out in protest.

“Hard. I want you hard and fast. You know what I want.”

She was shaking in his arms, trembling from the need to come again as one hand lowered and the tips of his fingers began to strum against her clit.

Sabella felt the tension rising again. It was tearing into her, spikes of white-hot sensation as his hips began moving hard and fast again.

He unlooped her arms from his neck, one hard hand pushed her shoulders to the bed and he came over her. The thrusts grew faster, harder. The slap of flesh, damp and hot, melding together. The sounds of his thrusts, her moans, his desperate cry, and when release detonated inside them, it was an almost soundless clash of agonizing pleasure.

The breath tore from her. She could only arch, her eyes opening wide, dazed as a whimper left her lips, and she swore she flew free of her own body and that bodiless part of her met pure rapture.

Behind her, Noah stilled, a hard, rumbling cry filling the air that could have been her name, could have been a curse, and he was spilling inside her again. The heated rush of release spurting free, shuddering through him, drawing another surge of pleasure before receding, slow and easy, and leaving them tangled on the bed.

He lay half on her, half beside her. Still buried within her, still erect. Hearts slamming against their chests and exhaustion marking her, Sabella let herself drift. She let herself drift until she swore she heard something she knew she couldn’t have heard.

“Go síoraí.”

Her eyes opened. She blinked, listening, tense now, filled with fear. But it didn’t come again. It was gone, just as the dreams were always gone, just as the hope had left a long, long time ago.

But Noah was still there.

He dragged himself from her, pulled her into his arms, and minutes later, she felt him slowly, so slowly, relax into sleep.

Still, she stared into the darkness, blinking back her tears as she held on to the arm that crossed over her stomach and held her to him.

“Forever,” she whispered. A breath of sound. Too light for anyone to hear.

But there was no forever. A single tear fell, silent, wasted, because tears didn’t heal. They didn’t cleanse. Eventually, she let herself fall into a sleep she never thought she would know again. The sleep she had found once, only in her husband’s arms, and now in another man’s.

Behind her, Noah stayed still, silent. Unmoving. The sadness and the pain in her voice dug talons of agony inside his soul until he could barely breathe.

He held her, felt her, and inside, deep in that ragged wound that had once been his soul, he cried with her.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“No more tears for another man while you’re in bed with me.”

Sabella turned slowly from the coffeepot to the man who strode into the kitchen, too big, too forceful, too dominant that early in the morning.

She still didn’t have a handle on what had happened last night, and had forced herself to escape from the bed and into the shower before she could allow a repeat of it.

Now, dressed in jeans and T-shirt, her boots tied firmly on her feet, she turned away and ignored him, fighting to ignore her racing heartbeat.

Something had happened last night that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Something that filled her with a sense of dread. With a nervous energy she didn’t know what to do with. And there was something about him this morning that wasn’t helping the situation. It wasn’t just the dominance. It was something about the way he was standing, the look in his eyes. Something that had her chest tightening and her sex creaming.

He was pissing her off and turning her on, all at the same time. She didn’t consider that a good combination.

“My bed. My tears.” She moved away from the coffeepot and made room for him as he opened a cabinet door, and of course he opened the right one and pulled a cup free.

“You fuck me and then cry?” He snorted. “The next time it happens, Sabella, I’ll ride you until you can’t cry.”

“How would you know I even cried?” She watched him. The shift of his shoulders, the way his muscles bunched. “You fell asleep.”

“I don’t sleep that deep.” He poured his coffee and turned back to her, rugged and sexy, his black hair damp and falling to his shoulders, his beard and mustache darker than night when emphasized by his deep, dark blue eyes.

Dressed in the clothes he had worn the day before, he looked both rumpled and powerful. Not a good look for her peace of mind this morning.

“You won’t have to worry about it.” She finally shrugged. “I’m certain we have the sexual crisis out of our systems now. We can go back to sniping at each other. And you can sleep in your own bed.”

She set her coffee cup on the counter and gazed at him with determination.

He made her wait. He studied her over the rim of his coffee cup as he sipped at the dark brew, his eyes turbulent, sparking with something, not anger but definitely not agreement.

“One-night stand, was it?” he asked.

A frown wrinkled her brow at the tone, the flavor of his voice.

“It was expedient,” she lied. “Now you can get on with your own life and I can get on with mine.”

“Get on with building that shrine to your dead husband?” he growled.

It almost hurt, the way he said it. It should have hurt, but for some reason, it didn’t have the power it would have had before he arrived.

Where the hell was her mind? He hadn’t been here that long. She had slept with a man, had had sex with a man she had known for less than a month. It had taken her husband at least a month to get her into bed and she had been a virgin then. But this man rode into town on his black Harley with his riding chaps and his glare and the next thing she knew she was trying to eat him alive?

She shook her head at the thought of that.

“Whatever I do is no one’s business but my own. We’ll pretend last night didn’t happen.”

Because she couldn’t make sense of it. Because she couldn’t still the certainty that something had happened that was going to change her life forever.

“Will we now?” He sipped at his coffee again, finally finishing it as Sabella stood there observing him, forcing herself to be calm. “Just pretend you weren’t coming before I ever sank my cock fully inside you? That we both didn’t come like we’d never had sex before?”

When nothing else was said he set his cup in the sink and leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest and staring back at her silently, thoughtfully.

“What?” she finally asked, the tension tightening around them like a noose.

His lips twitched. “It’s not going to work, you know. You can fight this as hard as you want to, Sabella, but it’s not over.”

“It’s over.”

He shook his head. “I’m heading to the apartment. I have to change clothes. I have to run an errand this evening, but I’ll be back later tonight.”

“Not here, you won’t be.”

He gave her a look that almost had her shaking in her boots. Almost.

Sabella crossed her arms over her breasts and glared back at him, wishing she could ignore the flicker of lust in his gaze.

Finally, the corner of his lips tilted, just enough to cause her nostrils to flare and the challenge to ignite inside her.

“I’ll see you this evening,” he stated before striding across the kitchen, passing her, and then leaving the house.

Sabella gritted her teeth then followed him.

Rory must have returned her car sometime the night before. Rory’s truck was gone and that damned Noah was heading down the small rise to the garage, long legs eating the distance as she locked the door behind her and stomped to her car.

He beat her to the garage. But so had Rory.

Smiling tightly, she strode into the office, closed both doors softly and faced her brother-in-law.

His head had lifted from the papers he had been going over. His blue eyes studied her warily, his broad, roughly hewn face smoothing out in an attempt at a neutral expression.

“You’re just not as good at that as your brother was,” she told him softly, remembering well how Nathan would look at her with that look of male superiority when he knew she was angry with him.

“Good at what?” He cleared his throat.

Sabella leaned against the door and watched him closely.

“That look,” she told him. “The one that dares anyone to question anything you’ve done. Nathan had it down to a very fine art. You need to practice it a bit more.”

Amusement might have flickered on his face. He reached up and scratched his cheek, the short sleeves of his work shirt stretching over his biceps.

“You’re mad at me,” he finally said.

He glanced to the door leading the apartment.

“He can’t help you,” she stated softly as she smiled back at him coolly. “Did the two of you really think you could pull over on me anything you wanted to?”

The door to the apartment opened and Noah stepped into the office. He’d changed clothes. Damned fast work he’d made of it too.

“Rory, you’ll need to run into Odessa to get those parts,” Noah told him, looking at Rory. “This morning.”

Rory rose from his chair.

“Don’t even consider it,” Sabella warned him softly.

Rory grimaced, swallowed. He looked from her to Noah then eased back down in the chair. Good. He’d chosen the right side.

“Who owns this garage?” she asked him then.

Rory scratched his cheek again, cleared his throat, and glanced between her and Noah as if he were the innocent party caught in the middle. Innocent, her ass. The two of them were up to something and she knew it. “We do?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Did you sell your part to him?” she asked softly, jerking her head to Noah.

Rory looked at Noah. Noah didn’t take his eyes off her. The look should have made her wary, nervous. It would have, long ago and far away, if her husband had looked at her like that.

“No.” Rory pursed his lips, watching her carefully now.

Ignoring Noah, she walked across the room, placed her hands flat on the desk, and leaned over it.

“Do you want to buy me out? I can pack up and move back to Georgia and you can have it, without me. Is that what you want?”

Shock, surprise, filled his eyes. “No. Belle. Damn. No.” He shook his head fiercely. He looked at Noah and said, furiously, “What the hell did you do to her?”

“Does he own a part of this garage?” she snapped.

Rory blew out a hard breath. “No.”

“Then his opinion doesn’t matter, does it?”

“Maybe I wouldn’t say that.” Rory winced. “Come on, Belle, he knows what he’s doing.”

“And I don’t?” She straightened, her chin lifting. “Where was he the past six years? Did he walk in here and bust his ass to fix what went to hell when Nathan left?”

“No. He didn’t.” Rory’s voice firmed, his expression tightening.

“Next time, Rory, the two of you can have at it,” she bit out. “Don’t make that mistake again. My husband left me half of this business. That means half the decisions are mine. Not a stranger’s and sure as hell not some interloper who thinks he can walk in and own everything Nathan possessed. Are we clear on that?”

Rory rubbed the back of his neck. “We’re clear.” He finally nodded.

Sabella didn’t bother to spare Noah a glance. She turned, jerked an overshirt off the nearby hook, and stalked back into the garage, satisfied that at least that obstacle had been taken care of.

Noah stared at the door, crossed his arms over his chest, then turned back to Rory. His brother was sweating. There was a fine film of perspiration on his forehead and, frankly, his blue eyes held a gleam of fear in them.

“Who was that woman?” He nodded to the door.

Rory shook his head. “The same one who walked into this garage almost three years after her husband left her, took one look at it, and started cleaning it up.”

Rory jerked to his feet and glared at Noah. “And she’s right. Where the hell were you when she was dying inside and nearly losing everything that meant anything to her? You want your dirty work done here, do it yourself.” He jerked his keys from the desk and headed for the door. “And stay the hell away from her, if you’re smart. The last man who pissed her off like that nearly ended up with a wrench buried in the back of his head when she went after him. I have a feeling she wouldn’t deliberately miss where you’re concerned. I wouldn’t if I were her.”

Noah watched as his brother disappeared through the other door. He stared at the door to the garage, then the door Rory had left through. Through the window he watched as Toby James strode across the lot, throwing Rory a frown as he passed.

Noah leaned against the desk behind him as Toby entered the office.

“Still pissing everyone off?” the boy grunted, as though it were a given.

Noah stared back at him coolly.

“Great,” Toby muttered, shook his head then moved to the desk behind Noah. “Can you move your butt for me? I need to get some work done here.”

Noah turned his head, stared the boy down, and watched him slowly pale. At least he could still intimidate someone.

“Maybe not.” Toby sat down, pulled a list of invoices from the stack at the side of the desk, and powered up the computer.

Noah moved then. He opened the garage door, revealing the sight of his wife’s knees sticking out from under a car, and felt his cock go stone hard in a heartbeat. As though it hadn’t been hard to start with.

Her legs were spread over the sides of the mechanic’s roller; whatever the hell she was doing under that car it wasn’t something she had done during their marriage.

Where was his wife? And why the hell was this woman pretending to be her making the blood surge hard and heavy through his veins?

He was furious, aroused, and intrigued. And damned determined. Tonight, he was definitely getting into his wife’s pants again.

Lifting his gaze from her jean-clad legs poking beneath the car, he looked across the garage and caught sight of Nikolai Steele. Alias Nicolas Steele. The six-foot-six Russian lifted his gaze from the motor he was working on, his ice-blue eyes stone hard, staring back at Noah before nodding slightly.

Noah’s jaw bunched. He had work to do tonight before he could treat himself to another taste of Sabella. But when he was finished, his wife had best watch out.

As the day progressed, the garage eventually locked up, and Noah got ready for his weekly little night on the town, he couldn’t get Sabella out of his mind.

The way she had stared him and Rory down. She hadn’t screamed or yelled. She hadn’t cried. She simply stated hard cold facts and her intentions. If Rory made decisions that affected her livelihood again, then he could have all of it. And as she had said, she had been the one who had walked into the garage and saved it.

The last person Noah had expected to be able to run the place was Sabella, with her too pretty hair, which she had obviously had colored. How had he never known she colored her hair? It was still bemusing to watch her, those darker blond tresses longer now, running around flipping that braid over her shoulder.

She didn’t do the manicures and the pedicures anymore. And he had to admit, he might miss that a little bit, but only because he’d always enjoyed knowing his “girly” wife had everything she needed to be girly.

Finding out she wasn’t so girly, and that she had held back parts of herself, both infuriated him and made him determined to learn exactly what he hadn’t known about her.

As he sat in the smoky, dimly lit bar later that night and talked to men he didn’t want to talk to as he played the friendly curious mechanic, he couldn’t get over the look on her face earlier that day.

Pure, livid determination. She hadn’t shown her anger, but there wasn’t a doubt left in his or Rory’s minds that she wasn’t serious. To-the-bone serious. She would sell out her share of the garage and she would leave.

Backbone. She had backbone.

Why had she never shown that part of herself to him? Why had she hidden herself?

Probably for the same reasons he had concealed the darker parts of himself, he thought with an inner grimace. It seemed he and Sabella both had held back during those first, tempestuous years together. They’d only had two years together. Not long enough. Not nearly long enough for them to really get to know each other.

“You know, the Black Collars, they don’t like strangers in town asking questions either,” the retired ranch hand from one of the outlying ranches commented as he and Noah shared a beer at the end of the bar.

Jesse Bairnes was well known to Noah. A friend of Grandpop’s that Noah remembered.

“They don’t like a lot of people,” Noah stated.

“Specially those different from them,” Jesse said, his voice pitched low. “I have a friend, pure Irish. His son has lived in hell.” Jesse shook his head at that.

In hell? Grant Malone?

“How so?” Noah asked him.

Jesse shook his head, his lined expression somber. “Lost his whole damned family,” he said, sighing. “Ever’ one of ’em. The militia only leaves him alone ’cause he keeps his head down, doesn’t try to do anything more than run his ranch, and killin’ him wouldn’t be enough for them. But they got nothing else to hurt him with now.” The old man shrugged. “Shame, it was.”

Noah stared down at his beer. Jesse couldn’t be talking about the Malones.

“How do they get the power to do this?” he murmured. “I’ve not heard much about them and I’ve made my rounds of Texas plenty of times.” Hell, he’d lived here, worked here, loved here. How hadn’t he known?

“Quiet is always better.” Jesse shrugged. “They’re paranoid ’bout secrecy. The only ones that talk are the young dumb ones. They weed those out as they try to climb in the ranks. No one that cain’t keep their traps shut makes it to those hunts I hear they do.” Jesse turned back to him, his faded dark eyes somber. “They been huntin’ for years and no one cared till they killed some FBI agents. Now ain’t that a shame?”

Noah nodded. “That’s a hell of a shame.”

He finished his beer, completed his conversation with Jesse, and headed from the bar. The late-evening visits to the local watering hole were giving him a new insight into the changes that had been developing in his hometown. Or perhaps, more accurately, the underground intricacies that were finally showing themselves after decades.

He was nearly certain now that the Black Collar Militia’s ranks were still small enough, here at least, that pinpointing one of them wasn’t going to be easy. That or they were hiding themselves better than he could have imagined.

Though, after his search of Mike Conrad’s office, he knew at least one of the members. Black masks for the members, black collars for the victims. How the hell had he managed to keep his eyes closed to what was going on in his own hometown? This wasn’t a new organization. It was something that had been building, growing, for decades.

An even better question, he told himself, was, how had he managed to miss what kind of a man Mike was through the years of their friendship? He had trusted the other man. Laughed with him, drank with him, and he hadn’t suspected. If someone had told him Mike was involved with a militia, he would have laughed at the thought.

The militia wasn’t something new. Hell, there were plenty of militias with varying agendas all over the west, but few that were walking in the footsteps of this one.

Late-night hunts for illegals. Kidnapping legal aliens and taking them into the canyons of the national park to torture and murder them.

Their agenda was an atrocity to humanity.

Leaving the bar, he almost paused. The second he stepped into the sultry, late-summer heat, he could feel his skin prickling.

He almost grinned. The need to expend the energy raging through him was about to find an outlet. Evidently, someone didn’t like the questions he had been asking over the weeks. Or the people he was talking to. He didn’t tense, he didn’t do anything to overtly prepare his body for what was to come. He knew where it was, as though the pores of his skin were soaking in the danger lying in wait in the parking lot.

Bullet or gang? Gun or knife?

He couldn’t feel a scope on his head, that left other means. And oh, he would feel a scope on his head. He had learned well that feeling under Fuentes’s tutelage. Diego Fuentes had liked to play with his captives. The gun sighted on him, the bullet burying within inches of his head as he was chained to a wall, blindfolded, unable to avoid whatever was coming.

Yeah, Noah knew the feel of gun sights. Just as he knew the scent of violence. And he was moving closer toward it.

He was ready for the dark figure that jumped out at him. The knife barely grazed his bicep as he used his attacker’s momentum to jerk him to the side, break his arm, and pull the knife from his grip.

Noah left him where he was lying and he gripped the knife, steel lying along his wrist as he lifted his arm, and braced himself.

The shadows flowed from the darkness. Black masks, knives instead of guns.

“You want to leave town, Blake,” one of the shadows rasped through the darkness as half a dozen darkened figures began to surround him.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Noah drawled. “I think I like this little town. Lots of excitement. I might stick around a while.”

He let them surround him. He could feel it now, the blood surging through him, cold hard death filling him. He wouldn’t be taken again, never again. And he wouldn’t be defeated. Diego Fuentes hadn’t managed to break him and he would be damned if a few home-grown terrorists were going to get the best of him.

“Sticking around could be bad for your health,” another informed him with a nasally accent.

“Are you boys here to chat or to give me a good time?” He grinned back at them. “The odds are almost even. Let’s play.”

“Six to one,” another said with a laugh. “You’re outnumbered, motherfucker.”

And Noah chuckled. They had no idea, no clue what a killer he could be. But he knew. He knew, because he had been killing for far too many years before this little show-and-tell began.

“Then come get me,” he invited them with a little flicking motion of his hands. “If you can.”

They were good. The shuffle, the life-or-death dance that ensued spiked the adrenaline always ready to pour into him. He used it, felt the power feeding into his muscles as they came at him.

Steel met steel. Noah kicked his attackers’ feet out from under them, jumped aside, and met the next. He didn’t kill them. He didn’t want them dead. He wanted them alive and bleeding. He wanted to know who to follow, who to suspect when it was over, and the bandages, the injuries, couldn’t be hidden.

He wanted to leave witnesses and he wanted the bastards to remember what the hell they were dealing with.

He buried the knife in one attacker’s thigh, stole another, and sliced across another man’s midriff. Cutting them a little here and there, relishing the feel of steel biting into flesh and the sound of grunts, painful cries, and the snap of bones when he could manage it.

They were down from six to two. He stared back at the one facing him and smiled at the smell of blood.

“Do you want to keep this up?” he asked the other man, staring into dark eyes, memorizing the curve of the face beneath the stretchy black mask. “Come on, asshole. I can slice and dice all night long.”

He proved his point. He sliced a forearm, his knife bit through denim and cut a deep furrow across another thigh as he kicked out, brought down the bastard trying to blindside him. Noah stole his blade and buried it in the other man’s shoulder.

“That’s going to hurt,” he said with a chuckle, jumping back and watching as the others limped away.

The last one pulled a gun.

Spinning, Noah jumped, buried his foot in the bastard’s stomach, gripped his wrist and twisted until the gun dropped to the ground.

He took a blow to the kidney and grunted, his elbow slamming into the man’s throat. Bastards. They should have used the gun first.

He followed the elbow to the throat with a fist to the man’s gut, knocked him backward and then watched as he turned tail and ran to join his little buddies. Headlights flashed in front of him as he rolled and lifted the gun from the gravel before jumping to his feet.

Noah stepped back between several other vehicles, ducked, and watched the truck hauling his new buddies squeal out of sight.

He breathed in deeply, flexed his shoulder, and knew his own aches and pains would show up soon. Hell, he hadn’t come out of the fight unscathed. He could feel the blood soaking his shoulder, arm, and side. Those knives had been razor sharp and there had been too many to avoid all at once.

He grinned at the thought of that as he pulled his keys from his jeans and found the Harley. Checking it out, he didn’t take long to find the little device created to trigger a spark into the gas line. He would have been toast if that little baby had gone off.

Unlocking a saddlebag, he slid it inside along with the handgun, checked out the cycle again then watched as Nicolas eased from the shadows at the back of the bar. His eyes met Noah’s for one long, telling moment.

The big Russian had watched the fight, obviously. His gaze flickered over Noah.

“You’re bleeding. Do you need a ride?” His voice was low as he approached Noah.

“I’ll be fine.”

Nik inclined his head then and continued on to the four-wheel-drive pickup he was driving. At this point, they couldn’t afford to show an association. If Noah had been in danger of losing, Nik would have stepped forward. But not until then.

Noah straddled the motorcycle and started the motor as he put it in gear and headed for the apartment.

He could feel the blood trickling beneath his clothes, dampening them, and now he wished he’d killed at least one of the sons of bitches. Because they’d definitely messed up a hell of a plan for tonight. That of visiting his wife.

That plan was about to be axed, and that just pissed him off. So maybe she could handle the sight of the blood, but she was going to demand answers. And answers weren’t something Noah was ready to give.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Sabella waited. She watched the window, listened carefully through dinner, and by the time she heard the Harley’s hard throbbing purr pulling in behind the garage, she was furious.

It was after midnight.

She paced the living room, pausing at the windows and staring down at the garage apartment. There weren’t any lights on. What man didn’t turn on the lights when he arrived home?

Except, her husband. Nathan hadn’t needed lights either.

She was nervous and she couldn’t explain why. The more she stared down at the apartment the more the impulse to go down to him filled her.

The sexual crisis was over, she told herself. She’d had him, she should be okay now. Except she wasn’t, and this wasn’t just about the sex. It was about the pounding in her head, pushing her to go to him, to check on him.

Hell, he was over thirty, he didn’t need a keeper.

He was thirty-four.

She pressed her hands to her stomach, over the thin sleeveless T-shirt she wore. He was the same age as her husband.

Sabella shook her head. She wasn’t going there and she wasn’t going to go down to that apartment to have sex with him either, she told herself as she slipped her sneakers on and tied them.

Grabbing her keys from her purse, she left the house and within minutes she was pulling her little car in behind the garage.

She had the key to the apartment in her hand. She shouldn’t just walk in on him, she told herself, even as she moved quickly up the back steps to the deck. After all, he could have brought a friend back with him. He could be busy. In the shower. Any number of things. But she jammed the key into the door, stepped inside, and before she could gasp found herself jerked inside, the door slamming closed as she was pushed against the wall.

Dangerous, tense. The hard arm that lay across her neck was Noah’s, the almost feverish glitter in his navy blue eyes was predatory, intense.

“Do you like living dangerously?” he asked her softly, his face too close to hers, his hard body, mostly naked, pressing into hers. “I’m not to desecrate that hallowed marriage bed of yours, but you can slip in here any time you please?”

His voice was grating. It raked across her nerves, fired nerve synapses that triggered chills racing across her body as she stared up at him through the darkness.

His arm slid from across her throat, but he didn’t release her. His hands gripped her hips and jerked her up to him, even as another gasp parted her lips.

He wasn’t just mostly naked. He was naked. And hard. The full, pounding length of his cock pressed into her lower stomach as he watched her with heated, absorbed interest.

“We needed to talk.” Her hands pressed against his shoulders, and it took only a second for awareness to seep into her brain.

She felt the slight flinch as she pressed against him, as though the flesh were tender. He was damp, he’d obviously come from the shower, she could feel the water on his flesh, and something slick, perhaps remnants of soap. His hair was wet, his shadowed expression was harsh.

“You’re hurt.” She pressed against his other shoulder. “Noah, what happened?”

“Not yet,” he growled.

“What do you mean not—” Yet.

He stole the words with his kiss. His lips lowered to hers, took them, sipped at the curves, and a low, male groan of need rumbled in his throat.

Parted lips tugged the lower curve, his tongue flicked over it as her own parted, to breathe she told herself. Just to breathe, not so that hot, hungry tongue could flick against them, taste her.

She felt her heart rate spike.

“Noah, are you okay?”

“Later.” His lips sealed hers, slanted across them, and ate into her with hungry, heated demand.

Sabella whimpered at the pleasure. She had lied to herself. She knew she had. She hadn’t come down here to inform him of anything, she had come for this.

“Look at how you’re dressed,” he growled, his lips moving from hers to her jaw, her cheek. “Short little shorts.” His hand slid down her stomach to cup the wet heat between her thighs, beneath the silky stretch material of her shorts. “Snug little shirt.” And she hadn’t worn a bra. She sometimes slept in these clothes. They were thin and comfortable, too thin, because the heat of his palm against her mound was making her crazy.

The heel of his hand rotated, pressed.

“You’re hurt,” she gasped. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Noah . . .”

“God, yes, say my name like that again,” he growled. “Tell me you want me, Sabella. Hot and wild, all over again. Pounding inside you, stretching that sweet, hot little pussy all around me.”

Her breath caught. She could feel his blood beneath her hand, his naked cock through the layer of material separating them.

“Noah, stop this. Are you bleeding?” She thought maybe she could smell a hint of blood.

“No. Trust me. Just a scratch.” His teeth raked over her jaw and she shuddered at the sensation, like little tingles of electricity raking over her, through her.

“What kind of scratch?” she moaned.

“You can bandage me up.” His voice throbbed, became deeper, harder. “Later.”

“Noah.” She breathed his name as she felt his hand move, sliding from between her thighs only to push beneath her shorts and panties to fill his hand with the swollen, wet flesh beneath.

“You’re wet, Sabella.” His fingers tunneled into the slit, slid through the slick cream that gathered there. “Tell me you want me. Ask me to fuck you.”

She was panting for breath. Pressed against the kitchen wall, all she could think about was feeling him inside her, around her.

“I want your mouth on my dick again.”

He shocked her with the blunt, naughty words. “I want to watch you going down on me, feel your mouth sucking the head of my cock again. God, it was so good, coming in your mouth like that, watching you love it.”

His finger pierced inside her. One finger, sliding in deep, rasping over tender nerve endings, as the heel of his palm pressed and rotated against her clit.

She was shaking. He was bleeding, he was hurt. She should be more concerned with forcing him to let her see what kind of damage he had done than she was with his finger, pumping, inside her.

Her eyes closed, her legs shifted wider, and a tremulous cry left her lips as he used his finger to drive her crazy. Sliding in slow and deep, his fingertip reaching high inside her, finding that spot, that one spot. And rubbing.

“Noah. It’s so good.” She ground her head against the wall, felt her knees weakening. “It’s so good.”

“So damned good,” he amended. “You’re wet and tight around my finger, Sabella. Do you want to come for me, baby? Do you want to make those sweet little sounds in your throat that hit my senses like wildfire just before you come for me? Do you want to come for me, baby? All over my fingers? Do you want to make me go crazy for just a taste of that sweet little pussy?”

Oh God. Oh God. He shouldn’t talk to her like that. She could feel her moisture flowing, soaking his fingers, her hips moving as she thrust against his stroking fingertip.

“Oh, now there’s a good girl,” he groaned. “Fuck my fingers, Sabella. Let me feel you come around them.”

She whimpered. This was too wicked. It was too hot. She had never done anything like this, never heard words like that whispered from a man’s lips as he touched her.

“Tell me,” he crooned in her ear. “Talk to me, baby. Tell me you want it. Beg me to fuck you with my fingers and I’ll give you another. I’ll push two fingers inside you. Wouldn’t you like that? Don’t you want to burn for me?”

He couldn’t be serious? He wouldn’t be?

“I could come just like this.” He nipped her ear, pressed his cock against her hip as she almost melted. “All I’d need is your sweet little voice talking me through it.”

He licked the sensitive flesh beneath her ear, raked the flesh with his teeth.

“This is crazy,” she moaned.

“Tell me it’s hot,” he demanded, his breathing heavy, harsh in the stillness of the night.

“Oh Noah, it’s so hot.” She felt the sensitive internal muscles clenching around him, felt the punch of sensation to her womb as the words tore from her lips.

He jerked against her, his finger pressing deeper before pumping inside her in hard, desperate strokes.

“Don’t stop.” She wanted to scream, but she could barely manage a broken cry when he buried deep again and stilled.

“Tell me to fuck you with my fingers.” He bit her neck and she arched against him. “Tell me you want two fingers inside you. Tell me to make you burn, Sabella.”

“Fuck me,” she groaned, feeling the heat rising inside her. “Please, Noah, now.”

“More.” The harsh demand in his voice rasped over her senses. “Give me more, Sabella.”

She cried out. It was too wicked. Too wicked and too hot.

“Two fingers,” she gasped. “Noah, please, I want two fingers inside me.”

His finger jerked back, and when it returned, there were two. Two pressing into her, spreading her further apart, stretching the muscles and sensitizing her further.

Sabella cried out as she felt the moisture that rushed through her vagina sliding over his fingers as they moved slow and easy inside her.

“I want to come,” she whispered. “Let me come, Noah.”

He groaned, growled. He pressed his fingers high and hard inside her and she nearly, just almost exploded around them.

“Take your shirt off.” He eased back, gave her just enough room to stare up at the glittering wild fire in his eyes. “Take it off. I want to see your nipples.”

“Noah.”

“God, sweet hard, rosy pink little nipples. I want to suck them. Take the damned shirt off.” His voice hardened, the hunger tearing from him was washing through her, sizzling through her veins and her pussy.

Shaking, her ragged breaths almost moans, she gripped the hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head before dropping it to the floor.

“Keep your arms up,” he demanded as she moved to lower them. “All the way up.” One hand gripped her wrists and shoved them against the wall. “That’s a girl. Up like that.” His gaze raked across her nipples and she swore she could almost feel the touch of them.

“Why are you doing this?” she moaned.

“Because I want to eat you alive. I want to go down on you and taste all that wild hot cream covering my fingers right now. I want to eat it from you, Sabella. Lick it with my tongue and devour you.”

She jerked against him.

“When I’m done, I want to watch you go down on me. Watch my cock sink into your pretty lips and I want to fuck your mouth until I’m shooting everything I have down your throat.” His fingers moved inside her, the sound of the damp caresses filling her ears, whipping through her mind.

“Do you want that, baby?”

“Yes. Oh yes.” She wanted that. She wanted it so bad.

She felt her shorts easing over her hips as his head lowered. He bent his knees enough to allow his lips to catch the viciously tight nub of her nipple between them as his fingers caressed and rotated and her knees weakened with the extremity of the pleasure. She wanted him inside her so bad, filling her. She wanted his lips all over her, hers all over him. She wanted every blistering act he was whispering in her ears.

She jerked as his mouth consumed her aching nipple. Felt the surge of electric shock as it traveled through her system. She lifted against him, desperate, eager for more.

Noah was lost in a world of sensation. The earlier violence, the racing adrenaline in his system did this. For the past years, recovery had been hell. Retraining had burned his mind with the surge of lust so hard, so powerful, that no amount of jacking off could ease it. He’d been half insane more than once, for this.

Sabella. In his arms. Hot and wild for him, whispering her naughty little secrets in his ears. Demanding he take her. That he do all the wicked, carnal acts that had filled his head while under the influence of the aphrodisiac Diego Fuentes had pumped into his body.

Now here she was and he was on fire for her. Blazing. Burning out of control. Two fingers shoved inside her hot pussy, feeling the burn of her body as he sucked her hard little nipples.

Everything about his Sabella was little, compared to him. So sweetly curved and delicate, and that will of iron he was glimpsing only made him harder.

“Noah, this is killing me,” she moaned at his ear, her hot breath searing his flesh. “You’re teasing me to death.”

Just a little more. He groaned around her nipple, licked it, rasped it. He wanted to hear more. Wanted to hear her voice broken with lust, demanding and carnal.

“Tell me how to take you.” He nipped the curve of her breast. “Tell me how you want it.”

She shuddered, and he almost lost it when he felt her juices flood his fingers.

“Hard,” she panted. “So hard. Now. Fuck me now.”

“Against the wall? Here?”

“Oh God. Anywhere,” she wailed. “Damn you. Give it to me. Now.”

“Are you hot enough for it yet?” He kissed her shoulder, nipped it. “I don’t think you’re hot enough yet.”

He wanted more. He needed the words. He had never needed the words before, but he did now. He wanted her hot enough to forget herself, to forget the memories of how he used to love her, to accustom herself to the bleak, dark lust that consumed him now.

“I’m hot enough,” she moaned.

“Tell me how hot you are.” He wrapped his free arm around her hips and lifted her to him, stumbling to the table, ignoring her shock as he set her naked ass on the edge and knelt between her thighs. “You’re not hot enough. Let me help you out with that.”

He laid his lips against the swollen folds and had to grip the base of his cock to hold back his come. God, he was going to blow. He could feel it, building in his balls, throbbing at the head of his cock.

She tasted so sweet. Her thighs parted as he lifted one small foot and placed it on his shoulder, opening her further.

The light was better here, but still not good enough for her to the see the damage he had been trying to clean up. Several of the cuts were almost deep enough for stitches. He needed to be in the command center letting someone patch him up. Instead, he was here, his lips buried in his wife’s pussy and loving every second of it.

He licked and lapped at the little mound. She was so sweet, the flavor of her burst against his tongue and he was ravenous. He stabbed inside the fluttering opening, feeling her clench, hearing her moan as she leaned back, allowing him greater access to the treat that was fast becoming as addictive as any drug.

Ah hell. He wanted to lick her forever. He wanted to immerse his senses in the tangy bite, the sweet soft flavor and the clean feminine scent of her. He wanted her, for breakfast, lunch, dinner, a midnight snack, and everything in between.

“Talk to me.” The words were hard, brutally torn from his lips as he moved them to the hard bud of her clit. “Tell me you like it. Tell me to eat you. To suck you forever.”

He couldn’t wait much longer. He wanted to tear the words from her lips. He had dreamed, fantasized.

“Noah, lick my clit,” she moaned. “Roll your tongue on it.”

Ah God. Yes. She loved that, didn’t she? The way he rolled his tongue over her clit. He gave it to her. He gripped her thigh with one hand, pressed her legs further apart and gave her what she needed.

He pumped his cock, a wild, agonizing sound of arousal falling from his lips as her hips jerked, arched, and she cried out his name again.

“Noah. Oh yes. Like that.” Her voice was high and thin. “Oh God. I’m going to come for you.”

“Not yet.” He pulled back and she almost screamed. Her hands caught in his hair, tangled in it, and she jerked him back to the hot, humid flesh awaiting his tongue, his lips.

“Lick my pussy.” She was lost now, lost in the pleasure, and he shoved his tongue inside her, fucked her with it and tasted all that hot, sweet cream flowing from her.

Ah hell. He was going to come in his hand at this rate. He didn’t want to come in his hand. He wanted to be high and deep inside her. Buried as deep as a man could get in a woman, filling her, marking her.

He wanted to brand her with his seed. He wanted to be so deep inside her that she never forgot who owned her body. Never.

But first, he had to tear himself away from her taste. And ah sweet merciful heaven, her taste. Her taste was so hot on his tongue, liquid and filled with life. He didn’t want to leave it. He didn’t want to stop.

“Give it to me.” Her voice seared his senses. “Damn you, give it to me now, Noah. Fill me with your cock. Make me scream for you. Oh God, I’ll scream for you, just do me now.”

Noah jerked to his feet, his hand still wrapped around his cock, his senses filled with the taste of her, the heat of her. And he pressed forward.

He watched her face, her eyes. Rolled the head of his cock against her clit and watched her pant, watched as her hand pressed against her stomach, then, as he lowered himself, pressed against her entrance, those pretty, graceful fingers moved to her clit. Shyly. Hesitantly.

During their marriage, he had never allowed her to touch herself while he was taking her. He had taken full responsibility for her pleasure as well as his own. But she wasn’t waiting now, and the sight of it nearly had him erupting. With no more than the tip of his cock pressed inside her, he was losing it.

He watched her fingers as he pressed deeper, his fingers tight at the base of his shaft to hold back the furious release he could feel pounding in his skull.

“Do it.” His voice was hard, thick. “Use your fingers. Show me what you like, baby. Damn you. I’m going to fuck you so hard and so deep you’ll never deny me again. Do you hear me, Sabella. Never.”

She had denied him that morning. Denied his place in her bed, denied what he knew was between them. Why didn’t matter. He was deceiving her, he knew it. Lying to her in the most elemental of ways, and he couldn’t say the words to fix that. But he wouldn’t let her deny this.

He gripped her hips. Watched those pretty fingers. Ah God, so graceful, so slender, sliding into the curls at the top of her mound, opening herself.

He felt on fire. His cock was a flame and it was destroying him. He pressed in, gritting his teeth, grimacing at the complete, unadulterated pleasure in just feeling her. Seeing her. He pushed in, pumping in short, hard strokes, working inside her as her fingers slid to her clit, circled it and became wet, glistening with her juices.

His stomach clenched. His balls went so tight they were in agony.

“Stroke it,” he snarled. “Finger your clit, Sabella. I’m not going to last. Ah hell.” He shoved in deep, to the hilt, felt her muscles fluttering around him, gripping, clenching.

He couldn’t stop. He held her tight, feeling her legs wrap around his hips, her heels pressing into his ass as he began pumping inside her. Hard and deep.

She was crying his name. His name. Not her husband’s name. Sweet God have mercy on him, how had he stayed away from her? How had he remained separated from this woman for so many years? For even a day longer than he’d had to.

“Take me,” he groaned, barely biting back the words that would betray who he was. What he was. “Take me, damn you. Take all of me. All of me.”

She was arching, clenching, her pussy so tight, contracting around him as he felt her explode from the inside out.

Sabella existed in sensation. She was sensation. Pure, electric, nothing but energy and pulsing consuming pleasure as she felt herself coming apart in Noah’s arms. Dying in his arms and being reborn. Screaming out his name and feeling that pleasure. A pleasure she had sworn could never be felt twice. Only with one man. Only with one heart.

But she felt it pulsing through her and into him. Pulsing through him and into her. His come spurted inside her, deep and hot, filling her, sinking into her and becoming a part of her.

She jerked, twisted, arched to the extremity of the orgasm racing through her, and then finally collapsed back on the table. Sweat dampened, too tired to move, to breathe, to exist without his help.

And he was still hard.

She opened her eyes as he lifted her to him, remained connected to her in the most elemental fashion and carried her through the dark apartment to the big bedroom at the end of the building.

He laid her back in the bed, and moved within her again. Blue eyes so dark it hurt to stare into them. His hands hard, his voice so rough and gravelly it was almost another sensation against her overly sensitized flesh.

“I need you.” He shook his head, jaw clenching. “I need you more.”

Forever.

Sabella shook the thought away. Nothing lasted forever except her love for the husband that had been taken from her. Nothing lasted forever.

But as the night deepened and dawn came closer, it felt like forever. And when he finally collapsed beside her, wet with sweat, his arms dragging her to his chest, his breathing finally easing as she slipped into exhausted sleep, she wondered if maybe, a little bit, he did feel like her Nathan.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Sabella was furious the next morning after returning to the house, showering, and dressing for work. A scratch, he had told her the night before. He wasn’t hurt, he was fine.

It was more than a damned scratch. She had caught him when she awoke trying to bandage himself, thinking he could hide from her. Damn him.

There were three long slices on his upper body. One across his bicep, one at his abdomen, and again at the hip, and they were deep. Deep enough she had insisted he go to the doctor.

He had refused. When he had pinned her with the blazing determination to do it all his own way, for a second she could have sworn he had the same look in his eye, the same tense set of his face and body, the same shape of his jaw, that her husband had had when he was angry and determined in the face of her anger.

It had been frightening to see, to acknowledge. Because sometimes, she saw those little things, and she was terrified she was trying to turn Noah into the man she had lost simply to justify her need, her overhelming hunger for him.

And of course, Noah wouldn’t tell her how it had happened or even what had happened. A “disagreement,” he’d said.

She was so pissed that she walked to the garage later after she had returned to the house, rather than driving, simply to give herself time to cool down just a little bit more.

Entering the garage, she stared as Noah stepped from the open doors, wiping his hands on a shop towel as he lifted his hand and watched Toby as he approached on foot from the other side of the street.

Sometimes, Toby walked to work. He said it kept him in shape. She watched as Noah walked along the cracked blacktop in front of the station, eyes narrowed, body tense.

Sabella paused, looking around, wondering what had caught his attention, but she couldn’t see anything. She shook her head and took another step, watching as Toby strolled to the corner of the street. He stepped off the curb and started across the wide road when she heard it. A motor gunning.

A black car, low and fast, windows tinted, squealed from its parked position and aimed for Toby.

“Toby!” She screamed his name as the car barreled toward him.

Toby’s head jerked up, expressing surprise at the sound, and he turned, facing the vehicle speeding toward him.

Sabella ran. She would never reach him in time. She could see, knew the driver had every intention of running him over. She wouldn’t make it to the end of the driveway, Toby wouldn’t reach the sidewalk.

She saw, almost in slow motion as Toby jerked and tried to run. The car followed, heading straight for him as Sabella screamed and tried to run faster.

The morning sun beat down on her, fear and rage pumped through her. She couldn’t let this happen. She couldn’t let someone else she cared about be taken. Toby was a kid, just a kid.

As she screamed Toby’s name again, horrified, Noah streaked across the road, seconds, oh God, seconds in front of the car, his broad, powerful arm wrapping around Toby’s thin waist and threw them both across the road, rolling over the sidewalk and into the gully beside it as the car’s tires hit the sidewalk seconds behind them and then roared off.

The big, white blond giant Rory had hired in place of the mechanic he had fired was across the road in a flash. He jumped into the gully as Sabella raced across the street.

Noah. Oh God. Oh God. Noah. He had to be okay. She had seen him. Hadn’t she seen him roll to that gully before the car hit the sidewalk?

She didn’t realize she was screaming his name until someone grabbed her from behind, holding her back as the mechanics raced into the incline.

“Noah!” she screamed, sobbing, clawing at the arms holding her back. “Noah!”

“Sabella. Stop. Enough!” Rory shook her, his voice harder than she had ever heard, his hands rough as he jerked around, glaring down at her.

“Let me go!” Her fists struck out, one landing on his jaw, knocking him back, as she tore herself away from him and stumbled over the incline.

Toby was sitting up, dazed, but Noah wasn’t moving. Blood seeped down his arm, darkened his shirt at his waist, his thigh.

The big mechanic, Nik, was leaning over him, slapping his face with hard, rough hands.

“Don’t you touch him!” She barreled into the bigger man, threw him off balance. “Call an ambulance!” she barked to the men standing around staring at her as though she were crazy. “Now or I’ll fire every friggin’ one of you!”

She was running her hands over his body. She lifted the edge of his shirt to see the blood oozing from the vicious cuts at his side and on his abdomen from the night before. His jeans were damp with blood. He was losing blood. And a lot of it from his leg. Damn him. Damn him. She knew it was worse than he had tried to convince her this morning. Knew it.

She tore her overshirt off, ripped it up the seams and packed the cotton at his waist, applying pressure to it before shoving the other cloth to the blond giant staring at her with cold, seething pale eyes, his lips parting as though to say something. “His shoulder. Or get out of the way and I’ll handle it.”

He was pressing it to the wound in Noah’s shoulder as her hands examined Noah’s body. His arms, ribs, upper legs. Nothing seemed broken.

She stared at the men around her. “Ambulance.”

“No ambulance.”

Her head jerked around at the sound of his voice, the seething anger burning inside her as Noah blinked up at her, dazed.

“I’m okay.” He shook his head and glared past her at Nik. “Did you get the license?”

“No plates,” the other man rumbled. “If she’ll let me haul you up I’ll take you to my place. Get you patched up if you don’t want to go to the hospital.”

“Like hell, he’s going to a hospital.” Sabella glared at both men, pain and fear raging through her, mixing with the anger.

“No hospital, Sabella.” Noah pushed himself up. “Where’s Toby?”

Toby was fine. He was still sitting on the incline, staring around him in shock.

“Dude. Some bitch tried to run me over,” he exclaimed.

“Some bastard more likely,” Noah muttered, easing himself up, his gaze pinning Sabella.

His eyes were fevered, glowing. Something not wholly natural was blazing in them, holding her speechless as the mechanics rushed around him.

“Come here.” He held his arm out to her, his eyes demanding. “Come here, Sabella.”

She moved to him slowly, watching his eyes, just his eyes. His arm moved around her, jerked her to him. If Nik hadn’t been bracing them they would have both landed in the dirt.

He lowered his lips to her ear. “Stay steady. No ambulance. No hospital. You can’t, under any circumstances, allow anyone to believe I’m not in fighting shape. Don’t fight me, baby. Not yet. I’ll explain everything later.”

She shuddered at the sound of his grating voice but nodded. He wouldn’t go to a hospital, didn’t want a doctor. And she wanted to know why.

“Let’s go.” Rory on one side, Nik on the other. Sabella felt crushed as they moved Noah across the road, his arm so tight around her back she wondered if he even realized his own strength.

“We need to get you to my place at least,” Nik stated again. “I have a friend that can patch you up if you’re this determined.”

Noah shook his head. “The apartment.”

“I’ll get him upstairs,” Nik growled at Sabella, a hiss of sound no one else would have heard but her and Rory. “We’ll have help en route. Rory, keep your ass down here and hold down the fort. Take care of the sheriff, you know he’ll be here.”

What was going on? What the hell did Nik and Noah have in common besides cars? Cars and dangerous eyes.

They dragged Noah to the back stairs, the weakness she could feel in him terrifying her. Her hand was wet with his blood, she could smell the scent of it, sharp and metallic, as Nik all but carried Noah up the stairs.

“Keys,” Nik ordered.

Sabella dug into Noah’s pocket for his keys, barely holding back a gasp as she encountered the steel-hard thickness of his cock on the other side of the pocket lining.

Pulling the keys free, she stared up at him again. His eyes were so hot, so bright, lust building in his gaze despite the weakness of his body. They weren’t dark eyes, not the navy blue she was used to. They were bright, almost sapphire. Almost. Oh God. They were almost, just almost Irish eyes.

She forced herself to turn away, to shove the key into the lock, and would have entered the apartment if Noah hadn’t jerked her back.

Leaning against the porch railing, he jerked his head to the inside of the apartment in some indication to Nik. Nik slid into the apartment, and the movement reminded Sabella of a predator, or of all those damned government documentaries where she watched federal or military agents slipping into unknown territory.

They were agents of some sort. She wasn’t stupid; she had been married to a SEAL, for God’s sake. What made them think she hadn’t paid attention to her husband?

Even at home her husband had been careful, checking the house out, checking windows and doors, his eyes always hard, wary, until he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt everything was safe.

Sabella would sit in the hall, file her fingernails, or pretend to. She had always paid more attention to the man she loved than she had to her nails. It had been a part of being married to him. One she had accepted even as she lusted after his tight, hard body while he looked all dangerous and predatory.

“Let’s get him inside.” Nik stepped out no more than a minute later and helped her steady Noah.

They pulled him into the apartment and back to the bedroom. When she stripped the sheets back she stared down at them in horror.

There was so much blood. So much blood. Blood he had to have shed through the night.

She turned and stared at him, watching as Nik helped him lie back then bent and unlaced his boots before taking them off.

“Go into the living room.” Noah was staring at her, hungry, fierce. “Go now, Sabella.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “Why didn’t you tell me you were bleeding like this?”

Nik looked up at her, then to the bed. “How much blood was smeared on you when you woke up?” he asked.

“I washed it off her while she slept,” Noah snapped, still glaring back at her. “Go into the living room and no farther. Go now.”

She shook her head, moving instead to grip the hem of his shirt and pull it off.

His hand jerked out, catching her wrist. “Do you remember what happened last night?”

She stared back at him silently, her breathing harsh, heart racing in fear.

“It will happen again. And I won’t give a shit who’s watching. We have company coming. Let Nik know when you hear them coming to the door. Don’t open it, you understand me?”

“Ease off, Noah,” Nik muttered, obviously wary, concerned.

“Answer me, Sabella,” he growled. “Do you understand me?”

She tugged at her wrist, jerked it, but his hold was like iron.

“Sabella.” He growled her name, an order, a hint of determination in it that seemed like a slap from the past. “Do you understand me?”

“I’ll wait in the living room,” she whispered hoarsely. “When I hear someone on the deck, I’ll let Nik know.”

He held her gaze; those eyes, they were molten, like blue fire staring back at her.

Finally, he nodded slowly and let her go, finger by finger, releasing his hold on her until she was drawing back, retreating slowly from the bedroom, walking through the hall, and standing silently in the kitchen.

She was the widow of a Navy SEAL. She knew agents from various law enforcement agencies, her father had been a detective with the Atlanta police department. She knew men like this. She knew how they moved, she knew how they looked, and she knew when she was being lied to.

She swallowed tightly and stared around the living room. It was dim. Curtains were closed, she knew the windows would be firmly locked.

What sort of government agents could they be? She searched her mind frantically then sat down on the couch, trembling. Border patrol maybe? No, they seemed too hard eyed for border patrol. The only thing she could think of were the deaths that had been reported in the park in the past year or so. Illegals that had been hunted down in the dark. And there had been that girl that went missing from the college a few months before. A pretty girl, Lisa? She had been a friend of Toby’s.

FBI? Maybe CIA. She could see a CIA agent with that hard, stony gaze, with the power in every command he issued. Or a SEAL.

A shudder swept through her. A SEAL acted like that. But SEALs wouldn’t be investigating anything in Texas. They were a strike force, not an investigative agency. Noah was something similar at least. An agent of some sort. Perhaps a former SEAL. A former SEAL as tall as her husband, the same age as her husband would have been, one that held her as Nathan had and one whose eyes had bled with sapphire fire just moments before. The same color as Nathan’s.

She shook her head. God, was she so messed up that she had to believe Noah was Nathan to excuse her attraction, her hunger for him? There was no other excuse. There were vague similarities, she knew. Even Duncan had seen them. But he wasn’t Nathan. Nathan was dead. The man she loved was gone. Wasn’t he?

She felt the tension tearing through her, fighting to find the differences between Nathan and Noah. Noah was hard-core, Nathan had always been gentle in the bed. But she had sensed that darkness in him, had known there was more coming. Noah didn’t hide it.

She nibbled at her thumbnail. Her Nathan hadn’t been scarred. His voice had been lyrical, a pure dark sound that caressed her senses.

Nathan had twirled his wrench just as Noah now twirled it. And chewed gum when he worked in the garage.

She shuddered and pressed her hands to her stomach. That man in there was not her husband, because her husband would have never stayed away from her for six years. He would not have left her alone and grieving for him. He couldn’t have.

Noah was an agent, he was just similar to Nathan sometimes, she told herself. Perhaps had the same training. So what was he doing in Alpine?

The militia. The Black Collar Militia was rumored to have been behind the deaths in the park lately. Illegals who were hunted down. There had been murmurs about it for years. It had to be that or drugs. And there were no drugs in her garage, she made sure of it.

She rubbed her hands together before wiping them over her face, realizing tears still tracked her flesh. She went to the kitchen drawer to get a dishtowel to wash her face. She pulled the top one free and noticed the odd arrangement, the slight hump in the middle. Drawing them aside, she found the gun.

Glock. She knew the type, the model. It was the same kind her husband had preferred. It was kept in the same place. What? Was there a damned class for where warriors hid their weapons?

Nathan had never realized that she knew exactly where his guns were hidden through the two years they were married. She hadn’t bothered them, had never mentioned them, but she had always known how to find them.

She was aware of every place in the house where Nathan had a weapon hidden while they were married. And every place in the apartment. And this had been one of those places.

She pushed the drawer back slowly, still gripping the dishtowel as she moved to the sink and dampened it beneath the cold water.

She wasn’t going to go searching the apartment. Not yet. She could feel the panic rising inside her now, slowly, insidiously. She had to catch her breath first.

Who was the man bleeding to death in the bedroom? Had he known Nathan? Had he researched her? Was that why he had come to her garage, why he had invaded her life?

Was she a part of it, somehow? Her garage?

She put the towel over her face and fought back the need to run, to hide. She had only hidden once in her life, those first three years of hell when nightmares and pain had seared every inch of her soul. When they had eased enough for her to function, she had come out of her bed, and had fought to rejoin the living.

For what? So another man, another adrenaline junkie, could walk into her life and destroy it?

The sound of vehicles pulling in behind the garage had her head jerking up. She was on her way to the bedroom when Nik came out of the room, caught her arm and dragged her back into the living room.

“Stay!” he mouthed, his rugged face tight, his body tense as he went to the door and cracked it open.

Sabella stood back and watched the men that came in. They stopped daily for gas. She didn’t know their names, but they looked a hell of a lot different with their flat, hard gazes.

There were two strangers, and bringing up the rear were Ian Richards and his wife Kira. She almost laughed. Hysteria almost bloomed inside her as she met Kira’s compassionate and knowing gaze. Ian Richards was involved in this, and so was his wife. And Sabella wanted to know why.

 

It wasn’t as bad this time. Noah gripped the straps Nik had tied to the posts at the headboard, gritted his teeth, and endured the stitches as Micah sewed his flesh together. He could feel his blood burning in his veins, churning through him and raging into his cock.

Fucking whore’s dust. Fucking Diego Fuentes. The bastard was still alive and grinning, protected by Homeland Security, as Noah lay in his own sweat and blood and fought to hold on to his sanity.

The doctors had warned him that the effects of the drug his body had been filled with for so long might never be totally gone. There were still traces of it. Especially after a hard surge of adrenaline as there had been last night. Fever only made it worse. The cuts in his body had been deeper than he had wanted to admit to, and stopping the flow of blood had been an on again, off again thing.

He had to still the surging lust beating in his brain somehow. He didn’t want Sabella to see him like this. Like an animal, intent on nothing but sex. Hard. Fast. Driving sex. He’d used the last of the witches’ brew of antibiotics, painkillers, and lust supressors that the Navy doctors had put together for him the night before. It hadn’t helped.

“You shouldn’t have come,” he bit out to the Israeli Mossad agent, or former agent. Dead men. They were all fucking dead men now.

“Jordan called in the order.” Micah kept his voice low. “We came in Travis’s car. The garage isn’t being watched. Travis had been watching for any eyes. You didn’t pick up notice until that fight in the bar last night. Did you inject yourself when this happened?”

Noah nodded. “Last of it last night. It didn’t do much.”

“You’ll need a larger dose. Ian should have more here soon. The new batch was flown in last night.”

“You’ll be noticed leaving,” Noah bit out. “I can’t trust all my mechanics. Sabella’s going to have questions now.”

“Rory has eyes like a hawk. Jordan called him first thing. He’s watching everyone, keeping the boy inside. And you were advised to inform Ms. Malone of the status of this operation to begin with. She was given clearance for partial information, it’s because of your stubbornness that she’ll be pissed off now. You can deal with it. Now stop worrying. You sound like my mother.”

“Fuck you.”

“Wrong sex, big boy,” he grunted. “I’ve a mind for a little satin flesh, not your tough hide.”

“Bastard.” Noah coughed out a laugh.

“Yeah, ain’t we all.” Micah grinned as he mangled his hopeless Texas accent all to hell.

Noah dug his head into the pillow as a punch of lust slammed into his balls. He swore he could smell Sabella’s scent. It was making him mad with the need to fuck. The fever and adrenaline, twice, this close together, was too much. He thought he’d have time to get the refill on the injections whenever he was wounded. Evidently, he’d been wrong.

“Ian has your meds, Noah,” Micah told him softly. “We can’t give you anything for the pain until you get that, you know what that shit does to you. But the doctors sent some new shit, they seem to think they have a nice little concoction put together for that woody of yours and the pain as well.”

Noah shook his head. “No more drugs.” It would go away, it would ease, until he was as close to normal as possible. He’d fought this for too many years now. He was learning to get by. Or he had thought he was, until last night.

“We have to do something for the fever, Noah,” Micah warned him, his black eyes concerned, worried. “There’s antibiotics in it, a mix of painkillers. Same crap they used on you when you took that bullet three months ago. It eased it then. Let’s give it a chance this time, okay?”

Nothing really eased it. Sometimes, the crap the Navy doctors came up with allowed him to keep his sanity, but it didn’t ease the need. The fiery, bloodcurdling lust for his woman.

Not any woman. His woman. His wife.

As he blinked back the sweat from his eyes he loosened his grip on the straps and fought back the driving insanity. It had held him in a grip like iron for months after his rescue. Incessant, burning, the furious lust was like a vicious plague burning through his system.

All he needed was Sabella. If they would just get the hell away from him he could survive it. Let his sweet little wife wash over him like rain.

A ragged groan tore from his throat at the thought of her. So tight and hot, just flowing over him, sucking him into her and taking everything he had to give.

“There’s Ian.” Nik moved from the doorway and headed back into the apartment, where Sabella was.

Murderous jealousy rose inside him. He’d always had to fight his jealousy. He’d never let Sabella know it, had never shown it around her, but it had been like a growling animal inside him anytime, every time another man had been close enough to touch her.

And now Nik was in the other room with her. Big, blond, gentler no doubt. Noah doubted the Russian would take her without foreplay. Or that he would sit her on a table while he bled to death and care about nothing but burying his face between her legs.

“Whoa. Hold on there, Noah.” Micah pushed him back to the bed as he surged upward. “Break my stitches and I’ll knock your ass out like I did with the bullet.”

That pierced the haze, a little.

Noah grunted a laugh. When the doctors refused to give him a painkiller and Noah refused to pass out from the pain, Micah had taken care of it. He’d gone behind the hospital gurney, behind Noah, and the hell if Noah knew how he’d done it, but after that, there was only the dark. And no pain.

He couldn’t afford to lose consciousness this time. Sabella could be in danger. If Toby was in danger, then he knew Sabella would be. It was just a matter of time. God, he should have stayed the hell away from her.

“How’s he doing?” Ian stepped into the room.

His voice was rough, almost as ragged as Noah’s was now.

Noah stared up at his friend. When they were ten, Noah had heard Ian’s screams piercing the desert surrounding his father’s ranch. He’d forced his father from his bed, harassed and screamed until Grant Malone had followed him.

And they had found Ian, cradling his mother as her life nearly slipped away. Screaming. Enraged. His voice broken by the time they reached him.

They’d been best friends from that night. And that friendship had endured, even after Noah learned that Diego Fuentes was Ian’s father. Even after Fuentes had nearly destroyed Noah.

“You look like shit,” Noah growled as Ian moved to the bed, his eyes dark with pain, with regret.

“I should have killed the bastard while I had the chance,” Ian said heavily. “I’m sorry, man. Fuentes should be dead.”

Diego Fuentes was Ian’s father. The man who had tortured Nathan, who had nearly destroyed him.

“Yeah, and once for me as soon as those bastards at Homeland Security lift the ban on him.” Noah breathed in roughly before glaring back at Ian. “Get Sabella out of here, Ian. Get her to Jordan in the comm bunker. Keep her safe till this is through.”

He could smell her, like sweet hot rain.

“It’s bad this time,” Micah murmured to Ian. “Doc send him some goodies?”

“Here.” Ian tossed Micah the black leather bag he carried and turned back to Noah and stated, “Belle’s not stupid, Noah. You know that. You’ll have to give her the mission parameters at least. She and Rory both were cleared for that. She’s probably already figured you’re an agent of some sort anyway.”

“I hate this shit.” Noah rose up in the bed, glaring at both of them, ignoring Ian’s warning as Micah shoved a syringe in his shoulder.

“Come on, Noah, it made it better last time.” Ian breathed out roughly.

“The hell it did. Made it better for you guys because you couldn’t hear me screaming,” he snarled. “I heard it in my own fucking head.”

“Do you want Sabella to hear it?” Micah asked him then.

Noah shook his head. “That’s the only reason you got that needle anywhere close to me.”

He lay back on the bed, glared at Micah as he inserted a second syringe. “I’m going to break your fingers. You won’t be able to shove that shit in me then.”

Micah grinned at him. It was the norm. They cursed, insulted each other, threatened to kill each other on a daily basis. It kept them alive.

“Keep chirping at me and I’ll pump you so full of this shit I’ll make Fuentes look like a choirboy. You got me?”

Noah nodded shortly, licked his dry lips, and breathed out. “Bastard.”

“I can’t take Belle to the bunker,” Ian told him then. “You know we can’t do that, Noah.”

He closed his eyes. God, he wanted her safe. He wanted her away from his madness and away from the danger he had brought down on her and the questions he knew she was going to ask. Where the hell had his mind been? He should have never taken this mission. He should have gone to Siberia.

“We’re tracking the car that went after Toby.” Ian sat down in the chair by the bed. “Some of the mechanics thought they’d seen it last night, close to the bar. I’m guessing it’s one of the yokels that attacked you.”

Noah nodded jerkily. “Yeah, stupid bastards. Thought they could slice and dice me and run me the hell off. Toby was a message, they’ll target friends next.”

“They definitely sliced and diced you.” Micah snorted. “I have you all stitched and bandaged now, little soldier. You can go back and play with all the bad boys again tomorrow.”

“Bite me, you half-breed little bastard,” Noah said.

“He keeps forgetting I prefer the female persuasion.” Micah laughed.

“Doesn’t that go against your damned religion? Don’t you have to be married first or some shit?” Noah bit out.

The general insults were a game. A tension stiller. Bitch at each other to take your mind off the pain. It was a head game, because it sure as hell didn’t help the pain.

“What religion?” Micah rolled his black eyes. “Since joining up with you yoohoos, all my beliefs have been shot to hell.”

“Yahoos,” Ian corrected him, but his eyes were on Noah.

Slow easy breaths. Noah could smell Sabella with every breath he took. He could feel his blood pounding in his dick, the need racing through him as fresh, as violent, as it had been the first time Fuentes shoved a needle in his arm.

Noah dragged himself up on the bed, the fabric of his jeans cutting into his dick. Hell, he needed to fuck. This wasn’t like the past six years when taking a woman meant breaking the vows he’d made to his wife. Now it would mean burying himself inside his wife. Feeling her tight and sweet around him.

It would mean loving her, touching her. It would be stilling the fire burning in his gut and probably bleeding like a stuck pig all over her again.

He breathed in roughly, feeling his head beginning to clear marginally. As much as he hated that shit they shot into him, at least he could think now.

“Hell.” He took a hard breath then looked at Ian. “Get Micah, Travis, and Nik out of here. Put Travis on Mike Conrad’s ass. I want to know why I was hit last night and why they struck at Toby today. Tell Rory to keep his ass and Toby’s in the office, Nik can keep an eye on them without anyone knowing. I want Micah on long-distance watch of the garage and the house, make sure no eyes caught you coming in and none catch you leaving. People would expect Ian and Kira Richards to show up, they’d expect Nik to help his boss’s lover up to the apartment. That’s it. Get the rest of them out of here.”

“And Belle?” Ian asked.

“Sabella stays here.” It was too late for her to leave and he knew it. He would only follow her. No matter where they hid her. And the bunker was off limits to her unless she was directly targeted.

“Noah, you’re in no shape for this decision,” Ian said quietly. “You know where it’s going to go. Those drugs haven’t done anything for the lust, man. It’s burning in your eyes. And that surgery might have darkened them, but right now, they’re blazing almost pure sapphire. You need her out of here.”

“I still have the control.” He was sure of it. He knew he did. “I won’t hurt her.” He’d never hurt her. He’d slice his own throat first. “And the eyes are just fucking eyes. They’ll dim once this eases.”

“You’ll have explanations to make. Tell her what the hell is going on,” Ian told him harshly. “At least as far as this mission is concerned. But you’re fooling yourself if you think she’s not going to figure out more than that. You didn’t see the look on her face when Kira and I arrived.”

Noah breathed in deeply. It would kill him, but he’d take care of that too. She wouldn’t suspect who he was when he was finished. After all, her husband never yelled at her, he didn’t fuck her like an animal, and he sure as hell didn’t put her in the middle of a dangerous assignment. No, Sabella would never suspect who he really was.

“You break open my stitches and you’ll bleed like you were gutted again,” Micah snarled.

He shook his head. “Get the hell out of here. Now. Leave Nik in the garage. Tell him to stay in place for cover. We can’t afford to have the team here like this. When those bastards move we need to be right behind them. Until then, we won’t have a break in this and we’ll never catch them.”

“And if you break with Belle?” Ian asked him. “If you tell her who you are, what you are. What then?”

Noah stared back at him. That wouldn’t happen. Ever. He couldn’t bear for his Sabella to know what had happened to the man she had loved so desperately that she came to him in hell.

“Dead men don’t talk,” he said, his voice bleak. “She won’t know. Ever. Her husband is dead.”

Ian stared back at him, his lips tightening before he turned to Micah and nodded to the door.

“He’s fooling you,” the Israeli snapped. “He doesn’t have enough control not to hurt her.”

Oh, he had control, Ian knew. More control than any of them realized.

“Get out of here,” Ian ordered. “Give the others their orders. This is his play, not yours.”

Micah rose to his feet, glared at both of them then lifted his lip in a sneer and headed to the door. Like the Russian, the Australian, the Englishman, their Israeli didn’t always understand some of the rules they broke, and others that they made. Incorporating these men into a viable working team hadn’t been easy. They were hard men. Dead men with nothing else to lose but their honor. But they were good men.

Ian turned back to Noah. He was wild with the lust, there was no doubt of it. But Ian had seen him in a hell of a lot worse shape. He’d disappeared on them more than once in worse shape, and Belle had never suffered.

The man had lived for nineteen months pumped up on a drug that the doctors still couldn’t figure out entirely. Pumped so high on it that he’d been like an animal, nearly deranged with the need for sex. And he had never taken what Fuentes had offered him. He’d never broken his vows. He’d never let go of his wife.

Ian had to trust in his belief that Noah wouldn’t hurt her now.

Nodding, he moved to the door, glancing back at his friend and hating himself, hating Fuentes with a strength that still had the power to fill him with bitter rage.

His father had done this. The man who sired him. And Ian still let him live. Because he was his father or because Homeland Security needed him? And where, he wondered, was the line drawn?

He should have killed the bastard while he had the chance.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Sabella was standing at the narrow counter that separated the kitchen from the living room watching the hall when Ian stepped out of the bedroom. She and Kira hadn’t spoken, the words were there between them, but neither of them had yet broken the silence.

The obviously Middle Eastern agent, and she knew they were agents, had stomped from the apartment with Nik and the others moments before, leaving an eerie silence between her and Kira.

The other woman watched her closely, her gray eyes thoughtful. Now, as Ian moved into the room, Sabella straightened and glanced back to the closed bedroom door.

“Is he okay?” She shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans and stared back at the man who had been her husband’s greatest friend. Strange, wasn’t it, that he seemed to be Noah’s friend as well.

“He will be.” He stood straight and tall, though his arm went around his wife as she came to him.

Sabella held his gaze, she didn’t hold her tongue.

“Who is he? What is he?”

Was that surprise that flickered in his eyes? Ian didn’t speak.

She stomped to the kitchen drawer, jerking it open and practically slammed the Glock on the counter. She bent, opened the doors beneath the sink, and pulled free the weapon Velcro’d onto the cabinet frame.

She stalked over to the couch, bent, and pulled the smaller handgun from the little pocket beneath the couch and added it to her pile.

“Who the hell is he and what is he doing in my garage and in my life?” Her hand slapped the counter. “And why are you here with him? You were my husband’s best friend, Ian. He said you were the same as his brother, and now you bring an agent into his wife’s life.”

“His widow’s,” Ian said softly, gently.

Sabella flinched. “And that makes it okay?” she bit out. “Damn you, Ian. You’d betray him that way?”

“I haven’t betrayed Nathan, Belle.” His stare was fierce and hard. “I don’t order Noah Blake anywhere. Whatever the hell he’s doing, he’s doing on his own. I know him. We’re friends. I’m your friend.”

Yes, they were friends. For two years she had watched her husband and his friend together. They had been as close as brothers, maybe closer. And Ian had a particular little habit. One her father used to have. When he lied, he didn’t so much as bat an eyelash. His expression didn’t change, his body didn’t tense, and he reacted so normally that it had always appeared abnormal to Sabella.

“Don’t you lie to me.” She pointed a trembling finger back at him, stabbed it in his direction. “Don’t you dare lie to me. Something’s wrong with him and it’s more than a few knife cuts. And there’s more going on here than that crap you just let slip from your mouth.”

“And if he could tell you anything more, he would,” Kira stated.

Sabella’s gaze sliced to the other woman. What was the warning in her eyes? It was there. She could see it, feel it, and so did Ian.

“Kira, could you wait outside?” he asked her.

“No, Ian, I really can’t.” She smiled back at him, the obvious love she felt for her husband in her eyes, her smile. But her determination defining her stance.

He almost rolled his eyes.

“You’re my friend,” Sabella said harshly. “Yet you’re standing here and allowing him to lie to me. You’re lying to me?”

Ian breathed out roughly. “Sabella, listen to me.”

“Who is he?” she asked both of them, again. “He’s an agent, isn’t he?” She was shaking, torn apart by that realization. “Which agency? FBI?”

Ian shook his head. “Noah isn’t an agent, Belle. Not of any government agency.”

“That leaves private?” she guessed. He didn’t answer her. “Are you a part of it?”

“Let’s say you’re cleared to know only the fact that there is an operation being conducted in Alpine,” he finally told her. “You and Rory were cleared for that knowledge, no one else.”

And he wasn’t lying. She licked her lips nervously.

“What’s wrong with him?” She was still breathing roughly, the question she wanted to ask held back, from the fear of disappointment.

Ian’s jaw bunched. “Nothing you need to be frightened of.” He hoped. She heard what he wasn’t speaking.

“Why is he here?”

“That’s his story to tell, Belle,” he said, sighing. “I’m here as your friend, and as his. That’s all anyone else can know. I heard about the attack on Toby and received a call that Noah had been hurt as well. I wanted to check out the situation for myself.”

“You’re lying,” she cried out. “Damn you. Damn you both to hell, you’re lying to me, just as you lied to me about how my husband died.” She whirled away from him, her hands covering her face before she turned back. “He wasn’t just shot. Was he?” She was shaking now, so desperate for some part of the truth somewhere, that she was nearly mad for him. “Tell me, Ian, tell me what happened to my husband and then tell me what the hell that man is doing in my life.” She pointed toward the hallway, watching as Noah stepped into the hallway.

“Belle.” Ian shook his head.

“They wouldn’t let me say goodbye to my husband,” she snarled. “I couldn’t see his body—”

“You didn’t want to see his body, Belle,” Ian snapped back. “Trust me. Remember him the way he was and let him go. Because he’s dead. And I promise you, you didn’t want to see what we recovered.”

A sob tore from her throat. For a second, just for a second, she had almost thought . . . She shook her head. No, she had known better.

She covered her mouth with her hand but had to turn away from them all. All of them.

“Belle.” Kira spoke behind her.

Sabella lifted her hand. Silence. She just needed silence. She just needed a minute to let that last flame of hope die within her.

“I want to go home,” she whispered, turning back to them, her gaze going to Noah. He stared at her, his eyes flaming, his expression agonized. She wanted to go to him. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and she wanted the world to make sense just one more time.

“Do you really want to walk away from him, Sabella?” Kira asked, stepping to her, laying her hand on her shoulder as another sob shuddered through her body. She leaned close. “He may not be your husband. But do you really want to walk away from who he could be to you?”

“You’re the same one who told me to fuck him and get the sexual crisis out of the way,” she bit out, sniffing back the tears. “That didn’t help, Kira. Not at all.”

“Didn’t it, Belle?” She smiled, a sad, gentle smile. “Your husband is gone. But you didn’t die with him.”

“Kira, tell me the truth,” she whispered, so filled with pain and suspicion it was ravaging her.

“Enough.”

Sabella lifted her head to see Noah walking into the living room, almost staggering. He wore the jeans he had worn earlier, snapped and zipped and obviously straining beneath an erection.

Kira sighed as Ian came to his wife and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Come on, troublemaker.”

Noah eased to the counter and stared at the weapons she had managed to locate.

“How did you find them?” he asked her, his voice more grating than normal.

Sabella clenched her teeth then smiled mockingly. “You hid them exactly where my husband would have hid them.”

There, she’d said it, it was out in the open and she could have sworn he barely held back a flinch.

He was silent for long moments before he finally nodded.

“I’m a contract agent for a private company,” he finally said, reaching out to pick up the Glock before edging around the counter.

He replaced the first two weapons.

“An adrenaline junkie.” She sneered. “Just what I needed in my life. Tell me, Noah, did you know my husband?”

She cocked her hip and crossed her arms over her breasts as she stared back at him, looking, searching, desperate to either confirm or disprove the suspicions rising inside her.

He paused, staring down at the counter, his hands braced on it before his eyes, just his eyes, lifted to her.

“I knew your husband. We weren’t exactly friends.”

“Enemies?”

His lips quirked mockingly. “No, we weren’t enemies. We just knew each other.”

“So is Noah your real name?”

He nodded slowly, still watching her. “It’s my real name.”

“And what made you decide to come to Texas to fuck Nathan Malone’s wife?”

He flinched. Sabella could feel the hurt radiating through her. Betrayal. It felt like betrayal. Like deception.

“That’s not what happened.” He shook his head, and she knew he was lying. She could feel it. Like instinct. Like a scent that teased at her senses. Just as she had always known when her husband was lying to her.

“You knew who I was, you knew who Rory was, and you targeted us, didn’t you?”

He licked his lower lip. The action wasn’t nervous, it wasn’t hesitant. It was sexual. The look in his eyes was sexual. Everything about him screamed hard-core sex.

“I did.” At least he didn’t lie to her.

“Why?” she cried painfully. “Why did you do this to me? I didn’t hurt enough? Do you think I wanted another adrenaline junkie who doesn’t care for anything more than he cares for his fix?”

He stared at her in surprise. “Is that what you think being a SEAL was to your husband? A fix you couldn’t give him?”

“What else could it have been? Look at you.” She flung her hand toward him. “Admit it. You love the adrenaline. You love how it hypes you, makes you high. It’s better than sex.” She sneered. “Isn’t it, Noah?”

His eyes. Those eyes. They were rapacious, blazing, so hot they melted parts of her she didn’t want to admit existed. They weren’t navy blue, but shades lighter. Not Irish eyes, but neither were they entirely natural.

His gaze roamed her body and she swore heat licked over her flesh.

“There’s nothing as good as sex with you.” His voice was guttural now. “There’s nothing, no high, no drug, no amount of danger as good as burying my cock inside you. And I’d give the last ounce of blood in my body to come inside you, one more time. But I’m not Nathan Malone.”

She lost her breath. Sabella stumbled back a step, her chest tightening as the need for oxygen battled with the shock that seared her insides.

“You want him back until it rips your guts inside, don’t you, Sabella?” He pushed himself back from the counter, moved around it. “You want him until you live and breathe the memory of a man that’s never going to come back to you.”

She shook her head, agony searing her heart to hear him say that. To hear the words, when that fragile flame of hope had been moving inside her. A hope she refused to even name, because she ached so desperately for it.

“They wouldn’t let you see his body, so you prayed he was alive.” The cruelty of his words bore down on her, the very gentleness of his tone struck inside her like the vicious lash of a whip.

“Don’t.” She shook her head, feeling the tears that eased from her eyes, feeling the pain that dug into her soul and tore at the last dream of ever holding her husband again. “Please don’t.”

His hands touched her. He pushed her hair back from her face, his thumbs eased over the tears and more fell.

“Your husband is dead.” Pain echoed in his voice as well. “He’s gone, Sabella.”

“No.” She shook her head. “No.”

“He’s only alive in your dreams.” His lips touched hers. “But I’m here. Right here. Let me, Sabella. Let me have what Nathan Malone didn’t have. Let me have all of his wild witch.”

“No!” She screamed out at the rocking agony. She wanted to strike him. She wanted to tear at his hair, at his eyes, and all she could do was jerk away from him, jerk away and force her feet to the kitchen, and no further.

“You didn’t give him all of yourself,” he accused her, his voice grating, soft, as he followed her. His hands gripped her shoulders, fingers splaying, holding her firmly as she tensed in his grip. “You give it to me. Admit that much. You give me the woman you didn’t allow him to see.”

“I love him.”

“You loved him.” The fire in his eyes burned with pain, bleak sorrow, and lust. “Loved, Sabella. Because he’s gone.”

“Stop.” She shook her head.

“I’m not Nathan Malone!” He yelled the words at her, striking her with them as she hunched her shoulders against the blow and the firm shake he gave her.

She shook her head, sobbing, the cries tearing from her chest.

“Get that in your head, Sabella. I am not Nathan Malone. I am not the man you loved, but by God I am the man that’s going to fuck you. That’s going to hold you when you cry in the night, and the man that’s going to bind you to him so tight, so hard, that you’ll never think to hide even a partical of who and what you are from him.”

“Stop. Stop.” She sobbed. Her breath was heaving, tears dimming her vision, as the words tore through her with the effect of a jagged knife.

“I won’t stop.” Hard hands held her to him, refused to let her go. “Look at me, Sabella.”

His features were blurred, the need to lean against him, to find something to hold on to, weakened her knees.

“I’m not Nathan Malone. But I’m your lover, Sabella. And I need you. I need you like your husband had no idea how to need you. I need you until the fever burns inside me for your touch, your kiss.”

He clasped her head in his hands, lowered his lips and smoothed them over hers, sipped from hers. He tasted her tears and her pain, and something inside his soul tore loose.

Ah God, how he was hurting her. Hurting her until her sobs tore through him like dull spikes and ripped at his insides. But he knew. The second he heard her questioning Ian, he knew she had begun to suspect. Somehow, some way, his too perceptive little witch had sensed the ghost of her husband inside him.

She shuddered against him. The whore’s dust, those last minute amounts that infected his system, pumped through him, overshadowed everything but the feel of her. The feel of her soft lips, the taste of her pain in her tears.

“Sabella,” he whispered. “Touch me. Just touch. Close your eyes and be with whoever you need to be with, but touch me.”

He lifted her hands, pressed them against his hard stomach beneath the bandage that covered the knife wound. He felt her jerk, felt her response.

“I would die for your touch.” He kissed her lips again, watched as her head lifted, her soft gray eyes cloudy with her tears, with the lost dreams.

She shook her head and he kissed her again. His lips caught hers this time, settled against them, and rather than devouring as he needed to, he let himself sip, let himself taste.

Because she responded. Torn between the man she loved and the man she wanted. And he couldn’t allow her to suspect both were breathing and aching for her.

“Please don’t,” she whispered when his head lifted and he drew her back into the living room. Drew her to the bedroom.

“Walk away then.” He turned, shucked his jeans, and palmed the thick, heavy erection pounding with lust.

Her gaze flickered to him and she trembled. He could see the battle on her face. Sweet beautiful Sabella. Battling her anger, her fear, her want.

He lay back on the bed and stroked his heavy cock. And she watched. Her fingers fisted in her T-shirt now, her face flushed though tears still glittered in her eyes.

“I’ll lie right here,” he promised her. “I’ll be a good boy and you can ride me, Sabella.”

She used to love that, he remembered. She had loved rising over him, taking him, working his cock inside her at her own pace.

He watched her gaze darken, watched the hunger crawl inside her, watched as her breathing deepened, grew heavier. Her breasts lifted against her shirt, hard little nipples pressing into the fabric.

“Come here.” He held his hand out to her. “Let me tell you what it feels like inside you. How your mouth feels going down on me. Your hands on my flesh.”

He was dying for her hands on him. Aching. Racked by the need in ways he had never been tortured before this.

She hesitated. He watched the battle in her gaze. The battle between him and the memory she refused to let go.

Forever. Something inside him gentled as he remembered the vow she had always whispered to him. That she would love him forever. And he had sworn he would return to her forever.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, her hands lowered to the hem of her shirt and she removed it. Slowly.

Her hair was unbound, lying past her shoulders in thick, heavy waves as she tossed the shirt aside, leaving her breasts covered only by the filmy silk of her bra.

She sat down, unlaced her boots, and pulled them free of her small feet, then pulled off her jeans. It wasn’t a seductive striptease. It was a woman finally releasing something inside herself. Or testing something. He wasn’t certain, and his mind was clouded by the lust raging inside him.

“This isn’t normal.” She stepped to him, easing onto the bed beside him as she let her hand smooth up the inside of his thigh. “This hard. This aroused. You were bleeding bad last night, Noah. Give me this much at least. Tell me what’s wrong with you.”

He clenched his jaw. He could feel the sweat popping out on his flesh, dampening him as the fever nearly took his head off it spiked so hard inside him.

“Have you heard of whore’s dust?”

She blinked. “It’s a date rape drug. Or was.”

“Was.” He nodded. “We were tracking the man selling it and I was captured. Pumped up on it for a while. There are still minute amounts of it in my body. Adrenaline pumps it through me. Wounds, fevers. I get hard. I need to fuck.”

“Anything? Anyone?” Her lashes lowered as her fingers eased over the torturously tight sac of his balls.

He shook his head. “No.”

“How many women have you had since they did this to you?”

“Does it matter?” He wouldn’t lie to her, not now, not while her fingers were caressing his balls.

His thighs shifted apart, allowing her to cup him as a ragged groan tore from his lips.

“Right now, it won’t matter. Later, maybe it will.” She lowered her head, and Noah felt live electricity sear his nerve endings as she tongued his balls with her damp little tongue.

She gave him a wet kiss. Cupping her lips over his balls she licked him until his hands were buried in her hair, pulling at it, then pushing her head closer. Kneading her scalp like a cat and flexing beneath her touch.

There was something different in her touch now. He couldn’t pinpoint it. Not yet. He’d figure it out tomorrow. Later. After he got her mouth on his dick. But damn, those sweet lips felt so good on his balls. They were tight, they were always tight when the fever hit him, when the need for her touch was an agony, a starvation.

When nothing mattered but feeling her. Just feeling her. Just for a minute, before the hunger sharpened and he had to move.

She sucked at his balls, kissed them.

Had she ever done that when they were married? He swore she hadn’t. But he hadn’t exactly pushed her to be adventurous. He had always been too damned greedy just to get into her pants in the first place.

Now, now, he wanted more. He wanted that wild woman he was glimpsing. The one who liked being talked dirty to. The one who burned in his arms when he let her have her way with his body.

“Is this what you want?” Her voice was velvet soft, a rasp of pleasure so sweet he felt it lance through his body as her tongue licked up the heavy stalk of his erection.

“God yes!” He lifted to her, watching, his teeth clenched, pleasure ricocheting from nerve ending to nerve ending as her mouth finally closed over the head of his cock.

Ah hell yes. This. Her mouth sucking his cock head tight and hot, so sweet. His hips arched to her as he felt her tongue the underside, rub it, her tongue stretching against it in that hot little way she had.

He shivered at the sensation. Shit. That was good. It was too damned good because he was going to blow any second if she kept that up.

Then she changed tactics. She sucked him.

“Hell. Damn you.” His hands locked in her hair at the tight, deep strokes of her mouth. “Suck me, Sabella. God, that hot mouth of yours is like heaven. Sucking me straight to ecstasy.”

She took him deeper inside her mouth than he ever remembered going before. She worked his cock head against her tongue, the roof of her mouth. She stroked him with silken lips, a destructive tongue, and when he thought he was going to shatter from the pleasure, she released him.

“Pretty lips,” he groaned. “Swollen from my cock fucking them. Do you know how much that turns me on?”

His witch. His sweet hot little witch. She stared back at him, her gray eyes darkening, her face flushed, her hair wild around her face and shoulders.

“A lot?” she whispered, licking her lips, then licking the underside of his cock head. “I’m guessing you like it a whole lot.”

A temptress. A brazen little sexpot licking her tongue over the head of his cock and tasting the pearl of semen that beaded at the tiny slit of his cock head.

And then she moaned.

He was going to come with nothing more to spur it than the sound of that moan, hot and hungry. His cock jerked in her hands and she smiled. A sensual, confident little smile. The knowing smile. A woman that holds a man in the very palm of her hand, literally. Not just his soul, but his dick.

She held all of him. Noah knew it. He had known it since the first day he saw her, frazzled, worried about her job and her car and asking for a wrench.

Hell, if he’d known she meant the wrench itself rather than a helping hand . . .

And here she was now, her body sliding slowly up his, straddling his hips, easing over him and staying clear of his wounds.

That hot, wet pussy slid over the shaft of his cock, tucking it between his own body and her swollen flesh as her lips lowered to his.

He was waiting on her, hungry for her. Desperate. Dying in her arms and she didn’t even know it. He died in her arms every time he shot his seed inside her. Every time he felt her contracting around him in release.

“Kiss me, Noah.” Sweet, sensual, her voice worked his senses like a master musician with an instrument. She strummed through his heart, plucked at his ragged soul and left him reaching for her.

“You’re teasing,” he growled as her tongue licked over his hips.

His hand gripped her hips, moving her against him, feeling her pussy slide over his erection as her tongue tasted his lips.

“I intend to deliver.” She nipped at his lips, stared down at him.

“You better deliver fast.” He was this side of panting, one second from rolling her to the bed and burying the thick, tormented length of his cock inside her.

She lifted her hips as his hands slid up her torso, cupped her swollen breasts. He bent his head to her hard little nipples as she let the head of his cock tuck into her entrance.

Noah felt heat sizzle through his dick. It began at the tip, her juices kissed it, glazed it, then pure tight bliss began to enfold it.

He sucked her nipple harder, lashed it with his tongue and heard her cry out his name.

“Oh yeah. Baby, so good.” He had to release her nipple, had to hold her face in his hands, stare into her eyes. “So damned tight. Sweet. Ride me, sweetheart. Ride me out of hell.”

She took him deeper, rocking on him, moving against him as he lifted to her, watching her eyes, watching them as his chest tightened, exploded. She was staring at him the way she’d stared at him before he died. Before he was taken from her.

He had told her to imagine him however she needed to. To let him be whatever she needed. And this was how desperately she needed her husband. The man who had chased the adrenaline high rather than his future with her. But it had been more than that. So much more. And it ended here, in her arms, and he knew the loss hadn’t been worth it. Nothing was worth losing this woman.

“Yeah. Ride me now. Fuck me hard and sweet. But later. Later I’m going to lay you down and lap that pretty pussy again. Fill my mouth with your sweet juice. I’m going to tongue your pussy, Sabella. I’m going to suck your clit until you’re screaming. Begging. For me.”

She shivered and arched. She took more of him, her pussy growing wetter around him, tighter around him.

He had never talked to her like that. He’d always cuddled her, tried to protect her from what he was, from what had once been just a shadow of darkness inside his sexuality.

“Yes.” She hissed her pleasure, she loved it. Her head fell back as she moved on him, working herself on him, faster, slower, teasing and taking and giving until he was ready to roar with the agonizing pleasure of it.

The whore’s dust made the need sharper, harder. But it hadn’t changed the pleasure. She still gave him more pleasure, destroyed him with each touch, took him like a vixen in heat, and made him want to beg for more.

She rode him now, sliding up and down, watching him, her eyes narrowed, her face flushed as he watched the pleasure rising inside her as well.

He smiled. A tight hard smile. And did something he had never done as her husband. Hooking his arm around her he drew her to his chest, took her lips. The fingers of one hand slid into the syrupy juices surrounding his cock and drew them back to a place he had never touched as her husband.

A place he hadn’t yet explored, dreamed of exploring, ached to take. She was jerking against him, her breathing shallow now, taking his cock harder as he slickened his fingers, tucked one at that entrance and took control from her.

His hips slammed upward, his finger eased inside her. Slow and easy. Working in and out, lubricating with her own juices just enough to allow this penetration.

She was going wild. Arching and bucking.

“Easy. Slow down, Sabella. Slow and easy.” He pulled his finger back, worked more of her juices to the tiny entrance and slid in again. Slid in until he was lodged inside to the base of his finger, feeling her hot and tight there as well.

Then he moved.

“I want to take you here.” He was fucking her, driving inside her, shafting her with quick hard strokes.

“I want to stretch you, ease you. I want to slide into your hot little ass and feel you go insane with the pleasure of it.”

His finger moved slow and easy, sliding with the lightest strokes as he surged inside her pussy with his cock, slammed inside her until he felt the first ripples, the first warning contractions rippling through her pussy. She was getting ready to explode. He thrust harder, deeper, impaling her with his cock and with his finger and feeling his balls catch fire.

The flames rushed up his spine as she screamed against his chest, exploded around him and began jerking in his arms with the pleasure.

He heard his own yell. Her name. Just her name. Not the vow he had always given her. But it was followed by the hardest, hottest come he’d ever had in his life. Semen shot from his cock in furious, violent eruptions. It filled her, washed through her, and she cried out again, shivered and contracted around him again. Tense, tight, holding him inside her as she shuddered weakly through the pulsing pleasure then collapsed against his chest.

 

Later, much later, Sabella stared into the darkness. Noah slept beside her, one arm under her, one thrown over her. His head rested next to hers, the soft rhythm of his breathing flowed over her.

There were things, Sabella thought, that men just did not always consider when it came to women. Because women were smart enough not to tell them.

Women took the time to know the men they loved. The little things. Women were curious like that, where men weren’t always as perceptive, even big tough SEALs and superagents.

For instance, the way a man touched a woman’s body, the woman he loved. Not just the feel of his fingers, but how he did it. The strength could change, it could be gentle and firm, or it could be desperate and hungry, but still there were things that remained the same. Certain sensations, certain ways of doing it.

The way a man took a woman, hard and fast or slow and easy or anything in between, there was always a single constant. And that was the man.

Scars marred Noah’s hands and his body. There were calluses her husband hadn’t had and there were calluses her husband had had that were missing from Noah’s hands. But the way his cock pressed into her, the nerve endings it stroked, the way he filled her, the way he stretched her, it was all too similar.

Too many things were too similar.

“Sabella. You hit my truck. It was right there, in plain view.”

The memory slashed over her, around her. It seared in her memory. Nathan yelling at her. Nathan never yelled at her. He always controlled himself. But she had shocked him that day. He had gripped her shoulders to move her out of the way, but she had felt it. Felt the way his fingertips pressed, not ungently, in a distinct way. The way his fingers flared out, gripped, moved her.

She remembered his eyes. So wild, the way they went feverish with anger, arousal, and pure lust as he dragged her into the house.

It was distinctive. She remembered the exact spots his fingers had pressed into her shoulders, how it made them feel, how his eyes had changed.

She remembered where he hid his guns. How he hid his guns.

He had known where the coffee cups were in her kitchen that first morning when she had informed him he wouldn’t be sharing her bed. She had distracted him, made him angry right off, and he had stalked straight to the coffee cups and pulled one free, and not once had she shown him where they were.

He slept against her as her husband once had. He held her as her husband had held her.

And that first night, between sleep and waking, she was certain, now she was certain to the soles of her feet, that she had heard him whisper “go síoraí.” The words only her husband had known to whisper to her.

She turned her head to stare at him, watched how his hair fell over his brow now. Nathan had always kept his hair cut short, but the profile hadn’t changed that much. Small differences, enough to fool her at first.

He was her soul. No other man could have walked into her life and taken her over as he had. Only her husband could have done that.

And he had been lying to her all along.

He said he’d been captured. Pumped full of that horrifying drug that had been in the news a few years back. And she remembered her own nightmares. The crawling certainty that he was in danger, not dead. Hearing him scream out for her, begging her to save him, to help him. Her horror, her uncertainty. Waking in the middle of the night screaming from an agony that had no beginning and no end.

He said her husband had died. His eyes had held bleak, raging pain. And he hadn’t lied to her. He truly thought the man he was had died. And perhaps in ways he had. But this was still her husband, her lover, her soul. Only his name had changed. He was still hers.

And he was still lying to her. He was, and Rory was. Her eyes narrowed. The son of a bitch. Rory knew. He had told Rory, but he hadn’t told his own wife.

She fought back the panic, the pain at the thought that Noah hadn’t told her the truth, perhaps even hadn’t returned home for her. Rory was stronger. He was a man. And he knew the truth, she was certain of it. Whatever Noah was doing, did he think he would need help?

He had had to get into the garage, but why? To get to her? To do whatever he had come here to do?

She inhaled slowly. Whatever the reason, it was time her husband, as much as she loved him, adored him, as much as having him back in her arms meant to her, it was time he learned. Lying to Sabella was a very, very bad thing.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

The next morning Toby was still shaken, but he was at work on time and determined to stay. He wasn’t going to let anyone run him off, he claimed.

Sabella worked in the garage for several hours, tuning up one of the vehicles that had come in the evening before and finishing it before she looked at the clock and smiled.

She lowered the hood, her gaze going to Noah.

He was watching the computer readout on a new SUV, twirling a wrench lazily through his fingers and chewing gum. Damn, she was glad none of the old mechanics he had employed worked here anymore. They would have seen that and suspected instantly. If they had ever paid attention to it. It was something Sabella had found completely sexy the few times she had seen him do it, so many years ago.

Irish. Her heart swelled, tears threatened to rush to her eyes, and she had to turn away quickly to keep from sobbing out in joy.

Her Irish. He was back, he was here. She trembled at the knowledge and shook with the anger. Whatever had kept him away, it was obvious he had spent quite a lot of time recovering from it. She would have been there for him. She could have been there. She would have given up her life to have made a single day, a single hour, easier for him.

And he had refused to allow it. He hadn’t let her come to him, hadn’t let her comfort him, and even now, he tried to hide from her.

From the corner of her eye she watched as Rory came over to him, caught the wrench, and gave his brother a warning glare.

Oh yeah, Rory knew. He knew well enough to know to watch for the little things that would give Noah away. She turned away before narrowing her eyes as a sense of betrayal filled her. He could tell his brother, but he couldn’t tell her?

She turned and jerked the mechanic’s rag from the counter and cleaned her hands.

“Rory, I have an appointment,” she called out. “I’ll be back around five.”

Both Rory and Noah turned to her, their expressions wiping, becoming bland. Bastards.

“We have a lot of work piled up here, Belle.” Rory cleared his throat as Noah crossed his arms over his chest and gave her a brooding stare.

“It can’t be helped.” She shrugged. “I’m running up to the house to shower then I have to meet Sienna and Kira.”

She tossed the rag back to the counter and dug her car keys from her back pocket. She flashed them both a tight, hard smile.

“I’m sure you can survive without me.”

Kira had been surprised when Sabella had called her that morning and asked if she wanted to meet her and Sienna at the spa. The other woman was wary, cautious, but game. Sabella liked that about her. Kira was no one’s fool, but she was also curious as hell.

Sabella moved from the garage to her car aware of Noah following her. He caught her as she reached the little red BMW Z8 Nathan had rebuilt for her just before he had left on that last mission.

The fender was still crumpled from slamming it into the back of Nathan’s truck. The truck that still sat in the garage. Unused. His pride and joy. She wondered if he had even checked on his truck. He could have done it easily without her knowing about it.

She had just reached the car when she felt his fingers curl around her upper arm, drawing her to a stop.

Sabella felt her breath catch. Her eyes closed and emotion swamped her. Joy, anger, sorrow, and so much hope. So much hope it nearly brought her to her knees. And fear. Did she want this so badly that she was seeing no more than an illusion?

No. It wasn’t an illusion. It was her Irish.

“What’s going on?” His voice was rough, grating. Somehow, something had happened to the voice that had sung Irish ballads to her, that whispered her name with such a lyrical quality.

But it wasn’t the voice that held her soul, it was the man.

She cleared her throat and turned to him, staring at his chin.

“I told you, I have an appointment at the spa.” She tugged her arm out of his grip before glancing up at his eyes, fighting to hold back the sheer awe she felt that she could hold him again. That she could love him again.

Her Irish. She wanted to throw her arms around him and cry out his name, and she couldn’t.

She didn’t know how dangerous it could be, to him, to all of them. But mostly to him. If he had come back to her as another man, he would have had to have a reason that risked all their lives. And her husband was incredibly protective, no matter what name he went by. He would fight to save those he loved, no matter the risk.

“Why today?” His voice hardened. He didn’t want her to leave. He wanted her to stay, where he could watch her.

“Does it matter? Is there a reason why I shouldn’t go?”

“Well, nothing other than the fact that one of your employees was nearly killed yesterday.” His lips tightened and his eyes glowed back at her with an edge of worry and anger.

“They were striking at you, not at me.” She wasn’t ignoring the truth. “Whatever happened the night before is what targeted Toby, Noah. Not me. I know how to be careful. And my husband taught me how to watch my back,” she reminded him. “I’m not an unwary teenager.”

She saw him flinch.

“No, you’re a stubborn little hellion determined to do things her own way,” he growled.

She opened the door to her car before turning back to him.

“I’m meeting Sienna for lunch, then we have an appointment at the spa. Now that you’re here and the garage is doing so well, I thought I’d take an afternoon off and be a girl rather than a grease rag for a change. Do you have a problem with that?”

Those eyes. Arousal sparked, then flamed within them.

“Manicure?” He lifted his lips in a little snarl.

“A manicure would be wasted on this place.” She waved her hand to the garage. “And I’d much prefer playing with guys’ motors than babying a set of nails. But a nice massage. A cut and style.” She shook her hair at him. “Maybe a facial.” Maybe a wax.

She could feel the thought hovering between them. Maybe having the curls removed from between her thighs again, feeling his beard against sensitive bare skin, feeling his tongue love the bare folds. She had her husband back, but she wasn’t willing to give up her independence again. There had been a few things she enjoyed from the girly zone she and Sienna called the spa.

As he watched her, she could see what was coming. His lashes blinked over his eyes slowly, his expression became set, determined, dominant. The dominance was a new facet, or perhaps one that had been hidden in the past.

“I’d prefer you wait,” he finally said. “Or let me drive you in.”

“I don’t need a babysitter, Noah.” She shook her head. She needed away from him, just for a little while. “Stay out of knife fights at night, and maybe you won’t have to worry so much.”

She had checked the wounds this morning when they awoke, rebandaged them, and she was amazed he hadn’t bled to death while he was taking her.

“I have to go.” She slid into the car. “Don’t forget Becca Jean’s car this afternoon. She has a heavy class load over the next few months and I want to make sure there’s nothing more wrong with it than resetting the computer chip.”

“I’ll take care of it,” he bit out. “Dammit, Sabella. At least be careful.”

“I’m always careful.” She gripped the steering wheel and stared back at him, infuriated. “You’re the one that doesn’t know how to stay out of trouble.”

She gripped the door handle, pulled it from him, aware that she only did it because he allowed it, and started the car.

A second later she was pulling out of the parking lot and glancing in the rearview mirror to see him putting his cell phone to his ear.

She wondered who her babysitter would be.

Noah watched as the little BMW pulled into the parking lot beside the two-story brick house and Sabella went inside.

Micah Sloane and John Vincent were taking turns keeping an eye on her when she wasn’t with Noah. Noah hadn’t intended that she be out of his sight for long. And he didn’t like her running around town without him. There were too many unknowns in this case and not enough information yet.

Shaking his head, he punched in the speed dial for Micah, let him know to watch her, because there was no doubt she would catch him tailing her, and went back to the pickup he had been working on.

Delbert Ransome was Mike Conrad’s cousin. He’d brought the truck in when the other two garages in town couldn’t fix the revisions he’d made to the motor to add to its power and to the traction control.

Delbert liked to take the spiffy little four-by-four into the mountains and act like a damned fool. He worked for a neighboring rancher, Gaylen Patrick, and liked to brag about how close he was to the bank president, his cousin and one of the most powerful ranchers in town.

Biting off a curse, he threw an irritated look toward the house again and grabbed a mechanic’s creeper before lying back on it and rolling beneath the engine to see what the hell Delbert had done to the new motor.

It was clean. Delbert like to keep the motor power-washed and looking nice and pretty. He hadn’t been beneath the motor for long when he found it. The flashlight he was using skimmed over the odd shadow, then came back. There, lit by the powerful little light, was something he knew Ransome couldn’t have imagined he’d missed in washing the motor. A small clump of mud, mixed with something darker, and lodged in its underside, a clump of black hair and dried flesh.

He slid out from under the truck, checked to see if the other mechanics were watching, then levered himself up and pulled two small vials and a penknife from the toolbox along with several tools he wouldn’t be needing.

He moved back under the vehicle, scraped the samples from the motor into the little plastic vials, capped them, then pushed them into his jeans pocket until he could get the vials to one of the other men to take to the bunker.

Gaylen Patrick was on their list of suspects as being involved with, or heading, the Black Collar Militia. He had the contacts and the cash. And now, one of his main ranch hands would be implicated in the deaths.

If the DNA matched any of the bodies that had been found, then they had a main player, and hopefully more information.

And the danger would rise.

Noah checked the underside of the truck again, looking for more samples and finding several lodged in various areas of the motor, tucked into places Delbert’s power washer hadn’t been able to reach.

Stupid bastard.

He stored the samples and let the motor go. Checking into it more deeply for the problem with the traction or power could lead to complications. If Delbert thought the garage had done no more than an overall test, then when he was arrested for those samples he wouldn’t pin the blame on Sabella’s head. Or Noah’s.

Hiding a smug grin, he called over to the mechanic he suspected was a plant, and put him on the truck instead.

Noah knew for a fact he’d found everything incriminating in there, and what was left, the sallow-skinned little mechanic working on the truck wouldn’t find. It was tucked in too deep. Just enough left to incriminate Delbert when the truck was taken apart.

Noah went upstairs to the apartment, and recorded the positioning of the remaining evidence, the areas from which he had scraped the hair and skin samples, folded the paper around the vials, and wrapped it all together with heavy rubber bands before pushing it into the pocket of his jeans again and returning to the garage.

It would be a few hours before Nik could safely leave, without being noticed, and head to the bunker. Going over to Sabella’s friend’s car, he looked it over carefully, while keeping the mechanic working on the truck in close view.

If he found anything, Delbert would be there fast to pick up the truck. If he didn’t, the mechanic would keep doing what he was doing now, scratching his head and checking the fuel injection. Those samples weren’t anywhere close to the fuel injection.

Noah saw Sabella pulling out of the driveway to the house, and a few seconds later Micah’s car pulled out of a nearby street and followed behind her. She was covered, but it bit his ass that he wasn’t the one covering her, protecting her.

Shaking his head, he moved back into the garage and grinned back at the mechanic watching him from Delbert’s pickup. In a gesture of friendliness, the man was shaking his head and grinning.

“She’s a fine one.” The mechanic, Chuck Leon, grinned and pulled at the dirty blond goatee he wore. “You could do worse in these parts.”

“Yeah, I could,” Noah grunted. “And I could get more mechanics too if you don’t want to work.”

Something flickered in the other man’s brown eyes. But he nodded slowly before bending to the motor and going back to work.

Noah wasn’t there to make friends with militia members, he was there to identify them and get their asses behind bars. But he had to admit, Leon was a hell of a mechanic when he wanted to be.

Noah’s eyes met Nik’s. The Russian was bent over the hood of the third car in the bay, while the fourth man was working the counter in the convenience section. Nik wasn’t the sociable type. The big Russian with his white-blond hair and icy blue eyes was more killer material than checkout.

Glancing back toward the road, Noah clenched his teeth and went back to work. There were more cars waiting in the parking lot outside. Nik seemed to be pulling in the college girls. They liked his rough looks evidently. More of Toby’s friends were dropping their cars off when they had to, and more of their parents were coming, stopping by, checking to see how things were going.

There was a rhythm developing, and Noah was letting it seep into him more and more. Just as Sabella was taking a firmer hold on his very spirit than she had ever had.

Enough so that he was beginning to wonder, when it was all over and done with, how he would manage to walk away from her again. The men of the Elite Ops were dead men except the current members of the former SEAL Team he’d fought with. There was no rebirth. Nathan Malone could never return. Not to Alpine, not this family, and to Sabella.

But walking away from her was going to be impossible.

 

“I’m convinced we need a girls’ night out.” Sienna stretched on the massage table as she, Sabella, and Kira Richards lay beneath the thin sheets in the massage room while talented hands worked at the kinks along their bodies.

“Girls’ night out?” Sabella mumbled. “I remember those. They were hell. I always had a hangover after hanging out with you, Sienna.”

Her friend snickered. “I’m sick of hanging around the house at night. Rick doesn’t come in till all hours, and when he does come home, he just goes to sleep.”

There was something in Sienna’s voice, some note of anger that Sabella remembered hearing several times in the past few years.

“You and Rick still fighting over his schedule?” she asked.

“Same old.” Sienna waved her hand indifferently. “But now that you’ve rejoined the land of the living, I thought a night out would be nice.”

Sabella pondered the idea for all of a second.

“My new mechanic needs supervision,” she finally said mockingly. “I’m supervising.”

Kira snorted. Sienna groaned. “I can’t believe you’re doing the nasty with your mechanic. Nathan would have had a fit, Sabella.”

There was a tense silence as Sienna’s comment struck a raw nerve. Sienna had been friends with her and Nathan, but she’d had more of a history with Nathan.

“Nathan would have wanted me to be happy,” she finally said softly.

“With another man just like him?” Sienna asked. “Come on, you’re on the rebound. The guy has eyes that remind you of your husband’s and the same attitude. Second best isn’t enough for a man like that. He’s going to go ballistic on you soon.”

“Then he can go ballistic the other way.” Sabella shrugged as though it didn’t matter.

But why wasn’t she more inclined to want to talk to Sienna about this? To share the knowledge building in her. She had always told Sienna everything. Shared everything with her friend, until Nathan’s “death.”

Now, she didn’t want to share this with anyone, though she admitted she had to bite her lip to keep from grilling Kira about Noah Blake, because she knew, knew to the bottom of her soul, that Kira knew everything Ian knew.

“I told you, get the sexual crisis out of the way,” Kira mumbled from her massage table beside Sabella’s. “Let her get the kink out of her guts, Sienna. She’ll feel better for it.”

That edge of amusement in the other woman’s voice could have meant anything.

“One of these days I’m going to make you pay for that advice,” Sabella warned her. “The man is positively possessive. He could make me crazy.”

Let her make of that what she would.

“Nathan was so easygoing.” Sienna sighed. “He never got jealous.”

Oh, that wasn’t necessarily true, Sabella admitted to herself. Nathan had been jealous, he just hid it, even from her. He’d been easygoing, filled with laughter, always polite, but there had been a core of seething emotion inside her husband that was finally free. And one of those emotions was jealousy. She had known even years before that Nathan, the man he had once been, had capped that particular emotion. He had fought it, because he trusted her. Because he had known there was no way to lock her away while he was on a mission or while he was home. But that hadn’t meant he hadn’t felt it, and that she hadn’t felt the echoes of it.

“No. He never got jealous,” Sabella agreed.

That was something else Sienna didn’t know, and Sabella admitted she had no intention of telling her. Noah was hiding, obviously for a reason. She couldn’t risk endangering whatever he was doing. She refused to risk his life.

“Is he anything like Nathan?” Sienna lifted her head, her gaze direct as she met Sabella’s.

Sabella stared back at her friend, hating the suspicion that raged inside her. She didn’t trust her best and dearest friend in the world. And that hurt.

“No,” she finally said, and in some ways, it was the truth. “Nathan was easier going. Always smiling. Always loving. Noah is more intense, quieter. More dominant maybe.”

“An animal.” Kira pretended a shudder. “He looks like he would be wild in the sack.”

“Would you shut up,” Sabella said, laughing.

“Is he an animal in bed, Belle?” Sienna snickered.

“He’s an animal all right. All growls and snapping and snarling around,” she said. “And what he’s like in bed has nothing to do with it.”

Kira and Sienna both lifted their heads and stared at her in shock.

“Since when?” Kira arched a perfect brow in false surprise.

“After marriage, definitely,” Sienna grunted. “It’s hump hump, sleep sleep.”

Kira and Sabella jerked their gazes to Sienna. She lifted her brows, waggled them then laughed and laid her head back to the padded table.

But there was something about her statement, that laugh, that made Sabella wonder if there wasn’t more to her comment than she was letting on.

Conversation eased then. The massage wrapped up, and soon after, Sabella was dressed and paying her bill. She was waxed and oiled, styled and pedicured. Her nails had been buffed and trimmed. She felt like a woman again. She hadn’t felt like a woman in so many years. It felt like forever. She felt like a lover, almost like a wife, and excited, exhilarated by the emotions and the sexuality that flowed freely within her again.

She felt the excitement moving with her. Noah had an edge now, a hard-core, hungry edge that called to that part of her that she’d always kept a rein on during their previous relationship.

He talked dirty to her. He was naughty and he made her feel naughty. He made her want to push him, challenge him. He made her want things she would have never asked him for before. Because he had controlled their sexuality. Because she hadn’t had him with her nearly enough in those two years. The missions he had gone on had been steady; sometimes, she had done without him for weeks at a time. When he came home, she gave her husband what her husband needed, though she had known that as the years passed, they would grow into each other. If they had had those years to share.

As she waved back to Sienna, who had managed to find a parking spot close to the entrance, Sabella and Kira walked at a slow pace, silent. The tension between them wasn’t hostile, but it was there, thick and heavy.

“How’s Noah doing?” Kira tucked her hands in the pockets of her shorts as they walked, glancing over at her curiously. “His wounds are doing okay?”

“So far.” She nodded, swallowing deeply. Kira knew something, as did her husband Ian, and Sabella knew it. And she hated the lies, though she was trying to understand them.

“You didn’t tell Sienna about the attack,” Kira mentioned then. “Why not?”

Sabella paused at the back of her car and turned to meet Kira’s gaze. “Because I don’t know how widespread that knowledge is. If no one knows he’s wounded, then they won’t think he’s weak and come after him again. They reported the attempted hit-and-run on Toby, but Sienna asked about that this morning. There was no sense in saying more about it.”

Kira’s too perceptive gaze met her own then.

“How do you feel about a few hours and a few glasses of wine?” Kira finally asked. “Ian’s going to be out of the house until morning, and like for Sienna, the house gets too quiet sometimes.”

Sabella doubted that. She stared around the parking lot for a long moment before turning back to the other woman.

“Why don’t you come to my house instead.” She turned back to her. “My husband had a nice stock of wine in the basement. We could uncork one of his favorites.” Wouldn’t that horrify Noah? “Get drunk and trash men.”

“You’re still angry with him?” Kira asked, a curious glint in her eye.

“I can always find a reason to be angry at a man that lies to me,” she informed the other woman. “It’s in the rule book. We’re allowed.”

Kira’s lips quirked as she nodded. “I’ll follow you,” she decided. “You know, Sabella, I have a feeling you’re a hell of a lot more perceptive than Ian or Noah wants to admit to. That could make our men uncomfortable.”

“Serves them right.” Sabella laughed, though she gritted her teeth at the thought moments later.

Finding out exactly why those two men were lying their asses off to her was her objective. And if she didn’t find out on her own soon, then she was going to be bashing one dominating, overly possessive, lying Navy SEAL. And she was going to do it with the flat side of her black iron skillet.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

“We have trouble.” Nik spoke as he eased up to Noah where he stood in the wide entrance to the garage, staring up at the house on the hill, his eyes narrowed, jaw bunched.

Kira Richards had driven in behind Sabella an hour before. The two women had carried several grocery bags into the house and he hadn’t seen them since.

Sabella hadn’t come down to collect the deposit for the bank. She had called and told Rory to take care of it for her, and she hadn’t even asked to talk to him.

“What’s the trouble?” Noah asked as he crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the house, willing Sabella to step outside.

“Micah reported in a few minutes ago. He hung around town after she left with Ian’s wife. He saw Mike Conrad go into the spa, pull their masseuses and techs aside. From what Micah saw from out back, the man was questioning them pretty heavily.”

Noah flicked him a look. “He didn’t find out anything.”

Sabella didn’t know enough to be a danger to them, but it wouldn’t matter what she knew, she would have never discussed it.

“Probably not,” Nik agreed. “Point is, he’s suspicious. It could come back on her.” He nodded to the house, indicating Sabella.

“Then he’ll die.” Noah turned back to Nik, icy resolve burning inside him as he met the Russian’s gaze.

Nik nodded slowly, his pale face as cold, as bleak as death. And Noah knew he was remembering his own lost family and the lengths he would have gone to protect them.

“I’ll be at your back,” Nik told him then. “No doubt, Noah Blake, I’ll be at your back.”

Nik turned and reentered the garage, and Noah stayed in place, and watched the house. Wondered what the hell Sabella and Kira were up to.

“Toby, Nik will drive you home,” he yelled back to the office. “Get ready to roll.”

He looked at the clock. It was nearly seven, almost closing time. And Sabella had been to the spa. For hours. He remembered those all-day spa trips. And he damned sure remembered what awaited him that night when he crawled between the loveliest pair of thighs he had ever known.

Bare, slick flesh. Sheened with her juices. Luscious, tasty, a hint of almond oil on her flesh, nothing between him and tasting her.

“Belle thought we should start keeping the convenience store and gas pumps open longer now that we have more help,” Rory announced as he stepped out to Noah minutes later. “You working tonight’s shift?” Smug amusement filled his brother’s tone.

“Only if you’re dead.” He turned back to Rory slowly. “You look like you’re breathing to me. Should we see about giving you an excuse not to work it? But death is the only one that will work.”

Rory grimaced as he shoved his hands in his dark gray work pants and glared back at Noah. “I had a date.”

“So do I,” Noah informed him.

“My date is more important,” Rory growled. “I’ve been after this woman for months. Pretty little phys-ed major.” He sighed. “She’s built, Noah.”

“She’s doomed to disappointment tonight. Unless you want to go ahead and close on time.”

Rory glanced up at the house. “Do you think she’ll notice?”

“Probably.”

Rory turned back to him, narrowed his eyes, and got that calculating look on his face that Noah knew well.

“I’ll close up early, and you keep her busy so she doesn’t figure it out,” he suggested. “And when Sabella finally figures out what a prick you are, I’ll take up for you.”

“You close up early, you face Sabella’s wrath. And if she ever figures out what a prick I am, then we’re all in a hell of a lot more trouble than you ever imagined,” Noah told him, his voice low, intent. “So you better pray that one doesn’t happen.”

He left it at that before striding through the garage, into the office, to the door of the apartment. Locking it behind him, he took the stairs two at a time until he was at the second door. There, he pulled the narrow sliver of the toothpick he had pushed into the lock free and stepped slowly inside.

He could see the glimmer of Scotch tape on the door across the room that led to the deck. It was still in place. The door hadn’t been opened.

He was still cautious as he moved through the apartment though and locked the heavy door to the bathroom behind him. Sabella had been to the spa, and he couldn’t wait, he was damned near shaking in anticipation of what could be awaiting him.

 

A bottle of wine sat empty on the bar and Sabella stared morosely at her half-empty glass. Unfortunately, she had drunk most of it.

“I’m turning into a lush,” she said as she lifted her gaze and glanced at the other woman.

Kira was relaxed into the high-backed bar stool, one slim leg crossed over the opposite knee and staring at her own glass.

“It’s damned good wine. Good thing your husband isn’t here. He might have spanked you otherwise. It’s very old wine, I do believe.”

Sabella grinned at the thought of it, and at Kira’s particular phrasing. Her deliberate phrasing. This wasn’t a woman who messed up. She was too much like her husband. Too deliberate, too comfortable in her own skin, in who and what she was.

“Lucky, ain’t I?”

Kira’s brow arched. “You must be getting along very well with your mechanic then.”

“I haven’t thrown a glass at him yet.” Sabella sat back in her bar stool and regarded the other woman curiously. “My husband and I were barely married a year before I threw a glass at him. He was a damned good man, but I believe he might have thought I needed ‘guidance.’ ”

“Guidance in what?”

Amusement glittered in her gray eyes. Sabella sipped her wine and watched the other woman. There was an air of confidence, of sheer daring, in Kira Richards that Sabella envied but wouldn’t wish for herself.

“In being a SEAL wife.” Sabella’s lips quirked in a grin. “He could come home busted up, wounded, bruised to hell and back, and just say ‘bad mission,’ and I wasn’t to worry. I wasn’t to check the bruises or kiss his boo-boos. That was the reason I threw the first glass. I thought it would help. He can let the bad guys beat up on him, but I can’t worry about him?” She arched her brows. “Fine, he could carry bruises from me as well.”

“You just said ‘can,’ not ‘could,’ ” Kira stated.

It reminded her of the way Nathan used to watch the world, and still did in some cases. With knowing suspicion.

“Slip of the tongue.” Sabella shrugged, and they both knew better.

“So, your mechanic doesn’t attempt to guide you?” Kira asked her.

“I’ve matured.” Sabella sipped at her wine. “I don’t throw glasses anymore.”

Kira’s brow arched. “What do you do now?”

Sabella stared down at her wine before lifting the glass and finishing it. “I do as I please,” she finally answered. “I won’t build my life around a man again.” She met Kira’s gaze once more. “And I don’t accept lies any longer, Kira. From anyone.”

“I haven’t lied to you,” Kira pointed out with a smile.

Sabella nodded. “And for that, you got to share my husband’s prize wine with me.” She grinned. “I’ll imagine it’s him spanking me if my mechanic ever decides to get around to getting that brave.”

Not a flicker betrayed the howl of laughter Kira was holding inside. Damn, Sabella had grown on her over the years, but in the past weeks, she had seen the true measure of strength this woman had.

“Ian retired from the SEALs just before Jordan did, didn’t he?” Sabella asked.

“He did,” Kira affirmed. “He’d had enough.”

“So what’s he doing now?”

“Not a lot.” Kira smiled. “He consults every now and then with a few places. Security matters.” She waved her hand as if she didn’t have a clue.

Bullshit. Sabella inhaled slowly. Half-truths, but enough to understand Ian and Noah were working together. This woman was working with her husband and with Noah. It was why she had befriended Sienna and it was the reason she had made certain she met Sabella.

“Kira.” She leaned forward. “If you knew anything about what Noah is doing here, or any information about my husband’s last mission or specifically the recovery of his body, would you tell me?”

Kira eyed her thoughtfully for long moments before her lips pursed and she said softly, “No. I wouldn’t be able to tell you that.” Then she leaned forward as well. “I like you, Sabella. You’re a very dear friend of mine, and because you are, between you and me, I’ll tell you one thing.”

Sabella leaned back, knowing she wasn’t going to get what she wanted, but listening anyway.

“You’re intuitive. You told me once your dad was a detective, and he taught you to use those instincts.”

“He did.” Her father had been her life until his and her mother’s death. He had taught her so much.

“Then trust those instincts. I believe your father loved you. He taught you how to protect yourself, how to watch people and how to know them. Believe in what your father taught you. In what your husband taught you.”

“I think I need coffee rather more than more wine.” Sabella set the glass aside and she let it go. She’d found out what she needed to know. She wouldn’t push this friendship further. She and Kira knew the truth, they couldn’t speak it, neither of them could acknowledge it. But they knew. “How long are you and Ian going to be in town this time?”

“I’m not certain.” Kira put her glass on the counter as Sabella moved to the coffee maker. “Ian hasn’t set a time limit, and we’re still rather enjoying our time together.”

Sabella nodded. In other words, however long the mission here took, she guessed.

She wondered what Noah would do when the mission here was over. Would he tell his wife, then, who he was and what had happened to him?

“Are you having problems stepping into a relationship with Noah?” Kira asked her suddenly. “I would imagine it’s hard. Sienna mentioned you’ve not been involved with anyone since your husband died.”

“Just as she suggested it was a rebound relationship?” Sabella snorted. “No. I’m not having any problems at all.”

She tucked her hands into the back pocket of her short jeans skirt and moved to the wide kitchen window.

She could see the back of the garage. Noah’s Harley sat close to the cement building, gleaming black in the waning summer sunlight.

“You and Sienna have been friends for a long time,” Kira stated. “Still, I’d have hesitated to say that to a friend of mine.”

Sabella shrugged. “Sienna can be blunt sometimes, especially when she and Rick are going head to head over something.”

“They don’t get along well then?”

Sabella turned back to her. “They get along fine. She just hates his schedule. And Rick is pretty intense about his job.”

“Most men that work in a protective capacity are rather intense.” Kira nodded. “Ian mentioned that Admiral Holloran said you had called Rissa Clay a few days ago. That was very kind of you.”

Sabella frowned and pushed her fingers through her hair worriedly.

Her husband’s last mission had been the rescue of Rissa Clay and two other young girls. She hadn’t called to ask Rissa anything, she remembered very little of that night, Sabella had been told. But she called occasionally, because she knew Rissa. Cared for her. Thankfully the other girl seemed to be doing well.

“I knew Rissa before she was kidnapped,” she said softly. “Nathan and I sometimes flew into Washington to visit with his uncle Jordan. Rissa was around a lot. She lived close by with her father so we were invited to several of the parties. She was a sweet girl.”

She hadn’t deserved what had happened to her.

“Rissa is a very sweet young woman.” Kira nodded. “I saw her a few weeks ago. She’s recovered well from the horror of the kidnapping. Six years has given her some distance, some resolution I believe.”

Sabella was silent, the thought of what Rissa had gone through weighing heavily on her. Nathan had supposedly died during the mission to rescue Rissa Clay and two other senator’s daughters. One of the young women had died, the other, Emily Stanton, had married another of Nathan’s friends and a fellow SEAL, Kell Krieger.

Before she could say anything more, Sabella swung around at the sound of Noah’s Harley purring to life behind the garage.

God. He was dressed in snug jeans and riding chaps. A snug dark T-shirt covered his upper body, conformed to it. And he was riding her way.

“Is there anything sexier than a man in riding chaps riding a Harley?” Kira asked behind her. “It makes a woman simply want to melt.”

And Sabella was melting. She watched as he pulled around the side of the garage then took the gravel road that led to the back of the house. The sound of the Harley purred closer, throbbing, building the excitement inside her.

“I think it’s time for me to leave,” Kira said with a light laugh. “Don’t bother to see me out.”

Sabella didn’t. She listened as the Harley drew into the graveled lot behind the house and moved to the back door. She opened it, stepping out on the back deck as he swung his leg over the cycle and strode toward her.

That long-legged lean walk. It made her mouth water. Made her heart throb in her throat as hunger began to race through her.

“The spa treated you well,” he announced as he paused at the bottom of the steps and stared back at her. “Feel like messing your hair up and going out this evening? We could have dinner in town. Ride around a little bit.”

She hadn’t ridden on a motorcycle since she was a teenager. She glanced at the cycle, then back to Noah.

“I’d need to change clothes.”

His gaze flickered over her short jeans skirt, her T-shirt.

“That would be a damned shame too,” he stated. “I have to say, Ms. Malone, you have some beautiful legs there.”

No one had ever been as charming as Nathan. She remembered when they were dating, how he would just show up, out of the blue, driving that monster pickup of his and grinning like a rogue when he picked her up. He’d been the epitome of a bad boy, and he had been all hers. He was still all hers.

“Bare legs and motorcycles don’t exactly go together,” she pointed out.

He nodded soberly, though his eyes had a wicked glint to them. “This is a fact, beautiful. And pretty legs like that, we wouldn’t want to risk.”

She leaned against the porch post and stared back at him. “I have a pickup, you know.” She propped one hand on her hip and stared back at him.

“Really?” Was that avarice she saw glinting in his eyes, or for just the slightest second, pure, unadulterated joy at the mention of that damned pickup?

He looked around. “I haven’t seen a pickup.”

“It’s in the garage,” she told him carelessly. “A big black monster with bench seats. Four-by-four gas-guzzling alphamale steel and chrome.”

He grinned. He was so proud of that damned pickup.

“Where did something so little come up with a truck that big?” he teased her then.

She shrugged. “It belonged to my husband. Now, it belongs to me.” That last statement had his gaze sharpening.

“You drive it?”

“All the time,” she lied, tormenting him. “I don’t have to worry about pinging it now that my husband is gone. He didn’t like pings.”

Did he swallow tighter?

“It’s pinged then?”

She snorted. “Not hardly. Do you want to drive the monster or question me about it? Or I could change into jeans and we could ride your cycle. Which is it?”

Which was it? Noah stared back at her, barely able to contain his shock that she had kept the pickup. He knew for a fact there were times the payments on the house and garage had gone unpaid—his “death” benefits hadn’t been nearly enough—almost risking her loss of both during those first months of his “death.” Knowing she had held on to that damned truck filled him with more pleasure than he could express. Knowing she was going to let someone who wasn’t her husband drive it filled him with horror.

The contradictory feelings clashed inside him, and he promised himself he was going to spank her for this.

“You’re being awful generous with your late husband’s possessions,” he told her.

She grinned back at him. “You’ve loosened me up maybe? Besides, you’ve already slept with his wife, why not drive his truck? Kira drank his 1925 Chateau Feytit Clinet red wine today.”

Did he look pale? Noah swore he could feel himself blanch. His 1925 Chateau Feytit Clinet? No. She hadn’t shared that with Kira Richards. The one person in the world besides Sabella who knew exactly how horrified he’d be to hear that Sabella had dipped into his treasure trove of wines?

“He had a 1925 Feytit Clinet?” He almost wheezed. How he kept his voice calm and level he didn’t know. Hell, his training had just been shot to hell. “And you shared it with Ian Richards’s wife?”

“He had lots of wine.” She turned and shot him a look over her shoulder. “Maybe one of these nights I’ll share the other one with you. Do you want me to meet you at the garage with the pickup? It won’t take me long.”

Let her drive his pickup? Had she lost her damned mind?

“I can leave the cycle here.” He nodded to the back drive as he stepped to the porch. “I’ll just help you lock up.”

“Okay.” There was a swing to her hips that almost had his tongue hanging out of his mouth. And he almost—only almost—forgot about the wine and the truck.

She drank his wine? Drove his truck? And Rory hadn’t warned him ahead of time?

He locked the back door, checked the house, as she gathered her purse and grabbed a light denim jacket from her bedroom. They met at the bottom of the stairs where she held up the keys to the truck. He almost sighed with pleasure as he took them and followed Sabella into the garage.

He knew the minute he looked at the black and chrome Ford four-by-four that she hadn’t driven it since the day she brought it back from the garage. After she had slammed her little BMW into it and claimed it was all his fault.

Because he was cutting the grass without a shirt and she had been looking at him instead of the truck.

That had been the day he had realized just how much he did love his spritely little wife. Because instead of raging, instead of babying his truck, he had picked his wife up, carried her into the house, and fucked her on the stairs because he couldn’t make it to the bedroom.

“Nice.” He patted the side of the hood, ran his hand along the curved frame.

“Yeah. It was Nathan’s baby.” There was an edge of amused indulgence in her voice.

“You weren’t?” He looked up at her, staring at her across the hood of the truck. Because he knew she had been his life. She was still his life.

Hadn’t he loved her well enough that she knew she was the most important thing to him?

“I was his wife.” She moved to the door and opened it before climbing onto the running board and stepping into the passenger side.

Noah pulled the driver’s side door open and moved in beneath the steering wheel aware that her answer wasn’t enough to satisfy him. Yes, she had been his wife, but she had been so much more as well. His heart. His soul. And for nineteen months, she had been his sanity.

“How long since you started it?”

She stared out the windshield. “A while.”

The odd note in her voice had him pausing as he pushed the key into the ignition.

“I start it every few weeks.” She shrugged.

She lowered her head to where her fingers were twining together in her lap and shook her head. She pulled the seat belt across her, buckled in, and propped her elbow on the window before turning to look at him.

“I used to sleep in the truck when I couldn’t sleep in the bed.”

“You missed him.” He was glad for the darkness in the garage, the shadows between them.

“I missed him,” she agreed, before reaching out her hand and pressing a button in the dash. “Garage door opener. I had it installed while he was on that last mission. It was supposed to be a surprise.”

The garage doors eased open, sliding up, revealing the lengthening shadows outside.

“Come over here.” He unlocked her seat belt, caught her wrist and pulled her to his side. He latched the middle belt before locking his own and sliding the truck in reverse.

He pulled out of the garage, hit the button for the garage door, and watched it close and lock as easily as it had unlocked and opened. He’d wanted the damned thing so badly he could taste the need before that last mission. But he’d been saving for something else. Something for Sabella.

She’d done it for him, and he found his chest expanding, his heart breaking. Every minute he spent with her, he saw more and more things he hadn’t taken the time to notice when he had been “alive.” Things he wished he had taken the time to discover.

“Sure you want me to drive your husband’s truck?” he asked. He was pushing her, and he didn’t know why.

Six years she had grieved for him, and in the space of a few short weeks, she’d become his lover, she was letting him drive her husband’s truck, had let him fuck her husband’s wife, had let him sleep in his bed.

The fact that he was her husband was beside the point. Sort of.

“Yeah.” She nodded slowly. “I think it’s time.”

“Time for what?”

She turned her head and stared back at him, her expression composed, calm. Almost cool.

“I think it’s time to let my husband go. Don’t you, Noah?”

And what the hell was he supposed to say to that? He clenched his jaw, slid the truck into drive, and pulled away from the house.

Let her husband go, his ass. She had a hold on him so damned tight he didn’t know if he was coming or going, and the chance to tell her the damned truth was long gone.

There was no way she would understand now, so many years after his rescue, why he hadn’t sent for her. Why he hadn’t wanted her with him. She would never know the demons that ravaged his mind then, and he thanked God for that. She would never know the nights he spent thinking of her, aching for her. She would never know how hard it had been not to come to her, to take her, to love her as he was doing now.

And still he was holding back parts of the sexual needs that raged at him, that filled his mind, that filled him with dark fantasies. Needs he was afraid Sabella wouldn’t be able to understand if she had any idea who he was, or who he had been to her.

As the silence lengthened in the truck and they drove closer to town, he realized mistakes, too long past, that he had made. Both in his marriage, and later, after his rescue.

She had held on to every aspect of their lives together. And though she didn’t know who he was, still she had moved back into his arms, his dreams, his life, as though she had been born to be there.

“Your husband was a fool,” he finally told her.

She didn’t say anything for long moments before she glanced up at him, her eyes somber, sad. “Why do you say that?”

“Because only a fool would have risked losing his life, and losing you, as he did.” That mission. He had been so certain it would be a piece of cake, though a part of him had known better. A part of him that he no longer ignored. But he had ignored it that time.

She turned her head and stared through the windshield. She didn’t answer him. She studied her fingers in a gesture that he knew was both sad, and lonely. Whatever emotions were twisting inside her, she kept them to herself. And perhaps it was better that way. This was better for her, letting him go, getting on with her life, choosing a lover, letting go of the past.

When the time came that he had . . . That this mission was over. He couldn’t even let himself think of losing her again.

Noah Blake didn’t have to die. Noah Blake could claim Sabella Malone. He could hold her, keep her, he could marry her and move into that house on the hill.

He stopped himself. Noah Blake didn’t even belong to himself anymore. He belonged to the Elite Ops. He had signed the papers. He had given them what he should have given his wife.

His future. And as he had been warned, once he signed those papers he was the property of whatever shadowy organization had paid for his rebirth. The advanced surgeries, the repairs to bone and muscle that no amount of money could have paid for otherwise.

Had he returned to Sabella then, he would have been partially disabled, he wouldn’t have been a SEAL, he would have been a husk of the man he had been.

He had signed away his life as Nathan Malone and resignation wasn’t an option. The only question was, could Noah Blake have a life instead?


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The restaurant Noah chose was a new one. The Steak House and Grill was owned by another resident Nathan had known from school. Sally Bruckmeyer and her husband Tom.

Their kids, five in all, worked with them. Sally, two of her girls, and the oldest boy worked the dining room, while Tom and the next oldest boy and girl worked the kitchen along with a cousin or two Sabella remembered.

As they walked into the restaurant, it seemed all eyes watched them. Sabella had maintained a very low profile for the six years she had been without her husband; now she was running around town with a bad boy who wore motorcycle chaps and drove Nathan Malone’s pickup. She could hear the gossip now and she didn’t give a damn. She had never cared about the gossip, and being with Noah made it feel right.

A secret they shared, but didn’t. It made the night seem more intimate.

“Sabella Malone, if it ain’t good to see you out and about.” Sally Bruckmeyer was tall, wide, and wreathed with smiles as she came around the checkout and enveloped her in a hug. “And who’s this handsome devil running around with you?”

She was sharply aware of Noah’s hand on her back, his fingers splayed wide.

“Sally, this is a friend of Rory’s and mine, Noah Blake. Noah, this a friend of mine, Sally Bruckmeyer. Her and her husband own the restaurant.” As though Sally didn’t know his name. She bet everyone in town knew who he was and all the drivel Rory had spilled about meeting him in a bar in Odessa.

Her ass!

“Ms. Bruckmeyer.” He extended his hand for a handshake, causing Sally’s eyes to twinkle as she accepted the gesture and looked back at Sabella teasingly.

“A bad boy, Belle.” Sally wagged her finger good-naturedly, her brown eyes twinkling in her dark face. “You better watch out for this one. He’s a heartbreaker.”

“I figured that one out for myself, Sally.” Sabella laughed as she looked around the nearly full dining room. “Do you have room for us tonight?”

“If you’re willing to sit out on the patio, we have tables out there. Nice candlelight.” She leaned forward and whispered, “A few less eyes bugging out at you.”

Sabella’s grin widened. “That sounds perfect.”

“Come on then.” Sally grabbed two menus and silverware and led them across the room. “I have the perfect table for you.”

Sabella could feel the stares. Noah, with his long, shaggy black hair falling to his shoulders and framing his savage, bearded face. His hard, corded body, snug jeans, T-shirt and chaps. He was dangerous, exuded danger. Screamed it and owned it. And she loved every minute of it.

There wasn’t a man or a woman in the room that would ever mistake him for her husband. He was safe from that, if that safety was what he needed.

Sally led them to the open glass doors onto a wood patio. The lighting was low here. Umbrella tables with candle lanterns hanging beneath the umbrellas. It set a romantic, charming mood.

There were fewer guests outside. The music was lower, the sense of intimacy thicker, while inside, there was a feeling of togetherness.

“Here’s your menus, and I’ll send Katy out to get your drinks and your order. You two enjoy.” Sally leaned to Sabella. “And dinner is on the house, sugar. A welcome back present, how’s that?”

Sabella blinked at the offer. “I haven’t been gone, Sally,” she teased, though moisture filled her eyes.

“Yeah, sugar, you left us the same time our boy Nathan did, no matter how many times you were seen with that Sykes boy.” Sally hugged her, hard. “At least you’re still with us. And bringin’ in some damned fine eye candy.” She winked at Noah.

She moved away then and Sabella stared down at the tablecloth and swallowed tightly. She hadn’t realized she had been missed. She had been here, in Alpine, but she hadn’t been. She had been immersed in the past, in her loss, in rebuilding the business her husband had been so proud of. It was as though she hadn’t lived at all while he had been gone and that had been frightening.

“Sorry about that,” she whispered, opening her menu as she glanced at the patio doors. “Sally and her husband Tom were good friends of my husband’s.”

“Not a problem.” Noah leaned back in his chair and stared around the patio as she glanced back at him.

“Sabella Malone. I thought that was you.” The rough, masculine voice had Sabella tensing as she looked up.

Gaylen Patrick, one of the larger ranch owners in Alpine was waddling from the doorway. At forty-five, Gaylen was still a powerful-looking man, though much of the power was the paunch of his stomach, and wide thighs. He waddled, almost like a duck. But she had seen him wrestling steers, she knew there was power in those heavy arms despite the decadence beginning to show in his lined face.

He was bald, with hazel eyes and bushy dark brows. He talked too loud and laughed too hard. And for some reason he had thought Sabella should be willing to sleep with him no more than weeks after Nathan’s death.

“Yes, it appears it’s me,” she answered as he stopped at the table and stared hard at Noah.

“And who’s your friend? Stranger in town, ain’t he?” He shoved his hand out to Noah. “Gaylen Patrick. I hear you’re saving Malone’s garage. That’s right good of you, son.”

“Noah Blake.” Noah took his handshake, but his gaze was cool, his expression closed. “And there was no saving needed. Sabella had it all under control.”

“That Rory, he was helpin’ her some.” Gaylen nodded. “Poor little thing. Bein’ a widow and all, we’ve worried about her.”

Sabella bit her tongue. Worried so much that the son of a bitch had pulled his gas account from the station the minute she had thrown him out of her house after his ridiculous proposal. He’d wanted the business, and as he had stated, he wouldn’t mind marrying the widow to get it. And for some reason, he’d thought she should be willing to consider it. That nothing but the money should matter.

“She was doing fine,” Noah said. “She just needed a few more mechanics willing to do their job.”

Sabella almost winced. Timmy, the mechanic Rory had fired, was a distant cousin to Gaylen’s ranch foreman.

“Of course she did,” Gaylen boomed, gazing down at Sabella with barely veiled malice. “Too bad about her husband dyin’ on her. Nathan was a hell of a boy. Everyone loved him. Why, Belle almost up and died on us when he did.”

Sabella’s lips tightened. Gaylen was striking where he thought it would hurt the most.

“She looks very much alive to me, Mr. Patrick,” Noah drawled in that gravelly voice of his. “It’s been six years since her husband’s death. I don’t think you need to worry any longer.”

“How long did you say you were stayin’ in these parts?” Gaylen hitched the band of his jeans over his girth and glared down at Noah in a pale mimicry of friendliness.

“I didn’t.” Noah smiled. “I haven’t decided yet.” He glanced at Sabella. “Leaving isn’t exactly on my mind right now.”

“Of course not.” Gaylen laughed again, the sound strained. “Well.” He wiped his hand over his jowls. “Guess I’ll get back to my table.” He looked at Sabella. “Your father-in-law is having dinner with us tonight, Belle. You should stop by and say hi.”

Sabella clenched her fists in her lap. She stared up at Gaylen, the strike going deep.

“I think Grant Malone can do without my greetings tonight,” she told him firmly.

“Family, Belle.” Gaylen shook his head. “Making amends wouldn’t be that hard.”

“In this case, no amends are needed.” Her smile was tight. “It was good talking to you again, Gaylen. Thank you for stopping by.” But please get the hell away from me.

“Come out and see us sometime, girl,” he boomed, his laughter so false it grated on her senses. “Take care of her, boy.” The look he shot Noah was filled with dislike.

“Of course I will.” Noah smiled. All teeth. “It’s uppermost in my mind.”

Gaylen nodded then and waddled back to the door.

“Grant Malone?” Noah’s voice was perfectly bland. “Your husband’s father?”

She nodded.

“So you’re estranged from your in-laws?”

“They’re in-laws,” she whispered. “Rory stayed around, but you know how it is. We didn’t have children. In-laws don’t stay close in those cases.”

“Rory’s grandfather comes to the garage,” he reminded her.

Sabella smiled at the thought. “Grandpop Rory. He’s a sweetie. Rory and I don’t stress him out over things. I still visit sometimes. Sometimes he stops by the house or garage. He still calls me his ‘girl’ whenever he sees me.”

She loved Grandpop. She wondered if Noah had been to see him since Grandpop had shown up at the garage, if he had told the old man he was alive. He had told Rory, why wouldn’t he tell Grandpop?

She was saved from answering any more questions when Sally’s daughter Katy stepped out to take their order. Conversation was slower after that. Sabella sipped her wine and fought against the need to ask him, to beg him for answers.

She watched everyone that came onto the patio. A few stopped to chat, to say hello. Most were just curious, others, like Gaylen, sliced where they could.

It made dinner a nerve-racking experience and she wished she had directed him to Odessa instead. That was where she and Nathan had normally gone to eat. They didn’t have to socialize in Odessa. Here, in his hometown, Nathan had been popular. Dinner out meant too many other couples gathering around their table when they just wanted to eat, enjoy an evening out.

“Are you ready?” Noah asked as she played with her wine after dinner and frowned down at her glass.

“Whenever you are.” She slid the glass back as he rose from his chair and tossed a tip on the table. A rather large one, she noticed. She liked that he was generous with the tip, considering Sally had given them their meals on the house.

He guided her out of the restaurant, and she noticed that not even once had he glanced at Gaylen’s table where his father was staring after them.

Sometimes, she actually felt sorry for Grant Malone. There were times during the two years she’d had with Nathan that she had sensed more feelings from the other man than he showed his son. Things he held back. Nathan had been convinced his father felt nothing for him, that nothing mattered to Grant but his ranch. And after Nathan had “died,” he’d been determined to acquire what Nathan owned as well, though Sabella had never understood why. He’d been as determined to acquire it as Gaylen Patrick and Mike Conrad had been. As though it were a symbol of something. She’d never understood it, had wondered if she even wanted to understand it.

There had been so many times over the past years that she had wondered why the hell she had stayed here. Why she had fought, why she had tried to continue on without Nathan.

Now she knew why, and the knowledge had the power to shake her to her core. She’d stayed because she knew he would be back.

The truck was parked close to the entrance to the restaurant. They were quiet as he helped her in then moved around to the driver’s side.

Getting in, he started the motor then stared at the restaurant for long, silent moments. It took her a second, but Sabella finally saw what he was looking at.

Grant Malone had followed them out. He stood on the porch of the restaurant, arms at his sides, his blue eyes narrowed and staring at the truck.

“Your father-in-law?” he asked carefully.

Sabella nodded, her gaze connecting with Grant’s for long moments. What she saw in his eyes was confusing. She could have sworn she saw grief.

Noah backed the truck out of its parking space before shifting into drive and easing out of the parking area. He didn’t say anything, he didn’t look back. There didn’t seem to be an ounce of regret in his expression or his attitude. But she felt the regret. She felt it filling him, eating at him.

That was his father and she knew Nathan had always hoped that the day would come that he and his parent could find common ground.

“Why did you stay here after your husband died?” he finally asked her as he turned onto the main road and headed back toward the house. “You could have moved. Gone anywhere.”

She shrugged. “My husband was here.”

“Your husband was dead,” he bit out. “You hold on to him like a talisman, Sabella. As though he still exists, and he doesn’t.”

She shook her head. “He did. And as long as I was here, with the things he loved, then I still held a part of him.” She stared back at him, feeling the pain that welled between them now.

“Do you think this is what he would have wanted for you?” he argued furiously. “To stay here grieving for him? To put up with the petty damned bullshit I’ve seen you put up with from these damned people? Did he love you that little?”

“How he loved me is beside the point,” she told him. “I loved him that much. And why do you care, Noah?”

His hands clenched on the steering wheel. “Then you were a fool,” he finally snarled. “Or too damned young to know any better. How old were you when he died? Twenty? He married a fucking baby.”

She was quiet for long seconds. She watched the night go by and grew angrier by the second.

“I spent nineteen months living the nightmare of every way my husband could have died,” she finally stated coldly. “I was twenty when he left on that last mission. Almost six years ago. I would wake up in so much pain I swore I’d been beaten. I woke up screaming, praying, I watched him die so many ways I could barely function.” She had seen his hell, and she knew that now. “Don’t tell me what a fool I was, Noah. I loved him. That isn’t up for debate, and it’s most certainly not up for discussion. You might sleep in his bed sometimes, or drive his truck and fuck his wife, but you don’t carry the papers that could give you the right to attempt to have an opinion on it.”

She was goading him and she knew it.

He shot her a glare from the corner of his eyes. “What the hell does that mean?”

“No marriage license, Noah. You’re not my husband, my father, or my brother. You have no right to that opinion.”

“I’m your lover,” he growled furiously. “That gives me the right. And I’m sick of hearing about Nathan. Sick to my back teeth of having him shoved down my throat.”

“In my eyes, you don’t have that right,” she informed him. “And my eyes are the ones that count. And by the way, you just passed the house.”

“I know I just passed the damned house.” His fingers were wrapped tight around the steering wheel. “I meant to pass the house.”

She shot him a wary look. “That’s good to know.”

He turned his head, glared at her, then turned back to the road. “You have a habit of being mildly sarcastic, Sabella.”

And she hadn’t before, she knew that. Sabella managed to restrain her smile.

“Just mildly? Damn, and here I was trying for completely sarcastic. I must need to practice.”

His expression was set in tight, furious lines as he stared broodingly at the road stretching out before them.

“Bastards,” he finally cursed. “They treat you like a simpleton and it pisses me off.”

She laughed at that. “My husband thought I was a sweet little thing. The classic dumb blonde. He was tall and muscular, and he loved it when I was helpless.”

It was the truth and he didn’t like it. He hated it. It showed him a side of the man he had been that he simply didn’t like. He’d wanted Sabella dependent on him. He’d never realized how much it was the opposite. He’d been dependent on her. Depended on her to bring the laughter and the warmth back to him when he returned from a mission. Depended on her laughter and her love to keep him human.

“And you tolerated that?” he asked her.

“I loved being helpless for him. Then. I’ve grown up, Noah. I’m not a doll. I’m not dumb. And I can survive without a big strong man to lean on. I’ve proved it. To myself and to anyone else who thought I was no more than the dumb blonde I let them see. Hell, I was eighteen when I married Nathan. Twenty when he was lost on that last mission. I loved him with all my soul, but I’m a woman now and games aren’t a part of who or what I am. And you may as well get used to it, because I won’t play the simpleton for you.”

“Your husband didn’t deserve you.” His jaw was so tight it looked ready to crack.

“He deserved all of me,” she said softly. “The fact that he didn’t have it was my own fault. That and my youth. But we would have grown into each other, I believe. We would have learned all those things neither of us had shown the other at that point.”

She watched curiously as he made a turn onto a dirt road rather than continuing to Odessa as she thought he was doing. The truck lights speared into the darkness, picking up the pine and piñon, lighting their way as he cut into a small canyon, turned the truck around, and cut the lights.

“We’re here why?” She looked around in the darkness.

“For this.” He turned, unclipped her seat belt, and a second later, the back of her seat met the back seat of the dual cab, creating a bed, of sorts.

“I didn’t know it did that,” she exclaimed nervously as he lifted her, pushing her until her head rested on that back seat and his hands gripped her waist.

His breathing was hard. Deep. She could see the wild glitter of his eyes, the hunger in his face.

“You had no business staying here,” he bit out again. “No business putting up with the bastards that stare at you as though you should be in their beds while they sweat over you. As though you’re a toy for their amusement.”

Jealousy, it poured from him. It glittered in his eyes and struck an independent nerve she didn’t know she had.

“Am I more than that to you?” Her hands lay by her head. She didn’t push him away. She didn’t fight against the arousal building inside her. “You’re bitching over something you want yourself, Noah. Possession.”

He parted his lips as though to speak. To answer her. A second later his head lowered and he caught her lips in a kiss instead.

Like a match to gasoline, the hunger and the need exploded inside them just that fast.

Noah could explain, but not fully, the need to fuck her in that pickup truck. The fact she had let him drive it, thinking he was another man. That she had sat next to him, that the irrational jealousy was eating him alive. He wanted to imprint himself on the truck and on the woman. He wanted to make damned sure no other man ever drove this truck, ever fucked this woman.

His.

Possessiveness bit into his guts like a demon. The unfairness of it was uppermost in his mind, but the need overpowered the thought and left him helpless to fight it. He had known, before he left her, during his capture and after, that there were plenty of men willing to fill Sabella’s bed. He’d assumed that after three years, she would have had a lover. At times he had wished she had so he could have walked away and never had to look back.

But as her kiss filled him, as he took it with a desperation, a hunger, that only continued to build inside him, he knew it wouldn’t have mattered. They would have still ended up here, one way or the other. The clock had been ticking, each second drawing him back; his hunger for her would have eventually proved to be too much.

Tonight, though, he might have gone too far. Only Rory knew that Nathan had readjusted the lever on the seats in the truck that would allow it to create a small bed within the dual cab. To make the front seats lower all the way back to meet the edge of the back seats and hold their position there.

The head rests folded back once the seat was lowered automatically, creating a wedge between the seat and the floor to keep it sturdy.

It had been done with every intention of eventually doing this. Taking Sabella parking. He’d never gotten around to it. But now, that obsession he had always fought with his wife rose inside him, ripping at his mind.

She thought her husband dead. Gone. And she had allowed another man to touch her, hold her, to drive his damned truck.

After tonight, no matter what the future brought, no other man would have what was his.

His hands tightened on her hips as he growled against her lips. His tongue stroked inside her mouth, licked over hers, and the pulsing awareness of need flowed around them like bands of flames, tightening on them.

He didn’t feel the stretch and pull at the tender healing flesh of his wounds. He didn’t give a damn. All he felt was Sabella, her hands gripping the leather of the back seat as he kissed her, craved her.

Jerking his head back, he stared down at her. Moonlight flowed into the cab of the truck, caressed her face, her dove-gray eyes, and swollen lips. Beneath the thin silky blouse her breasts rose and fell as she panted for air. Noah had to clench his teeth to keep from tearing the blouse from her body.

Levering himself over her, he stared down at her body. The skirt had ridden up her thighs, nearly showing her panties, kicking a punch of reaction in his gut that stole his breath.

Her thighs shimmered in the moonlight, like satin, like sweet, soft magic. Sabella had always been magic to him. Loving her had been his salvation and his greatest torment. His fiercest hunger.

“You’re perfect.” He laid his hand against her thigh, watched the lightly toned muscle ripple around his touch, felt her response against his palm.

“Not hardly,” she whispered, the throaty sound slicing through his senses with a surge of lust he could barely contain.

He smoothed his hand over her thigh, petting, caressing. The feel of her was like a narcotic, going to his head faster than any drug.

“I want you naked.” He wanted it until it filled his head with nothing but the remembered sight and feel of her. “Keep your hands up there.” He pushed them to the back of the seat, watching as her fingers curled beneath the shallow indent between seat and cushioned back. “That’s a good girl. Just let me touch you.”

“But I like touching you too.” She arched as his fingers went to the little buttons of her blouse. They were almost too tiny, his fingers almost too clumsy. God, he wanted her until he was shaking with it.

Adrenaline spiked through him. He could feel it. He could feel the advanced lust that surged inside him, just at the thought of having her naked.

No other woman would do. No woman but Sabella had the power to do this to him. Even during his stay in hell, when the erection throbbing between his thighs had been in agony, he couldn’t bear the thought of touching another woman.

He always knew. No matter how dazed the lust and the drug made him. No matter how much the women they brought to him looked like Sabella, the second he touched their skin, he knew. Knew it wasn’t his wife, his life, he was touching.

“I dream of you,” he murmured as the edges of her shirt parted, flashing pretty, pale flesh. “Dream.” Had dreamed. “Of touching you. Tasting you.”

“Why dream?” She watched him with shadowed, dark eyes, her lashes feathering her cheeks. “You don’t have to dream, Noah. I’m right here.”

He smoothed the shirt aside, stared down at her breasts, covered in nothing but the thinnest lace, her nipples hard, pointed. He knew the shape of them. The color of them. How they felt beneath his tongue, in his mouth. He knew and he hungered for more.

No woman should have the power over a man that this woman held over him. But he’d accepted the power she had long ago. He had accepted it. Loved it. Relished the heat and the need that flowed between them.

He pulled her hands from where she gripped the bottom of the seat back, lifted her and drew the shirt over her shoulders, his hands stroking her flesh.

He had to clench his teeth as her lips found his neck. She licked his flesh, her lips smoothed over it. He wanted to howl with the need striking hard and deep at his balls.

He pushed the shirt from her arms then flicked open the little hooks on her bra and drew it from her as well.

God, her breasts. What was it about a woman’s breasts that so fascinated a man? Hard tight nipples. Smooth luscious mounds. A woman’s response showed in her breasts. They became swollen, flushed. Nipples darkened, lengthened, and tasted like pure, sweet desire.

His hands flattened on her back, holding her in a half-reclined position as his head lowered to the tight points of her nipples.

He curled his tongue around one and her moan raced over his senses like a caress.

“I love your nipples,” he sighed, pursing his lips and kissing one tight point with a soft suckling motion. “So sweet and tight. So hot and hard.”

She tensed, arched.

Noah slid her to the middle of the seat, straddled her legs, holding her, laying her back, and lowered his head again.

“I’m going to suck your nipples, Sabella. Suck them so sweet and deep that you come from that alone.”

He had done that for her, once. Long ago. In those months before they married. He’d had her so hot, so wet, teased her perfect body with merciless hunger until the suction at one sweet nipple caused her to come.

He wanted that again. He wanted her wild and waiting for his lips against her pussy. Her juices thick and slick, clinging to his lips. He wanted her so wet, so hot, the imprint of their lust so deep inside this vehicle that she never, never allowed another man inside it with her.

She writhed beneath him as his head lowered again. He licked around her nipple. Kissed beneath the swollen mound. His teeth raked close to her nipple, he nipped at the creamy flesh and left a soft, reddened mark as he drew it into his mouth.

Branded her. The little love bite would darken, mark her as his.

“So sweet and lush.” He drew his shirt over his head as he watched her and tossed it aside.

“I want to touch you.” Her voice was thick with desire now, dazed, hungry. “Let me touch you, Noah.”

“Not yet.” He ran his palms over her arms, pressed her hands deeper between the seat bottom and back. “Hold on right there. Don’t move your hands, or we’ll stop.”

The hell they would. If she touched him he was going to go up in flames and slam inside her so hard and fast that neither of them would know what hit them.

“Stay right there, Sabella. Stay there, and let me love you.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

What was he doing to her? There were aspects of him that bore no resemblance to the husband she remembered, that drew parts of herself free that she knew Nathan had never possessed. Just as he gave her the parts of himself that she hadn’t known during their marriage

She arched as his hands cupped her breasts, just rough enough to spike an air of danger and overwhelming hunger. Pressing the mounds together as he licked around her nipples, stroked his fingers over them, then his tongue.

Nathan had always been a thorough lover, but now, it was as though the hunger that raged inside him raged for everything. Every part of her. Even her soul.

And her breasts were so sensitive. Her nipples were hard points of pure sensation. His short, closely cropped beard rasped against her flesh. His lips smoothed and nipped, and his tongue. She arched, twisted, and tried to get closer to that diabolical tongue as each lick around the tight points sent rapturous spikes of sensation tearing into her pussy.

She was so wet. So sensitive. She needed so bad that the moans falling from her lips were more pleas, begging need, than anything else.

“You like this.” Confidence, pleasure, filled his gravelly voice.

“I hate it,” she panted, lying, knowing better.

Noah chuckled, and for a moment she was thrown back in time. That chuckle, rough, velvety, was a sound from the past and nearly threw her into orgasm as he chose that moment to swipe his lips over a hard nipple.

“I bet you’re so wet,” he crooned roughly. “If I stroked my tongue through your pussy, your juices would cling to it. Caress my lips and make me high with the taste of your need.”

That tone, it was almost lyrical, despite the rough pitch of his voice. Sabella shivered at the sound, and felt more of her juices easing past her intimate lips, coating her bare flesh.

“Once I get down there, your curls are going to be soaked, aren’t they, Sabella?”

She smiled up at him. “I’d have to have curls there for that, Noah.”

He froze. His eyes glowed. His expression contorted with so much lust, so much hunger, that the sight of it sent a hard convulsion of sensation straight to her womb.

Oh yes, her Nathan loved her bare. He had loved sucking at the curl-free lips, licking them, kissing them.

His breathing roughened, rasping from his throat as his jaw tightened.

“Bare?” The muscles in his chest and biceps tightened, bulged.

“All bare, Noah.” She smiled, a slow, knowing smile. “All soft and silky. Nothing but flesh.”

He jerked as though a lash had been laid to him.

One hand moved to his jeans, pulled his belt loose, tore open his jeans. His head lowered to her breasts again and she nearly screamed as his lips covered her nipple.

He was releasing himself. Stroking himself. Sabella knew he was and she wanted to touch. She wanted to taste. But his lips were consuming her, the pleasure driving hard, brutal lashes of pleasure into her womb, her pussy, until she felt an eruption.

Not a hard orgasm. A rush of fiery ecstasy detonated her womb and washed through her vagina. She cried out, shuddering and jerking against the pleasure as his tongue flickered over her nipple and a groan tore from his chest.

He jerked up, then shifted, one hand burying in her hair, lifting her head and giving her exactly what she wanted.

The thick knob of his cock pierced her lips and she sucked it in greedily. One hand pulled at the front snap of her skirt. Jerked at the zipper and pushed the material to her thighs.

Sabella lifted, using one hand to help him divest her of the skirt, leaving only her panties covering her hips. Silk thongs that did nothing to hold back the moisture glazing her now.

She swallowed the head of his erection into her mouth, licked the underside, sucked and moaned around the taste of the precum that had spilled from the tiny slit at the tip.

“Yes,” he hissed with brutal pleasure. “God, your mouth is good. So hot and wet. Suck me deeper, Sabella. Suck it deeper, baby. Just a little bit deeper.”

She took him deeper, flattening her tongue as he slid in and back, slow, deliberate strokes that filled her mouth and her senses with his taste.

Noah stared down at her, watching her as she watched him, her mouth moving over the torturously hard knob of his cock. Her mouth was so hot. So brutally good. God, sucking him like she loved it. Loved the taste of him, the feel of him in her mouth.

And he loved his dick in her mouth. Loved watching her, that little edge of innocence in her expression making him harder, hungrier, if possible. As though she were almost a virgin. Almost as innocent as the first time he took her.

Noah gripped the base of his cock, his thighs tightening, as she slid one hand up his thigh, cupped his balls.

He snarled at the ecstasy of her touch. The firm, liquid hot suction of her mouth.

He ran his hand down her flexing abdomen, pushed his fingers beneath her panties, and paused. Not yet. If he let his fingers feel the slick moisture now, he’d lose it. He’d pulse between her lips, fill her hot mouth with his come and all hope of control would be shot to hell.

“Look how bad you are.” He let a tight, approving grin curl his lips as she teased him with her lips and tongue.

She pulled back, curled her tongue over the lip, flickered against it as a groan tore from his chest.

He pulled his fingers back from beneath her panties, stared down at her with wicked promise, then laid a light, sensual little tap against her pussy, over the wet silk of her panties.

She froze. Her gray eyes nearly went black then her mouth covered the head of his cock and she was sucking with hungry, aroused demand.

“Like that, baby?” he whispered. “Should I spank that pretty pussy for you?”

She jerked, the sweet suction of her mouth deepened, drawing his balls impossibly tighter as he laid another heavy caress to the silk-covered mound and nearly blew every ounce of come tightening through his cock.

Sabella tried to scream as she sucked him deep. The heavy caresses, not really smacks but a deep, fiery impact against her sensitive flesh, were flashing through her nerve endings, ripping through the rest of her body.

It was nothing gentle. She didn’t want gentle. For each fiery caress she sucked him deeper, firmer, lashed her tongue over the sensitive crest and told him with more than words the pleasure tearing through her.

“You love it.” He cupped her pussy, rotated the pad of his palm over her clit. “You like it just a little rough, don’t you, baby? Just a little bit. Enough to make it burn.”

She loved the burn.

She couldn’t believe he was doing this, here in his truck. He’d never done anything this extreme in the whole time she had known him before his disappearance. He had never loved her like this, taken her with such lust and hunger.

Holy hell. Noah felt the need exploding his brain. Adrenaline punched through his system. Lust sliced through his senses. He wasn’t going to be able to hold back. If he didn’t get her sweet mouth off his cock he was going to explode.

He pulled back. Smoothed his palm over her wet panties and heard her sharp intake of breath. He laid another heated caress. It wasn’t a slap, it was a heavy pat, enough to make her burn, to make her clit pulse and throb, but not enough to make her come. Not yet. He wanted her to come on his lips, against his tongue. He wanted to feel her pussy clenching, creaming, tightening for him.

He pulled back, lifted her, moved her until her head was in the corner across from the steering wheel. He spread her legs wide, stared down at the pale peach wet silk that covered her mound.

He drew her panties over her thighs, pressed her legs together, her knees back, lifting her legs as he drew the silk off her legs and then stared down at the pretty pink folds and the curve of her ass.

Smoothing his hand over the pretty rise of her butt he lifted it, then tapped it. Just a little smack.

The light of the moon gleamed over the pale flesh as his fingers slid to the narrow cleft, caressed, felt her juices coating the little entrance there, below her pussy.

“Do you need, baby?”

“Noah.” She moaned his name, her voice dazed, her fingers clawing at the leather seats behind her, marking them forever.

The abuse to the leather filled him with a sharp surge of satisfaction. Marked. Branded by her passion. Just as he was.

He lowered her legs, spread them again, and stared at the pretty, shadowed folds of her pussy. His jaw clenched. He wanted to see more.

He flipped on the dim floor lights, his jaw clenching, teeth grinding at the sight of the silky moisture glazing her pussy.

“I’m goin’ down on you,” he bit out, moved back until one knee braced on the floor and his head lowered to the sweet, pretty flesh of her pussy.

His Sabella.

Wet.

Hot.

“God. Noah. Yes.” Her hips arched to him.

“What do you want, Sabella?” He breathed over the wet flesh. “Tell me, baby. Tell me how you want it. Slow and sweet?” He licked through the swollen folds, gathered her juices, and groaned at the fresh, sweet taste of her.

“Or hard? Fast?” He lifted her, shoved his tongue inside her as a thin, ragged scream left her lips.

He felt the delicate, feminine muscles clamping on his tongue, milking it. His cock jerked in response. The engorged crown throbbed, pulsed. Hell. If he didn’t touch her, taste her, take her, he was going to die. If he didn’t have her one more time he was going to expire.

He wanted all of her. Every touch, every taste.

Her hands moved to her side. Her nails dug into the folded back of the seat. Long scores, ripping the surface of the leather. Another brand. Another mark. She would never forget. Never lose the memory of who she belonged to.

To him.

He flicked his tongue inside her again. Licked at the sweet softness meeting his tongue, flickered over hidden nerve endings and felt her rising, lifting.

She was shuddering in his grip as he pulled back. Kissed the swollen folds. Sucked at them, licked at them, his lips moving ever closer to the swollen bud of her clit.

He let his fingers part the folds. As his lips pursed over her clit, he slid one finger into the heat of her sex, the other, he worked slowly, gently, until the tip penetrated the little entrance of her ass.

“Noah.” Her hands tangled in his hair. Her hips lifted, pressing her clit deeper between his lips. “Oh God. Noah. Please. Please suck me. Suck my clit. Make me come. Oh God. Make me come.”

He sucked her inside, flicked his tongue around, around, sucked her sweet and easy, then harder, filled his senses with the taste of her and felt the explosion rip through her.

Noah jerked back. He gripped the hardened shaft of his cock with one hand as he came over her, felt her arms curving around his shoulders as he tucked the crown against the slick, hot folds of her beautiful sweet little cunt.

“I want to take you slow.” He could barely push the words from his lips for the sheer pleasure enveloping the blunt head of his cock. “Slow and deep.”

She lifted against him, her nipples stroking over his chest, burying in the mat of hair covering it. He could feel them, like little hot pebbles burrowing against him.

“You’re so tight, Sabella.”

She stared back at him, her expression tight with pleasure, her eyes heavy lidded, her face flushed with arousal.

God, he loved looking at her while he took her. Loved watching her face, the expressions that flickered across it, the almost painful need that filled it.

He worked the thick crown inside her, watched her breath catch, and felt his muscles tighten as he fought to hold back. He had to hold back. Just a little bit. Just a few more minutes of sheer overwhelming pleasure.

Sabella’s gaze dimmed as she felt Noah begin to push inside her. The thick crest pierced her, worked inside her, spreading and stretching her until she could feel the burn beginning to blaze inside her.

His eyes held hers, the blue candleglow, flickering with emotion, brighter, darker than they had ever been for the emotions raging through them. His eyes were shadowed, but the lust filling them wasn’t.

He burrowed inside her, his long hair falling over his face, touching hers, as a grimace contorted his face.

“I can feel you.” His voice was a hard, delicious rasp. “Tightening on me.”

She could feel the muscles inside, flexing, milking him as her juices built and flowed against the heavy width invading her.

“It’s . . .” she gasped. “It’s so good, Noah.”

“Tight and hot,” he crooned, lowering his lips to hers as her lashes fluttered closed. He brushed his lips over hers, licked the parted curves. “Like a hot little mouth sucking me deep and tight. Do you feel it, Sabella? Your pussy sucking me in? Loving my dick?”

She jerked, cried out at the stab of pleasure that struck her womb.

“You like that, don’t you, sweetheart? Just a little bit nasty, just a little bit rough. Just a little bit dangerous.”

She loved him like this. She ached for this. Realized as her lashes lifted that this was what had been missing, what he had been holding back from her during their marriage.

“You’re a whole lot dangerous,” she groaned, lifting to him, feeling her lips brush his as she spoke.

“Hold on tight, sugar. We’re gonna make you burn brighter.”

Her hands tightened in his hair.

His hips jerked, pushed forward with a hard, deep stroke, and a thin ragged wail tore from her lips.

“Fuck, yes. Scream for me.”

One hand gripping her hip, he tugged his cock back, the crest only poised inside her as he gave a hard, fast thrust inside her again.

Sabella nearly exploded. She felt the vibrations slam inside her before he stopped, not quite filling her yet, a ragged snarl falling from his lips as she screamed his name.

“Again. Scream for me again, Sabella. Scream my name.” He pulled back. “Who’s fucking you, Sabella?”

The hard penetration filled her with him. Her hips jerked, writhed. “Noah,” she screamed his name. “Oh God. Noah.”

“Yeah. Oh yeah.” He ground against her, his pubic bone rotating against her clit as he thrashed, her legs lifting, wrapping around his hips as she fought for that last bit of pressure that would send her hurtling into release.

“Yeah, baby. Scream my name. Noah’s fucking you. Taking you.” He pulled back. “Who does this sweet hot pussy belong to?”

He impaled her, pressed hard and fast inside her, and she screamed his name again.

“Damn right. Noah. Noah’s fucking you.”

Sabella opened her eyes, staring up at him in dazed need, watching his expression contort, his eyes burn brighter, darker. Then he was pushing inside her hard and fast again, and he didn’t stop.

The sound of flesh slapping, deep wet penetration, and her own screams filled her ears. Each slamming thrust ground him against her clit, threw her higher, harder, until she was crying out, beginning, and then exploding into such rapturous, perfect pleasure that she could feel herself becoming lost within the sensations ripping through her.

She heard him. He cried out her name, his ruined voice agonized as two more thrusts buried him deeper, harder, and then he was jerking inside her, against her, filling her with the heated hard pulses of his release.

He filled the interior of the truck with the scent of sex and satisfaction. His scent. Her scent. They mingled, marked them, marked the seats and the vehicle and marked her soul.

When he collapsed over her, his arms wrapping around her, folding her in his powerful hold, Sabella had to fight to hold back her tears, her need for explanations.

She had her husband’s body, held all the dark passion she had only glimpsed in him before, but she didn’t have his trust.

It was a hard blow, the realization that he didn’t trust her, that he trusted his brother, but not her.

Her arms tightened around him and a single tear slid from her eye before she could battle the rest back.

For whatever reason, he was here now. Here, and hungry for her. He was still hard inside her, moving slow and easy against her, filling her ears with his ragged breaths and his gentleness.

“One more time.” He nipped at her ear, then kissed her neck, and his hips moved, pulling his erection, still thick and hard, back, until only the crown was poised inside her, before pushing inside her again.

Slow and easy. He took her slow and easy. His lips whispered over hers, sipped at them. His tongue tasted them and slid against hers like rough velvet.

And his gaze held hers. Fierce. So bright. Agonized and filled with emotions she was certain he didn’t know he was showing.

His jaw was locked tight. He wasn’t speaking now. He was forcing the words back. Forcing back that guttural vow he had always given her in Gaelic. The promise he had always made with his heart and with his body.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered, lifting her hand to his rough cheek, holding him to her, relishing the feel of his body sliding against hers. “Never, Noah. Never stop.”

Their breathing was rough in the steamy heat of the truck cab. Their flesh slipped and slid against each other, against the leather seats. He groaned and his pace increased. His jaw tightened.

“Never stop,” she cried out as she felt the ribbons of pleasure snapping inside her again, jerking her against him as she cried out his name. “Oh God, Noah. Never stop.”

Noah pumped inside her, his release spurting with agonized pleasure inside her as he felt the final assault to his senses easing.

She had always done this to him. Always made him insane to take her, as many times as he could take her. But now, that need was like a steady flame inside him. Having her enough would never happen.

He pulled her into his arms as they fought for breath, his body curled around hers on the makeshift bed of the truck cab, the leather wet beneath them.

He let his hands stroke over her, ease her. Her back was to his chest, his hips spooned against her, and he should have been uncomfortable. He wasn’t. He was holding her, brushing her hair back from her face before kissing her brow gently.

“Okay?” he whispered as he felt her breathing finally steady.

Her little laugh was thready, almost tearful.

“Does alive count?” Her voice was hushed, as soft as his. As though to speak any louder would somehow damage the intimacy enfolding them.

“I definitely want you alive.” He smiled at her, his fingers stroking down her bare arm as her head lay on the pillow of his other arm.

She was relaxed, soft against him. Like a lazy little cat. All that was missing was the purr.

“This is nice,” she murmured, turning to stare up at him, flowing against him like silk. “You’re very hard-core, aren’t you, Noah?”

He grunted at that. “You call that hard-core? Baby, that was just a little snack. Playtime.”

He grinned as her eyes widened in playful surprise.

“I might not survive it if you get serious then.” Her lips pursed at the thought. “Maybe I should double up on my vitamins?”

He nipped the tip of her nose, almost laughing at her expression as he stroked his fingers along her hip.

“Very bad girl,” he warned her. “You could end up getting spanked.”

“But I like getting spanked.” She looked up at him from the corners of her eyes. “You’re all threat, I—” She broke off.

God! She pushed her fingers roughly through her hair. She had almost called him “Irish.” Almost let her knowledge of who he was slip past her lips.

“You what?” Noah grinned, pulling back.

Her expression seemed to even out, a rueful smile pulling at her lips. “I think you’re all talk.”

His eyes narrowed. “I could say different.”

“Tonight?” She laughed, a low, lazy sound. “Let’s go home first. The bed is more comfortable.”

Home. He paused as he stared down at her.

“Home, huh?”

Her gaze flickered as though some uncomfortable thought had suddenly invaded her mind. A reminder that it wasn’t his home maybe?

He was the other man. The man holding her, fucking her, while her heart belonged to the man he had been. Fuck, he was going to have to stop this. He could finish the long, slow slide into insanity if he continued to let himself be jealous of . . . himself.

“Back to the house.” She finally shrugged. “Home is only where you want to be, I guess. If you prefer the bed at the apartment, then that’s your choice.”

She lifted away from him, gathered her clothes from the floor of the truck, and began dressing.

“I hurt you. I didn’t mean to.” He frowned at her back. Shit. He needed to get a handle on himself.

“How long do you intend to stick around, Noah?”

The question surprised him. Noah narrowed his eyes at her, aware that she was deliberately keeping her back to him.

“Do you want me to leave?”

An irritated little sniff sounded through the cab of the truck. Feminine. Filled with ire.

“Did I ask you to leave? Perhaps I’m just curious if you intend to stick around or if you have other plans anytime soon.” There was a tension in her voice that had his body tightening.

“Other plans, such as what?”

“Such as leaving.” She shrugged. “You blew into town from nowhere. Took over my life and my bed. Perhaps I’d just like to know if you’re considering more than a few one-night stands?”

She wanted commitment. Sabella wasn’t a easy lay, he had known that when he first met her. Yet, here he was, knowing when this mission finished it would be time to leave.

“There are some things I have to leave to take care of soon,” he finally warned her. He couldn’t promise her anything yet, not yet. He couldn’t promise her forever until he knew if signing his life away to the Elite Ops meant signing everything away.

Sabella closed her eyes and fought the pain. Which was worse? she wondered. Losing him to a supposed death, or having him walk away voluntarily?

The latter would hurt worse, but at least she wouldn’t wonder. She would know he was safe. Know he was alive. But that didn’t keep the anger from burning inside her like an inferno that only seemed to grow.

“I see.” She buttoned her blouse in hard, jerky movements before reaching for her panties and skirt.

“What do you see?” He seemed genuinely curious.

“You’re not future material, just a quick lay wherever you happen to be.” She shrugged as though it didn’t matter.

Damn him. Damn him to hell. Fuck it. Screw it. She’d had enough of this. Enough, as of now.

She jerked her skirt on.

“Get dressed. I need to get home. I have things to do tomorrow and they don’t include lying around all day. I’ve wasted enough of my life as it is.”

“What the hell does that mean?” His voice turned cold. Stony.

She turned back to him, watching as he levered up, glaring back at her with narrowed eyes.

“Exactly what I said. I’ve spent too many years grieving for a man who didn’t love me enough to keep his ass alive and come back home to me.” She let her gaze flick disdainfully over him. “I’ll be damned if I’ll waste so much as another day on a man who doesn’t even care enough to let me know if he intends to stick around for a while.”

“Promises are for fools, Sabella,” he rasped. “You should have learned that with your husband.”

“You’re damned right. I should have.” She threw his pants at him. “There are a lot of lessons I should have learned with my husband. Starting with the fact that he was a son a bitch who obviously didn’t know how to love anything but himself and his fucking job. Lesson learned. I won’t make that same mistake with you.”

His shirt hit him in the face. “Get dressed. I’m fucked out and ready to sleep now. In my bed. Alone.”

“Like hell.”

“Hell describes it,” she muttered. “But it beats sleeping with a no-commitment asshole who doesn’t mind a bit to fuck and run. Now, take me home.”

Her eyes were dry. There were no tears. She watched as he dressed, and the bastard, he didn’t even struggle or contort to do it. He watched her with narrowed, fierce eyes.

“I’ll be sleeping in that bed with you,” he promised her. “I might be a no-commitment asshole, and a luckless son of a bitch, but don’t forget, while I’m here, you’re mine.”

She stared back at him. “Keep dreaming, Noah Blake. Because my bed is the last damned place you belong.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Noah twirled the wrench between his fingers and chewed thoughtfully at his gum as he watched Sabella two days later.

She hadn’t been joking. She’d kicked him right out of her bed, and apparently, out of her life. For now at least.

He watched her from beneath lowered lashes as he pretended to stare into the guts of the SUV he was supposed to be working on.

“You’re hard at work, huh?” Nik leaned against the fender and peered into the motor. “Need some help?”

“Sure,” Noah murmured absently. “Any word?”

Word on the DNA samples they had slipped to the bunker and Jordan had shipped out for testing. Delbert had picked up his pickup that morning. The sneering smug little turd. He’d looked at Noah as though he had crawled out of the dumb pit when Noah had informed him there was no way to juice up his motor.

Let him juice his own motor. By time the feds were finished taking that son of a bitch apart searching for the evidence Noah had left, good ole Delbert was going to be too busy to be worrying about juice.

“No word,” Nik answered. “I could use some help this evening though, if you are not busy.” They both glanced at Sabella in the office then.

She was frowning over something Toby had said.

She hadn’t braided her hair this morning. She hadn’t worked on one of the cars this morning. She’d worked in the office, done the filing, made Toby crazy as she butted in and did his job.

“I don’t appear to be busy,” he drawled, twirled the wrench and stared at the waves of dark hair framing Sabella’s face as she turned her frown to the papers on the desk.

“How did you screw up?” Nik asked then.

The wrench paused then moved deliberately through his fingers.

“Who says I screwed up?”

His wife had said it. His wife, and she’d thrown him out of his truck. Even worse, she’d thrown him out of their bed. Threatened to call the sheriff if he didn’t leave. Son of a bitch, could anybody be more tangled than he was right now?

She was right. He was slime. A bastard. A no-commitment son of a bitch who didn’t deserve to be anywhere close to her.

He threw the wrench in the toolbox at his side, hearing the clank and clatter as he jerked a greasy rag from the fender and wiped his hands quickly.

“What kind of help do you need?”

Nik scratched his jaw and looked at where Noah had thrown the wrench.

“I need to go see a friend,” Nik stated, the code smooth, rueful.

A meeting had obviously been called at the bunker.

“Hell!” Noah plowed his fingers through his hair and grimaced.

He’d have to tag Rory, put him with Sabella. After the attempt on Toby, Noah was terrified to leave her alone.

“Sorry, dude. You promised.” Nik slapped him on the shoulder. “But you know, it’s not like you can’t have your cake and eat it too. She’s a fine woman. She’d make any man an even finer wife. I’d consider that if I were you. Walk away, and someone else will step in eventually. Is that what you want?”

Noah felt his lip twitch as fury began to burn inside him. He shot the big Russian a hard look and only got a cold smile in return.

Yeah. He’d promised. It had been his fucking hand that signed the papers, giving his soul to the Elite Ops rather than returning to his wife. He’d been warned then, he could never return to his old life. There was no resignation, there was no opting out unless he was dead.

And there was no revealing who and what he was, but there was no clause that hadn’t said Noah Blake couldn’t marry or fall in love. But could he keep his Bella and remain here, in his hometown, and maintain the illusion of who he was forever?

The Elite Ops wasn’t a prison, but the consequences of breaking contract weren’t pretty. Gitmo wasn’t a place Noah wanted to be. If he revealed who he was, what he was, and it was learned, he could be shipped out as an enemy combatant and never be seen again.

The question was, could he remain with Sabella and never tell her he was the husband she had lost? Could he live with hating one part of himself because his wife still longed for something she thought could never return?

The jealousy was like an acrid burn in his soul, and despite his determination to keep her, Noah wondered how long he could actually stay and have that life with her while maintaining his secrets.

The wife who wasn’t a damn thing like the pretty little thing he’d left six years ago. The Sabella who had stared back at him, dry-eyed and furious, two nights before was nothing like the tender, softhearted young woman he had left when he went on that last, fateful mission.

The woman he remembered shedding tears when she saw new wounds on his body after a mission. He’d seen the horror in her eyes over a shallow knife cut. He’d seen the nightmares in her eyes when he returned, exhausted, from six to eight weeks, sometimes longer, deployed into areas he could barely pronounce the name of.

The Sabella he had known would have broken at the sight of his face, destroyed from so many beatings. His back, chest, and thighs lashed to ribbons from a whip. Starved down and so desperate to fuck he was like an animal.

He’d been like an animal for three years. Jacking off until his dick felt raw, and on the retraining missions, he’d been the demon of death. He didn’t ask questions. He didn’t pull punches. He didn’t give anyone the chance to strike at him, capture him.

He’d thought his life with Sabella was over. The woman he had thought he had known couldn’t accept the man he had become.

And he’d learned he’d never known the woman he had loved. Not all the way to the bone. He’d only known what he’d wanted to see. The helpless little blonde Southern baby. Sexy and vulnerable. And so young.

It was what he had wanted to see, because seeing the strength in the core of her would have given him a clue into the future, into a woman who would have stood by him no matter how broken he had been. And his damned pride, that was it, his pride, hadn’t been able to consider the thought of Sabella ever seeing him as less than what he wanted to be in her eyes.

Invincible. But he hadn’t been invincible. It had taken Fuentes almost two years, but before his rescue, Noah had known it wouldn’t be long before he lost the will to live or to fight. And Sabella had been there with him. In the darkest nights, the bleakest days, she had been there through it all, holding on to his soul.

That damned woman had a spine like steel and a look that could flay a man’s flesh at a hundred paces. If she deigned to look at him. She was the woman who had held him through hell, through her dreams. And he had thought she wasn’t strong enough to hold him broken and in pain.

He’d been a fool. And now, walking away from her just might kill him. But staying, what if staying could kill her?

“What time do we need to leave?” he finally asked Nik, forcing his gaze away from Sabella.

“Just after the garage shuts down.” At dark.

They would enter the bunker under the cover of night, lights off and on stealth mode.

He nodded slowly.

“I’ll let my friend know we’ll be there,” Nik murmured as Noah rubbed the back of his neck and moved from the garage to the convenience store where Rory was taking his turn manning the counter.

The convenience store was empty. One of those lulls that came every few hours.

Rory watched him approach, his blue eyes flat, his expression set. Rory had been watching him like that for a week now.

“What do you need?” His brother crossed his arms over his chest as he glanced at the closed door between the store and the office.

“I have to go out this evening.” Noah stared back at Rory curiously.

Someone else had changed in the past years. Maybe Rory had grown up. Noah felt his chest clench at the knowledge that he had missed it. His baby brother. Their father had cast him and his mother off, refused to acknowledge the black-haired, red-faced infant he’d created with the dark-haired shop clerk from Odessa.

Grandpop had taken him instead. The squalling little scrap of flesh that no one wanted but an old man and a ten-year-old boy.

Noah had helped raise Rory, and he’d missed whatever moment Rory had faced that turned him from a lazy, reckless young man to the man facing him now.

“Fine. You go out, I’ll watch her. It’s what I’ve been doing all along anyway.” Rory shrugged, that thread of anger warning Noah exactly what the problem was. The same problem Sabella was having.

He breathed out roughly and glanced at the door.

“She doesn’t need to know,” he finally said, his voice hard as he turned back to Rory. “She still has her memories of what was. She doesn’t need to know what it became.”

“I said I’d watch her.” Rory grunted. “I didn’t ask for your excuses.”

“What the hell do you want to ask me for then, kid?” Noah bit out. “Spit it out before it eats you alive.”

“Before it eats you alive.” Rory smiled mockingly. “Don’t worry, man. I got nothin’ to bitch at you about. You’re free and easy, right? Go be free and easy. I have work to do.”

Noah glanced at the door again. In the past two days, he could have sworn he felt her tears. Her pain.

“Get off that attitude, Rory,” he told his brother warningly. “This thing is getting too close. I have to be able to trust you to handle the fallout.”

When things went to hell, Rory had to get Sabella out of town. He wanted her out of it, away from it.

“I know my responsibilities,” Rory assured him, a snap in his voice. “Damn good thing one of us remembers.”

Before Noah could stop the reaction, his hand snapped out, his fingers gripping Rory’s neck. His brother’s eyes widened as Noah gritted his teeth and pulled back. Slowly.

“Don’t forget them.” He was aware of Sabella standing in the doorway, the doorknob gripped in her hand, as she stared between Noah and Rory.

She was pale. There were dark shadows under her eyes. His cock jerked, already erect, he swore it only hardened impossibly further at the sight of her.

“Do you two have a problem I need to know about?”

Rory’s jaw clenched. “No problem, Belle,” he answered for both of them. “He just grates on the nerves sometimes, I guess.”

“Do tell?” She arched her brow as she stepped from the office. “I’m going out for a while. Toby has the office and I’m getting on his nerves.”

“There are cars in the bay,” Noah gritted out.

“And you’re so handy with them,” she stated coolly as she moved from the office and closed the door behind her. “I’ll see the two of you in the morning.”

“Where the hell are you going?” The words were out of his mouth before he could hold them back.

Noah could feel the tension brewing in him, between them. She wanted promises. She should have learned how easily promises could be broken. He knew. He knew and it ravaged his soul, tore at his guts minute by minute, knowing, at any moment, any promise he made to her could be like dust. Like death. Simply gone.

“It’s none of your business where I’m going, Mr. Blake,” she told him. “But if you must know, I thought I’d go clean house.” Her eyes met his and he felt something constrict in his soul. “See ya’ll tomorrow.”

She moved to the cooler, grabbed a cold water, and left the store. Noah watched her walk across the asphalt of the station lot and take the walkway up to the house.

She moved slow and easy, her hips shifting, ass bunching. His hands clenched at the remembered feel of those curves under his hands. Two days without her and it felt like another six years.

“You’re killing her,” Rory said then. “You fly back in here, make her live again, and then suddenly, she’s hollow eyed and quiet. I hate you for that, Noah.”

And Noah nodded slowly. Yeah, he understood that. Related. Felt it. He hated himself. He shook his head and moved from the store, back to the garage. He had vehicles to fix, a mission to finish. Things were better this way. She wasn’t hiding in the house, burrowed in the bed, grieving for a man who no longer existed.

She was pissed. Probably hurt. But this one she could survive, he told himself.

He picked up the wrench and braced his hands on the frame of the SUV and wondered if he would survive it. Because he could feel the pain fracturing inside him, spreading through him until the ache was like an open wound.

Until the need for her touch, her laughter, her smile, sliced at his soul.

 

Sabella walked into the house and slammed the door closed. She was met by pictures. Dozens and dozens of pictures that filled the living room. Pictures of Nathan, of her and Nathan, Nathan and Grandpop, and Rory and Nathan.

They stared at her, mocking her.

She moved to the fireplace, to the mantel, and lifted the trifold frame. And she smiled. Their wedding picture. How young she had been. How stupid. She let her finger trace over Nathan’s strong jaw. It wasn’t as blunt now, it was sharper, leaner.

She’d been on the computer that morning, researching what kind of damage could have caused that. Shattered bones had been the most likely cause. Or broken bones that had rehealed improperly.

She closed her eyes and swallowed tight. Repairing it would have been almost as painful as the cause. His lower lip wasn’t as full as it had been, and there was a fine web of barely detectable scarring at one side.

She leaned her head against the picture of the man she had been married to.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I love you, Noah.” Because he was Noah now, and she knew it. Nathan still lived inside him, but she had a feeling Noah was the man Nathan had never given her.

She replaced the picture before she trudged up the stairs and moved to the shower. She’d promised Sienna and Kira she would meet them at one of the bars in town later. One of the few Rick didn’t fight Sienna over going to.

Rick was as protective of his wife as Nathan had been over her, long ago and far away. She shook her head at that thought.

She had several hours before she needed to get ready for that little girls’ night out.

She walked into the bedroom, stared at the bed. She started by stripping off the comforter then the sheets. The pillowcases that still held his scent.

She changed the bed, packed the sheets downstairs to the washer, and poured the detergent and bleach to them.

She walked to the basement, pulled free one of the most expensive bottles of his wine and brought it upstairs. Hell, it wasn’t as though he needed it. He wasn’t sticking around and she damned sure wasn’t packing it up for him.

She cleaned house and drank the wine. She dusted and scrubbed. She cleaned the scent of him out of her home. She changed her comforter, pulled the pillows from the guest room and placed those on her bed. They definitely didn’t smell like Noah.

She turned the music up loud. Godsmack, Nine Inch Nails. All the those pesky hard rock bands Noah had always hated. And she hadn’t played them when he was home. She finished the wine and let the glow suffuse her.

She filed and painted her finger- and toenails. She showered, lotioned her body, fixed her hair, and put on the makeup she hadn’t worn in three years.

The dainty little ankle bracelet he had bought her while they were dating graced her ankle. She smiled with a mocking little twist of her lips as she clasped a silver necklace around her neck, and attached the silver armband to her upper arm that he had bought her just before the son of a bitch “died.”

“Bastard,” she muttered. “Has to leave to sort some things out, does he? Screw it.”

It wasn’t like she had asked him for the truth. She’d asked if he was staying. That wasn’t uncalled-for. It wasn’t wrong and it sure as hell wasn’t pressure. He was her husband.

She stared at the gold wedding band she had taken off only months before. She had to blink back her tears as she picked it up, stared at it. Inside, go síoraí had been engraved. Celtic for “forever.” She had finally looked it up. It meant “forever.” His vow to her.

“Forever didn’t last long enough.” But she slid the ring on the ring finger of her right hand.

She was a widow, right? That’s where widows wore their rings. Her husband was indeed dead. Because her husband would have never told her he had to leave, to “sort some things out.”

She inhaled roughly, trying to ignore the sense of comfort the ring brought her, even on the wrong finger.

Pulling on snug jean shorts and a sleeveless blouse, she clenched her teeth, forcing herself to go through with this little girls’ night out Sienna was so determined to have. She tucked the shirt into her shorts and threaded the leather belt through the loops.

She slid a toe ring on. Something else he had bought her. She wiggled her toes, eyeing the cherry-red polish critically before sliding her feet into stylish leather sandals.

She spritzed herself with the softly scented cologne she had always favored then headed back downstairs. Striding into the kitchen, she heard the Harley and went to the window to watch as its headlight cut through the darkness and sped away from the garage.

Where was he going? Another fight?

He was here for a mission, she reminded herself. She knew he was, she just hadn’t figured out what it was. And she hadn’t asked. That was dumb of her. Because she hadn’t wanted the inevitable question to come up. What happened when the mission or assignment was over? What happened when he no longer had a reason to be in Alpine?

And now she knew. He’d have to leave. To sort some things out.

She shook her head, picked up the phone, and called a cab. She didn’t want to drive tonight. She intended to enjoy this little outing Sienna had guilted her into. She intended to dull her senses just enough to laugh with her friends, to be a girl again.

It had been a damned long time since she had been a woman, just for the sake of being a woman. Too many years since she had felt a sense of—freedom. And that freedom hurt. It hurt like hell.

She shoved a credit card and her house keys in the back pocket of her jeans and went out to the front porch to await her ride.

Sabella knew she was too damned pissed to be leaving the house. Too hurt. She should face Noah with what she knew, scream and demand the truth, but pride held her back. Who wanted a man who stayed simply because a woman reminded him that he was married?

As the cab drew into the driveway, she watched Rory step out of the convenience store, staring up at the drive.

“Pull down to the garage first,” she told Art Strickman, the young man driving the cab that night. His daddy owned three cabs, and they all kept up a steady business. Especially on a Friday night.

“Yes, Ms. Malone.” He flashed her a smile before turning and driving to the front of the convenience store.

Rory was waiting on her. “Where the hell are you going?”

Rory took one look at her and barely managed to keep his mouth from dropping open. Holy hell. Noah was going to explode.

This was the Sabella he knew. This woman standing in front him of looking like a damned goddess. Her hair all fluffed around her face, her eyes smoky in the dim light, legs a mile long, and nails painted cherry red.

“Girls’ night out.” She wagged her brows. “I’ll be back late, so make sure you lock up tight and take the bank bag with you. I’ll get it in the morning.”

“Hell, umm, Belle.” He swallowed tightly. “Hang around a bit. I’ll go with you. I close up in an hour.”

“Girls’ night out, Rory.” She patted his cheek with a mocking little laugh. “Sienna and Kira Richards are waiting on me. I’ve just put away a bottle of Nathan’s eighteen hundred and something French wine, and I’m heading out to have a little fun. You can survive without me.”

Shit. Shit. He pushed his fingers through his hair and stared around the lot as he heard the door open behind him.

“Ms. Malone. Wow. You’re hot,” Toby almost cackled. “You’re going out tonight?”

“Ain’t he sweet?” Belle wrinkled her nose back at him. “Girls’ night out, Toby. Make sure you get a ride home, no walking. Promise?”

“You betcha.” Toby laughed. “Tell me where you’re going. Maybe we’ll join you.”

Sabella shot him a sharp look. “Do I look like I need a babysitter?” She waved her hand down her body as she cocked her hip with feminine arrogance. Rory and Toby both nearly swallowed their tongues at the look. Rory swore Noah was going to detonate like a nuclear bomb when he caught sight of this. And oh boy, Rory did intend to make damned certain his brother knew his wife was out on the town looking like a sex goddess visiting for a little down-and-dirty pleasure.

Not that Belle looked sluttish. She looked damned good. Too damned good. Too damned hot dressed like the female she was, and too innocent to know what the hell she was letting all those Friday-night cowboys get a glimpse of.

One pissed-off, hurting woman.

“No, ma’am.” Toby was the first to speak. “I just want to see the fireworks later.”

Rory shot Toby a silencing look. One the boy ignored.

“What fireworks?”

“The ones that are going to hit Alpine when Mr. Blake finds you,” Toby said, laughing. “Talk about a Friday night free-for-all.”

“Yeah. Mr. No-commitment-has-things-to-sort-out-Blake. Don’t worry. I have a feeling he couldn’t give a damn one way or the other.”

And she believed it.

Rory saw it in her face, in her eyes. She believed to the bottom of her heart that Noah didn’t give a damn. Hell. Someone was going to end up hurt tonight, and he just prayed it wasn’t Sabella. Or Noah. Or God forbid, him.

With his luck, Noah would rip his head off just for letting her go.

But he let her go. Watched the cab pull out and breathed out roughly.

“How old are you, Toby?”

“Nineteen. But I got friends,” Toby told him. “I can get in any bar in town.”

Rory ran his gaze critically over Toby. Yeah, he could pass for twenty-one.

“We are such dead meat. Noah will kill us both!” he snarled.

“Man, you can’t let her go by herself if there’s shit goin’ on. And I’m not stupid. I’ve watched you and Noah enough to know there’s definitely shit going on,” Toby snapped. “We have to follow her. Call Noah, man. This is bad. It’s Friday night, Rory. You know how many men are going to be hitting on her? It’s like setting a baby lamb loose in a pen of wolves.”

Rory glanced at his watch and bit back a curse. Noah wouldn’t even have cell coverage for another two hours. He’d warned Rory of that. Only Uncle Jordan had access. Shit. This was bad.

“Lock up.”

They turned and rushed inside. Pumps were shut down, lights turned out, and they ignored the car that pulled in, its horn blowing imperiously in front of the pumps.

“Start calling your friends. Find out which bar she’s at,” Rory ordered half an hour later as they jumped into his car. “I’ll get hold of a contact and see if they can catch Mr. Noah asshole Blake. How stupid can a man get?”

“As stupid as Blake?” Toby asked.

“That was rhetorical, kid,” Rory groaned. “It was supposed to be rhetorical.”

 

Jordan listened to Rory’s frantic voice mail, lifted his brows, and stared through the window into the briefing room where the agents of the Elite Ops had gathered.

“Man. Get hold of Noah. Fast. Don’t know what he did to piss off Belle. She’s got girls’ night out and looks like something that just stepped outta every man’s fantasy. She’s headed to the Borderline. Kira Richards and Sienna Grayson are meeting her. Get me some backup before that psychotic bastard you have with you goes nuclear and blames me for this. He grabs my neck one more time, and I swear to God. To God, Jordan, and I’m telling Grandpop. Your name will be in it. You don’t want that. And I’ll tell on you.” The message cut off.

Jordan clicked the button to continue to the next frantic message and almost smiled. Rory was losing his mind, and Noah would be next.

“I’m telling you. I have to tell Grandpop, and we’re all gonna pay. All of us. Tell him that one for me. He does it again and we’re all screwed ’cause I’m squealin’ like a pig to the old man and savin’ my own ass first. You tell him that.”

The message cut off.

Rory was threatening to tell Grandpop on all of them. Hell, he almost felt young again. Rory was always telling Grandpop on them when he thought they were getting his ass in trouble.

What Rory had never known was that Grandpop had usually already guessed. But having the kid trust him, love him enough, always made the old man proud as hell. Unfortunately, this time, telling Grandpop wasn’t an option.

Jordan leaned back in his chair, stared at his nephew, and he almost smiled. Almost. Because Noah chose that moment to stare back at him, as though he knew something was up, and Jordan knew exactly what that something was.

Damn, he loved that boy. A part of him had died when he’d thought his nephew had, and he swore his soul had lightened when he found out Nathan was alive.

And he’d worried. Worried like hell, especially when Nathan refused to let them call Belle.

But this might be working out better. He rose from his seat and strode into the briefing room. Yeah, things just might be coming together for his nephew. And when they did . . . He nodded to himself. When they did, then all the conniving and manipulation he’d used against his nephew would have been worth it. Every second of it.

If Noah didn’t kill him first.

“Okay, boys, here’s your files.” He tossed the files to the table. “We have DNA verification. Order will go out to the sheriff and the state police first thing in the morning to haul Delbert Ransome’s ass in. Let’s be prepared.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Micah had photos. Late-night recon had observed several midnight hunting parties in the past week that had thankfully not resulted in prey being located. But they had the pictures, taken at long range, one of which showed Delbert Ransome’s pickup.

“We have Kira and Tehya running matches on the other vehicles but we haven’t identified them yet.” Jordan was still outlining the files an hour later.

Noah’s head lifted from the pictures to stare at his uncle.

“Everyone, Tehya will be working communications and logistics for us.” He nodded to the door and the small redhead who stood leaning against the frame, arms crossed over a snug T-shirt, her jeans-clad legs crossed at the ankles.

“What happened?” Noah asked then. “The orphan turned heiress has decided to stay”

Teyha’s lips lifted with an edge of amusement. “I never claimed the Fitzhugh estate. My name was wiped from the reports of the mission that Joseph Fitzhugh was killed in. His estate went to cover debts and to secure the future of the young woman he was still holding on his estate.”

Who would want the world to know she was the daughter of a terrorist and white slaver so vile that a cartel drug lord had been promised protection to secure the terrorist’s identity and capture.

Her long red hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, her green eyes stared cynically into the meeting room.

“We also have reports of a newborn showing up with the housekeeper of Gaylen Patrick.” Jordan turned back to the file. “One of the kidnapped legal aliens had a child. An infant, mere months old. The baby’s body was never found. The DNA found beneath Ransome’s truck matched that of the father, but not the mother.”

“The feds can get him on both deaths though, correct?” Micah spoke up, his eyes gleaming like black ice in his hard features.

“That’s what they’re working on.” Jordan nodded. “Federal, state, and county law enforcement will converge on the Patrick ranch in the morning. Sheriff Grayson, not Alpine’s small police force, will be aware of the arrest warrant before the FBI arrives with it. There will be agents ready to catch Ransome if he tries to run, or ditch the truck. They’re going for complete secrecy, and there’s a good chance they can contain any calls outgoing to the Patrick ranch with the plan they have in place.”

“What basis are they using for suspicion?” Noah asked.

“Anonymous tip.” Jordan smiled mockingly. “Seems someone thinks they saw Ransome’s truck possibly chasing someone through the valley that night. A lone hiker.”

Noah nodded. It was imperative that they keep suspicion off the garage.

“We’ve had John on the daughter of Coalton James, the owner of the bank Mike Conrad is manager of. Katy James works in accounts there. It seems some of Conrad’s accounts appear a little off to her.” He nodded to the Australian then.

John Vincent flicked Jordan a rather sarcastic look before he spoke.

“Katy seems to think there are a few too many inconsistencies in some of the larger accounts. Namely the fact that several of the corporate accounts he manages have signs of being used to launder large amounts of money.”

“And she told you this why?” Noah asked him. “I know Katy, she doesn’t run her mouth about bank accounts.”

John’s lips twisted mockingly. “No, she doesn’t. But she does keep a rather detailed journal. She’s looking at getting her very delectable little rear in quite a bit of trouble if she isn’t careful.”

Noah shook his head. Didn’t it just figure. He wondered if Sabella kept a journal. Hell. He realized he had no idea if she did or not.

“The evidence found in Conrad’s library along with the suspected laundering and Ransome’s involvement puts Gaylen Patrick right in the thick of it,” John continued. “One of those very lucrative accounts that Katy has found suspicious ties into Patrick. His ranch borders the park, and it would be easy for him to offset any suspicion.”

“Patrick employs legal aliens,” Noah pointed out. “What about the program we got into Conrad’s laptop? Have we found anything through it?”

“Nothing yet,” Tehya answered. “We’re still working on the encryption on some of the files, but other than that, we’ve not been able to track any information through it.”

“John, I want you and Micah in town tomorrow.” Jordan cut through the comment hovering on Noah’s tongue. “John, stay on Miss James. See if you can get her to talk. Micah, make certain you report to your job at the local police station a bit early. See what you can hear.” He turned to Travis Caine. “Set up in the hills above the Patrick ranch. See what you can see. Make certain to stay out of sight.”

Travis nodded sharply, his aristocratic features cool and composed.

“Nik, you’re with Noah at the garage. We know the gossip that flows through there. You two keep your ears open, and be ready for any fallout.”

Nik nodded while Noah watched his uncle carefully.

“Are you expecting fallout?” Noah asked then.

“I always expect fallout,” Jordan informed him. “Go through your file. Gossip attained throughout the county points to the BCM’s interest in acquiring that garage. Belle was considered an easy mark to take out, but they couldn’t kill her. That would have roused too much interest from me personally. I would have investigated the murder of my nephew’s wife and they knew it. After her little venture into the night life tonight, I’d expect to see a few interested parties coming around though. Let’s see who takes up that interest.”

Noah froze. He stared at his uncle, feeling a tight ball of carefully controlled fury beginning to slip its leash.

“Now, let’s move on to the rest of our suspected hunting parties. If you’ll turn to page—”

“What did you just say?” Noah asked carefully, aware of the edge to his voice and the tension that filled the room as Jordan paused and looked back at him in surprise.

“I said, turn to page—”

“What venture into what night life?” His teeth clenched, he swore he felt something explode in his head.

Jordan arched his brow coolly. “Does it matter? Our only interest in her at this point is the location of her business and the militia’s interest in it.”

Noah rose slowly to his feet, his fingertips pressing into the wood with enough force to turn the tips white.

“What venture? What night life?”

“Agent Blake, are you forgetting something? The mission is our objective here, not the bar where one lone citizen is having a girls’ night out. Agreed?”

Something exploded. Detonated. Noah felt the implosion in his brain.

Friday night. In Alpine. In a bar.

Girls’ night out, his ass. Sabella had known better than that shit even six years before. She knew what the weekends were like in those bars. She knew being a single woman out on the town on a Friday night was like throwing fresh meat to wolves.

“Like fucking hell.” The guttural force of the curse cut through the room before he jerked back from the table, slamming his chair and the wall and striding from the meeting room.

He ignored the sharp command in Jordan’s voice as he called him back.

He’d signed on for the mission. He’d accepted his death and let his wife go. That was what he had told himself since walking back into her life. He was doing her a favor. He was teaching her to live again, not to love again. He was going to walk out of her life the same way he had walked into it. With no fanfare, no heartbreak. Simple. To the point.

God. Loving her was killing him. Destroying him. And the thought, the knowledge, that she had taken him at his word, no strings, no commitment, was burning inside his head like a supernova as he tore down the metal steps leading to the cement parking area. He hit the security button, releasing the lock on the heavy doors, and listened to them slide open as he straddled the Harley and twisted the key in the ignition.

With no more than an inch to spare on the door, he was speeding out, lights off, his gaze narrowed against the darkness as he shot through the canyon and hit the dirt road beyond.

As he hit the main road, he flipped the lights on and laid the gas to the Harley.

A venture into the night life on a Friday night in Alpine? Like hell.

He jerked his cell phone from his belt as he rode out of the blackout surrounding the bunker. The message indicator was flashing. Hitting the button, he held it to his ear and listened to Rory’s threats.

Tell Grandpop, would he? He was going to strangle that little bastard. What the hell was he thinking, letting Sabella go out like that? Dammit to hell, all shit was about to hit the fan and Sabella was out partying? A girls’ night out with Kira Richards and Sienna Grayson.

God help them all.

God help him. Because he knew what he was doing. What he was going to do. He was going to drag her ass out of that bar, stake his ownership on her, and destroy them both when he was forced to leave.

Because he couldn’t stay. And if he tried, then sooner or later he’d trip himself up. He wouldn’t be able to hide the truth from her forever and he knew it. And once she knew, once she understood what had become of her husband, how could she forgive him? She wouldn’t forgive him. He’d left her alone for over four years after he’d been rescued. He hadn’t let her come to him, he’d given his life to the Elite Ops rather than her. How could she forgive him for that? A contract he couldn’t break, missions he couldn’t refuse, and the chances would increase with each one that he wouldn’t return.

She was attached to Noah Blake. A rebound lover. She’d realized that in time, he had told himself. Tried to convince himself of it. Convince her of it.

But as he hit town, possessiveness, arousal, and sheer male fury burned through his mind, and he knew better. There was no convincing him, because he knew the truth.

No matter who or what he was, Sabella owned him. She always had, and she always would. And that left a decision he had to make soon. If he walked away, he’d have to walk away forever. If he stayed, eventually, he’d have to tell her the truth and he knew it. Because he knew his Sabella. Eventually, she would figure it out.

 

Friday night at the Borderline was no place for a woman to be without her husband or significant other, Sabella thought with an edge of mockery as she sipped at her wine and watched the cowboys eyeing their table.

A half dozen had already asked her, Kira, and Sienna to dance. Sienna danced. She loved to dance and she wasn’t particular about who she danced with.

Ian had joined Kira not long after they arrived. He sat in a chair behind his wife, his expression amused, his chin propped on his wife’s shoulder as she talked to him during the louder portions of the live band belting out a facsimile of country music’s current hits.

“You’re not dancing, Sabella.” Kira watched the dance floor with a gleam of laughter in her gray eyes. “I thought you’d enjoy it as much as Sienna does.”

Sabella looked out to where Sienna was dancing with two cowboys.

She used to enjoy dancing, but not with a bunch of cowboys. A smile tugged at her lips. Nathan had always made dancing fun rather than making her feel she was being interviewed as a possible one-night stand.

Her lips thinned at the thought. No, she was his one-night stand now.

“Come on, Belle. Dance with me.”

Her head lifted and she had to laugh. Martin Sloes was a friend of Rory’s. Young. His hazel eyes were filled with laughter and he was just a little bit tipsy. He held a bottle of beer in one hand.

He was swinging his hips, his snug Wranglers a little too tight in the crotch and his western shirt unbuttoned halfway down his smooth chest. His dark brown hair was close-cut, a little goatee tried to grow at his chin.

She shook her head as his gaze roved over her bare legs and he gave her a lecherous waggle of his brows.

They were the same age, but she felt years older.

“Not tonight, Martin. Maybe next time.”

“You’re a coldhearted woman,” he said, pouting, but he moved off to the next table and the little coeds sitting there.

Sabella laughed at the pout. Martin was a charmer, or wanted to be. An overgrown kid with more money in his pocket than good sense in his head. And she knew on his pay he wasn’t overrun with money.

“This is a friendly little town.” Kira leaned forward, her expression filled with laughter over the exchange.

Sabella glanced back at Ian. His gaze, for just a second, was hard, cold as he looked out over the dance floor. He was working. She just wondered what the hell Kira was doing.

“It has its moments,” she agreed as Sienna plopped into her chair and waved her hand over her flushed face.

“Damn, those cowboys are wearing me out,” she said, laughing.

For a moment, Sabella wondered at the changes she saw in her friend. Not that Sienna hadn’t always loved to dance, but she did it more vigorously now, and flirted a hell of a lot more than she used to.

As the music slid into a slower tune, Sienna was back on her feet, this time with Martin, and Kira and Ian moved from the table to the dance floor as well.

Sabella shook her head at the three offers she was given and turned her attention to the crowd filling the Borderline Bar instead.

She pretended she didn’t see Rory and Toby sitting in the back, along the side of the room she was on. Rory was nursing a beer and glowering, while Toby had what looked like a soda and was glowering at Rory. Evidently, Rory wasn’t letting him have the beer.

What the hell were they doing following her? Babysitting her?

She let her nail tap against the table as she considered that. No doubt Noah would be worrying that whatever he was up to would slap back at her, as it nearly had Toby. Which didn’t make sense, because as far as she could tell, Noah wasn’t actually doing anything. He worked on cars. Spent his evenings torturing her, and other than a few nights a week that he disappeared with Nik, she couldn’t find a single clue that he was anything other than what he pretended to be. A mechanic. One that liked to get into knife fights, obviously.

She lifted her beer and sipped at it, almost grimacing at the bitter taste. Maybe tomorrow, she’d crack open another of those vintage heirloom wines Nathan had once been so fond of. Not that he had ever drunk the damned things. He’d just collected them.

Like he had collected his truck and his wife.

“Hey, Belle. Dance with me.” Jason Dugall, one of the Malone cowboys, stepped up to her as the music picked up its beat again. “Come on. You don’t wanna just sit here all night.”

His brown eyes sparkled with fun, his blond hair was sweat dampened and falling over his brow.

“One dance.” She picked up her beer, took a large drink, then rose to her feet and let him take her hand and lead her out to the dance floor.

She hadn’t danced in years, but the steps came back to her naturally. Within minutes she was laughing, twisting. Jason was a good dancer. A fun dancer. He didn’t touch below the waist, they laughed when she screwed up the steps and he would swing her around to get her back in step.

They finished the song and moved into another, then another. She let her mind drift, remembering the nights she and Nathan had spent dancing here when they went out with friends. And it was fun. It was something she hadn’t done since she and Nathan had been married, for one reason or another.

Finally, her legs weak and her mouth dry, she waved off another dance and headed for the table. From the corner of her eye she saw movement and turned.

A path opened to the door and Noah Blake came striding in like the biker bad boy from hell. Leather chaps over snug jeans. Kick-ass boots on his feet. A leather jacket over a black T-shirt. His blue eyes blazed like hell on fire in his dark face and his black hair was windblown, mussed, and lying to his shoulders in erotic disarray. As though the wind had loved his hair as he rode. Combed invisible fingers through it and left it lying in just the right way to reveal the rugged savagery of the re-formed bones and angles of his face.

And he was heading straight for her.

The music drifted away, a slow sensual tune heated up the dance floor, and she felt her breathing become harder, deeper.

Two days. She had been without him for two days. And it had been hell. How was she going to make it without him when he left to sort-things-out?

He strode to her, that loose-hipped dangerous swagger that made her mouth dry and her pulse pound. And before she realized his intention, his arms went around her and he pulled her into the softly swaying crowd.

It was like making love. Like long, slow sex.

His hands gripped her hips, hers pressed against his chest, fingers curling beneath the vest as they moved to the music.

“Having fun?” His eyes raged, his voice deepened, darkened.

“Of course.” She let her hands slide up his chest to his shoulders, moved in closer, and let herself feel him.

Oh God, how was she supposed to do without him again? How was she supposed to go on when he went off to sort his little things out?

She was married. She wasn’t a widow, she wasn’t a divorcee. She was married and she still loved her husband, even if somehow, somewhere, his love for her had died.

She let her head fall against his chest, her eyes close. A memory, she told herself. Something to hold on to when he was gone again. And his arms folded around her, held her close until her bare legs were sliding against the leather chaps, reminding her of the leather seats of the pickup and the scent of sex that infused it now.

She could feel her body warming, her breasts and clit swelling. Flesh became overly sensitized, and when his hands dipped beneath the short hem of her blouse and touched the bare flesh of her back, she drew in a hard, deep breath.

“I’ve missed you,” he breathed against her ear and she felt herself flinch at the admission.

Eyes closed, her face buried against him, she didn’t worry about anyone seeing the pain in her face, or her eyes. He hid her, sheltered her.

“There’s nothing to miss,” she finally answered, forcing herself to remember that he was going to leave her, walk away from her again.

He caressed the side of her head with his jaw.

“I want you, Sabella. I want back in that big bed with you. I want to feel you hot and wet beneath me.”

“For how long?” She shook her head against his chest. “How long, Noah? A night? Two? A week? What do you want from me? What makes you think you can just breeze into town, breeze into my bed, and then ride into the sunset and I’m just going to accept it?”

Noah could hear the hurt in her voice, he could feel it. Jealousy over the memory of the man who had spoiled her into seeing exactly how much she was worth, and the knowledge of what he was now, tearing through him.

She deserved so much better. Deserved a man who didn’t face those nights that, for whatever reason, pumped the remnants of the damned drug back into his senses. When the lust and the hunger consumed him to the point that he was terrified to be around any woman. Especially his Sabella.

And he couldn’t tell her that. He couldn’t tell her about the animal that raged inside him. He couldn’t tell her his agreement with Elite Ops, and he couldn’t forget that for eighteen months he had refused to let her know her husband was alive.

The truth would destroy her as surely as the lie eventually would. And at least with the lie, she would have that memory of her husband and what she had meant to him.

“There’s so much you don’t know,” he finally sighed against the shell of her ear. “Why I’m here. What has to be done.”

“Then tell me, Noah.” She lifted her head and stared back at him, her gray eyes dove soft, filled with anger and with need. “I’m not a child. I’m not some little ditz that can’t understand or handle the realities of life.”

Noah stared back at her, feeling the wild pulse of hunger tightening between them, and the need for answers blazing in her eyes.

“I already know part of it,” she said softly. “You can sleep with me? Torture me with everything I can’t have, but you can’t tell me the truth?”

Only so much of it, and he knew it. But parts of it, considering what was coming tomorrow, parts of it she had to understand. When this operation started moving, it would move fast. He needed to know she could protect herself, she had to know she needed to stay safe. For him. For his sanity.

“Ride with me,” he invited her, knowing that the partial truths would have to come tonight. Who he was, what he had been, would have to remain a secret, forever.

“I wore shorts.”

He shook his head. “I’ll be careful. Come on.” He pulled back as the music stopped. “We’ll ride.”

Sabella took his hand, her heart thudding in her chest, a feeling of hope rising inside her, though a part of her knew, a part of her accepted, he wasn’t going to tell her who he was.

But she couldn’t stop hoping.

She was aware of the eyes watching them as they left that bar. Rory and Toby stood as they passed. She took a second to shoot Rory a narrow-eyed look. The day was going to come when they were going to talk. Hard and deep. And that day wasn’t far off.

She didn’t confront him now, wouldn’t confront him until Noah left, because she needed to know. She had to know what had happened to her husband, why he hadn’t come back to her as he should have. But even more, she needed to know that he wasn’t leaving her. That no matter the things he needed to sort out, that he intended to stay. That he intended to claim her again.

“Rory called you, didn’t he?” she asked as he helped her on the back of the Harley before straddling the machine himself.

“Rory called.” His voice was harder now. Cool. “How do you feel about a ride to the city park?”

He pulled off his jacket before turning and helping her into it.

She nodded slowly. “The park sounds fine.”

The Harley throbbed to life. The motor vibrated with throttled power before Noah kicked up the stand, kicked it in gear, and pulled out of the parking lot.

The summer air whipped through her hair. The remembered sense of freedom that overcame her brought a smile to her face as she wrapped her arms around Noah’s lean waist and held on as he headed to the small park.

Medina Park was small, beautifully kept. Noah pulled into the deserted parking lot and helped her off the motorcycle.

Holding her hand, he led her along a narrow walkway until they turned into a small sheltered picnic area. A lone table sat in the shadowed area, together with the dim outline of an iron barbecue grill.

Sabella shoved her hands into the pockets of the jacket as she stepped up on the seat of the table and sat on the wide bench of the table itself.

“Why here?”

“No ears to listen,” he said, sighing. “And if there were, I’d know it.”

His head turned as though probing the shadows.

“You can see that well in the dark then?” Nathan had always had exceptional sight, even in the dark.

“You know I’m here for a reason, Sabella,” he finally bit out, moving until he was sitting behind her, his powerful legs bracketing hers, his arms looping around her as he pulled her back against his chest.

“Have you heard about the bodies they found in the national park?” he asked her then.

Sabella nodded carefully.

“Legals and illegal aliens alike, as well as three FBI agents, have died over the past year or so, victims of a vicious hunt. I’m trying to track the men who did this, get the evidence needed, and turn it over to the federal agents working the case.”

“You’re not an agent?” Something inside her tightened into a hard knot of pain.

“I’m independent. Contracted,” he told her, brushing his lips against her ear. “It doesn’t stop here, Sabella. The link to this goes much further than this little county. It’s growing, and it’s a security threat to the nation. I don’t have a choice about where I go from here.”

She nodded jerkily. “So you really won’t be staying?”

She was shaking on the inside. She couldn’t understand how she was managing to stay calm, collected, on the outside.

She felt him behind her then, the question hanging between them, filling the heated air with tension and with regret.

“You’re the best thing that ever happened to me,” he finally said. “In my life, touching you, holding you, is the best thing I’ve ever done. But shit happens, baby. And shit blew up in my face a long damned time ago.”

She felt the first tear fall, and made sure it was the last.

She could feel the pain inside her though. It was clawing, vicious, digging out her heart as she fought against the sobs that wanted to tear through her. Her lips trembled, but she held them back. She didn’t know how she held them back.

“I want you safe,” he continued. “From here on out, I want you to stay out of the bars, out of town. Stay where I can keep an eye on you, where I can keep you safe in the event that anyone has managed to suspect why I’m here, or what I’m doing.”

“Something’s going to happen then?”

“Something could happen at any time,” he said. “But this case is moving now. Once it blows to hell and back, I don’t want the fallout at your doorstep.”

She nodded, then froze, her eyes closing tight as his lips took a slow, gentle sip of her bare neck. How could she have not known those lips the first time they touched her, the first time sensation had slammed into her. Only her husband, the man she had given her soul to, could do this to her.

Before Sabella could help herself, she leaned her head to the side, inviting more, needing more. God help her, he was going to leave her again. She should be screaming. Kicking. She should be crying. But the hope wouldn’t still inside her ragged heart.

He had told her this much. He was just waiting, just preparing her for what could happen. Noah wouldn’t actually walk away from her again. Not her Noah. Not the man whose hands were tightening on her now, whose breath was growing ragged, and whose hunger was flaming over her.

Her Noah would never walk out of her life like that. Never by choice. Not her husband.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

“Who are you chasing, Noah?”

She asked the question he was hoping she wouldn’t ask.

“You’re as safe as I can make you right now.” He let his lips feather over her jawline. “The less you know, the safer I can keep you.”

“Knowledge is power.” She tilted her head for him, letting his lips and tongue caress the sensitive little path down the side of her neck.

“Not in this case.” He nipped at her neck. “In this case, for you, innocence is your best weapon. And I’ll keep it that way, Sabella.”

He felt her soften then. As though he had given her something she needed. What could it have been other than an assurance that he cared for her, wanted her safe?

God in heaven knew he wanted her safe. He could live without sex. He could living without Sabella in his life. But he couldn’t live without Sabella living. His heart would stop beating. All will to live would flow out of his body.

He had known that before he ever married her. The night he had realized that his heart beat for this one tiny little woman, Nathan had known he would give up the free and easy lifestyle he had held on to for so long, and marry her.

And now, letting go of her again, it would rip his soul out. It would tear him into so many pieces he was certain he would only be a living shell of what he was tonight.

“I missed you in the bed with me.” He pulled the jacket from her shoulders and laid it beside them before caressing her bare shoulders, her arms.

His hands smoothed over the silver armband he had bought her. Damn, she looked good in that. Like a savage princess decked out for a sensual battle.

“This isn’t going to solve anything.” Her voice was weak, filled with hurt and with desire.

That vein of hurt in her voice broke his heart. It tore something in his chest and left him burying his face in her neck, fighting to hold back the pain ravaging him.

And he couldn’t stop touching her. Having her against him, in his arms, he couldn’t help it. It was like an addiction, a craving he couldn’t control. He needed this, needed her. When the time came to walk away, he wanted as many memories as possible to take with him. Enough to help him survive the lost, lonely nights he knew he was going to face.

“You deserve so much more,” he whispered, his hands sliding beneath her blouse, cupping her side, caressing over silken flesh to the heavy weight of her breasts. “A man that’s whole. That’s what you deserve, Sabella. And I’m not whole any longer. I haven’t been in a long time.”

Her breath hitched and he knew it was a sob that shuddered through her body.

“My Sabella.” He turned her to him, pulling her legs over his thigh and cradling her in his arms as he stared down at the tear tracks on her face. “I won’t lie to you. I can’t do that. I can’t tell you I’m going to stay and that we’re going to fulfill the dreams we each have.” He touched the tears on her face. “We can’t do that to each other, or for each other. I’m not your husband, Sabella. And we both know no one else is going to fill your heart but your husband.”

He pushed her, he had to push her. She had to realize what could happen. She had to face it.

Her eyes flashed.

He caught the hand that aimed at his face as surprise stuttered through him.

He stared at the hand, then at the anger flushing her face.

“Sabella, did you just try to smack me?” he asked her carefully.

It had been one of their rules during their marriage. She could throw anything she pleased, she could scream, cuss, she could call him a dirty son of a bitch, but she was never to try to hit him. Or to surprise him. No running up to goose him, or jumping out from corners.

His reflexes were too well honed, that survival instinct inside him too well developed to allow her to know any fear of him.

He wouldn’t hurt her, but he’d be damned if he wanted her afraid he would hurt her when he had his hand around her neck and had her on the floor before either of them thought.

“You’re lucky I don’t try to shoot you!” She scrambled off his lap, stumbled on the bench below, and would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her.

He stared back at her in surprise. One second she was sweet and soft in his arms, now she was spitting at him like a little cat.

“Where the hell are you going?” He grabbed his jacket and followed after her as she began striding, almost running, along the path back to the parking lot. “Dammit, Sabella.”

“Go to hell!”

“I’ve been there, thank you,” he retorted. “I opt not to return, if you don’t mind.”

“Then go wherever the hell you go when you drive off in the evenings.” She waved a hand back at him, her expression, the set of her body, flat furious. “I told you the other night, Noah Blake. I’ve had enough.”

“Well, maybe I haven’t,” he muttered.

He hadn’t had enough of her sweet touch and he sure as hell hadn’t had enough of her laughter, her kisses, or her presence next to him.

“Well, maybe that’s too damned bad. Because I don’t like your rules and I don’t like the game you’re playing with me.” She turned in the middle of the parking lot then, turned to face him, and Noah came to a hard stop.

If he hadn’t seen the determination in her eyes the other night, he saw it now. Naked pain, anger, and self-confidence.

He asked himself again, Where was the woman he had married? This wasn’t the helpless little blonde, but damned if she didn’t turn him on more than she ever had.

“I’m trying damned hard not to play games with you.” He propped his fists on his hips and glared back at her. “Dammit, Sabella, I’m trying to be honest here. I don’t want to hurt you.”

She stood beneath the parking lot lights, her hair falling around her face and shoulders in thick waves, her slender hips cocked, one hand propped on one hip, the other hand hanging loose and ready at her side.

“I don’t want your honesty.” She sneered at him. “Shove it. It sucks.”

She turned and started walking.

“Where the hell are you going?” He strode after her, caught her arm, and pulled her to a stop. “Back to that damned bar where those cowboys can sniff around you like wolves after fresh meat? The hell you are.”

“Oh my, Mr. No-commitment. Are we jealous?” The sarcasm in her voice was doing things to him. He could feel it. Like that fucking fever rising inside him, filled with lust, dominance, and a dark, hungry need. “You’re right. You’re not my husband. My husband had better sense than to tell me when I could or couldn’t do something.”

She had never confronted him like this during their marriage. Sarcastic and defiant. She had always spoiled him, and he saw that now. And the love that rose inside him threatened to strangle him. As did the pride. And fuck it, the fear.

He wasn’t the man she had loved six years ago. The man who crooned Irish lullabyes to her, or the man who would whisper “forever” in Gaelic because it made her shiver with pleasure.

He was scarred, changed. Inside, the man he was had been scarred forever, and admitting it to her would kill him. She would want answers. This Sabella would demand answers. And when she learned that for four years he had refused to let anyone come for her, she would hate him. Hate him because she would realize that he’d thought her weak. Weak and unable to handle the monster he was. And that would destroy her pride.

He’d weaved a web so damned tangled that now he had no idea how to get out of it.

“What do you want from me, Noah?” she cried, causing him to jerk his gaze back to her, to see the tears on her cheeks.

“Don’t you dare cry!” he snarled. “Don’t you use tears on me, Sabella.”

He couldn’t handle her tears. Silent tears. She had never sobbed, but he heard a sob in her voice now.

She shook her head, pushed her fingers through her hair, and turned and walked away.

It took him long seconds to realize exactly what she was doing. She was walking. Walking past the motorcycle, walking away from him.

“Sabella, no.” He covered the distance, gripping her arm and pulling her to a stop as he placed himself in front of her. “We can talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” she snapped. “You can’t just blow into whatever town, find yourself something to fuck for a few weeks, and then blow right out.” She jerked her arm out of his grip. “God, Noah. You’re breaking my heart and you don’t even care.”

“How can I break something that belongs to another man?” he yelled in jealous frustration. “That damned house with pictures of him spread through every damned room. The bedroom you shared with him, you still have his clothes in the closet. And look at this.” He jerked her hand up, the gold wedding band gleaming beneath the lights, ripping through his heart because she wore it on her right hand, not her left. “Look at that ring, Sabella. You still wear his ring.”

His ring, the ring she had slid on to his finger, burned a hole against his thigh. It was tucked in his pocket, always with him, always a part of him.

She was crying now. Her breath was hitching on her sobs and her gray eyes were washed with diamond-bright pain. It sliced through his soul.

Her lips parted. Her hand lifted as though to say something. At that moment, the clash of sirens sounded for the briefest second.

Sabella swung around as the sheriff’s cruiser pulled up, stopped, and Rick Grayson eased out of the cruiser. He took one look at Sabella then sliced a hard glare at Noah.

“Get in the car, Belle.” Rick nodded to the passenger side.

“Sabella. Don’t.” Noah stood still, every instinct inside him demanding that he not let her go with the sheriff. The sheriff was no longer a suspect, but Sabella was still Noah’s wife.

He stared back at her intently, willing her to remember the danger. “Please, Sabella.”

She looked from Rick to Noah. He could see the indecision in her face, her eyes.

Rick stood silently, watching them, his face creased into a scowl as he kept one hand carefully on the butt of his weapon.

“Let me take you home,” Noah said then. “I’ll just take you home. I swear it.”

A sob caught at her throat. “You’re killing me.”

“I know, baby.” And he did know. He was ripping them both apart and she had no idea how it was killing him too.

She ducked her head, shook it, then walked past him toward the motorcycle. Noah looked back at the sheriff intently, seeing the worry and the concern on his face as Grayson watched Sabella, then turned his gaze back to Noah. He was silent for a long moment. Finally, his hand lifted from the butt of his gun and he laid his forearms over the open frame of the door.

There was something knowing in the other man’s gaze. Something suspicious that had Noah tensing.

“You know,” Grayson finally said. “I’ve seen some real losers pass through this town in my day.”

“Really?” Noah drawled. Like he gave a damn.

“Really.” Rick nodded. “But I have to say I think you’re the biggest loser I’ve met to date. And for some reason, I just didn’t expect that of you.”

“I needed your opinion,” Noah grunted as he glanced back at where Sabella was wiping her cheeks and staring into the park.

“You need a bullet in the ass,” Rick growled, shaking his head. “Stay out of trouble, Mr. Blake. Otherwise, we’re going to talk.”

Noah arched his brows before deliberately turning his back on the sheriff and moving to where Sabella waited on the Harley.

He wrapped his jacket around her, pulling it over her arms before tipping her head up to him and staring into her tear-drenched eyes. His hands framed her face, his thumbs smoothed over her trembling lips.

“One more night, Sabella,” he whispered, so hard, so desperate for her, he wondered if he could survive it. “Give us one more night.”

Sabella stared back at him. Anger and hurt and fear all clashing inside her, raging inside her. And mixed with it was the need. The fiery hunger she wondered how she had lived without for six years.

“You bastard!” she sobbed.

“The worst bastard,” he whispered, and kissed her lips, the tears from her eyes.

She sniffed, her hands lifting to grip his wrists as her lips softened, felt his kiss, and needed more. She needed so much more.

“Take me home, Noah,” she whispered. “Please, just take me home.”

She wasn’t going to cry any more.

Holding on to Noah as they rode to the house, her head buried against his back, his heartbeat against her cheek, she tried to sort out the future. The near future. The far future. She tried to sort out her emotions. They weren’t that damned far from the house.

She lifted her head as they pulled up to the house and waited until he helped her off the Harley then swung free himself.

“Where’s your key?”

Her husband.

He’d always made certain he checked her small apartment after bringing her home while they were dating. After they married, he always went into a room or the house first. He’d always been protective.

She handed him the key and watched as he opened the door, going inside cautiously before turning back to her. She walked into the house and waited in the large entryway and living room while he went through the place.

She pulled his jacket tighter around her, breathed in his scent, and promised herself again, no more tears.

Was she going to throw him out, hang on to her anger, or give him one more night? And every other night she could steal before he left? Because the next time he left—she stared around the house. The next time he left, she knew exactly what she was going to do.

It was the only way to survive the loss.

She was standing in the living room, staring at the mantel, at the pictures. Their wedding picture. Their faces close, his wild blue eyes dominating the picture. His dark skin against her paler cheek, his expression quiet, confident.

She walked over to that picture, her fingers playing with the wedding band that she slid back onto her left hand. She wasn’t a widow. She was a wife. She would always be his wife, no matter what name he used. And wasn’t that pathetic? No wonder he hadn’t wanted to come home. He’d had a wife who presented no challenge, no defiance. A wife who only knew how to love him.

 

Noah stepped into the bedroom, checked the closets that still held his clothes, the large bathroom he and Sabella had planned together.

When he went back to the bedroom he stood in front of the small table by her bed and stared down at the picture of them together.

Sienna Grayson had taken that picture just after they married. He was touching her cheek, the broad gold band of his wedding ring bright and new on his finger.

Reaching into his jeans, he pulled the ring free, rolled it between his fingers then stared down at it. It wasn’t new anymore, but it was still bright, and warm.

He gripped it and pushed it on his finger, his fist clenching as a furious, agonized grimace twisted his lips and he fought the raging need to tell her. To own her. To be the man he knew she missed. The man she loved. Because the man who had come from the ravages of hell wasn’t the same man. And the life he would lead now, after signing on with the Elite Ops, wasn’t a life she would want to be a part of. A life he couldn’t resign from. Nathan Malone could have left the SEALs. If Noah Blake tried to leave the Elite Ops, then he would simply disappear and never return.

It was a life of always lying. Always hiding. Hell, he’d thought he could do it. He’d thought it would be best this way. But with his wedding band branding the flesh of his finger, he wondered how things could have been different. Tried to imagine something different, and he couldn’t. Because he was still the man he had been turned into. And though Sabella was different from the woman he remembered, she would never accept anything but the man she had loved.

She was stubborn. Determined. She thought she knew what he was, who he was, and she was wrong.

He slid the ring from his finger, stared down at it, then shoved it back into his jeans. It was his talisman. His lifeline. His lifetime reminder of what could have been.

 

Sabella turned away from the mantel as Noah came down the stairs, his gaze finding her instantly before his eyes slipped to the pictures behind her.

She watched him pause, saw the somber sadness that flickered in his eyes for just a second.

“You made a beautiful bride,” he said softly, standing before her, his legs braced solidly beneath him, those black riding chaps emphasizing the heavy bulge in his jeans.

God, he was so thick and hard. And she ached. Ached as though it had been years since he had touched her rather than mere days.

“He would have made any woman look beautiful in a picture with him,” she stated ruefully. “Cameras loved him.”

“And he loved you.” It wasn’t a question.

“He did love me.” She knew he did. “I wonder sometimes if he would love me now.”

He tilted his head, looked at the pictures for a long moment, his expression almost softening as he nodded slowly. “He would have.” He met her gaze once more. “The man in that picture knew how to love. And he knew how to live. You can see it in his face.”

But he didn’t any longer. He didn’t love, and he didn’t live for that love. She could accept that. She had no choice but to accept that.

She moved to him, letting all the hunger, all the need, that had tormented her for two days rise inside her. He had stripped her bare at the park, jerked all the illusions from her eyes, and showed her what she was dealing with. No more dreams, no more pretty, flowery memories.

His eyes narrowed on her as she let his jacket slide from her arms to the floor, her gaze gliding over his jeans.

“One more night?” she asked then.

“As many nights as you’re willing to give me,” he stated.

“Until you have to leave?”

His tongue touched his lower lip and she felt everything inside her tighten.

“Until I have to leave,” he agreed.

She let a small laugh slip free. Bitter. Taunting.

“Who says I’m even going to care when you leave?” She edged up to him, looked up at him from the corner of her eyes. “You know what, Noah?”

“What, Sabella?” The careful tone of his voice warned her, and she didn’t give a damn.

She was doing something that was going to get her spanked, and she wanted spanked.

She took her finger and ran it across his chest. “Perhaps your leaving is for the best.”

“You don’t say?” Beneath the rough, gravelly tone of his voice was a hint of that sexy, lyrical brogue she had always loved.

She smiled, licked her upper lip, and cast him a look from beneath her lashes.

“Just think. You helped me pull my head out of my ass where my husband was concerned. Getting over your leaving should be a breeze. It’s not like you’re going to be here long. Right?”

Did his eyes just darken? Grow wilder?

“You don’t want to push this, baby,” he warned her softly.

She smiled. A slow, easy smile before catching her bottom lip between her teeth and taunting him with her look.

“What, you don’t want to hear the truth?”

His hands gripped her hips as something wilder, something hungrier, suddenly lit those supercharged eyes.

“That’s not the truth,” he growled.

She reached up, caressed his lower lip with her tongue, then nipped it. Hard.

He jerked back, his eyes narrowing as his tongue swiped over the little wound a second before he jerked her closer, his erection burying against her stomach.

“But you’ll be gone, Noah,” she taunted him. “Like the wind,” she stated mockingly. “Goodbye, so long. Just like my husband.” She looked back at the pictures.

Nathan’s loving smile mocked her from the frames, his blue eyes, so full of love, so soft with desire, lied to her every time she looked at them.

That was the hardest part to accept. It made her wish she had never known who Noah Blake was; it would have been easier. She wouldn’t have loved him, this deep she wouldn’t have hurt with the ragged desperation that she hurt with now. She could have let Noah go without a whimper, because she would have hated him for stealing anything that belonged to her Nathan. But how could she hate the man Nathan had become?

“Say goodbye, Noah,” she told him. “You have tonight to do it. Because if you intend to walk out of my life, then it may as well be goodbye. I won’t wait on another man. And I’ll be damned if I’ll become a living shrine to another.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

It rose inside him.

He could feel the dominance fueled by her challenge, her defiance, her intention that tonight was going to be their last night.

He let his gaze flicker over her face, the slight throb on his lower lip reminding him that she was pushing him deliberately.

Those soft gray eyes roiled with shadows, light and dark clashing together as emotions tore inside them both. He wanted to be tender. He wanted her last memory of being his woman to be one of tenderness. But it wasn’t tenderness she wanted. It wasn’t tenderness rising inside him.

The lust wasn’t tempered, but neither was it mindless. Like the death that filled him when he hunted, this lust that rose inside him for this woman was patient, determined.

She smiled tauntingly. As though she didn’t believe he could do it. Couldn’t master her. Couldn’t fight the memory of the man she had become a living shrine for.

His gaze flickered to the pictures behind her, and agony, sharp and red-hot, lanced his soul. He wasn’t that man anymore. A part of him wanted to be. A part of him needed to be. But that man really had died, leaving only what had risen from his ashes.

He stepped back from her. He didn’t touch the chaps, he unzipped his jeans and released the thick, heavy length of his cock. He stroked his hand from shaft to tip as his hand struck out, tangling in her hair as she moved to jerk back from him.

“Do you want it all, Sabella?” he drawled then, smiling back at her, daring her. “Do you want it, or do you just want to play games and talk the talk, baby?”

She glared back at him, her lips parting, teeth clenched.

“You came to the bar this evening because of me, didn’t you?”

“I did.” He lowered his head, bared his teeth. “You’re mine. Right here. Right now. As long as that tight, sweet little pussy gets wet for me then you belong to me. Not those jackin’ assed cowboys puffin’ around you like a bunch of damned stud horses butting around after a favorite mare.” Indignation ripped through him. “You were dancing with them.”

“Where were you?” she asked deliberately, her lips pouting back at him mockingly. “Where were you, Noah? Were you here? Were you keeping your mare satisfied, or turning her loose to pasture?”

His eyes widened. “You little witch,” he growled.

His fingers tightened in her hair. “Did you find my replacement?”

“I haven’t started looking yet. Should I let you know before I do?”

He had to grip the base of his cock to keep from blasting his come. She was more than challenging tonight. She was standing before him daring him, fucking daring that dark, deliberate hunger inside him.

“Just waiting on me to leave?” he growled, tipping her head back, feeling her hands against the leather vest he wore over his shirt.

She was peeling it back from his shoulders, tugging at the hold he had on her hair to rid him of it.

“Do you think one of those jackasses on that dance floor can even come close to this, baby?” He shed the vest, releasing her and his cock just long enough to let it drop to the floor.

Before she could duck away from him he had her again. One hand in her hair, the other at her hip, pushing her against the side of the stairs as she stared up at him, lips parted and curled mockingly. But he saw the pain in her eyes, the tears that were so close.

What was he doing to her? To himself?

Holding her in place, he lifted his hands and jerked his T-shirt off. Her eyes flicked to his chest and her breathing grew heavier.



My heart beats for yours.

My soul lives for yours.

My body, my hands, my lips.

They love only you.





The words sang through his mind. His vow to her. The night they had married, lost in the pleasure, the exhaustion of each other’s bodies, he had whispered those words to her, and they surged in his soul now.

They trembled, hovered on his lips.

Noah snarled back a curse, jerked her to him, and his lips burrowed against her, kissing with the desperation of a man trembling too close to the edge.

Dominance surged and tightened inside him.

Hunger was like a beast, clawing at his balls.

And love, love was a double-edged sword ripping through his soul, reminding him with brutal efficiency of everything he had lost.

He kissed her like a man who knew it would be the last kiss he ever knew from any woman’s lips. It would be the last stroke of tongues, the last hungry moan, the last time he ever knew a woman’s softness.

She was imprinted into his very spirit. Before the night was over, he would imprint himself, as he was now, not as he had been, into hers. He would take the memory of Nathan Malone and replace it forever with the memory of Noah Blake.

And then, he would leave.

He was a bastard. The worst sort of son of a bitch and there was no way out of it. No way to fix what had been broken, no way to remove his name from the papers he had signed or to overcome the fears that he knew, knew, she couldn’t accept him as he was, rather than the man she had lost.

So he took what was his now. Here, amid the pictures of all she had lost, his lips bore down on hers, nipping, sipping, kissing until he felt immersed inside her.

His cock pressed against her stomach, full and thick, the heavy blunt crown throbbed, spilling a minute amount of come against her bare flesh where her shirt had risen.

Noah jerked back, staring down at her fiercely before he simply gripped the edges of the shirt and ripped it loose from the buttons.

Damn her!

She should have shown fear. She should have gasped in alarm.

Did she? Hell no. Her eyes lit up like Christmas and the arousal that flooded her face almost, just almost, matched his lust.

“Like that, baby?” He jerked the pieces over her shoulders and watched the flush that climbed the rounded flesh of her breasts that the bra she wore didn’t quite cover.

“Hated it,” she mocked him, but her eyes said otherwise. Her hard, spiked nipples proved otherwise.

“You’re hot,” he drawled, unclipping the bra between her breasts and dragging it off her shoulders. “I bet you’re so wet I could drown in your juices.”

“As wet as you are hard.”

His breath jerked in his chest as her fingers curled around his cock. Not all the way. He looked down, seeing the space where her fingers wouldn’t meet, then glanced up at her and grinned.

“I’m hard, baby. Real hard.”

“You are, aren’t you?” She stroked the length as his hand tangled in her hair again.

“You’re going to find out how hard,” he growled. “Go down on me, Sabella. Suck me. Show me how bad you want to be fucked.”

Her eyes flashed back at him. Hunger and defiance. But the hunger won out. She wanted him in her mouth just as damned bad as he wanted to be there.

“Fuck, yeah,” he groaned, almost shaking from the need as she began to kiss her way down his chest, his hard abs. Son of a bitch, he was going to explode before her lips ever touched him. “God, Sabella. Sweet baby. Your lips.”

He jerked. He felt as though liquid fire were enveloping the crest of his cock, stroking over him, vibrating with a moan.

He looked down at her, watched his flesh stretch her pink lips, watched the head sink inside her suckling mouth, and felt himself break apart.

Sabella watched his face. She watched the emotion that suddenly contorted it, and felt the pain that struck inside her. Pain and hunger, twisted hopes and shadowed fears that she couldn’t hang on to.

Oh God. Like before. A part of her. She sucked him deeper, eagerly, watching the wild fire in his eyes, watching his face, the dark lust that filled it, the agony that creased it, and she fought to fill him with pleasure. He loved this. He loved the total dominance he was releasing against her, he loved her need to buck against it, her need to feel that power, that force inside him that urged her to fight it, as well as to submit to it.

Conflicting pleasures and urges that she knew would leave the memories of his past dominance a pale shadow. He was going to take her tonight. Tonight, she would have everything he had ever held back from her. Tonight she would know, finally, the man she had held but whose dark core she had never been given a glimpse into.

And she loved it. She loved the sense of struggle between them, of being able to assert and to submit.

And he was making sure of the submit part. Both hands dug into her hair, clenched and held her still as his cock pushed past her lips in short, hard strokes.

“Fuck. You love it.” He held her head still, dragged his cock back slowly before pressing back in in a series of short, hard strokes. “You love it, baby. Your mouth filled with my cock, your body burning for me.”

She gripped his thighs, her nails digging into the chaps, so turned on by the sight of his cock jutting out from leather and denim that she was creaming furiously. She could feel her juices washing to her panties, slick and hot, tormenting her clit as the folds of her pussy became saturated with the heat of her moisture.

She clenched her thighs together, her vision dazing as his head tipped back, long hair rippling around his face, and his hips moved. He fucked her mouth as she tightened around his cock. Rippled her tongue over the underside and moaned at the taste of him.

Could anything be sexier? Hotter? Total and complete dominance. He was going to push her, and she knew it. He was going to crawl so deep inside her that she didn’t have to worry about being free of him.

“Damn you,” he panted, staring down at her again, pausing, then pulling back slow and easy, seeing the moisture of her mouth glistening on his cock before he pushed back, lost control for fragile seconds, and fucked her lips like a man dying for the sensation.

Ragged pleasure, sensations sharp and hot, wrapped around the head of his cock, struck his balls, and then raced up his spine to sizzle in the base of his brain.

Damn, he had never known pleasure like this. Never before Sabella.

He forced himself to pause, his breathing harsh, heavy.

He jerked back, pulling his cock from her lips before he could spill his come in her mouth. Pulling her to her feet, he spun her around, gripping her wrists and forcing her to wrap her hands around the cherry spindles of the stair railing.

“Stay there.” He nipped her shoulder as she arched her back, her denim-clad ass rubbing against his cock.

Reaching around in front of her, he jerked her belt loose, unsnapped and unzipped the shorts and pushed them over her thighs.

Sliding his hand between her thighs, he cupped the humid heat of her pussy through her panties, felt the damp need, the roll of her hips as his fingers played over her clit.

The fingers of his other hand cupped her breast, rolled her nipple.

“God, your nipples are so hard. So tight.” He raked his lips over her shoulder, glimpsed her profile.

Closed eyes, lashes feathering her cheeks, her face flushed and dazed with pleasure. Her lips were parted, reddened, swollen from his dick shuttling between them.

He groaned against her shoulder as he shoved her panties down her legs and palmed her bare sex.

“So slick and wet.” He let his teeth rasp over her shoulder, moving to her neck.

Sabella was lost in the pleasure. She held tight to the spindles, feeling it washing through her body like a tidal wave. Swamping her with sensation.

“Such a pretty sweet pussy.” He cupped her again, his fingers caressing around her clit, never close enough to send her rocking into orgasm. “It’s so pretty and tiny. So tight and hot it’s all I can do not to come just thinking about it.”

She felt her juices flood her channel, spread her legs further, and trembled with the need to come.

“You like it when I get nasty, don’t you, Sabella?” He licked her neck, one hand gripping the front of her neck and tilting it back. “Look at me, baby. Tell me how much you like being nasty with me.”

Her lashes lifted and she stared into the navy blue fire raging in his eyes.

She wasn’t ready to submit to him.

She smiled tauntingly. “You’re so bad,” she drawled, letting her Southern accent free, tempting him with it, reminding him of everything they had once had. “Maybe I’m just going along with you.”

His hand landed against the curve of her ass in a light little slap. The feel of it streaked across her nerve endings, a light little fire that she needed. She needed that racing pleasure-pain, the intensity of the sensation burning through her mind.

“Should I beg you?” she gasped, pressing her ass back as his palm shaped it, cupped it. “Don’t have the nerve to go through with it?”

She watched the smile that curved his lips. Rakish. Dangerous. Confident.

“Wrong words, baby,” he growled.

“Yeah. I’m scared.”

His hand landed again and she rose on her tiptoes, her fingers tightening on the spindles as a gasping cry fell from her lips.

Before she could recover, another fell. Two. One on each cheek.

One hand gripped her hip, holding her in place. With the other he laid the fiery little caresses along her ass, making her burn with the pleasure. She could feel it echoing in her sex, her clit. Oh God, in her nipples.

She writhed, tried to twist out of his hold, to press back closer to each heavy tap on her butt. Her head thrashed against his chest, perspiration dampening her skin, as she whimpered and bit her lip to keep from begging for more.

“Had enough?” He bit her ear.

“Getting tired?” Her voice was part sob.

“Sabella, baby, you don’t know what you’re tempting here.” His hand smoothed between her thighs again, fingers dragging through the thick juices, easing them back to the tender opening between her rear cheeks. “We keep on this path, and you’ll go places you’ve never gone before.”

She opened her eyes and smiled tauntingly. “How do you know where I’ve gone before, Noah? Maybe you’re just scared of going there with me.”

His eyes locked with hers. They narrowed, his expression tightened.

His finger slid fully inside her rear entrance and she swore she almost climaxed. Her eyes rolled back, closed, and she shook, shuddered.

“Do you think you get to come that easy, sugar?” he whispered against her ear. “Oh baby. Not hardly.”

With his finger lodged inside her, just penetrating her, he held her in place as the other hand landed on the curve of her butt again. The little smack, his finger stretching inside her, not really moving, just kind of flexing, and she felt fire streak through her senses.

She was gasping his name, almost pleading as she tried to bear down on the impalement, to make him go deeper.

Another slap and she was crying out his name, lost in the sweet burn and dying for more. Just a little bit more. Each heavy caress, each tiny slap, heated her flesh and sent fingers of that heat racing to wrap around her clit, to tighten around it.

She was so close. So close she could feel the edge of madness burning inside her.

“Do you want to come, baby?” He kissed her neck, her shoulders. He bit, licked, sucked at her flesh until each touch was an agony of pleasure. “Tell me, Sabella, sweet little lover. Do you want to come for me?”

So bad. Oh God, she wanted to come so bad.

“I’ll consider it,” she gasped hoarsely and heard his surprised chuckle.

“Oh baby, you’re going to do more than consider it. You’re going to beg for it.”

His finger slid free of her and she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out in disappointment. Until he went to his knees.

Sabella froze and swallowed tightly. Oh Lord, what had she done?

“God, I love your ass.” He kissed one cheek, licked it, lightly smacked the other and she swore she nearly lost strength in her legs. She almost melted in front of him. She almost went up in a shower of flames.

“I’m going to fuck this pretty ass.” His fingers parted her, and a little scream left her lips as she felt his tongue lick down the cleft before rimming the tiny entrance he had penetrated with a quick, hard lick.

“Hold on to the rails, Sabella.” He spanked her again as her legs turned to jelly and she nearly went to the floor from the pleasure. “Hold on tight, sugar. I’m not finished here yet.”

He pushed her thighs farther apart, turned, and before she could process the change in position, his head was between her thighs, his mouth on her pussy.

Long, callused fingers parted the bare flesh as he licked through the sensitive, drenched slit. His tongue slid inside her, worked her, drove her crazy with the need racing through her, burning her with pleasure.

“You taste like sunshine,” he growled at her clit. “The sweetest pussy I’ve ever tasted in my life. Like fucking ambrosia.” He licked around her clit as his fingers drew more of her juices back, back, penetrating her rear again while one finger on the other hand slid inside the tormented depths of her.

“So tight. So hot.” Two fingers penetrated her dually, working inside her as Sabella laid her head against the stair rail and sobbed in pleasure.

“Tell me you like it,” he demanded then kissed her clit. A pursed-lipped kiss with the added lick of his tongue, just above it.

“Oh God. Noah!” She screamed his name, sobbed it.

“You’re so fucking wet you’re drenching me. So hot and wild, Sabella. Get wild for me, baby. Give it to me. Give it all to me.”

Both fingers slid deep, impaled and stroked, and still he kept her on the edge. Just enough that her body flooded with the excess of her need, and he was there, lapping at it. Fucking her with his fingers, licking her with his tongue.

“Are you ready to come for me, Sabella?” His fingers slid back, returned, thrusting inside her slow and easy and making her insane for fast and hard. “I could get that pretty little clit off for you? Or do you need to think about it a while longer? I could give you a few more minutes. I could tie your hands to those rails and give you a few more hours.”

Hours? Sabella blinked in dazed tormented pleasure. She could feel the perspiration on her skin, the slick need that coated her thighs. She stared at her hands, locked on the spindles, and knew she couldn’t last. She could never last hours.

“Sabella.” Lyrical, hoarse, deep, his voice was another caress. “Tell me, baby. Do I need to tie you and let you think about it a while longer?”

“Noah.” Her voice was ragged, her breathing heavy, labored. “Oh God. Let me come. Please let me come.”

“Such a good girl.”

And he rewarded her. His finger slid back from her pussy, another joined it, pressed forward as the one in her rear thrust deep again. He drew her clit between his lips, sucked and licked, and Sabella saw fireworks.

She screamed at the pleasure, racing explosions fractured through her nervous system and left her shuddering, trembling, as she rode the pleasure for every fiery wave she could get from it. Her wail echoed inside her head. Her legs shook and only the hands that suddenly gripped her thighs held her on her feet.

She was sobbing from the need now. The pleasure was still racing through her, and still, she needed more. That need had crawled under her flesh and seared her with a hunger as desperate as the one she glimpsed in Noah’s eyes.

“Wildcat.” He moved behind her, peeled her fingers from the rails, and pulled her to him. “Sweet, sexy little wildcat.”

His lips came over hers, tasting of her, and of him and of wild need. Sabella moaned in pleasure, trying to crawl up his body, to force the thick stalk of his cock inside her where it belonged. If she didn’t get him inside her she was going to die. She ached. Needed.

“So beautiful.” His voice was hoarse now, as wild as his eyes. “Come on, baby. I have another treat for you.”

Her fingers wrapped as far around his cock as they could, stroked, and she nearly came again at the sight of him, so thick and hard, rising from between the material of his jeans and the chaps covering them. Like a damned sex god. And she was melting like a slavish little pet.

He pulled her fingers from him, turned her and headed her up the stairs. She moved up the first two steps, desperate to get to their bedroom.

Until he stopped her, pulled her to her knees, and a second later his cock was pressing into her.

“I can’t wait.” His hands gripped her hips, flexed at them. “Ah God, Sabella, I can’t wait.”

He surged inside her, hard and deep, thick and heavy, the ropy veins caressing and stroking hidden nerve endings as she arched her back and cried out his name.

How was he supposed to survive this? Noah blinked back the sweat from his eyes, his breathing harsh, heavy as he felt the tight, gripping muscles of Sabella’s pussy wrap around his cock.

He was lost in her. That dark lust he had always capped was driving inside him now, released, freed. So wild, so hungry, there was no way to control it. He didn’t want to control it.

He pumped inside her, staring down, watching as his thick flesh pulled free of her, dripping with her juices, only to sink into the tightest, hottest flesh he had ever known.

He was supposed to survive without this now?

He was supposed to walk away? To give her up?

He shook his head as he pumped harder, deeper, groaning as he felt the slick, desperate clutch of her pussy along the hard shaft.

Pressing high and deep he heard her wail. His name, a plea. Her pussy milked him, devoured him. The slap of flesh against flesh filled his ears, the liquid grip of her muscles, the feel of her beneath him, giving to him, taking him.

He shook his head. He groaned her name. He couldn’t think, couldn’t speak. He could only take her. Take her hard and deep.

“Fuck. Yes. Damn you.” He was rocking inside her, every inch of his erection stroked and clenched inside every inch of her pussy. “Damn you, milk me. Milk my cock, baby. Ah hell. Yeah. Ah yes, come around me. Come around me, baby.”

She was coming, milking, rippling, crying his name. Crying his name in a voice filled with ragged emotion, with more than lust, more than need as he pumped his seed inside her, filled her, and collapsed over her, fighting for breath.

If he had to move right now, he might shatter. Noah could feel so much rising inside him, devouring him. What the hell was he going to do? Because he didn’t know now, if he could walk away from her, no matter the risk.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

Her bed smelled like him again. Sabella woke up the next morning, Noah was curled around her back like a living blanket, and she sighed at the realization that she wasn’t going to be free of him. Ever. And God only knew what was going to end up happening on this mission of his.

She let her hand smooth over his arm, feeling the rasp of dark hairs, and let herself just luxuriate in the feel of him for a moment.

He was wild. After taking her on the stairs, he had taken her once more in the bed. As though he couldn’t get enough of her. Just as she couldn’t get enough of him.

“Go back to sleep,” he mumbled behind her, and the husky sleep-worn sound of his voice reminded her so much of their marriage.

“But I’m awake.” She kept her voice soft, almost at a whisper.

“It’s not daylight yet.”

No, it wasn’t. But she didn’t want to miss a second of being with him.

“Do you ever watch the sun rise?” she asked, turning on her back and staring at his face.

Thick long lashes lay on his cheeks. His cheekbones weren’t as high as they had once been. She could see where his nose had been broken.

God, the hell he must have endured. Alone. How had he borne it?

“Sometimes,” he mumbled.

“I love the sunrise.” She looked over at her window. An eastern view, where she could watch the first light coming into the house. “It’s warm, even in the winter. It’s like seeing a new beginning. A new reason to get out of bed. If the sun can rise every morning, then there’s a reason to hope.”

His lashes lifted. For once, his eyes weren’t wild. The color wasn’t as dark. It was all she could do to hold back her shock, her cry. They were Nathan’s eyes. Irish eyes. Like gems flickering with laughter and love in his dark face.

“You’re strange,” he muttered before closing his eyes and dragging her closer to rest his head against her neck.

She stroked the arm over her waist. Caressed his shoulder. She smiled at the drowsy little groan he gave before opening his eyes again and peeking over at the clock.

Noah had put off waking up as long as he could. It was six, two more hours and the warrant against Delbert Ransome would be served. He needed to be ready.

He rose from the bed and stared down at her. “I need to get to the apartment.”

She looked away from him, her lips thinning, staring at the window. And he could tell he was hurting her again. It struck against his heart, hurting her like this, making her feel she wasn’t wanted. Wasn’t loved. When it was anything but.

“Fine. Go.” She waved toward the door. “I’ll take a shower by myself.”

He came back down on her, keeping the sheet between them, clasping her head in his hands. He stared at her face, at the eyes, the gray so soft, so filled with vulnerability. As if with each word out of his mouth she was praying for something more. Praying for a dream that wasn’t going to happen. And he couldn’t give her that dream, but damned if he had to hurt her any further. He couldn’t do it. Hurting her was ripping apart pieces of him that he thought had died in that cell Fuentes kept him in.

“Wildcat.” He nipped at her lips. Kissed them. Let himself love them, for just a moment. “If I stay, I’ll never be ready on time. And your safety is more important, baby. More than you know.”

She stared up at him, softer now, a strange little smile on her lips, her arms curling around his shoulders.

“Would you miss me if something happened to me, Noah?”

He felt his guts clench at the thought of anything happening to her. At so much as scratch marring her flesh.

“I’d rain hell on someone if anything happened to you, Sabella,” he whispered, staring down at her, feeling a surge of emotion escaping that tight hold he’d tried to keep on it before. It was building inside him, threatening to tear free, and he couldn’t let it. Couldn’t allow it. “I’d lose the final shreds of sanity I’ve managed to hold on to, sweetheart. And neither of us wants that.”

Her fingers tangled in his hair as she softened beneath him, and he couldn’t help but taste her lips. Lips so sweet and swollen from his kisses throughout the night. Lips that melted beneath his and burned him with passion. Lips that nearly drove every thought from his mind but the erection pulsing between his legs.

“God, you burn my brains.” He moved back from her, plowing his fingers through his hair as he jerked his boxers and jeans from the floor.

He dragged them over his legs as she sat up and watched him with hot, slumberous gray eyes. He tucked the unruly flesh beneath the cotton and denim and eased the zipper up slowly as she grinned.

“Seems a shame to waste it,” she said as she slipped from the bed, proudly naked.

Noah swore he lost all the spit in his mouth as she strode from the bed. The curve of her ass tempted him. The bare pink flesh between her thighs, those high, proud breasts and tight, flushed nipples. Damn. He needed to fuck her just as bad as he had the first time he took her.

“I’m going to shower,” she stated.

He groaned. “I’m getting my ass down to the apartment. Call me before you come down, so I can watch for you.”

“I’ll call.” She closed the door behind him as he forced himself to finish dressing.

Grabbing the cell phone, he hit Nik’s number and waited.

“Yeah.” Nik sounded wide awake.

“Where are you?”

“The apartment. Waited on your ass all night and you never showed up.”

Noah grunted at the amused statement. “I’m heading that way. I need you to stand watch on the house while I shower. Then we’ll talk.”

“Gotcha.” Nik disconnected, as did Noah.

He dragged his boots on, then slung his chaps over his shoulder with a grin as he remembered the look on her face when she had sucked him, his cock spearing out from his jeans, his legs in those chaps. She’d damned near melted for him.

He gave his head a hard shake as he moved down the stairs and grabbed his shirt from the floor, pulling it on. He found his jacket, his vest, and laid them with the chaps on the chair by the door.

He checked the house out just to be on the safe side. Moved back upstairs, checked the spare room and bathroom then returned to the front door.

He grabbed his leathers and stepped out, locking the door carefully behind him before moving to the Harley. He checked it out, then checked out Sabella’s little BMW, to be sure.

Everything was clean.

He stared around the area and breathed out roughly. Delbert Ransome was a rat, he’d squeal high and hard once the feds put the screws to his ass, and they’d have the members of the Black Collar Militia, and the wild card. The man providing them information on the investigations that had come through.

They had suspected Rick Grayson for a while, but the information Noah had glimpsed in that file said otherwise. What he knew about Rick told Noah otherwise. The man had dreamed of being the local sheriff when he was a teenager. He wouldn’t have turned on his badge.

That left someone in the local police department. Someone had revealed the three federal agents, especially the young woman posing as a local college student. No one should have known about her. No one.

As he pulled the Harley behind the garage Nik was coming down the stairs. He positioned himself in a hidden corner at the side of the building where he’d have a clear view of the house, but the cottonwood tree and the tall yucca plants almost hid him from view.

Damned Russian Viking. He was too fucking big to try to hide much of anywhere.

Shaking his head Noah strode quickly up the stairs and headed for the shower. Delbert’s truck wasn’t at the garage, but the second word hit on the arrest, the gossip would start. It would build like a damned bonfire. It was the fallout Noah had to watch for. The fallout that could possibly ricochet back to Sabella. And that he couldn’t allow.

 

That afternoon, Sabella walked down to the garage. Dressed in jeans and a sleeveless T-shirt, another of Nathan’s old work shirts as an overshirt, she strode into the garage and pulled the roster from the mechanics’ table.

Her gaze found Noah where he was bent beneath the hood of a late-model sedan. He wasn’t as interested in the motor though as he was in the vehicles pulling into the gas pumps and the citizens moving into the convenience center.

Rory was manning pumps, laughing and chatting as he pumped gas. Toby was in the convenience center, and by all appearances keeping steady business.

News had hit of the arrest of Delbert Ransome in the gruesome deaths of a young Mexican couple. DNA taken from his truck was reputed to be suspected as matching that of the husband of the couple. According to the news report droning on the television, Ransome would have had to have run over the body several times for the physical evidence to have lodged where it was reported to have been found.

The arrest had come from an anonymous tip, a hiker that had been in the area and recognized Ransome’s truck and Ransome running a man down.

The sheriff, Rick Grayson, had served the warrant, federal agents had been waiting at the impound yard, and within hours had managed to find the physical evidence.

Noah turned back to look at her, eyes narrowed as she listened to the report, and she knew damned good and well who had found that evidence, and where. He had found it while Ransome’s truck had been in her garage.

She inhaled slowly before letting her gaze wander over the garage and noticing one of her mechanics missing. Chuck Leon wasn’t much of a talker, but he’d never missed a day either.

“Where’s Chuck?” She moved over to Noah and asked the question quietly.

“Don’t know yet,” he answered softly.

Sabella leaned closer. “He worked on Ransome’s truck while it was here. Didn’t he?”

“Uh-huh.” Noah nodded before reaching in to test one of the connections on the wiring harness of the sedan. “He did.”

“Did you call him?” She lowered her voice further.

“Toby called. No answer.” Noah’s voice carried no further than her. “Go work on the car, Sabella. Stay low and don’t worry.”

His gaze lifted at the sound of another vehicle pulling into the lot outside.

Sabella looked around the car and grimaced at the growing crowd. Nathan’s garage had always been a focal point for gossip. It was on the edge of town, but the front lot was large enough that customers didn’t have to worry about being blocked or how long they stayed. Old men stood outside the door with coffee in hand muttering to one another. Customers met in various areas, stopped, chatted, lingered to add to the gossip.

“Stay where I can see you,” he muttered to Sabella, slicing a hard glance her way. “Every minute.”

She looked outside then nodded shortly before returning to the sports car.

Noah watched the crowd ebb and flow outside, catching bits of the conversation and adding it to the mental notes he was taking.

Ransome liked to run with several other men, names that hadn’t come up during the investigation, but names the unit would be running now.

There were reports coming in from the impound yard, via Jordan and Tehya, as well. The fact that a federal marshal had poked his nose into the investigation. A man known as an associate of Gaylen Patrick’s. Jordan was running his background now.

And Delbert Ransome wasn’t talking.

Added to that, Chuck Leon, the plant Noah suspected in the garage, was missing. When Micah had checked out his small apartment in town, there had been signs of a struggle, and his cell phone had been left lying beneath the couch, open, the last call to an unknown number. Coded.

He was starting to suspect Chuck was in a shitload of trouble and that perhaps one of the abc agencies in Washington hadn’t been up front with the Elite Ops contact about any agents in place.

Something was going to hell in a handbasket, Noah could feel it.

Shaking his head, he moved from the car he was working on into the convenience center. He walked to the back of the small store as the bell jangled again over the entrance door and he caught a glimpse of the man stalking into the garage during a lull in customers.

Grant Malone.

Noah stared through the glass over the cooler, watching as Grant zeroed in on Rory as he grabbed a soda from another cooler.

“What the hell is going on, Rory?” Grant seized his son’s arm and jerked him around before Rory could pull his arm out of his grasp.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Rory muttered. “Slumming?”

“Talking to an idiot,” Grant hissed. “When are you going to get the hell out of this place? How many times do I have to warn you you’re going to end up getting yourself in trouble?”

“Piss off,” Rory snapped, and Noah could see the anger beginning to spew from both men. “Just jack right out of town, huh? Forget the promises we gave Nathan before he went on that mission, and just turn our backs on his wife?”

Noah clenched his hand around the water bottle as he stared at Grant Malone’s back. At fifty-five, he was still in peak condition. His hair was nearly fully gray, but his skin was swarthy, his shoulders broad. Malone men didn’t go down easy, and Grant was proving it.

“She won’t listen to reason any more than you will,” Grant snapped. “And you’re endangering yourself here. Everyone’s talking about that Ransome boy, and everyone knows that truck was here, in this garage. What the hell did you find?”

Rory’s expression was suitably shocked. “Have you lost your fucking mind?” He pushed his father back. “If I’d found anything I’d taken Delbert apart myself. Damn you, is this how you’re going to destroy Sabella? Start this trashy little story so someone slips in and slices her fucking throat?”

Enough was enough.

“Rory.” Noah turned, snapped out his brother’s name.

Both men turned to him. Grant’s eyes narrowed, his fists clenched, as Noah walked toward them slowly.

“You should be on the pumps.” Noah nodded outside. “Toby can’t handle those alone.”

Rory wiped his hand over his face in irritation. “Hell. Just what the hell I need. You poking your nose in this.”

“What?” Grant looked over at Noah, his gaze hooded, brooding. “He’s just sleeping with her. What the hell does he care if she dies?” A second later, he was choking.

Noah ignored the nails digging at his wrists as he snapped his fingers around Grant’s throat and put him against the cooler, holding him in place with the sheer force of the rage transferring to his hand.

“One of these days, someone’s gonna cut that hand off,” Rory muttered before stalking off angrily.

Noah stared into his father’s eyes. Flecks of green glittered in the Irish blue that stood out against suddenly pale cheeks.

“You want to leave,” Noah told him carefully. “You want to leave, and you don’t want to come back here.”

Grant stared back at him, there was no fear in his eyes, but there was a hint of knowledge that Noah didn’t want to see.

“That’s enough.” It was Sabella’s voice that drew his attention.

He turned his head slowly, staring back at her.

“Let him go,” she ordered between pale lips. “Now.”

“Sabella, go finish that car,” Noah suggested easily. “Mr. Malone and I are just having a friendly little conversation.”

Sabella looked outside the store. “You’re about to have an audience. Let him go. Now.”

Noah released him, slowly, watching as Grant stared back at him in something akin to horror. He lifted his hand, rubbed at his neck. He started to speak, then clamped his lips closed.

“That’s right,” Noah said softly. “You don’t want to say anything else. You want to walk right out of here. You want to drive away. Because we don’t want your business here. You got me?”

Grant blinked back at him.

“You didn’t answer me.” Noah smiled slowly. “Do we want to discuss this later? Maybe around midnight.” His voice went lower. “When you’re in your bed, tucked in nice and tight. I could be there. I could slip right inside your nightmares, and we could chat about it then.”

“You don’t have it in you,” Grant said softly. “Do you?”

Noah grinned. “Watch for me. If you have the nerve.”

“Let him go, Noah. Now.” Sabella’s voice was inflexible. That tone that warned she could get mad without much more provocation.

He let him go, watching as Grant slipped past him, and unhurriedly left the building.

 

He turned and stared at Sabella. Glared at her.

“Don’t interfere again,” he warned her.

He turned and strode past her, moving back to the garage as rage pumped fast and furious inside him.

His father. That son of a bitch was his father, and he could barely keep from hating him, wanting to kill him as he heard him encouraging Rory to desert Sabella. To take away the last link to family that she could have. It didn’t matter that he knew Rory would never do it. What pissed him off was that Grant was still pushing for it. And he didn’t know why. He couldn’t figure out why. He jerked the cap of the water off, tilted it up, and tried to drink enough to still the rage burning in him. It didn’t work, and before he could control the impulse the half bottle of liquid was slamming into the wall of the garage. A torpedo that smacked and burst against the cement wall before falling to the floor.

Nik lifted his head from the truck he was working on, stared at the bottle, then Noah, before his gaze moved to the office doorway.

Noah jerked around and she stood there, staring at him, her gray eyes bleak and filled with pain.

This was one of the reasons why he couldn’t stay. This. This burning need to rip apart anyone who had hurt her. The rage that blazed inside him, that tore away logic and control, that left him either tasting blood or tasting lust. Sometimes, he swore he could taste the need for both. At the same time.

She licked her lips slowly and moved from the doorway, coming toward him. Her face was pale, her eyes dark gray diamonds at they glittered with tears.

She stopped in front of him and simply leaned her head against his chest. That quickly the rage burned out. His arms came around her, and behind the hood of the car sheltering them, he jerked her to him, holding her. Holding her, and screaming inside. Because honest to God, he didn’t know if he could let her go.

“Back to work.” He stepped back.

Noah pushed his fingers through his hair and fought to get a hold on the feeling of betrayal he felt at hearing Grant’s opinion of Sabella.

He’d asked only one thing of his father. In more than a decade, only one thing. If anything happened to him, protect Sabella. Take care of her. And Grant had sworn he would. He had lied. He had let Sabella suffer. He’d done everything he could to run her out of her home and out of the business Nathan had left to her.

He shook his head and went back to his job. He pushed thoughts of Grant Malone to the back of his mind, to deal with later. And he would be dealing with his father later, there was no doubt.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

Two hours later Noah stood in the closed office, his jaw clenching in rage as he held the secured cell phone to his ear and listened to Jordan’s report.

“Delbert Ransome was released on order of Federal Judge Carl Clifford, Houston, Texas,” Jordan reported. “Federal Marshal Kevin Lyle arrived at the airport an hour ago on a private flight, carrying the orders. He’s taken over the investigation on the feds’ end.”

“And what do the feds think of this?” Noah asked carefully.

“My contacts are screaming,” Jordan bit out. “Judge Clifford released Ransome on the fly-by-night excuse that Ransome’s truck had been stolen and missing for several days around the time of the death. Good ole Delbert just didn’t report it because he was drunk at the time, and by the time he sobered up, they found the truck parked in one of the pastures. He thought maybe he’d just parked it in the wrong place.”

Noah snorted at that.

“No shit. My opinion too,” Jordan grunted. “We have the leads we need though. We don’t have to play by the rules here, Noah. Our orders are to stop this, no matter what we have to do.”

No matter who they had to kill. Noah didn’t balk at killing when it was needed, but he’d like to have a little bit of proof before he pulled the trigger or wielded the knife.

“We’ll set up watch,” he told Jordan quietly. “I’ll put Travis back in place. We’ll get what we need.”

“I’m running background on the names you gave me and Tehya’s running probables and pulling in satellite time for the area. Watch your ass. When it hits, we’ll have to move fast.”

They were watching. Waiting. The next hunting party that went out would have a few surprises waiting for them.

“Did they get anything during interrogation?” Noah asked, watching through the wide square window of the door into the garage where Sabella was running a computer diagnostic on the sports car she was working on.

She was sweaty, greasy, her hair was escaping her ponytail, and she was the sexiest damned thing he had ever seen in his life.

“Nada. He didn’t say shit. Didn’t even ask for a lawyer. Just sat there and stared at the interrogators until the order came through on his release. Then, the bastard smiled.”

He’d known he was covered. Whoever operated in those hunting parties knew their asses were covered. Noah nodded slowly, plotting.

“We’ll cover high cards of interest,” he told Jordan, letting him know someone would be on the federal marshal in town.

“Someone needs to get that sheriff out of the game while they’re at it.” Jordan said. “I hear he almost threw a punch at the marshal. He left the office in a rage. Apparently, there was a leak in information. Word came down the line that physical evidence was collected before the arrest. And it seems it might have come through his office, and back out of it. He threw his deputy out the door, sent his secretary home, and locked up the office. No one’s seen him since.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. It might be time to talk to the sheriff.

“I’ll lay out the deck,” he told Jordan, indicating he would place the members of the team where they needed to be. “I have priority here, and we’re searching for the missing.” For Chuck Leon, who Noah was beginning to suspect was more than a mechanic, or even a militia plant.

“We’re tracking for the leak,” Jordan promised him. “We should have it soon and you can bet the sheriff is searching as well. I’ll update you as I have more.”

Noah closed the cell phone slowly and continued to stare at Sabella.

She brushed back a wisp of hair and left a smear of grease at her temple.

She was damned good in that garage. She didn’t do auto body work, but she was mean as hell on a car motor. He’d seen the auto manuals at the house, knew she kept up with the latest reports, standards, and trends. She had even signed herself and Rory up for classes in Odessa on the new crossover vehicles.

His perky little wife was a tomboy and he had never known it. She was strong, resilient, and she was slowly moving away from the memory of the man that had loved her with every part of his soul.

She had taken a lover. It didn’t matter that her lover had also been her husband, and she didn’t know. She had exorcised her husband’s ghost in her bedroom, in her home, and in his pickup truck.

He lowered his head and stared at his oil-stained work boots. She’d moved on. He didn’t have the right to change that. Once he left this time, she might shed a few tears, but she’d pull herself up, and she would find someone who deserved her. Someone whole. Without demons. Without a past to hide or hell burning just behind his back.

His head jerked up as Rory stalked into the office and closed the door. The boy was still pissed off. Closed, set expression. His eyes burning in pure anger, he tossed Noah a half sneer before he glanced out the window into the shop.

Sabella was watching Noah. Noah had felt that look, had kept his head down, almost afraid to meet her eyes.

Rory turned back from the door and glared at Noah. “If you leave her again, don’t come back.”

Noah rubbed at his jaw before shaking his head slowly. “Do your job, Rory. Stop bitching at me.”

“I’ll tell you the same thing I told the old man, piss off,” he retorted. “And wrap those damned fingers around my neck again and I’m going to Grandpop.”

“You sound like a ten-year-old,” Noah snorted.

“If it works use it,” Rory muttered, grabbed a clipboard, and headed back into the convenience store.

Noah wanted to grin. Rory wasn’t above tattling and Noah knew it. He’d have to kill him to keep his mouth shut if the boy was determined to go to Grandpop.

Damn. Grandpop. Sabella. Rory. He shook his head. What the fuck was he doing? What the hell made him think he could do this and still survive walking away?

Because he was a fucking fool.

 

They closed the garage at seven. Business had been steady through most of the day, with only occasional lulls. The gossip running through town and hitting every business was high. Most of it made it to the garage; what didn’t, had been picked up in town as Nik and Micah made their way through it. Travis was watching the Patrick ranch house, where, surprise surprise, Federal Marshal Kevin Lyle had arrived late that afternoon with Delbert Ransome.

Chuck Leon was still missing and Rick Grayson was locked in his office going through files and on the phone yelling, it was rumored, and demanding answers about the leaked information.

Noah could feel the mission brewing now, a sixth sense warning him that something was getting ready to hit.

As he walked into the house ahead of Sabella, his senses seemed ultraalert, each speck of dust, each crack in the hardwood floors remembered, as he went through the house, checking it out.

As he returned downstairs it was to find Sabella sitting in the chair by the door. Like she used to do. But she wasn’t filing her nails or watching television. She was staring at the floor and twisting the wedding band she had slid back to her marriage finger.

She was frowning at it, glaring at it. Twisting it on her finger as though trying to figure out exactly what it was doing there.

“Everything’s clear.” He stepped from the stairs before turning and heading into the kitchen. “I could use some dinner. How do you feel about pizza?”

He stepped into the kitchen, his gaze caught again by that damned bottle of what used to be a hundred-year-old wine. Hell, he had been saving that for the day they paid off the mortgage on the house and garage. He’d gotten it for a song. Traded it for a ’57 Chevy he’d rebuilt for a collector for next to nothing.

Beside it was the bottle of wine she and Kira had polished off. He didn’t wince, but at one time, he probably would have pulled his hair out. His lips quirked at the thought of it as he felt Sabella step into the kitchen behind him.

“Making awful free use of my house now, aren’t you?” she asked him as he grabbed the cordless up from the kitchen handset and punched in the number taped to the wall beside it. Evidently, Sabella ordered pizza often.

“What do you want on your pizza?” He paused before hitting the button to dial it in.

The look she shot him was mocking. “Anything including the kitchen sink.” She shrugged.

At least that hadn’t changed over the years.

He hit the dial button, gave the order, and then disconnected. He lifted one of the bottles and turned back to her.

“Have more of these?”

She glanced at the bottle, then back at him. “Plenty. My husband collected them.”

“We could share one with the pizza,” he suggested.

She frowned at the bottle as he set it back on the counter.

“They’re in the basement.” She pointed to the door. “Pick out whatever you like.”

There was one in particular he wanted to sip from her body. A light-bodied, priced-out-the-ass vintage he’d been saving for something extraspecial. Their twentieth anniversary. Their first child. But he’d always meant to share it with her. He fully intended to share it with her.

“Don’t open the door,” he warned her.

She rolled her eyes. “I had no intention of it.”

He nodded and moved to the basement, opening the door and stepping down the wooden stairs he had built himself.

He looked around the open, well-lit basement. There were few things stored there. The cover over his pool table was dusty, the heavy wooden wine shelves were shadowed, the bottles covered with a layer of dust as well.

It was obvious Sabella didn’t get down here very often. Not that he had expected her to. This had been his area, a place she’d seemed to understand he needed to get things in perspective sometimes.

He chose the bottle of wine, stared at the label, and felt that slicing pain in his chest again. There were nearly two dozen bottles of vintage wines. He’d started collecting them before he was old enough to be legal. He’d traded for them, bargained for them, lucked into a few. And each one had significance. Each one he’d planned the date or event to open.

He turned around and took another good look at the basement, watching as Sabella stepped into the doorway and stared down at him.

Her face was in shadow, but he could feel the worry that seemed to wrap around her.

“I haven’t cleaned it,” she said softly as he moved back up the stairs. “The basement, that is.”

He strode up the steps as she backed up into the kitchen, her expression thoughtful. “Perhaps I should.”

“It’s a basement. Doesn’t look like you use it much.”

“No,” she answered. “I don’t use it much.” She shook her head before turning away from him. “I need to shower.”

Sabella moved upstairs quickly, her hand pressed to her stomach as she fought back the tears threatening to spill from her eyes.

She could do this, she told herself. She could handle this, and she could live through whatever happened if he left her. If. She was holding on to the prayer that he wouldn’t. It was the only thing keeping her sane at this point.

The pizza was good, the half bottle of wine they consumed with it was ambrosia. Despite the fact it was the middle of summer, Sabella lowered the air conditioner, and lit a small fire in the fireplace.

They ate the pizza in front of the fire, the chill of the AC whispering around them while the warmth of the fire heated them.

After eating, they dragged the heavy pillows from the back of the couch and stretched out on the floor. It was quiet, easy. And she wasn’t surprised that Noah’s head ended up in her lap. It was normal. This was how they had always ended up on cold winter nights. His head in her lap, her fingers playing through his hair.

Did he remember? she wondered. As he stared into the fire, his hands folded on his stomach, did he remember the nights they had shared, doing just this?

And other things.

She grinned at that thought. The fires they had built in that fireplace had seen a lot of loveplay. Nights they had spent just touching, just holding. Nights they had spent consuming each other, devouring sighs, kisses, and passion.

She stared down at him, watching his eyes, the flames reflecting in the wild blue, his lashes lowered slumberously. Her gaze drifted down his body and felt the familiar flexing of her womb at the sight of the heavy bulge beneath his jeans.

“Do you stay aroused?” Her voice was quiet, almost amused as she asked the question.

His head turned, his eyes staring into hers. “If you’re around, I’m hard,” he admitted ruefully. “I think you’re a bad influence on me, Sabella. You encourage wild, wicked thoughts.”

“Really? What kind of wild, wicked thoughts?”

He shifted, sat up, and turned to her.

“Thoughts of how sweet and wet you get for me.” His hand cupped her cheek, his fingers threading through the hair at the side of her face. “Thoughts of taking you, fucking you until you’re screaming my name, over and over again.”

“Been there,” she whispered, leaning back against the pillow behind her. “You’ve already done that.”

“Hm, I have, haven’t I?” He lowered his head, touched his lips to hers. “Maybe it bears repeating.”

His kiss. She moaned against his lips, felt him sinking into her with that kiss, making love to her lips, her mouth, tasting her, drawing her inside him.

Sabella wrapped her arms around his shoulders, her nails digging into them as he came over her.

It was another memory, another moment in time to hold on to. She felt his hand caress up her thigh, beneath the light summer lounging dress she had worn.

The silky material slid up her thighs easily, pooling just below her hips as he drew back from her.

Firelight flickered over his body as he rose to his feet. He’d showered earlier, dressed in clean jeans and shirt. Those were disposed of quickly, leaving him naked, his bronzed flesh shimmering with the soft light of the flames, his cock jutting out from his body, heavily veined, the crown dark.

“Your turn.” He knelt beside her, gripped the hem of her dress, and drew it off her body.

She wore panties, no bra. She wore her ankle bracelet and her wedding band.

She was married. Fuck him. Screw whatever reasons he had for hiding who he was from her, she was still his wife. For now. For now, she was Sabella Malone, and he, he was Nathan Malone. A ghost. A vision from the past with another face, another name, but still the man she loved.

“Kiss me.” She stretched out against the thick, incredibly soft rug that covered the floor in front of the fireplace.

Pushing the pillows out of the way, she arched her back and saw the surprise that flickered in his eyes.

“Where?” His lips tilted with wicked eroticism.

“Right here.” She tapped her lips with a finger. “We’ll discuss other areas as we go.”

His brows arched, and the temerity she showed obviously pleased him. He came down beside her, one hand gripping her hip, turning her to him.

“I won’t break,” she told him with a light laugh. “Kiss me, Noah. Kiss me right.”

His eyes flared, darker, wilder.

“And what is right?” His voice was rougher, more guttural.

“Have you ever dreamed of a kiss? Dreamed of it, and ached to live that dream?”

“Every time I’ve dreamed of kissing you.” His thumb brushed over her lips.

“Kiss me like that. Like you dream.”

His hand tightened on her hip. Some emotion raged in his eyes, and then he was kissing her as he had never kissed her before. He braced himself over her, touching her with nothing but his lips, his tongue. Deep kisses. His lips slanted over her, and he kissed her with a desperation and a hunger that tore straight through her soul.

All the pent-up dreams, lonely nights aching for him, the nightmares that left her gasping, screaming for him, all of it went into the kiss she returned to him.

She didn’t touch him any other way. Her nails dug into the rug beneath her, she felt his body tensing above her. They made love with their mouths. With their tongues. They licked and stroked and desperate moans filled the air as the need rose, blazed inside them.

When they came up for air, it wasn’t oxygen that drew them. Sabella’s arms lifted, wrapped around his back, and drew him to her. Her nipples brushed his chest as his lips scoured her neck.

Hunger pounded inside them. It filled the air around them, brushed them with a sheen of perspiration from the flames that licked inside them, over them.

“I need you,” she breathed against his neck, nipping, licking, leaving small reddened marks beneath his closely cropped beard as she fought to get closer. “I need all of you, Noah.”

“God. You have me, Sabella.” His lips moved down, down. His tongue licked over the upper curves of her breasts, and a second later she was arching, crying out as he sucked the hard tip of her nipple into his mouth.

Electric sensation shot through her. She arched. She moaned. She was dying inside with the need to hold him, hold all of him within her forever. Or whatever small part he would allow her to keep if he left her.

If. She couldn’t allow herself to believe he would leave. She refused to. Love alone would hold him, she promised herself. It had to.

“You taste like summer,” he groaned as his lips moved from her breasts, down her stomach. “Spread your legs, Sabella. Let me see if you need me.”

She bent her knees, spread her thighs. She watched him as he sat back on his knees, his hands pressing her legs farther apart, his eyes glowing as he stared at the swollen folds between her thighs.

“Damn, you’re wet,” he whispered. “Always so wet for me. So sweet.”

Her juices glistened on her flesh. In a bold, daring move, Sabella ran her fingers down her stomach, dipped her fingers into the narrow slit, and let one caress gently around the straining bud of her clit.

His cock jerked. She watched a droplet of creamy liquid pearl at the tiny slit at the crown as he watched her.

“Is that how you like it?” he growled. “Slow and easy?”

She let her lips curl invitingly. “Is that how you like giving it?”

His tongue touched his lower lip as he glanced back at her. “I want to take you like an animal,” he rasped. “So hard and deep you don’t know anything but the fact that you’re being taken.”

She lowered her fingers as he watched, parted the wet lips, and let him watch. Watched her hands as she dipped her finger into her pussy and drew it back. It glistened with her juices. And then she lifted them to his lips.

A ragged moan filled the room as his lips parted and he sucked her fingers inside. At the same time, his hand lowered and Sabella arched, a tortured cry falling from her lips, as two fingers filled her.

He pushed inside her, strong and deep, a shock of penetration, of pleasure, as he reached deep and with the tips of his fingers caressed that hidden spot of exquisite sensation inside her.

Sabella’s hips arched, her gaze followed his. It was the most erotic sight she could have imagined, seeing his fingers penetrating her, pulling back, then pushing inside her again as his head lowered.

“I’m going to eat you like candy, baby,” he told her, the sexual, erotic sound of his voice spearing into her womb. “Like the sweetest candy.”

His tongue licked around her clit and he watched her, held her eyes. The tip flickered over the tight, straining bud before he went beneath it and lapped at it. Long, slow licks as his fingers shifted and shafted inside her.

“You’re going to tease me to death,” she panted.

“Fuck us both to death,” he growled before sucking the tender knot of nerves into his mouth and creating the most exquisite sensation. He drew on her, let his tongue rub against the ultrasensitive flesh as she cried out his name.

“Not fair,” she cried out.

“Hmm. So sweet.” He kissed the little bud gently.

“I want to touch you.”

“You make me crazy when you touch me.” He nipped her thigh. “You make me lose my mind with hunger.”

“Yes,” she hissed, lifting until she rested on her elbows, staring back at him. “Like you make me. Lie back for me, Noah. Let me touch you. Let me ride you.” She grinned back at him. “Afraid you can’t handle me?”

Hell, he knew he couldn’t handle it. But it was a dare, a challenge, and Sabella had never challenged him quite like this.

He pulled his fingers back from her tight grip, grinned, and sucked her juices from them. Her face flushed, her eyes darkened, and it was the prettiest damned sight he had ever seen.

Then he pulled back and lay down for her. Watching her, his body tensing, tightening as she moved between his thighs as he had hers.

“Oh, I think I like this.” Her hands smoothed up the bunched muscles of his thighs, coming close, so close but not touching the tortured sac of his balls.

“You’re playing a dangerous game, baby,” he told her, his voice rougher than normal, the blood pumping harder, faster through his body.

He linked his hands beneath his head, otherwise he was going to jerk her over him and take what he knew she would give him anyway.

“I like living dangerously.” Her lips lowered, lowered.

“Ah fuck!”

Her lips were on his balls, open, drawing one side into her mouth, her tongue flickering playfully, licking at the tight sac as his hips jerked, arched involuntarily.

The whisper of her moan filled his head as he watched her. He had to watch her. This was another side of his wife that he had never known. Catlike, seductive. Licking and stroking until she was licking up the ropy veined shaft of his cock and finally, teasingly, mouthing the head of his cock.

He watched her lick the crest. Watched her suck him into her mouth. Watched her love every inch of his massively hard erection.

He could feel the sweat beading on his forehead. Felt the arousal like an ecstatic, rapacious bite tear through his system.

She moaned and sucked the crown deeper. Tongued it. Consumed it, until he thought he was going to die from the need to fuck her. To have her. To pound into her until she was screaming his name.

Finally, her lips lifted. She shifted, moved, stood. Noah stared up at the juices that had built on her pretty, bare pussy. He licked his lips. Wanting to taste. Knowing he needed to fuck her more.

He pulled his hands from beneath his head, gripped his cock with one hand, spearing it up to her as his hand lightly circled her ankle.

“I want to watch,” he growled. “Let me watch you take me, Sabella.”

With her feet flat on the floor she bent her knees, keeping her thighs wide, and she lowered herself to him. Noah let his hand caress up her leg, grip her hip. Watched, watching in agonizing pleasure as the engorged crest parted the swollen folds.

He watched the lips of her pussy embrace the blunt tip of his erection, felt the fiery heat of her, the slick, wet desire that rained from her. And he watched as she lowered herself, felt as he began to impale her.

She took only the head, then lifted, let him see the juices coating the tip of his cock before she lowered further. Took more, lifted.

Smooth pale thighs tensed. Swollen, hard-tipped breasts glistened in firelight. And he watched as she took him. A little. Then pulled back. And watched with each downward stoke, then saw the slick, heated syrup clinging to his cock as she lifted.

She took him slowly. Relishing every penetration, every stretch as her tight pussy enfolded him. Released him.

He could feel the sweat beading his body, feel her nails digging into his chest. And he felt her take him to the hilt on a long, slow downward motion of her body.

He felt the moment she lost herself in the pleasure, because he lost himself with her. He pulled her to him, easing her onto him as she straddled him fully now, her knees on the floor, her back arching.

His hands gripped her ass as she moved. Each thrust pushed him deep inside her as she did just as she had promised. Rode him. With quick hard motions of her hips. Long slow shifts and slides, then quick and hard again. His hips lifted to her, his hands covered her breasts, palmed them, then as he felt her building, climbing to her pleasure, he let his fingers grip the hard little points and apply just enough pressure to send her rocketing over the edge.

Noah felt himself unraveling. Staring at her face, the exquisite ecstasy, the sweat running in rivulets down her neck, her breasts, he lost that last hold on reality. He poured himself into her, pumping hard and deep, feeling his come spurting, jetting from the head of his cock as he groaned her name and pulled her to him.

His lips on hers. His tongue licking her, tasting her, loving her.

Until the pleasure left her limp, exhausted. A drowsy little kitten against his chest. His Sabella.

When he could breathe again, when he could think, he turned, laid her back on the floor, and pulled from her. She mumbled a protest as he grinned and lifted her into his arms.

He carried her to their bed, tucked her in then moved downstairs to smother the fire and close the glass doors to the fireplace.

Naked, ravaged by her loving, he watched the glowing embers for long moments before returning to her. She was sleeping. One arm thrown over her head, her left hand lying on her stomach, atop the blanket. The wedding band winked back at him, mocking him.

She belonged to Nathan Malone. That wedding band reminded her of that. He knew why she had put it back on again, to remind her where her heart belonged, even if another man did touch her body.

He lay down, sliding beneath the blankets, watched her sleeping face and knew she was lost in slumber.

He lifted her hand, kissed the ring he had slid on her finger eight years ago, and closed his eyes against the pain rising inside him.

“Go síoraí.” He whispered the vow against that little gold band, and felt the helpless, gaping pain in his soul. “Forever, Sabella. Always yours. Forever.”

He held her hand in his as he laid his head on the pillow beside her, and let sleep have him as well.

He didn’t see the tear that fell from the corner of her eye. He didn’t see her lips move, see the word “forever” pass the trembling curves. And he didn’t understand, Sabella knew, that no matter where he went, how hard he ran, that vow would always follow them both.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

By Monday morning information was amassing. The team was called to the apartment over the garage for a before-dawn meeting after Noah received another call from Jordan. Jordan was in attendance with pictures transferred from the field laptop Travis was using above the ranch, as well as satellite images obtained through a commercial satellite Tehya had managed to hijack during the night.

There was definitely something going on at the Patrick ranch.

“We have Federal Judge Carl Clifford as well as Marshal Kevin Lyle in attendance.” Jordan pointed out the pictures Travis Caine had taken from his vantage point above the Patrick ranch house. “We also have several other ranch owners in attendance.” Several other pictures snapped into view. Grant Malone wasn’t one of those ranch owners.

Noah didn’t let himself feel a sense of relief that Grant wasn’t there. At this point, he was finished with the man who should have been his father.

“We also have this.”

This was a picture of a black van parked behind the house. A figure was being dragged from the vehicle by two cowboys. The face was covered by black material, hands bound.

“Chuck Leon,” Noah stated. “Our missing mechanic.”

“Try our missing undercover FBI agent,” Jordan snorted. “He was a lower-level member of the militia, working his way up the ranks. He’s been in the area for over six years. Kept a low profile, worked a few of the ranches. His cover was blown two days ago and no one knows how. We have a leak between here and Washington, and we can’t tap it, we can’t find it. It’s like a disease, and it’s starting to piss me off.”

Jordan’s expression was brutal.

“Four FBI agents, all using completely different undercover identities,” John Vincent pointed out, his steely gray eyes flickering between the men in the team. “It’s not a leak you have, it’s a rather good eye.”

Noah slid the other man a curious look.

Dressed in camo pants and an olive green T-shirt, Vincent leaned forward in his chair and tapped at the pictures of the four agents. “College student, car salesman, pharmacist, and mechanic. Those were their covers. They were all in different areas, in different jobs, but all those jobs were public related in some manner. Now, I don’t know ’bout you blokes, but I can smell an agent, foreign or otherwise, a mile off. Your mechanic was better than most.” He nodded to Noah. “But we all suspected him as a plant. He had that feel, that air of an agent that only another agent or trained eye would recognize.” He tilted his sandy blond hair and stared at the pictures. “Are we certain the sheriff’s clean?”

“The sheriff is clean. We know it.” Jordan nodded. “Then you have someone else. An officer on the police force, a deputy or other law enforcement agent with the training that would allow him to identify your agents. It takes a special eye, you know that. Grayson has that eye. I know damned well he does because every time he sees one of us he gets that cop look in his eye and starts trying to figure out the puzzle.”

Noah scratched at his beard as he rose from the couch and paced the living room. “Grayson’s clear, so who does that leave us with?”

He turned back to the other men. There were no answers.

“It has to be a resident. Someone who’s come in contact with these agents between here and Houston.”

“A needle in a haystack,” Nik quipped before turning to Jordan. “Are we rescuing Mr. Leon?” Anticipation filled the Russian’s large face.

“At this time, we’re watching.” Jordan’s expression cleared, his eyes went hard. “They don’t just kill, they hunt. Let’s see if they take him out to hunt.”

Months of training in preparation just for this tightened Noah’s body. They had practiced being the hunted. All of them. Playing intricate games of cat and mouse, flee and evade, working together to give the illusion of one target as they circled around the SEAL members playing the hunters to take them out. Not that taking out Reno Chavez’s SEAL team had been easy. Their success rate with those men had been dismal.

But Gaylen Patrick and his little hunting party weren’t a SEAL team prepared for them.

“Stay on alert.” Jordan began gathering his equipment together and storing it in the leather case he had carried with him. “When they move with Leon, we move.”

Noah crossed his arms over his chest as he paced into the kitchen, his mind working through probables. He couldn’t get the information out of his head now. Something wasn’t sliding into its proper slot, and he couldn’t figure out why.

“We’re certain Grayson is clean?” He turned back to Jordan with the question.

“As certain as we can be.” Jordan nodded. “We have his office bugged, Tehya’s been running through the tapes. The man is ready to pull his own head off trying to figure this out. He knows there’s someone, somewhere, leaking information. He just can’t tag the leak or where it’s coming from.”

“It’s someone close,” Noah growled. “The wild card in this little setup has to be someone we’re overlooking. Someone the mechanic was in contact with as well.”

“If you figure it out, we’re ready to roll.” Jordan shrugged. “Until then, all we can do is play what we have.”

Jordan looked outside to the faint rays of light edging through the darkness. “We better clear out and get in position.”

The last thing they needed was for all of them to be in the apartment at the same time. As Jordan, John, and Micah slipped from the garage, Noah turned back to Nik.

The Russian was slumped back in his chair, his icy eyes narrowed as he watched Noah pace.

“You feel it, don’t you?” Nik growled. “Shit’s going to explode.”

Noah heaved a hard sigh. “Yeah, shit’s going to fly when it hits. Do you have everything laid in place?”

Nik nodded to that. It was their own plan. A series of weapons and equipment placed in strategic locations in the mountains where they had known several hunts had taken place.

They were both carrying deactivated trackers in the buckles of their belts, and the technologically advanced night vision contacts they had procured from another source. That particular toy hadn’t even made it into military testing in the three years they had been in research.

“And your woman?” Nik asked.

Noah looked at him from the corner of his eye. “I have her covered.”

Rory was all the backup he had, but Nik didn’t have to know that.

Nik grinned at his answer but nodded as he rose from his seat. Noah went to the door of the apartment, stepped outside, and checked the area before heading down the steps and making his way back to the house.

The lights were on in the kitchen. Sabella would have coffee waiting. As he entered through the back door, the past flooded him like a tidal wave, momentarily washing away everything but the memories.

Sabella, wrapped in nothing but a robe, making biscuits. Bacon was frying on the stove, water was boiling for the grits. Eggs were set out on the counter and her smile was still tinged with sleep as she looked at him.

She was rumpled, sexy, and cooking breakfast. Here was one of the few glimpses he had been given of the woman who had shared his life. The woman who held his soul.

“You already showered.” She pouted back at him. “I guess that means you intend to work?”

Noah let a smile curve his lips as he advanced toward to her. He turned off the bacon, jerked his belt loose as he turned to her, and pushed the bowl of flour out of the way.

Surprise widened her eyes as he gripped her waist, lifted her to the little work island, and stepped between her thighs then unzipped his jeans and drew his raging erection from the opening.

“Noah, are you crazy?” She laughed, aroused and excited. He could smell the excitement on her. As he spread her thighs and glimpsed the shimmering sweetness between them, he could see her excitement.

He lowered his head and ran his tongue through her pussy. She tasted like a lazy summer morning. Like a fire in winter. Like all the dreams he told himself could never be. She was his oasis in the middle of hell, and he needed her again. Right now.

He circled the straining bud of her clit, wrapped his lips around it, and stared up at her face as she leaned back, propping her tiny feet easily on his shoulders and arching into his intimate kiss.

He circled the straining bud with his tongue, rasped it, sucked it and watched her, heard her as she arched to him and came undone.

As the little orgasm rushed through her, trembled through her pussy, he straightened, gripped the base of his cock in his hand, and positioned himself before plunging inside her.

“Noah.” She screamed his name.

Sabella felt the incredible pleasure stealing through her again. It worked over her nerve endings, the burning stretch between her thighs echoing through her body as she fought to hold on to her senses.

She gripped the edge of the work center, her legs falling over his arms as he held her hips and pulled her closer.

There were few preliminaries, and she didn’t need them. She had been ready for him when she awoke alone, missing him. Desperate for one more touch, one more kiss, before she had to face whatever she could feel coming.

“Damn you. You’re tight as a vise around me,” he groaned, leaning to her, his lips feathering over hers. “Like fire and ecstasy together.”

She panted as her body adjusted to the invasion. Taking him, all at once, was pleasure and pain, it was an inferno of sensations she couldn’t grasp or make sense of as she felt herself flying to the edge of release. Her hands tunneled into his hair, holding his lips to hers as they made love with their mouths, their tongues. As they moved and thrust against each other, pleasure tearing through them, almost violent, tinged with desperation as she moaned into his kiss and fought for more.

Then he was giving her more. Moving between her thighs, plunging into her, taking her over that edge and filling her mind with a rainbow of colors as their release exploded into and around each other.

His seed pumped inside her. His groan was a harsh, rasping sound of completion and need, and he was holding her. His arms wrapped around her, holding her to him as he buried his face at her shoulder and they both shook, trembled, in the wake of the pleasure.

She couldn’t imagine being without him now. She wouldn’t let herself imagine being without him.

His kiss was long and slow now. His eyes open as she stared back at him.

“Hmm. That was a surprise.” She smiled as he moved back from her, her breath catching at the feel of his cock sliding from her body, tugging at the oversensitive tissue, before he lifted her and set her back on her feet. “I’m supposed to walk now?”

She smoothed her hand over his chest as he bent his head and stole another kiss.

He flashed her a grin as he finally pulled back and readjusted his jeans.

Sabella made a quick trip to the bathroom, and when she returned it was to find him sipping his coffee and staring down at the garage from the wide kitchen window.

“You were up early this morning,” she said as she turned the stove back on and went back to her biscuits.

“Needed to shower and get some clean clothes.” His voice was distant now. “I didn’t expect you to be up yet.” There was a question in his voice.

Sabella grimaced. “Doctor’s appointment I forgot about this morning. And I can’t miss it.” She turned back to him with a frown. “If I don’t make that appointment then you don’t get to have any fun.”

His lips tugged into a rueful smile. “I’ll send Rory with you. I don’t want you going alone.”

“Sienna usually goes with me.” She shrugged at his demand. “But you can send Rory. I’ll just meet her there.”

The flu that had kept her in bed for nearly two weeks the month before had had her doctor worried. She hadn’t bounced back as she should have. At least not before Noah returned. But the follow-up coincided with the birth control shots she needed to keep her system regular.

“I’ll send Rory too. He can drive you.”

She nodded at that. “Everything going okay?” she finally asked, knowing Delbert Ransome’s release yesterday worried him.

“So far.” He swiped his hand through his hair, feathering the long, thick raven-black strands around his roguish face.

God, he made her heart beat faster. She’d just had him, and she wanted nothing more than to take him again.

She nodded when he didn’t say anything more. Conversation after that was quiet. They talked about the garage, parts needed, and the business that was now flowing back to them.

They argued over new equipment she wanted to buy. Advanced computers for the new chips coming out and the classes she had signed up for in Odessa. The pros and cons to each move she wanted to make in the business.

As they talked, Noah realized in one heart-stopping moment just how perfect Sabella had been for him all along. The fact that he hadn’t realized that six years before still had the power to rip into his guts.

The mistakes he had made since his rescue piled atop him, one after the other. He should never have hid from her, what the hell had he been thinking? As long as he didn’t face her, didn’t face the consequences of his decision, then he’d been able to remain strong.

It had been all about his stupid fucking pride though. Not being the man he had been, fearing her rejection in the face of it. He’d been a fucking fool and now there was no way out.

He could just imagine her face if he said, oh yeah, by the way, baby, I’m your husband. You know, the one that died? The one that wouldn’t come back to you for six fucking years. Yeah, she’d accept that easily enough.

Bullshit.

This Sabella would rip his eyes out of his sockets and shoot him with his own gun. Before she divorced him. Because she couldn’t forget the man he had been. The one whose ring she was wearing, even now, on her marriage finger. The one whose pictures graced damned near every surface of the living room.

Shit. The anger tore through him as she showered and dressed for that damned doctor’s appointment. He didn’t want to let her out of his sight.

He strode furiously to the phone and called Rory, pulling him in to take her to the doctor when Noah wanted to go with her himself.

He couldn’t risk being off site when this mission went nuclear. And if they acted out of habit, then suspicion would rise against Bella. Rory had taken her to the doctor before, Noah knew. She rarely went alone. Sabella hated doctors and she hated waiting in the doctor’s office alone. She and Sienna had often gone with each other, then gone shopping for lunch afterward. After Nathan’s “death,” he knew Rory had tagged along many times, often bullying her gently into doing the things she used to do with Sienna.

“There’s my babysitter.” Sabella grinned as she stepped into the kitchen later to find Rory with Noah. “Who’s watching my garage?”

“Toby and Nik,” Rory grunted. “That kid is turning into a damned maniac. Thinks he owns part of it or something.”

“He’s learning.” She shrugged as she adjusted the lowrise band of her jeans and slid her feet into a pair of sandals. “Toby has a good head on his shoulders, and if we manage to keep him another year, we’ll be lucky.”

Rory grimaced. It was something Noah had acknowledged as well. Toby would move on. The little shit would probably end up taking over the world before he was done.

“Okay, let’s go. I called Sienna. She’s meeting us at the doctor’s office.” She eyed Rory with a grin. “Are you going into the office or waiting in the car?”

Rory grimaced. “Damned women in that waiting room, you’d think they never saw a man the way they act when I walk in there.”

Noah felt a curl of anger burning inside him. For six years Rory had watched over her, taken care of her. He had gone to the doctor with her, held her when she cried, he had stepped in and made certain Sabella wasn’t alone. That she survived. He should be thanking his brother rather than questioning his motives.

“Come on, stud,” Sabella teased Rory then. “Give the girls a smile and a wink and they’ll swoon for you.”

“I’d end up raped,” Rory muttered, but it was good-natured.

They left the house, but before he let Sabella get in Rory’s pickup, he pulled her to him, his lips covering hers, staking his claim on her senses before he let her go.

“What was that for?” She gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his shirt like a little cat’s, kneading his flesh with primitive hunger.

“To remind you,” he growled.

“Of what?” Something flashed in her eyes then, a flare of anger, of determination.

“Of who you belong to,” he bit out. “Don’t forget it, Sabella.”

She tilted her head as though staring at some strange, unknown creature and attempting to make sense of it.

“You’re leaving,” she reminded him gently. “You’ve warned me of that all along, Noah. You can’t stake a claim on someone you have no intention of keeping.”

The hell he couldn’t. His head dipped again and he stole her defiance with another kiss. He pushed his tongue in her mouth, claimed it, just as he had claimed her body each time he fucked her into a screaming orgasm. His hands pulled her closer, pressing his erection against her stomach through the material of his jeans and fought to get a handle on the possessiveness tearing through his gut.

He couldn’t control the need. He couldn’t stop the fury of dominance, the instinct to make damned sure she never forgot. Never forgot who she belonged to. Whose soul she held in the palm of her hand.

He pulled back and glared down at her. “Remember.”

He stalked away from her then, refusing to acknowledge the tears that had shimmered in her eyes, because to acknowledge them would break him. He was riding a line so fine now that sometimes it didn’t make sense, even to him. He knew, though, if this operation didn’t end soon, if he didn’t manage to pull back just a little bit, then he was never going to be able to walk away from her. And that just might kill both of them.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

“You’re gettin’ pretty close to him, huh?”

Sabella turned her head and stared at Rory. God, he looked so much like Nathan used to look. Rugged features, the perfection of male beauty paired with wicked blue eyes, thick heavy lashes, and long black hair.

He was almost Nathan’s twin. So close to him in looks that for nearly two years Sabella had been unable to look him in the face.

“Shouldn’t I be?” She knew Rory was aware of who Noah was. She could feel it to the marrow of her bones and it hurt.

She was past mad. It just hurt now that Noah had trusted his brother rather than his wife. The woman he had sworn his heart to. He’d dared to whisper those words in their bed, after he thought she slept. Dared, dared to whisper that vow in Gaelic, in their bed, while he was lying to her. Lying to her with every touch, every kiss, every rasping word from his lying lips.

Rory finally shrugged. “Do you think he’s going to stay?”

She would have gotten angry at that point if she hadn’t heard the regret, the somber realization in his voice, and seen it in his face.

Sabella turned and stared out the window. She watched as the town passed by, as everything familiar to her suddenly seemed alien and strange.

“No.” She finally whispered the truth, to him, and to herself. “I don’t think he’ll be here much longer.”

She looked down at her hands, touched the wedding band, and slid it slowly from her finger before tucking it into her purse. Sienna would ask too many questions if she saw it. It could raise too much suspicion.

“You know, Belle.” He cleared his throat, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “I love you like a sister. You know that.”

“No advice, Rory.” She could feel it coming. As he pulled in to the doctor’s office parking lot and parked beside Sienna’s car, she realized her control wasn’t strong enough to endure even Rory’s well-meaning advice.

He nodded as Sienna jumped from her car, stylish in gray capris and a sleeveless T-shirt. Her long nut-brown hair fell past her shoulders in carefully styled waves, her green eyes sparkled with the same excitement and love of life she had always known.

“There you are.” Sienna laughed, hugging Sabella as she stepped out of Rory’s truck. “And there’s one of the handsomest men in town.” She sighed, her expression creasing in sudden somber realization. “He looks just like Nathan, Belle.”

She mirrored Sabella’s earlier thoughts.

Sabella looked to Rory and saw the flash of pain on his face.

“No, Rory looks just like himself,” she said softly. Close. He was close. But not just like Noah. Not anymore.

“I can’t believe you nearly forgot about your follow-up appointment,” Sienna grumped at her then. “You were too sick, Belle. You need to take better care of yourself.”

She had been sick. That last flu bug had been a vicious one.

“I’m working on it, Sienna,” Sabella promised with a smile as they entered the doctor’s lobby, signed in, and took their seats.

She wondered if that bug was coming back. She hadn’t felt her best the last few days. She felt off. Out of sorts. But emotionally she was on a roller-coaster ride that threatened to drive her insane.

“They’re looking at me,” Rory muttered as she took a seat beside him.

She smiled, shaking her head. “’Cause you’re cute.”

He grimaced. Then grinned. “I am, ain’t I?”

And she just shook her head at that Malone grin, the twinkle in his blue eyes. He was a heartbreaker. Her friend. Her brother.

“I’ll protect you,” she whispered.

Then he stared back at her in surprise. “I want to be protected?”

And Sabella could only laugh.

She wasn’t laughing over an hour later though, she was close to sobbing, to screaming in joy. And in fear.

“I’d venture a week, perhaps a little longer,” Dr. Amy Aiken said softly as she sat on the stool in front of the exam table. “The shot was low dose to begin with, because you stated you weren’t involved in any sexual activity. You’re over a week late returning for the shot, and with the antibiotics . . .” The doctor shrugged. “It happens, Sabella.”

She was pregnant.

Sabella pressed her hand against her stomach. This time. This time, God had heard her prayers, he had given her a part of Noah to hold on to, a part of everything she loved to see her through the pain.

She swallowed tightly. “Could you not tell your nurses?” she finally said. “Could we keep this between us? For a while?”

The nurses were notorious gossips. Sabella had always suspected it was one of the reasons Dr. Aiken often ran many of the less complicated tests herself. The blood test had been done in the exam room while Sabella waited. Dr. Aiken was conscientious, she was personal. She was a friend to the women who came to her. And she knew her nurses.

“Is there a problem, Belle?” the doctor asked her gently.

Sabella shook her head. “I want a chance to believe it myself,” she said softly. “Before anyone else knows.”

Dr. Aiken sighed at that. “It’s a very small town.” She rose and collected the data on the test before folding it and pushing it into her lab coat. “I can wait a few weeks before I add it to your file.” She winked. “I forget these things sometimes.”

She sat back down on the stool. “Do you want this baby, Sabella?” she asked gently.

Sabella’s head snapped up. “More than anything,” she breathed out roughly. “I didn’t consider.” She paused and shook her head. “I didn’t think. I’d forgotten about the antibiotics. Things have been crazy at the garage.” In her life. The shock of having Nathan back had dulled her senses.

Dr. Aiken smiled, her serious hazel- and blue-flecked eyes somber. Concerned. “I want you back in three weeks. I’ll rerun the blood tests then and we’ll do a full workup. You weren’t pregnant when you were in here last month, you’re no more than a few weeks along.”

Sabella shook her head. No more than weeks. But she knew. She knew she carried Noah’s baby. She knew it was growing inside her. She swore she could feel it now. That unknown feeling that had plagued her the last few days, the sense of being off balance, not entirely certain why. It wasn’t just because of Noah. It was their child, letting her know he was there.

“You can get dressed now.” Amy rose to her feet. She paused again and looked at her. “If you need to talk, you know you can call me anytime. Or come by the house. We’ll have coffee.” She smiled suddenly. “Though it’s decaf for you.”

Decaf worked for her. She was already planning revised menus. She would have to eat better. Eat more often. No more caffeine and she didn’t even give a damn.

She was carrying Noah’s baby.

She dressed quickly, floating, feeling as though a surge of euphoria had taken hold of her mind and refused to release it. She stopped as she buttoned and zipped her jeans, and touched her stomach again. Just felt it. Needing to feel the life growing inside her.

She and Nathan had talked about starting a family after he returned from that last mission. They had wanted children, but they had wanted a stable environment to bring one into. They were going to pay off some of the bills. They were going to talk about it when he got home. But he hadn’t come home, until now.

Her lips curled softly, though sadly. She could keep him, she thought. She could tell him about the baby, he would never leave her . . . She shook her head. No. She wouldn’t hold him. If he left, he would leave without knowing. And then she would have to leave as well, because Rory and Jordan would make certain he knew. They would never keep that information from him. And she would be back where she started, with a man who had returned, not for her, but because of their child.

Besides, if he knew about the baby, and he left anyway? It would destroy the love she felt for him, and that she couldn’t bear. Noah was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Loving him had been the greatest fulfillment of her life. Until now.

She finished dressing, then left the exam room, and went back to the lobby.

“Everything okay?” Rory came to his feet as she stepped back into the lobby and moved to the counter to pay her bill.

“Everything’s fine.” She smiled back at him, forcing herself to keep the curve of her lips restrained. “I’ll be ready in a minute.”

The nurse took her check. She was busy inputting information into the computer and, thank God, didn’t ask about the shot Sabella hadn’t received.

“I thought you would be in there forever,” Sienna teased as they left the doctor’s office and emerged in the parking lot. “She never takes that long.”

“She wanted to make certain I was over that flu bug.” Sabella shrugged.

She was dying to tell someone. Why wasn’t she telling Sienna? Rory? Why wasn’t she shouting it from the rooftops? She was pregnant. Finally pregnant and it was her husband’s baby.

She inhaled slowly as they turned the corner of the building and headed across the back lot to Rory’s truck. She was lost in the happiness, trying to hide it from Rory and Sienna. She kept her head down, and she didn’t see the van.

“Sabella!” Rory’s yell had her head jerking up as he tried to grab her, to pull her back from the black van that suddenly stopped beside them.

Sienna was jostled into her, throwing her closer to the wide door that was flung open. Black masks. Black clothes. A gun aimed at Rory, a muffled report sounding as Sabella tried to scream over the hand that covered her mouth, tried to fight the ruthless force that tossed her into van.

Her last sight of Rory was the horror in his face and the blood pouring from his shoulder as he went down. Then the doors slammed closed, locking her and Sienna into the back of the van as it squealed out of the parking lot and accelerated as it headed out of town.

Horrified, terrified, she fought against the hands holding her. Her arms were jerked behind her back. Oh God. Her stomach was undefended. She couldn’t cushion it, couldn’t protect her baby like this.

Cuffs were snapped on her wrists and tape slapped over her mouth as she stared at her friend, her best friend, in shock.

Sienna wasn’t being cuffed or gagged. She was settling herself into the lap of one of the masked abductors, a smile curving her lips as she tilted her head and regarded Sabella like a distasteful chore.

Sienna stared at her for long moments then she got up, braced her hand on the ceiling of the van, and before Sabella could process it, Sienna backhanded her with enough force to send her head bouncing against the side of the van, stars exploding in front of her eyes as she crumpled to the floor.

Sabella didn’t bother lifting herself from the floor. She blinked, felt the blood trickling from her nose, and stared back at the woman who smiled with cool, calm arrogance.

“You stupid fucking bitch,” Sienna drawled. “That’s for all the years I’ve had to put up with babying your whining ass because Rick insisted I should worry about you. And for marrying Nathan. Whore. You should have left the hometown boys to the hometown girls.” She settled back on the lap of the man who had held her moments before.

Brown eyes glared at her from behind the mask. Mike Conrad’s brown eyes. His gaze was malicious, satisfaction filling them, hatred glittering in them.

Sabella curled herself in a ball, her knees lifting to protect Noah’s child. And she stared at Mike and Sienna in disbelief.

Mike she could believe. But Sienna? Sienna who had been there when Nathan’s casket was buried. Who rocked her when she cried, who had forced her out of the house over the years and had played the part of the loving friend so convincingly.

“Look at her.” Sienna laughed. “Didn’t I tell you, lover? I’m the best. No one ever suspected.”

Sabella hadn’t suspected, but she knew in that moment, that a part of her had known, unconsciously, that this woman wasn’t her friend. Just as she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Sienna intended to see her dead.

But she knew no matter how hard they tried to hide, no matter how deep they might bury her body, Noah would find them. And when he did, he wouldn’t let the fact that Sienna was a woman save her. Mike Conrad’s past friendship with Nathan wouldn’t even be a memory.

He’d kill them both. And he would make it hurt.

She just prayed he found her before they managed to kill her.

 

Noah stepped from the garage as they heard the sirens in the distance and the squeal of tires, the sharp blasts of a horn.

He was aware of Nik moving behind him, the other mechanics as well as Toby stepping out to the parking lot. He was aware of a cold core of ice freezing inside him when Rory’s truck slid around a corner and raced to the garage, the sheriff, lights blazing, riding on his ass.

He stood stiff, still, as Nik cursed behind him. He heard the Russian cursing, felt the tension suddenly building in the air as Rory barreled into the parking lot, the truck fishtailing as he put on the brakes, slamming to a stop.

He wasn’t aware of moving. He wrenched the door open and caught his brother as he fell into his arms, blood staining his shirt, tears washing his face.

“Noah!” Rory screamed out, hysteria brightening his eyes. “Ah God. Ah God, Noah, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Noah held his brother, dragging him into the garage and then the office as Rick rushed in behind them. He could feel Rory’s blood soaking his shirt, his skin.

“Where’s Sabella, Rory?” He put his brother in a chair before grabbing a handful of clean mechanic’s rags and pressing them to Rory’s shoulder. “Tell me where Sabella is.”

Rory sobbed. His head fell back on the chair and he howled in rage. “They took her! Took her and Sienna. Noah, I tried to grab her, but Sienna stumbled. And they took Sabella.”

Noah stared at him. Something beyond rage took hold of him.

“What the hell do you mean, they took them?” Rick tried to push past Noah, rage echoing in his voice. “What the fuck is going on here?”

Nik hauled him back, jerked the handgun from his hand, and snarled down at him. Noah didn’t pay attention. He didn’t give a fuck about Rick.

“Who has her, Rory?” His voice was calm. “Did you recognize anyone?”

“Masks.” Rory shook his head furiously. “They were wearing masks. When I tried to grab for Sabella, one of the bastards pulled a gun. It was silenced. I jerked to the side and kept trying to get to her.” He held his shoulder and rocked forward. “Ah Christ. I’m sorry, Noah. I’m sorry.”

“Nik, get on it,” Noah ordered quietly.

“Calling now.”

“Rory.” He gripped Rory’s jaw. “Rory, look at me. Tell me what you saw.”

Rory stared back at him, dazed with pain and blood loss. His shirt was soaked with blood.

“Tan van.” He shook his head, tears still filling his eyes. “Black masks. Black clothes. Pulled to a stop beside us and Sienna stumbled.” He shook his head again. “I don’t know why. She knocked into Belle and they both fell toward the door while I was trying to grab Belle. They jerked her inside. Mud on the tires, on the frame. It looked fresh. No plates, I checked. They were gone. Brown eyes.” He stared up at Noah. “The guy that took Belle. He had brown eyes. Really dark eyes. I know those eyes.”

Conrad’s eyes.

“Nik, ambulance,” Noah said softly. Rory was going to need help. He turned back to his brother. “Did they say anything? Tell me, Rory, did any of them say anything?”

Rory was panting now, shock taking over. He stared back at Noah, dazed, fighting back unconsciousness.

“Said. Said something about good hunting. As the doors closed. Someone laughed, and said it would be good hunting.”

“Teams moving,” Nik reported. “ETA is twenty minutes.”

“How long ago, Rory?” Noah questioned him then. “When did it happen?”

Rory was shaking now. He looked at his wrist. Blood coated the face of his watch. Noah wiped it off, watching his brother carefully. The false calm that filled him was just a prelude. The ice was coming. Noah could feel it coming.

Rory sobbed. “An hour,” he whispered. “Christ, Noah. An hour. I blacked out, and the lot was nearly empty. No one saw. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Nik. What’s Travis reporting?”

“Movement on Leon,” Nik stated. “There was a pullout five minutes ago. He’s trying to track but T lost signal.”

T. Tehya.

Noah turned and stared at a silent Rick. He was watching Rory, watching Noah.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” Rick said faintly. “I watched them bury you.”

A man ran a risk when returning to his hometown, pretending to be someone he wasn’t, and claiming the wife he had left.

“I still am. Dead.” He bared his teeth at Rick. “You’re in. But God help you if you’re a part of this.”

Rory shuddered as Noah turned back to him.

“Noah, she called him ‘baby.’ ”

Noah sharpened his focus on Rory. “Who?”

Rory frowned. “When the door closed. Sienna. Brown eyes jerked her inside. She said ‘baby.’ ”

“You misheard,” Rick objected behind them. “You had to have misheard, Rory.” But the objection was faint and filled with bitter pain.

When Noah turned back to the sheriff, he was staring at Rory in horror, in knowledge.

Rick shook his head as though clearing a fog and stared back at Noah, his tobacco-brown eyes filled with anguish. “He misheard.”

Rory hadn’t misheard. There was a leak in the Alpine sheriff’s force. That leak was Sienna, not Rick as they had first assumed.

“Nik, what do we have?”

“Ambulance pulling in.”

Noah jerked around, pinning him with his gaze as Nik grimaced. “We got nothing yet, man. The team’s pulling in. Trav is tracking and T is working comm. That’s all we have.”

“Who the hell are you?” Rick grabbed Noah’s arm.

Slowly, more to control the impulse to rip the sheriff’s throat out than for any other reason, Noah turned back to him. Then he smiled.

He could feel the blood pumping through his veins, his muscles hardening, tightening. His vision edged with red, with blood, and the monster was free.

“I’m the BCM’s worst fucking nightmare,” he said softly. “I’m a dead man walking, and I’ll take every damned one of them to hell with me.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

Rory had been transported to the hospital under duress. He hadn’t wanted to go. He had begged Noah not to make him go. The team was assembled, quietly, in the apartment after that. No one had seen them enter, no one knew they were there.

Rick stood at the back door, staring through the narrow window, tense, prepared, as he listened to the team assemble the gear the other Elite Ops agents had brought in. Trackers. Communications. Weapons.

Noah was listening to Travis Caine’s report from his attempts to track the van that had transported the FBI agent Chuck Leon, when his cell phone rang.

Silence filled the apartment when Noah pulled it free of its holder, and mouthed, Sabella’s cell.

He attached the electronic GPS tracker into his phone, then flipped it open.

“Blake.”

“I’m sorry,” Sabella whispered.

She was crying. Noah could hear the huskiness in her voice, the tears.

“It’s okay, baby,” he told her gently. “Are they there?”

“They want to talk—” Her voice cut off, and if he wasn’t mistaken, he heard her cry out.

His nostrils flared, the need for blood exploding, pounding in his head.

“The sheriff is with you, we know that.” A mechanical voice came over the line.

“He is.”

The thin, distorted chuckle did nothing to disguise the glee in the abductor’s voice.

“Tell him to stay there. If he leaves, they both die.”

“Very well.”

There was silence. “You’re being agreeable. That’s very good.”

He remained silent.

“You went over the truck, didn’t you, Blake?” the voice drawled. “You found the evidence and turned it in. Didn’t you?”

“I did.”

They knew. He knew. He would give them that much.

“Yeah, that putz agent we questioned just didn’t convince us that he found it. He’s still alive, by the way. Do you care?”

“Not particularly.”

Another chuckle. “You’re not an agent, are you? What are you then?”

“Let’s say, a concerned bystander,” he drawled. “My mother was Mexican. She wouldn’t have liked you very much.”

It was a lie. His mother had been pure blue blood.

“Then your mother was a whore. We kill whores.”

Noah waited. A heartbeat. Two. Three.

“What do you want?” He kept his voice calm, cool. It was icy. There was no burning rage. There was no impatience. He had known they would call.

“Belle is a beautiful little whore too.” The voice was smug, taunting. “She’ll make a nice play thing when you’re dead.”

“You have to kill me first,” Noah pointed out.

He didn’t look at the men in the room. He stared at the single picture that Sabella had kept in the apartment. A picture of them before they married.

His arms were around her shoulders as they stared into the camera, her expression soft, vulnerable. Loving. He could almost smell that day. The scent of her perfume, the scent of sex still clinging to them.

“Yes, we do get to kill you first.” Laughter trickled over the connection. “It’s good that you’re alone except for the sheriff. All your mechanics in place as they should be. Everyone just busy little beavers, aren’t they, Mr. Blake?” We’re watching, you know.

“That’s their job,” he agreed.

No emotion. He felt nothing. He kept staring at the picture of him and Sabella. No, the picture of Sabella and her husband. The man he was then didn’t resemble the man he was now. There was no fear, no worry. There was a sense of death, a knowledge that no matter the outcome, blood was going to spill and it wouldn’t be all his. None of it would be Sabella’s.

“You’ll make an interesting hunt,” the abductor said to torment him. “A nice little addition to my trophies. That wasn’t nice of you, poking your nose in where it wasn’t wanted”

He nodded slowly. Here it came. Finally. The end of the road.

“Here’s what you’re going to do, Mr. Blake. And you’re going to do it alone. If we see anyone else leave the garage, then the girls die. If you don’t follow directions exactly, they die. If you’re late, they die.”

Melodrama. Fuck, he hated the wait.

“Yeah, I breathe the wrong way and they die. I got it.”

He was aware of Jordan wincing, the looks the other men gave him.

Another chuckle. “Do you know the national park?”

Like the back of his hand. “Not very well. I haven’t had time to do much sightseeing.”

There was silence. Noah waited it out. He let it flow over him, refused to consider the risks. He was a nobody here. They didn’t suspect anything. He was a mechanic, nothing more.

“Do you know where they found the little female FBI agent? I know you been in town long enough for that.”

The canyon was about an hour away.

“I know.”

“You’ll be met. You have an hour after this call disconnects to get there. Would you like to tell your little girlfriend bye?”

“If you want your hunt, I’ll see her alive before it begins. She’s of no use to me dead.”

Laughter again, grating, knowing.

“Sure. You can say your goodbyes in person. You’ll be met. You have one hour.”

Noah disconnected. He dragged his jacket from the back of a chair. He was already outfitted in the chaps. The butter-soft leather conformed and moved easily with him. Hiking boots. Skin tag locator on both shoulders. Belt buckle equipped with a locator as well. All deactivated until needed.

“You’ll have to slip out with the others,” he told Rick as he moved for the door.

“Like hell. If she’s in on this, then I’ll take care of it.” The sheriff’s eyes burned with anger as he caught Noah’s arm.

“Grip my arm again and your throat comes out.” He peeled the sheriff’s hand from his arm. “You’ll come in with the others. And she’s the only way they could have taken Sabella so easily. You know it, as well as I do.”

Rick’s jaw clenched, a muscle ticking furiously at the side.

“We need someone to prosecute, Noah,” Jordan reminded him. “Remember that when the hunt starts. We’ll be in place and ready to move. T will track you from the rendezvous.”

Noah nodded and left the apartment, slamming the door behind him.

He could feel the eyes on him. By time he made the rendezvous, it would be nearing dark. The others could slip into place then. Getting them out of the garage wouldn’t be a problem.

Noah had been a SEAL. He believed in escape routes to hell and back. And Jordan knew them all.

He straddled the Harley and set the motor to throbbing before kicking into gear and tearing out of the parking lot.

The wind whipped through his hair, and he heard Sabella’s light laughter, her passion moans. The sound of tears in her voice when she called.

She was frightened. He could hear the fear. But he heard something else too. He had heard trust. There hadn’t been hysteria. She hadn’t begged him to save her. She had known he would come for her. He had heard that in her voice. Her knowledge, her trust.

She was a woman any man could be proud to call his own. But Sabella was still tender, still vulnerable. She was a woman who loved with everything inside her. And that was how she loved the man he had been.

With everything inside her.

He kicked the gas to the Harley and let it tear down the road. He knew exactly where he was going. He’d tracked the area after the unit moved in and canvassed every inch of it. The female FBI agent’s body had been found at the base of one of the small rises, her body dug up by scavengers. The area had been widely publicized.

For a second, just a second, an image of Sabella flashed in his mind, eyes wide in death, her face white, lips bloodless. He twisted the gas and let the Harley tear down the road. Rage bit at him, hard, fast, before he countered it, before the icy hunger for blood overrode it once again.

He wasn’t a husband. He wasn’t a lover. He was a dead man. And he was about to have company in hell. It was that simple. That was how he had survived for the past six years and. It was how he had rehabilitated, it was how he rebuilt himself.

He was a husband. A lover. And what belonged to him had been threatened. Taken. It wouldn’t happen again.

Dusk was settling as Noah pulled in, only feet from where the dead agent’s body had been found. Three black-masked shadows waited on four-wheelers at the base of the rise.

Noah kicked the stand on the Harley, turned it off, and dismounted slowly. He stared back at them. None of them were Mike Conrad. But there was Delbert Ransome, those watery brown eyes gleamed like a rat’s. The other two men he identified by the shape of their faces and the color of their eyes. One was a ranch hand from the Malone ranch. The other was the sheriff’s deputy, Hershel Jenkins. Damn. Rory was going to be pissed. He and Hershel had been drinking buddies at one time.

Hershel moved from his four-wheeler and pointed to the small rack behind him. In his hand he carried plastic restraints.

Noah moved to the back of the ATV, slid on, and let the son of a bitch cuff his wrists to the edge of the rack. Seconds later, they were tearing off through the night.

He felt the first electronic skin tag tracker on his left shoulder heat up. It had a five-minute range. Eyes were already watching. He could feel them. The SEALs would be in place. Reno, Clint, Kell, Macey, and Ian. They would have been deployed from the bunker the minute they knew the rendezvous point and they’d be tracking.

Satellite would be trained on the ATVs’ progress. The ATVs’ headlights cut through the darkness, but Noah knew there were others watching as well. Militia members, to make certain there was no backup.

There was plenty of backup.

They’d thought Noah would be taken, not Sabella. The outsider coming in and taking over something it was rumored the militia wanted. That being the garage. He had controlled it, controlled its owner. They hadn’t expected Sabella to be taken.

Noah held on to the rack, braced himself, and flowed with the hard thumps, the deliberately rough ride. These boys thought they knew how to hurt. They didn’t know anything about pain. About madness. About death.

Noah knew. And he knew they had no idea what monster they were bringing into their midst.

The night vision contacts were working, though not as well as goggles would have. The faded green aura of the landscape was clearly visible. He could see another of Gaylen Patrick’s ranch hands in a pickup as they passed it, tucked into the shelter of a small grove of pines.

He saw the shadow behind it and smiled. Yeah, there were a lot of shadows moving in these mountains tonight.

Ten minutes. Fifteen. Twenty minutes.

Finally, the ATVs turned off into a small canyon and pulled in front of an opening into the base of a nearly sheer cliff.

They hadn’t known about this one. It was perfectly hidden by the brush and bramble in front of it and the ledge of the cliff over it. There was a faint light coming from inside.

The restraints were cut and a rifle shoved in his face as he was pointed to the opening.

How easy it would be to shove the barrel of the weapon up the deputy’s ass while he took out the other two. Silently. It could be done so silently.

He grinned instead and turned, walking into the entrance and waiting for the contacts to adjust as the light deepened. Sabella’s abductors’ precautions against the light showing from the outside allowed the contacts time to adjust until his vision was clear when he turned into the main cavern.

He stepped in, his gaze finding Sabella immediately.

Someone had hit her. Her cheek was bruised, blood still marred her nose. Her gray eyes were dark with anger. And fear.

The cavern was large enough. She was tied to a small cot, her wrists cuffed to the metal frame, though she had been left sitting.

Across the room Mike Conrad grinned back at him. He hadn’t bothered to cover his face. Sienna sat between his splayed legs, playing with the ends of her hair as she stared back at him maliciously.

“All that leather just looks hot,” she drawled. “Come on, Mike, let me make him fuck me before you go hunting. That illegal ass you kidnapped last month did it. His wife cried so pitifully. I want to see Belle cry while her lover fucks me. Just like her husband did.”

Noah had never touched her. There had always been something about Sienna that just put him off. There had been no challenge. No sense of depth.

“Strip.” He shrugged, staring back at her. “I have time if you do.”

Head games. He knew head games.

She pouted and sniffed. “Not on your life. You’re probably diseased after fucking that heifer.” She nodded to Sabella.

He lifted his shoulder negligently and turned to Mike.

This had once been his friend. Strange, he’d never seen the bloodthirstiness in Mike’s eyes before now. What had changed? What had changed him?

Mike grinned. “As you can see, she’s alive. She’s not very talkative though.”

He glanced over at her as he felt the tracker on his right shoulder heat. He shook his head at the setup, looking around again.

Mike and Sienna watched him, obviously less than pleased at his reaction.

“I told you the bastard wasn’t as easy to intimidate as you thought he was.”

Noah didn’t tense. He didn’t turn. He stood still, relaxed. Yeah, he knew that voice. Gaylen Patrick. He waited long seconds before turning just enough to see the other man.

He waddled in, his thick lips creasing into a smile, followed by the shorter, trimmer form of Federal Judge Carl Clifford and the paunchy Marshal Kevin Lyle.

“Quite a little group,” Noah drawled.

Smug satisfaction filled Patrick’s beady hazel eyes.

“Yeah, we have some pretty good boys that like to play.” He walked over to Mike and Sienna. When he reached out and twisted one of her hard nipples she moaned like a bitch in heat and leaned into him.

Camp whore. Damn, he just hadn’t seen this one coming.

“I want a minute with Sabella alone.” He stared at Patrick, aware of who was running this show.

“Why would I do that?” Patrick stared back at him in amusement.

Noah smiled. The smile of a man with more confidence, more ability, than those around him suspected. And Patrick’s eyes gleamed at the challenge.

“This is a hunt?”

“Boy, we’re gonna be hunting you.” Gaylen laughed. “If you can keep your ass alive until dawn, then we’ll just put a bullet in your heads. We won’t rape her and we won’t make you watch if you’re still alive. Real simple. You get caught before dawn, or dead. Then she’s a nice little plaything, just like that female agent was.”

Noah nodded and held his smile. “You’ll want a real challenge then.”

“We love a challenge,” he chortled.

“Give me a minute alone with her. I’ll give you your challenge.” He let his voice lower, let the monster inside him echo in his voice.

Sienna shivered as though in arousal. “If you catch him before dawn, do I get to rape her first?”

Gaylen stared at her, rather like a man stared at his favorite pet.

“We’ll hold her for you,” he promised before turning back to Noah.

“You think you’re a challenge, do you?”

His brow arched. “You’ll never catch me.”

Gaylen grinned. “Other men have made that promise.”

“I’m not other men.” He was already a dead man, and he knew who was going to die tonight.

Gaylen’s fat lips widened before he nodded shortly. “You have three minutes. I’m gonna be nice about it. Let you kiss her real sweet before she gets to listen to you die.”

He nodded to the radio set up in the corner of the cavern. “She’ll get to listen to you scream like a pig.”

Noah just stared back at him.

The old bastard laughed before wrapping his arm around Sienna’s shoulders. “Come on, sugar. You can blow me before we head out.”

She giggled like the damned cheerleader she had been in school.

Noah moved to Sabella. Knees bending, he hunched down in front of her and cupped her cheeks. Tears filled her eyes. And for just a second Noah allowed himself to feel.

He went past the rage that threatened to overwhelm his control. He went past the murderous fury at the thought of how frightened she was. And there, tucked into his soul, was the love he had felt for Sabella since the moment he had seen her.

She had strode into his garage, her smile flashing in the sunlight, her eyes mysterious and watchful. He’d had eyes for no other woman since that day.

He leaned close, his forehead against hers, and smiled back at her confidently.

“They’ll die,” he promised her, every one one of them.

Her lips trembled and more tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Be ready.” He kept his voice low, for her ears only. “Stay low. Don’t anger them.”

She nodded jerkily, her eyes locked on his, fear, fear for him, filling them.

“It’s going to be okay, baby.”

She nodded again and when her lips trembled this time, he wanted to kiss them. He wanted to cover them, to ease her past that fear for just a moment. It was a need he couldn’t afford. Kissing Sabella would strip him down to that final, darkened core where hunger pulsed in an eternal need. Just for her.

“Noah—” He put his finger over her lips.

“Nothing will happen to you. I swear it on what little is left of my soul, Sabella. Nothing will happen to you.”

“Rory?”

“Safe.”

She nodded again.

Noah smoothed a tear from beneath her eye then brought his thumb to his lips and let the salty taste of her pain and her fear harden the icy core of rage.

“Who hit you?” He wanted to know who to kill first.

“Sienna.”

And he nodded. He touched her lips with his thumb, touched her hair then drew back slowly as Mike stepped back into the room.

He rose to his feet, the sound of her muffled sob raking over the ice inside him. Hardening it. Colder. Icier. There was no flame. Nothing hot or fierce burning inside him. This was death.

He turned back to Mike.

“So, are we gonna go play, or are you too busy getting blown next?”

Mike’s eyes narrowed before his gaze flicked to Sabella. “When you die, I’m going to stretch her out and come in her mouth. She’ll die swallowing me.”

Noah grunted. “Let’s cut the shit here, Conrad. Let’s get moving.”

He headed to the entrance. He left Sabella behind him. For now. Just for now. And the look he gave Mike was a promise. He would be one of the first to die.

Killing him would be incredibly easy. He’d known that when he first arrived back and saw the drunken abuse the other man had heaped on her. He had trusted his family, his friends, to watch out for the woman who was his life.

As they entered the narrow entrance Noah watched as Gaylen Patrick moved from deeper inside the cavern. His face was flushed. Expression smug.

“Doesn’t take you long to blow, does it?” he observed mockingly.

Patrick glared back at him. “Boy, I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

The monster lifted its head inside him. Icy, murderous determination infused him. It wasn’t a surge of adrenaline. It was a surge of intent. A hard, brutal core of calculated deliberation.

Noah grinned. “Funny. I was thinking the same thing about you.”

 

Sabella lowered her head and fought her tears. Her body ached from the abuse she had suffered. Her shoulders, her legs and hips, her upper back. So far, Sienna hadn’t gone for her stomach.

Was the pregnancy too early for a blow to her stomach to hurt her child? God help her if Sienna learned she was carrying Noah’s child.

The other woman was insane.

Sabella stared across the room as the psychotic imitation of her best friend played with Mike Conrad. Rubbing at his crotch, letting him bury his head in her cleavage. They were all but fucking in front of her. And they had no idea what they had unleashed when they had taken her.

Sabella had seen it though. In his eyes. The flecks of green in the blue were artificial. There was no green in Noah’s eyes. But the blue. The blue had been like ice lit from inside with a cold, brutal flame.

There had been no rage, no fury. Just calculated death.

Those weren’t her husband’s eyes. Whatever had happened to him during his imprisonment with Diego Fuentes had changed him. Changed him in ways that sent a shiver up her spine. Six years ago, her husband hadn’t had that hard core of icy rage inside him. It was there now. There was death in his eyes now.

Sweet Jesus, he was going to kill tonight. She knew it. She had seen it in his eyes. Not that every damned one of the bastards involved in this didn’t deserve to die. They were so confident. They had killed for so long that they didn’t even care if they let their victims see their faces. They were that certain of themselves and had succeeded for so long in these hunts they conducted.

“Poor little Belle,” Sienna crooned in a mimicry of compassion as she moved across the room.

The other woman gripped Sabella’s jaw and jerked her head up. Her green eyes glittered with excitement, with almost maniacal pleasure.

“Poor Rick,” Sabella whispered. “He loved you, Sienna.”

Not that Sienna appeared to care. She rolled her eyes.

“Bastard hasn’t touched me in over two years,” she huffed, her lips thinning. “The only reason he even still lives in the house with me is because I have just enough on him to make him wary.”

She released Sabella’s jaw and plopped down on the cot beside her. Sienna leaned back as Sabella shifted, protecting her side and her stomach by pushing herself farther into the corner of the wall.

“I’ve so wanted to tell you what a weak-kneed little bitch you are.” Sienna giggled. “Crying for your lost Nathan. Haunting that house of his like a damned ghost.” She lifted her nails and checked them carefully before looking up at Sabella. “I fucked him in your bed, you know.”

No. She hadn’t. Nathan would have never fucked another woman, especially Sienna. And Sabella would have known if he had.

But she lowered her head, let the other woman think she had gotten her jibe in.

“You are so fucking boring,” Sienna breathed out in irritation. “Come on, Belle. Admit it. You’re sick because you know I fucked your husband. I’d have fucked your little punk biker, but I bet he doesn’t even have a dick.”

Mike chuckled across the room as he moved to the equipment on the table in the corner.

“I want him to watch while I rape you,” Sienna breathed as Sabella glared back at her from beneath the cover of her lashes. “I’m going to love raping you, Sabella. I’ll laugh and bite you.” Sienna shivered in longing. “I’ll make you scream and beg your Noah to save you.”

“You won’t have the chance,” Sabella told her softly. “He’s going to kill you, Sienna.”

Sienna licked her lips lustfully. “No one has survived a hunt, Belle. Your biker won’t last an hour. Then.” She leaned forward, gripping Sabella’s chin with enough force to bruise. “I’m going to strap on my dildo, and they’re going to hold you down while I gut you. I’m going to rip into that pussy Nathan and that biker thought was so damned good and let him watch while you scream.”

Sabella shook her head. “No, Sienna. You won’t have the chance to hurt me in front of him. You won’t even know when he returns. All you’ll know is death.”

She had seen death in Noah’s eyes. Whatever had happened to him, whatever group he was a part of, they were ready for this, and she knew it.

Sienna smirked, then before Sabella could jerk back, smashed her lips onto hers.

Gagging, furious, Sabella jerked back, and before she could stop herself, she slammed her head into the other woman’s face.

Sienna’s shriek of rage was followed by another blow to Sabella’s face.

Lights exploded in front of her eyes again, the agony of the other woman’s fist to her cheek sending screaming, white-hot pain lancing through her body.

But Sienna jumped from the bed and flounced off to Mike. He was laughing. He pulled the other woman to him and stroked her hair, kissing her abused cheek.

“My poor little slut,” he crooned. “It’s okay. When we’re done with her, you can blow all of us. Suck her blood right from our dicks.”

And Sabella saw the little shudder of pleasure that whipped through Sienna. God. She was insane. Somewhere, somehow, Sabella had missed the fact that the woman pretending to be her best friend was certifiable. It was no wonder Nathan had never seemed to like the idea of their friendship.

She inhaled roughly, tasted the blood in her mouth again, and forced back the sickness rising inside her. Noah would come back. And when he did, he’d make certain tonight was no more than an unpleasant memory.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

They didn’t take him far from the canyon for the hunt to start. The militia members were masked, and they brought him a running buddy. How nice of them.

Chuck Leon had seen better days, no doubt. His face was swollen, his leg had a tourniquet tied around it. Hell, he’d have to take care of this before he returned to the canyon.

“What kind of shape are you in?” he asked the other man as they stood in the middle of a small valley.

Noah looked around. It was bisected by a stream and several deep gullies. He hadn’t seen the other members of the team yet, but with the militia wearing night vision, he knew he wouldn’t.

Cottonwood and pines grew strategically, thick in areas, thin in others.

“Bad shape.” Chuck shifted on his good leg. “They always hunt more than one. They like a quick kill and a challenge. I guess I’m the quick kill, huh?”

There was fight left in him though. His hazel eyes glittered with anger.

“Piece of advice,” Noah told him quietly. “Get rid of the mad. Use your head and watch your ass.”

Chuck shook his head. “We’re going to be sitting ducks out here.”

Noah didn’t say anything more. He watched as other vehicles moved in. There were a dozen vehicles, more than double that in men. A small group. They hadn’t branched out to let anyone into their little pack that they didn’t implicitly trust.

“Do you have a plan?” Chuck grimaced as Noah bent and checked the tourniquet on the other man’s leg.

“I always have a plan.”

“Mind letting me in on it?”

Noah grunted. He didn’t trust anyone with Sabella’s life, especially an unknown agent.

“Head for the gully, jump in, and run north.” One of the team would be close enough to pull him out. “You might live.”

The agent stared at him in disbelief. “You’re kidding, right?”

He stared back at Chuck coldly. “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

“Jesus.” Chuck tunneled his hands through his hair. “Okay. Hit the gully and go north.”

“And don’t stop. This gully runs into another gully and then heads to the main road. If you’re not stopped, just keep truckin’.”

The team might let him pass and head to town for help. Hell if Noah knew what they would do. But he had seen the brush moving, waving a little too hard for the wind blowing through the valley, at the edge of the ravine. There was another sign of the Elite unit in the gully that headed back toward the canyon Sabella was being held in.

That was where Noah intended to head. Let the bastards think he and Chuck were going to make it easy for them. The team would play with them until Noah could get to Sabella and get her out of there. Once she was safe, Noah was going hunting himself.

“Looks like they’re all here.” Chuck’s voice was resigned, but it vibrated with determination now.

He was young, but he was game. Noah nodded as Gaylen Patrick got out of the powerful four-by-four he was in. Night-vision goggles covered his eyes. High-tech rednecks, he thought mockingly.

“Ready, boys?” Patrick chuckled, his thick lips stretched wide, like a maniacal clown as he waddled over to them.

Noah slipped his thumbs beneath his belt and activated the tracker there. He’d waited. He’d been searched, his chaps and jacket removed, but that was okay. He could function without them just as well as he could function with them.

He stared back at Gaylen, the green aura that transposed over the other man from the contacts he wore didn’t take away from the pure evil glittering in the man’s eyes.

“You have a ten-minute head start. Run wherever the hell you want to.” He chuckled. “We like to make things interesting. We’ll give you ten minutes then head out for you.”

Ten minutes. Noah felt the amusement welling within him. Stupid motherfuckers. They were giving him ten minutes?

“We usually give our prey a little longer,” Gaylen announced amid the laughter that echoed around him. “But we just plain don’t like you. So we’re going to make it harder for you.”

Noah looked out over the valley. Half an hour wouldn’t seem like much, unless a man knew the area as well as Noah did. He’d played in the national park, camped in it, hunted in it. He knew it like the back of his hand. Half an hour would have seen him well on his way to the Malone ranch. Ten minutes would see him almost back to Sabella’s location.

“You don’t talk much, do you, boy?” Gaylen observed in amusement. “Savin’ your breath, are you?”

Noah smiled. It wasn’t in amusement, and for the first time, Gaylen was beginning to look just a little nervous.

Gaylen grunted, irritated now as he looked at the face of the watch he wore. “Ten minutes, cocksuckers. Get moving.”

Chuck hobbled at a near run for the gully. Noah stood and stared back at Gaylen as the other man lifted his brow and laughed in his face.

“Watch your back,” he told Gaylen. “Watch it close. Because I’ll be there.”

Gaylen laughed as Noah turned, stared around at the unlit vehicles, and hoped to hell Tehya was able to track some of the bastards with the satellite. They needed proof. Just in case he let one of them live.

Then he ran. Less than ten minutes. He needed to get to the gully and prayed to God the team had had time to get in place.

He could feel the sights on his back. Someone wasn’t going to wait. He could feel it. He dug his feet into the hard clay dirt and pushed harder, running for the gully and throwing himself into it as the first shot rang out.

The bullet sliced across his bicep and stung like hell. The flesh wound was going to bleed like a son of a bitch. He hit the rocky gully hard, the heavy stones that filled the dry ravine bit into his ribs, a barely noticeable pain before he was on his feet and moving along the shallow crease in the land.

He could hear the laughter behind him, engines gunning, the roar of a dirt bike or two. They were fully loaded, technologically advanced, and well planned. They had done this time and time again. This would be their last time.

“Gotcha.”

Nik caught him as he rounded the ravine five minutes later.

“Hold in place. Clint is moving ahead and jumping the gully into the trees as they start moving. Reno is imitating Leon and Macey is pulling him out of harm’s way. We have you covered.”

“I have to get back to the cavern.” He flicked an irritated glance to where Nik was tying off the wound with camo bandaging.

“Weapons.”

A rifle was shoved in his hand then a handgun. He tucked the smaller weapon into his belt and cradled the large one.

“Knife.” Motors were revving as Nik handed over his own Russian-made military dagger.

“They put more guards on the canyon,” Nik told him. “You have five to take out. I can’t cover you there but Jordan and the sheriff are moving on that position. They’re a little behind schedule. Seems there were some added eyes posted at the road leading out here. They had to slip around them.”

“Get that fucking agent out of here.” Noah accepted the information as he heard a horn sound behind them.

Whoops sounded and vehicles were moving out.

“Comm.” Nik shoved an earpiece in his ear, leaving Noah to adjust it.

He could hear the team now.

“Wild card in place,” he said carefully.

His code name, the mission code name, and the source they were after. That source was Sienna, and killing a woman wasn’t a preferred action, but what he had seen in that cavern wasn’t a woman. It was a disease.

“Wild card move and secure ladybird.” Reno’s command came through the earpiece. “All sources in place and pulling from your position.”

“Go.” Nik slapped him on the back, picked up his own weapon and moved out.

Staying under cover wouldn’t be easy. He had to work his way through the shallow gully back to the canyon and then along the cliff wall without being seen. The point was to keep the majority of the militia in the field as a few took out the command center.

Jordan and Noah were the few, and Jordan was running behind.

“Wild card, eye in the sky has you,” Tehya said into the link. “You have two bogies coming up, thirty-five meters to your left, twenty-two to your right. Proceed with caution.”

Noah stayed down, using the vocal directions Tehya laid out as the background chatter and directions given by Reno and Clint pounded in his brain.

“Cycle one down,” Clint reported, his voice filled with glee despite the quiet nature of his voice.

Noah slid out of the ravine under cover of the pine and juniper growing along the bank. The bogies were behind him. On his stomach, he crawled the distance to the next pass, making certain to keep covered.

Once he reached the cliff face he was on his feet, crouched and working his way behind the cover of boulders, trees.

“Bogie in the cliff,” Tehya reported. “I have heat across the canyon, positioned to spy your direction. Use extreme prejudice if needed.”

Kill if needed.

Not yet. He wanted everyone in that cave nice and complacent.

“I need distraction,” he murmured.

There was silence on the line.

“Distraction coming in.” Micah’s voice came across the line. “Be ready to move.”

There was a flash of movement at the mouth of the canyon.

Noah watched as the sentry turned, shifting position and allowing Noah to slip into the mouth of the cave.

“Insertion achieved.” Tehya reported his position to the group.

“Clint, twelve meters to your left, duck and cover,” Kira directed. “Ian, slide that hot ass of yours out of the way, you have a bogie moving in.”

“Hot ass?” Reno’s voice was muffled amusement. “New code name?”

There was muffled laughter in his ear as Noah edged through the narrow entrance and into the natural hall that had been carved through the inside of the cliff.

The contacts adjusted slowly as he made his way toward the command center. He could hear the radio squawking, reports coming in. Like the team Noah was with, each man in the militia hunting party was wearing a personal communications device.

They were tracking two “prey.” Whooping and yelling when they disappeared then cackling in glee as they reappeared.

“They’re giving us a run, boys,” the judge yelled in fanatical pleasure. “Woo-wee. We’re gonna run their asses down.”

“This is taking too long,” Sienna bitched, her voice strident and filled with displeasure. “Gaylen said it would go fast and we could have fun.”

Mike laughed at her statement, but Noah could hear the nervousness in it.

“They usually catch one of them by now,” Sienna snapped. “Come on, Mike. Just hold her down. I won’t hurt her too bad, I promise. I’ll just show her how good I can be.”

There was a whine in Sienna’s voice.

“She doesn’t look so agreeable.” But there was lust in Mike’s voice. “If I do that, Sienna, you gotta help me hold her mouth open while I come in it.”

“Oh yes,” Sienna hissed.

Sabella was silent. He could hear her breathing, hard, rough.

“Oh, I wish that Noah Blake could hear her once we start making her scream,” Sienna drawled.

Noah palmed the dagger Nik had given him with one hand, cradled the rifle in the other arm.

“Jordan and Sheriff Grayson are moving in. Be advised, wild card, you have friendlies coming in,” Tehya reported.

“Sienna, don’t do this. Don’t make Noah kill you.”

He heard her voice then. It struck through his soul with the fear in it.

“Keep begging me,” Sienna panted then. “Oh yeah, Bella, I want you to beg while I eat your pussy and Mike comes down your throat.”

Noah didn’t think so.

He stepped into the cave.

Mike had a single second to whip around with the gun he was holding. Noah let the knife fly, burying it in his shoulder as Sienna screeched and came flying at him.

Sienna was easy. He didn’t even have to put any power in the punch to her jaw and she went down. But when she fell she tangled in his feet and Mike came roaring at him.

He’d torn the dagger from his shoulder, rage burned in his brown eyes, flushed his face. And he could fight. He and Nathan had always sparred together. The other man might have gained some paunch, but he was maddened, enraged. Noah felt the gun at his back slip out to the floor in a distant part of his mind.

Mike’s arms wrapped around Noah, threw him into the cavern wall as he heard Sabella’s cry echo through the stone room.

He took the first blow to his kidney, let Mike land another in his stomach, then he moved. He threw his elbow into the other man’s throat, knocked him back. Mike’s gutter-fighting abilities had improved. He threw a kick back that Noah dodged, but the pure rage in Mike was nothing compared to the cold brutal ice that filled Noah.

He ducked, rolled, gripped the fallen knife in his hand, and as Mike came back at him, Noah wrapped one arm around the other man’s shoulders and felt the crunch, the slice of the blade as it pierced Mike’s chest and ripped into the heart.

Mike froze. His eyes widened as he stared back at Noah.

“Nathan Malone,” Noah whispered back, just loud enough for Mike. “I warned you, years ago. Don’t touch what’s mine.”

Something flickered in Mike’s eyes then. Regret. Fear. He wasn’t certain. Mike’s hand lifted, his lips formed his name as blood dribbled from the corners and he slid slowly to the floor.

Where Noah faced Sienna and the gun she held on him.

“I’ve killed before.” Her nose was bleeding, her green eyes were deranged.

Drugs. He could see it now, saw the evidence of it. Fucking junkie.

“I don’t want to kill you, Sienna.” He was aware of Sabella, pressed into the corner of the wall, watching the scene in fear and pain.

What he had put her through, no woman should have to experience. His death. His return as another man. Seeing everything that she believed was safe and secure in her world falling apart around her.

“But I want to kill you, Noah Blake.” She sneered, sniffed as tears fell from her eyes. “You killed Mike.” She grimaced then screamed. “Where the fuck will I get my coke from now, you son of a bitch?”

He shook his head. “Prison beats dead, Sienna.”

She sneered at that. “And wouldn’t the high-and-mighty fuck-turd Rick just love seeing me in prison. That son of a bitch. He’s going to be next and he just doesn’t know it. You won’t get out of here.” She waved the gun for emphasis.

Noah heard the comm activate at his ear. “Deck be appraised, command center compromised. Take out objects.”

Noah’s lips tightened.

From the radio at the corner the first gunshot sounded.

Sienna’s eyes widened.

“Fuck! Fuck! Where did they come from? Where did they come from?”

Terror filled her face. The gun shook in her hand.

“I’ll kill you!” she screamed back at Noah.

“You have a one-shot chance,” he told her, opening his arms. “Go for it.”

She smiled, coke-bright eyes glittering as she turned the gun on Sabella. Sabella’s fear raged through the room, silent, filled with the rasps of her breath, the terror she was holding inside.

Noah tensed, jumped as the shot rang out and Sabella screamed. And Noah cried out, “Bella.”

He landed against her, driving her back against the wall, tightening in preparation for the bullet that didn’t come.

He jerked around to see Jordan and Rick Grayson in the entrance. Rick’s weapon was drawn, and Sienna lay stretched out on the floor, blood massing beneath her neck.

The sheriff stared down at his wife, his face expressionless, his eyes dead, as he bent and picked up the rifle Noah had dropped. He turned and left the cavern as Noah quickly cut Sabella’s bonds.

“Noah. Oh God. Noah.”

His arms were around her, holding her to his heart.

“I knew you’d be here,” she whispered, her fingers digging into his chest, holding on to him as he closed his eyes against the hard core of agony that resonated inside him. “I knew, Noah. I knew you’d be here.”

He kissed the top of her head as Jordan stepped forward.

“Take her home,” he told his uncle.

Jordan nodded. “Rory’s there too, and Grandpop. I’ll stay with her.”

“No!” She jerked back, stared up at him.

Her eyes were like thunderclouds. He’d never seen them like that. Shock and fear filled them. Her face was paper white. Her body shuddering.

“Don’t you leave me!” She gripped his shirt and tried to shake him, tears falling from her eyes. “Don’t you leave me, Noah.”

His head lowered. He touched her lips with his and knew this woman held the best part of him. The memories of the husband he had been, the man he had been. He couldn’t destroy that. He refused to.

He pushed her to Jordan slowly, loath to let her go. To release her. Knowing that releasing her was the only way to save the memories she held.

“Don’t you leave me!” She screamed the order, eyes blazing, her lips trembling as tears fell and hysteria threatened to overwhelm her. “If you leave me, Noah Blake. If you don’t come back when this is over, don’t bother coming back at all.”

He touched her cheek. Ran his thumb over her lips. “You’re the best part of me,” he whispered. “Always remember that, Sabella. The very best part of me.”

Before she could grab him, hold him to her, he pulled away, grabbed one of the rifles Mike had laid on the table across the room, and left.

Nik was wounded and the militia members were scattering like rats on a sinking ship. It was time to contain them. It was time for death to take its toll, and Noah was the hand that would deal the devil’s deck.

He strode from the cavern, her sobs in his head. He shouldn’t have had to hear her crying for him. It sliced through his senses, through his control, but not the ice that filled him. Every man in the militia Gaylen had brought together had threatened his wife. Risked her life. Risked her world. They wouldn’t have the chance to do it again.

 

Sabella let the tears stop. She pulled out of Jordan’s arms and stared at Mike Conrad’s and Sienna’s dead bodies. The cave stank of death, of blood. She pressed her hand to her stomach, to her child.

“Take me home.”

Noah had left and a part of her knew he wasn’t coming back. She wanted out of here. She didn’t want her child exposed to this scent, to the atrocities that had been committed in this cave, any longer. She swore she could hear the screams of the innocent people who had died here recently.

Sienna lay in her own blood. Her slender body was stretched out on her stomach, her long hair covering her face. Sabella knew she would have to deal with the fallout on this one soon. She had loved Sienna like a sister. Trusted her.

“Sabella.” Jordan said her name softly. “You can’t talk about this.”

She held her hand up, silencing him. “I know the line. I was married to a SEAL. Remember?”

Jordan nodded slowly.

“I don’t know shit,” she whispered tearfully. “Not a damned thing. Now take me home, Jordan. Take me home before I lose my mind.”

From the radio the screams of the dying could be heard. Orders to run, to ambush, curses and cries echoed through the cave as Jordan gripped her arm and they made their way out.

Outside, firelight flickered in the distance. Gunfire. The echo of shots sounded, overly loud, causing her to flinch as Jordan helped her into the black SUV he and Rick must have arrived in.

She stared into the night as she buckled up. She held on and rocked with the vehicle as Jordan raced from the canyon. He was barking commands, though she couldn’t see a radio. She glimpsed an insert at his ear though.

“Nik, get your ass out of there,” Jordan was ordering. “I don’t give a shit if you’re a reincarnated berserker. Haul ass!” Then he cursed.

Nik. Her mechanic. She crossed her arms over her stomach and turned her face to the window beside her. And she cried. As they hit the small dirt road that led back to the main interstate, she let her tears fall, and she let the past go.

Her husband was dead. The man in his place wasn’t coming back. She had seen it in his eyes, felt it in his touch. But this time, Sabella wasn’t alone.

She touched her stomach, closed her eyes. This time, she had a part of that love to hold on to. Their child.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Jordan took her home.

Sabella waited in the living room, curled up in the same chair she had sat in the day Jordan and Reno had arrived to tell her of Nathan’s death.

She wasn’t crying. Her head was pillowed in the corner of the wingback, Grandpop Rory had wrapped a quilt around her then pulled his chair close to her and held her hand.

For hours he just sat there. Until Jordan and Rory went into the kitchen and the silence stretched between them.

Finally, Grandpop sighed deeply. His age-ravaged face was filled with sadness, with grief, as he patted her hand.

She lifted her eyes to him. Blue eyes. Wild Irish blue eyes. She wondered if she would ever be free of them.

“He loves you,” he said softly. “He always loved you, girl. From the day you showed up here, till the day he came back.”

Her lips parted in shock as he made a little shushing motion. “We’ll not tell them.” He nodded to the other room. “They know, but what we know is between us. Right?”

She blinked back her tears.

“When I lost my Erin, I couldn’t go with her.” His voice became hoarse, tear filled. “I felt her death in every corner of my soul. But I had Nathan and Rory, and Grant, well, he changed over the years, I guess. Someone had to watch over my boys.”

A sob caught and locked in her voice. “He’s not coming back.” And it hurt. It hurt until she was a mass of pain, worse than it had been when she thought he was dead. More all consuming. Ravaging her insides.

He lowered his head. Shook it. Then stared back at her. “He loves you with all his soul. If he’s not coming back, then it’s for you, Bella. Not for him.” He looked to her stomach. “And he left you life. Don’t be bitter, girl. Don’t convince yourself he doesn’t love you. You know better.”

The sob tore free. Grandpop did the same thing he’d done when he came to the house after the notice of Nathan’s death. He rocked her. Wrapped his arms around her and rocked her against the pain before she drew back and shook her head.

She wiped her tears. She had cried for him the first time. She wasn’t crying for him again. Grandpop, in some ways perhaps, was right. Nathan had always had a sharp, very narrow vision of honor. He would leave her to protect her. She had known that ever since she had realized who he was, that he was hiding, pretending to be dead. If it meant her life, or her sadness, he’d take her sadness gladly. Just as she would have.

But she couldn’t pull herself out of the chair. She waited. She waited until the sun rose high overhead. The phone rang and no one answered it. Finally, Rick arrived.

He looked haggard. Years older. Blood stained his clothes and grief etched his face, but his eyes were hollow.

“State and federal agents are on scene rounding everyone up,” he told Jordan. “They’re covering the judge’s involvement in it. He was hustled out of there by the first two agents on scene. The marshal’s dead. They found Gaylen Patrick in a gully, gutted like a fish, and son of a bitch if they didn’t catch Mayor Silbert in the group. Most of the militia is dead. What’s left alive won’t live long. Otherwise there were no other bodies to collect.”

Noah was alive.

“And you?” Jordan asked him. “How much of this will you keep to yourself?”

Rick’s lips tightened. “Sienna and Sabella were kidnapped. Sienna was killed in a rescue attempt. That’s the orders from the feds.” His lips tightened. “What the fuck-ever. Kent doesn’t need to know his mother was a fuckin’ murdering junkie. And I’ll be damned if I can find it in me to give a shit right now.”

Jordan nodded.

Rick turned back to look at her, his shoulders straight, his gaze direct. “I’m damned sorry, Belle. If I’d suspected . . .”

She shook her head. “None of us did, Rick. It’s over. Let’s let it stay over.”

But it wasn’t over. She turned to the mantel and saw the pictures and felt something wither inside her.

“Grandpop. Rory. I want to speak to Jordan alone.”

“Belle.” Grandpop started toward her.

He was stooped and aging, and it broke her heart how he accepted the man his son was, and the deceit of his grandson. Noah, Nathan, he hadn’t told grandpop either. They were losing him all over again.

“Alone, Grandpop,” she whispered. “Just for a minute.”

Rory shook his head as Grandpop sighed. They moved out the front door with Rick. She watched from the wide window as they walked the sheriff to his car.

Sabella turned back to Jordan and walked toward him slowly.

“Where. Is. My. Husband.” She made it simple for him. Said it clearly. Even a simpleton couldn’t mistake the question.

Jordan inhaled roughly. His lips tightened but he stared her in the eyes and he lied to her. “Nathan’s dead, Belle.”

She wasn’t aware of her own clenched fists until she delivered a right hook her father would have been damned proud of.

“Fuck!” Jordan stepped back, shock, disbelief filling his eyes. “Damn, Belle. You hit me.”

“Do I need to ask you again?”

He stared back at her, keeping plenty of distance between them now. He watched her carefully, that edge of Malone calculation in his gaze.

“It won’t change my answer, Belle.”

Her smile was tight. Hard. “Go home. You’re not needed here.”

“Belle.” His protest was low, rough.

He was a damned handsome man, she thought. He resembled Nathan. Just as Rory did. The Malone men were quite simply male perfection. In looks anyway. And he had been her friend. Once.

“My husband has been dead for six years,” she told him. “And he was never the man I thought he was anyway. I don’t need your compassion or your sympathy over another man that never cared enough to stick around either. So leave.”

He started to say something more.

“Get out!” she screamed. “Just go.”

He left.

It took longer to convince Rory and Grandpop to leave. It hurt more to make them go. But finally, the house was silent. She turned the phones off, she locked the doors, and she walked to the mantel. The pictures.

She stared at them, seeing the stranger who had held her and the stranger she had married. They had loved, but they had never known each other, not fully. She had sensed all that darkness roiling in her husband, but he had never shown it to her. And she—she touched his brow in the closest picture. She had been what she thought he needed her to be. She wouldn’t ever be that woman again. Not for him. Not for the man he was now.

As she stared, the fury rose inside her. It bit inside her mind, dug vicious claws into her soul, until she screamed with the rage and the pain that exploded through her.

In one long hard swipe of her arm they crashed to the floor. Glass shattered, flew around her. She pressed her fists to her stomach and let the first sob free. It ripped out of her. It tore through her. It was a howl of agony that echoed through the house and caused the man standing in the doorway to flinch.

Noah felt the ragged pain inside him as though it were his own. Sharper, brighter than any pain Diego Fuentes had ever dealt him.

He watched as she knelt in the middle of that broken glass, lifted the broken frame of their wedding picture, and held it to her breasts as she curled over it.

The sobs were wrenching, torn, desperate, and he couldn’t handle it. He hadn’t been able to handle the pain since the moment he walked from those caves.

He had lost it. Lost control. Lost that icy edge. He had slashed through the militia in a rage so brilliant, so white hot, it had terrified him.

He moved across the room now, still bloodstained. He hadn’t changed clothes. Dirt and blood were caked on him. He smelled of death. Reeked of it. But he hadn’t been able to stay away from her. He hadn’t forgotten the knowledge in her eyes as he walked away from her. Heard her last desperate cry in his ears.

She had known. All along, his Bella had known who he was. And still, she had loved him. She had waited. She had cried and she had fought for him in every way that she knew how.

He bent his knees and crouched down in front of her, staring at the past, destroyed in front of his eyes.

Her head lifted, tears streaked her pale face, fury burned inside her.

“Six years,” she sobbed accusingly. “Six fucking years. Where were you?”

He stared at her, at the pictures, and he knew the truth for himself. “Nathan truly died, Sabella. The only part left living was his love for you.”

Not he was dead. Or her husband was dead.

Sabella heard the quiet acceptance in his voice, the resignation. And in part, he was right. The man he had been had changed. Changed drastically, but he was still the man she loved.

“But that part of him is here,” she whispered. “Has always been here.”

She couldn’t stop the sobs, the tears, the agony. “And that part was alive inside me. No matter the name, Noah, no matter who or what you want to call yourself, that part of you has always been with me.”

His hands hung between his bent knees, his hair was tangled, dusty, and fell over the savage angles of his face like a fall of worn silk.

His eyes were wilder, darker than they had been before he disappeared. His face sharper. His brows were the same. His lower lip a little thinner. But he was still her Irish. He was still her husband.

He looked at the pictures and finally lifted another of them together. He held it out to her. “This man,” he said gently. “Nathan Malone didn’t know the darkness, Sabella. He didn’t know the hell other men could inflict. He didn’t know the monster that lived under his own skin.”

She shook her head.

“Listen to me, baby. The man you married didn’t kill first. He didn’t go after blood on a mission. He pulled his punches, he tried to be fair. Until he was forced to spend nineteen months pumped up on hell’s own mix of drugs. All he had to do was break his marriage vows to find death. To escape it. All he had to do was fuck whatever they brought him, and he would have known peace.”

Shock and disbelief brought her mind to a stop.

Noah sighed heavily. “I was a SEAL, but I was also one of the few used for extreme high clearance missions. I knew things. They thought if they could force me to break my vows, then the rest of my honor would fall by the wayside.” He shook his head at the thought. “They brought women that looked like you. That could mimic your pretty Southern accent. But I always knew. I knew; I would look at them and in my head, I’d come here.” He looked around the room, his expression heavy, filled with pain. “I saw through your eyes. I felt your pain. Your love. And went mad from the agony. But you were seeing through me too, weren’t you, Bella?”

Bella. He called her Bella. Not Sabella, rife with hunger and pain. But Bella, as he had called her before.

“I knew,” she whispered tearfully. “I called Jordan, and he lied to me.” Her lips trembled. “And you lied to me, Noah.”

He shook his head. “I never lied to you.”

“You told me you were dead,” she cried out furiously. “Stared me in the eye, and lied to me.”

“Bella. Nathan Malone is dead.” He caught her shoulders, shook her.

“No!” she screamed back. And she couldn’t hit him. She wanted to, and she couldn’t.

“Look at me,” he yelled. “Look at me, Bella. What happened killed the man you loved. All that’s left is this. The man you see now. The name I carry now. Anything else is not possible.”

“No!” She pulled away from him, stumbled to her feet, and shook with the rage pounding through her. “The name might be dead, but you are not dead. You weren’t just a SEAL,” she cried. “You weren’t just a friend, or just a son or a grandson or brother. You weren’t just a warrior.” She clenched her fists, pressed them to her stomach as the agony welled through every cell of her body. “You are my husband. My lover. And you hid that from me, Noah. I had the dark passion you hid from me while we were married, and I saw the ferocity of the man who would protect me in those mountains. It doesn’t matter if your name is Nathan, Noah, or Hey Fucking You, you are my lover. My soul. My heart. And by God, you are not dead. Because if you were.” Her lips trembled. “If you were, then I’d be dead. Don’t you know that? Don’t you see that? If the man that loved me was gone, then I’d be ashes now. Not standing here screaming at a moron with more pride than good sense.”

Noah felt his heart unclench. He felt something dark, something nearly rabid in his soul, finally shudder as it eased. He rose slowly to his feet and stared back at his wife, seeing all that strength. Seeing the woman who had always watched him with what he knew now was a touch of amusement. Because she had known, he had no idea that she was so much more than he realized. But she had always known him. Had always sensed the darkness. Had always sensed the pride that he had in overabundance.

“You always knew,” he said then. “Didn’t you?”

“I always knew you,” she cried angrily, swiping the tears from her face and staring at him scathingly. “Big tough SEAL. You would walk into this house as though nothing existed in it until you entered the door. Lord of your domain. The big warrior who could fix everything.” She sniffed. “How often did you have to fix anything?”

He never had. Sometimes, he swore she had to think of things to do, and he had accused her more than once of hiring people to fix things he was certain should have needed fixing.

“Bella.” He shook his head. “You were always my soul.”

“Except for eighteen months.” She sneered. “Where were you?”

“Recovering. Retraining.”

“Alone.” Her finger poked into his chest, dug in. “Without me.”

Without her.

God, his hands were shaking. He was staring into her face and he wasn’t looking at a woman willing to forgive and forget.

Noah swallowed tightly. Had he waited too long? Christ, no. He couldn’t consider that. He hadn’t waited too long. Made mistakes, yes. She would forgive mistakes. She would have to.

“I love you, Bella,” he whispered.

The look she gave him caused him to wince. Feminine fury, disbelief, and intolerance. Fuck.

“Why?” she snapped. “Why did you wait?”

“Because I was a mess,” he said simply. “A hard-on-packing, ignorant fool too fucking scared to have his wife see him weak,” he snarled. “Is that so fucking hard for you understand?”

“Weak, my ass,” she yelled back. “You were probably a son of a bitch railing and growling at everyone and everything in sight.”

His lips almost twitched and he should have been raging now.

“You think I wanted to rage at you?” he bit out instead.

“It was my right.” She was back in his face. “Do you hear me, Noah? My fucking right to put up with it. And to do it gladly. You bastard!” He caught her fist, stared at it. His eyes narrowed.

“Sabella, you’re not allowed to hit,” he reminded her carefully, staring into her bruised little face, her thunderous gaze.

God, he loved her. Wanted to go to his knees and thank God for her.

“Are you staying?” Her chin lifted. “If not, get the hell out now.”

“Yes!” They were nose to nose now, anger flipping and flaring around them rather than contained as it had always been in their marriage. “By God, you’re not getting rid of me.”

Nose to nose. He’d never gone nose to nose with her. He had brooded, hid in the basement. But maybe he liked this better. Because the arousal was suddenly bursting, burning, whipping through him like the storm raging in her eyes.

“Did I say I wanted to be rid of you?” Hoarse, furious, her voice caressed his senses as nothing else ever had.

“It wouldn’t do you any damned good if you did,” he bit out. “But Malone stays dead, Bella. It’s Blake. Period.”

Her eyes narrowed. “The team you’re a part of? Is that why?”

“We’ll talk why later.” He gripped her arms, jerked her to him. “This is us, Bella. Me and you. He stays dead. Do you hear me?”

She knew her husband. She knew that look in his eyes. This was for their safety, not for his pride.

“The name stays dead,” she amended. “But the man.” Her lips trembled. “The man you are is my soul.”

Two tears ran down her bruised face again. Sienna had died for those bruises. Man or woman, nothing, no one, would risk what was his again.

He cupped her tender cheeks and felt the pressure behind his eyes, the lump in his throat.

“My Bella,” he whispered. “My heart died for you. Every day, every minute. Every second that I thought you believed I was another man. Every second you believed I was dead.”

And her smile lit him, from the inside out. A tremulous, vulnerable smile. “I always knew who touched me,” she whispered. “Only you, Noah. Only you can touch me.” Then she touched his cheek, her fingertips touched his lips. “But you really need a shower first, sailor boy. You reek.”

The laugh that tore from him shouldn’t have surprised him. The surge of love, of pure joy that ripped through him, should have been uncertain, should have been rife with the fears he knew had consumed him for so long. That Sabella couldn’t accept the man he was. That she might regret. That she might see him without those rose-colored glasses he thought she wore.

He realized now, she had never worn the glasses. He had. Deliberately. Because of pride. Because of that fear inside him that he’d lose her. And losing her was his greatest fear.

“Shower with me.” He picked her up, cradled her in his arms. “I’ll wash your back.”

He moved through the broken glass, took the stairs easily, held her to his heart.

“We’ll talk terms later.” She snuggled against him.

“What terms?”

“Marriage terms, Mr. Blake,” she informed him. “Our baby isn’t being born without a marriage. Don’t even consider it.”

Smug satisfaction filled her as he came to a blinding stop in their bedroom. He could feel his eyes widening, feel the panic that bit at his chest.

“What did you say?”

Her smile was female, triumphant. Loving.

“Our baby, Noah. When I went to the doctor yesterday, she told me. Antibiotics and birth control don’t mix, and I just didn’t think.”

He shook his head. “A baby?”

Their baby? Jesus. She was pregnant?

She cupped his jaw, kissed his lips, and whispered, “Our baby, Noah. I’m pregnant, with our baby.”

He set her slowly on her feet.

“I can’t wait to shower.” His cock was pounding. So hard it was brutal. The engorged length felt bruised. Desperate.

“Shower,” she whispered, caught his hand, and led him to the bathroom.

Mindless, in shock, he could only follow. He’d follow her, no matter where she led him.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

He was alive. And he was hers.

Sabella stood beneath the shower, staring up at him. She couldn’t stop touching him. His face, his wet hair, his scarred chest, his powerful thighs. The heavy, thick erection that bobbed out from his body. Luscious and wide, dark and delectable.

She let him wash her hair. It was something he had always done years ago. Washed it slow and easy, threading his fingers through it as he conditioned it, kissing her brow, holding her to him. Then he washed her body.

She almost cried as he kissed the bruises on her cheek, whispered how sorry he was. Didn’t he know? It was worth it. It was all worth it to have him with her, to have him alive and touching her.

“I dreamed of you,” he whispered against her lips, holding her face between his hands as the water fell around them. “Every time I closed my eyes, Bella, I saw you as you were the day I left. Teasing me. Laughing at me. I saw you tempting me to take you, one more time, and I ached until the ache nearly destroyed me.”

“I touched you in my dreams.” She touched his lips, caressed his beard. “I kissed you, I held you.”

“You saved me.” His head lowered and the kiss he gave her was more than lust this time, it was more than hunger. It was a homecoming, and her breath caught at the sweet heat of it.

His lips loved hers, made love to them. They stroked and caressed as his tongue licked and slid over hers, tasting her, sinking into her, until Sabella felt lost in the wonder of it.

This was her husband. He hadn’t died. He had been wounded. Perhaps hiding. But the man who loved Sabella Malone was still there, and he was still living proud.

“Bella, if I don’t do you soon, my brain is going to explode.”

His hands were clenched at her waist, his expression tight, honed with the lust he did nothing to hide now.

Well, the dirty talk was new, but she liked that. And she had a feeling that like the naked lust that slipped out of control, the vocalization of it had just been hidden before as well.

Her hand slid down his chest until she could curve her fingers over the thick, iron-hard shaft.

“Hmm. How are you going to do me?” She looked up at him from beneath lowered lashes. “All those threats you’ve made over the past weeks, maybe I should be wary?”

His gaze flared, blue back lit by a fiery blue flame.

“I don’t make threats. I make promises,” he warned her, watching her now with a sensual intent that had her body humming.

He shut off the water before reaching outside the shower and dragging one of the large bath sheets from the towel rack.

“I think you’re all talk,” she breathed out before rasping her teeth over her lower lip and giving him a look that promised she belonged to him. As long as he belonged to her.

He didn’t say a word. He dried them both off. The look in his eyes warned her though. Warned her that the promises that had slipped past his lips over the past weeks were going to be kept.

Her rear clenched at the thought, her juices spilled from between her thighs, creating a hot, sensual, sexy feeling that she couldn’t escape. Didn’t want to escape.

Her husband had always made her feel this way. Like a woman, desirable, earthy, willing to be pleasured. Waiting to be pleasured. But so eager to pleasure in return.

She watched as he dried her. Watched as he knelt in front of her. For just a second, the barest second, his fingers splayed over her lower stomach and his lashes flickered over his eyes.

She wished she could see his eyes. Wished she could see the same hopes and the wellspring of paternal pride she knew he would be feeling. They had always wanted children. But they had always wanted to wait until he would be home more to see their baby grow.

Those thoughts became swamped then. Pleasure whipped through her like lightning gone wild. It sizzled over her nerve endings, attacked her fingertips, her toes, her hard nipples, and the burgeoning knot of her clit.

And he was just kissing her. Kissing the rise of her mound, just above her clit, feathering his breath over her clit and sending erratic, ecstatic impulses of pleasure racing over her flesh.

Her fingers dug into his wet hair as his hands pressed against the inside of her thighs, parting them. Callused hands caressed the flesh there, tested the muscles, came so close to the weeping center of her body that her breath caught. Though he didn’t actually touch her with his hands.

“You’re teasing me to death,” she breathed out roughly.

His only response was a muttered “mmm” as he kissed her clit and nearly threw her into climax. And oh, she needed her climax.

“I love your bare little pussy.” He lifted his head and stared up at her with wicked dark blue eyes. “It gets so wet, your flesh so silky.”

She shivered at the sound of his rough voice.

“I could come real easy too,” she panted, parting her legs further and flushing furiously as he parted the folds of her pussy and just looked at her.

His gaze was almost a physical caress as he stared at her pussy then licked his lips hungrily.

“I’m gonna eat you first,” he growled. “Eat you like candy, Bella. Lick all that sweet, wet sugar and listen to your cries fill my head.”

She was going to melt all over him just like hot, wet sugar if he wasn’t careful. His voice, so rough, so ruined, but that hint of lyrical Irish lurked just beneath the surface.

He straightened, his hands running over the curves of her butt, up her back, curled around her until the tips of her breasts rasped against his chest hair.

She loved that thin sexy growth of curls. Loved the heat and the caress of it against her skin. She shivered, a moan passing her lips at the need that welled inside her. Tipping her head back, she luxuriated in the stroke of his lips over her neck, against the bruises on her face.

“I love you, Bella,” he whispered at her ear, and wrung a cry from her throat as she held on to him, tried to pull him beneath her skin, or burrow beneath his. Which she wasn’t certain.

“My husband.” Her arms wrapped around his neck as his lips took the kiss they both craved.

It was intense, driving, primal, and hungry as he lifted her and carried her to the bedroom. It was a kiss that wiped the past away and left only the future, the present. It was a kiss that tore past boundaries. It was a kiss that opened them both to all the emotions that swirled unchecked between them.

The darkness. Hungers as yet untapped. Eighteen months of brutal memories and dark fantasies. Years of aching loss, and the memory of tender love.

It swirled between them, rocked them, fed the lust surging and gripping until they were eating at each other as Noah fell to the bed with her. Lips and tongues, teeth and hands, they were consuming, hungry, desperate.

They needed. The stark, vicious pain that had consumed her when she thought he wasn’t returning to her still blazed through her soul. The thankfulness, love, the sheer brutal desperation for this one man, back in her arms, drove her.

Drove her until she was sobbing. Until she was holding him, passion edging into such an intensity of emotion that she could let it free. Sob against his chest as she kissed him, loved him, whispered her need.

“Ah Bella.” And he held her. His voice was thick with the same emotion as his arms tightened around her. “Never again, my love. I swear it. Never again. I won’t let you go again.”

She hit his chest. His shoulder. Struck out first in rage, then in need.

“Baby, you gotta stop hitting me.” He gripped her wrists and stretched them above her head as he came over her. “Hitting’s against the rules.”

“So is dying,” she cried. “If you can die on me, then I can hit you when you come back.”

His lips quirked. “If you won’t hit any more, I won’t die any more.”

“Don’t joke about it,” she gasped, fear almost paralyzing her. “Don’t you dare joke about it.”

He kissed her chin.

“I’ll make you forget about it.”

His lips moved over her collarbone, like rough silk, a caress that shouldn’t have stolen her mind, but it did. It moved through her. It sent flames racing across her flesh and had her stretching, arching closer, as his lips lowered.

His lips covered a nipple. Sucked it inside his mouth and electric heat shot to her clit. Sabella gasped, arched. She felt his moan vibrate on the tender peak, and her gaze shimmered from the waves of excessive heat rising inside her.

“Oh. I like that.” She strained against the hold he had on her wrists. “Oh yes, Noah. Just like that. It feels so good. So good.”

He was working her nipple in his mouth, his tongue rasping, his teeth scraping around it as he consumed her, devoured her.

“I want to taste your candy, Sabella,” he breathed, moving down her abdomen. “All that sweet sugar building on your pussy. I love your pussy. I could eat you for hours. Make a fucking meal of you.”

He released her wrists and his head moved between her thighs, his tongue raking through the narrow slit and gathering her juices to it.

He licked, sucked, probed with his tongue and filled her with his fingers. She writhed beneath him, twisted, hungry, desperate as he moved again.

“Stay there.”

She stayed, watching as he went to the leather bag he had brought here days ago and left beneath the side table.

He grinned as he picked it up, opened it, and withdrew a small bottle of lubrication.

Sabella’s breathing picked up. She knew what was coming. She could feel it. Her butt clenched in anticipation and in excitement.

“Roll over,” he ordered her.

She turned slowly as she heard the bag thump back to the floor.

“Raise your ass for me.”

She lifted to her knees, her fingers curling into the comforter as he moved behind her, one hand stroking over her butt cheeks as a murmur of approval passed his lips.

“This is the prettiest ass in the world.”

Sabella moaned as he pressed a kiss at the top of the cleft. His fingers moved between her thighs, eased through the thick, heavy juices that had collected there.

When he touched the hidden entrance beyond, she lost her breath. Nathan had never taken her there before, during their marriage. He had playfully threatened but had never actually gone this far.

He was tired of waiting. She was tired of waiting.

As he caressed her, prepared her, she felt the wildness of hunger building inside her. As if this act would finish something, complete something. As though the submissive position, the need he was building in her, connected them as she had never imagined possible.

He eased her slow and easy. Lay beneath her and licked at the drenched folds of her pussy as his fingers parted her rear, stretched it, prepared it, send a blazing heat burrowing through her body.

Sabella became lost in the hunger.

Pleasure swelled through her as he licked, sucked at her clit then plunged his tongue inside the clenching muscles of her pussy. His fingers worked inside her rear, easing, lubricating her heavily as his other hand caressed, patted, then began landing on the cheeks of her ass in a series of subtle little slaps that had the flesh heating wickedly, erotically.

Sabella never imagined she could enjoy this. Never imagined she could let herself be immersed in her sexuality, in Nathan’s, to the point that she forgot everything. That she needed nothing but the increasingly lustful caresses that her husband gave her.

She was clawing at the blankets when he moved from between her spread thighs. Perspiration dripped from her, dampened her body as sexual tension sang through her system in a rising clash of impulses.

“Christ, I fucking love eating your pussy.” He came over her. “I love fucking that tight pussy, Sabella. But this. This is going to blow us out the roof.”

The head of his cock tucked at her ass.

The gentle strokes of his fingers inside her ass moments before, easing the muscles there as he built the lust burning in her pussy, had relaxed her. Tension whipped through her body, but the tiny opening flared open over the heavy crown of his cock.

Pleasure-pain tore through her as he eased back and forth. He worked the thick length inside her as one arm curled over her hips and his fingers moved over her clit.

Feathery strokes that had her crying out, pushing back.

“There, baby. Take that dick,” he whispered. “All the way inside you, Sabella. I’m dying for you, baby. Dying for this. Give me all of it. All of you.” His voice broke. “All of you, Bella. My sweet Bella.”

She screamed as the head of his cock passed the tight, tense ring of muscles inside her rear. The blinding flash of pleasure bordering on pain nearly had her coming. She creamed instead, covering his fingers with more of her juices as she felt his cock slide in, all the way, filling her, stretching her.

It was primal. Primitive. Sabella couldn’t understand the sensations, the emotions whipping through her, but the acceptance as well as the penetration opened something inside her.

She had always trusted her husband. But until now, she hadn’t realized that trust hadn’t gone soul deep. He hadn’t known her as she knew him. Until now. Now, he would know her. In life. In death. She would never hide from him.

Noah laid his head against Sabella’s, fighting to breathe. Just to breathe. He couldn’t move yet, if he did, he would lose it. He’d pump inside her and lose his soul to her before he ever had a chance to chain hers as well.

God, it was fucking beautiful. He closed his eyes, feeling her muscles flex around him, but he felt something more. Intimacy on a scale he had never known with her before. A knowledge, a certainty, that this one woman was everything, every part of him. The bond he felt inside his own soul all these years had never been complete, and he had been too damned man-stupid to realize it. Until now.

Until this. Until she gave him an entrance inside her that was more than physical. This.

He shifted, moved, and heard her cry of pleasure. This was total acceptance. Total trust. And knowledge.

They were both stripped to the bare bones now, his cock moving inside the sensitive, nerve-rich depths of her rear, and she was taking him, open for him and begging for more.

“Beautiful Bella,” he sighed, lowering his head to kiss her shoulder, her neck. “My Bella.” His voice broke again.

Fuck. He was dying for her. Broken and being reborn inside as he filled her. As she filled his heart, his soul. He could feel the emotions pouring into him, easing the ragged wounds, his fierce pride, his hidden fears.

He moved inside her, easy at first. So easy.

Leaning back, he spread her rear cheeks apart to watch. To watch as he took her, sinking inside her pink flesh and delving into fiery bliss.

“More. More,” she begged, she pleaded. She was screaming out for him and the sound of her pleasure tore through the need for slow and easy. It tore past control, slammed through hidden fears, and he took them both to places he knew they had never reached before.

He rubbed around the hard, swollen bud of her clit. Sweat dripped from his hair, his face, as his hips thrust, stroking his erection deep, hard and she pressed back, crying for him. Crying for more.

“More. Oh God. Noah. Yes. Yes. Take all of me.”

“My Bella.” He groaned her name, shafting harder, his hips pounding against her ass, his balls slapping against her wet flesh as he felt the need to come clenching around his testicles, whipping up his spine.

Sabella exploded first. She tightened, surprised cries, curses, prayers falling from her lips as he felt her fly headlong into ecstasy. And he followed her. He plunged deep, shoved two fingers inside her pussy and set her off again as he felt his cock explode.

His semen filled her. Fierce, shuddering jets of cum spurting inside her, tearing from his soul rather than his balls as he cried out her name.

“My Bella!” His head fell back on his shoulders. One hand clenched her hips, and he didn’t lose himself inside her. He gave himself to her. All of her. Spilling and groaning her name until he collapsed over her.

 

She was asleep when he came to himself. Lying next to her, wrapped around her, he saw her hand, her left hand, ringless against his chest. His left hand was wrapped around her, and he could feel the missing weight of the bond that burned inside him.

He slid from her slowly, grinning as she grouched and flopped on her back, her hand on her stomach almost protective as she continued to sleep.

He strode through bedroom and bathroom first, looking for her wedding band. She had been wearing it the day before when she left with Rory. He remembered her wearing it. But she hadn’t had it on at the caves.

He walked to the kitchen and checked her purse. Organized little Sabella. There it was, tucked into a zippered compartment, the little ring shining bright as a band tightened around his head.

He moved back upstairs, picked up his pants, and pulled his wedding band free before fitting it back on his finger. The outside of the bands were plain. Just gold bands. Sabella hadn’t wanted frills for them. Inside was the Celtic vow, “forever.” Go síoraí.

Inside his were the words “Forever, my soul.” Matching vows. Matching hearts.

He lifted her hand and slid her ring back in place.

His wife.

He tangled his fingers with hers, staring at the sight of her pale, creamy flesh against his own.

His wife.

His gaze drifted to her flat stomach.

His wife and his child.

His hands were shaking as he touched her stomach. Shaking so hard the shudders worked through him, making it hard to breathe, to think.

Jesus. They made a baby!

He stared in shock at her stomach. Then in awe.

He spread his hand over her stomach and felt the tightness in his chest fill his throat, lock behind his eyes.

Then he watched in disbelief the little bead of moisture that dropped to her stomach, shimmered against it.

Tears?

He blinked and another fell.

He felt the slam of emotion. Love, regret, pure blinding God-thanked reverence filling him as he lifted his eyes to his wife’s face, to see her watching him, tears sliding down her darkened cheeks.

The bruises would fade, but this moment in time would always fill his memories.

“Go síoraí,” he whispered, the old lilt to his voice almost, almost, normal as he reaffirmed his vow to her.

“Forever, Noah,” she whispered tearfully, her hand covering his on her stomach, her breath hitching in joy. Not in pain. “Forever, my love.”


 

 

 

 


EPILOGUE

 

 

Four months later, on a blazing September day, Noah pulled his pickup into the graveled driveway of his grandpop’s cabin and stared at the vehicles gathered there with a sense of throttled fury. Grant Malone was there.

“This wasn’t our agreement,” he said coolly, glancing over at her.

The bruises were long gone, but his memory of how close he had come to losing her wasn’t. She sat beside him, her hand on the tiny mound of her stomach as she stared out the windshield thoughtfully.

She finally turned to him, and he saw the determination in her gray eyes. “It’s time, Noah. Grandpop called this meeting, Noah. There’s things he wants us to hear. And we’re going to hear them.”

“With him there?” He stabbed his finger to his father’s ranch truck. “No, Bella. No way. No how.”

He hadn’t visited his father, hadn’t made good on his threat to reach out and enter his nightmares, and he would be damned if he would hold a civilized conversation with him now. He’d asked one thing of him. Protect Sabella. His wife had spent six years with only Rory standing between her and the world. And her own stubborn strength. He wouldn’t forget that.

It was all he could do to bite back his curse. He couldn’t curse in front of the baby when it came so he might as well start practicing now. Right?

Something softened inside of him as he looked down at her stomach again. She was barely showing, but their baby was there. His guts shook at the thought again and everything inside him seemed to explode in a riot of sensation. Even now. Four months later.

He blew out a hard breath and stared back at the vehicles. Rory was there, and Jordan, Grandpop, and Grant. Grant, not Father, and sure as damned hell not Dad.

“This wasn’t part of the marriage rules,” he gritted out, thinking about the page-long list they had fucking negotiated before she would marry him.

Negotiated, like a damned lawyer squabbling over pennies. She’d made him so fucking hot he’d had her right there on the kitchen table. Hell, he was hard again just thinking about it.

“Yes it was,” she answered calmly.

“Where?” He turned on her, his hands clenching on the steering wheel, no longer afraid she would run away crying if he raised his voice a little bit. “Where the hell was it?”

“The part that stated Sabella was always right.”

He snapped his teeth together and turned back. Fuck. He’d forgot about that one. The last one. He was going to negotiate the hell out of it at the time, but he’d been too busy trying to get under that silky skirt she was wearing.

“You cheat.” He turned on her, nose to nose now. “We renegotiate.”

“Too late, you signed it and you sealed it with marriage vows. You’re stuck, Mr. Noah Blake.” Her lips curled in satisfaction, but her eyes were dark, her expression assuring him she was very well aware of how difficult it would be to face his father now.

She laid her hand on his arm. “Grandpop is old, Noah. Whatever’s waiting on us in there means a lot to him. Give it a chance. Maybe you’ll have some answers instead of the questions I know burn inside you.”

Why had he deserted Sabella? Not why hadn’t he been a fucking father to him. Why had he cheated on his mother? Why hadn’t he claimed Rory and given him a home? God, why had he turned his back on Grandpop and stolen everything the old man tried to work for?

So many questions that he had actually put behind him the day he faced Grant Malone in the convenience center four months before.

“Fine.” He gave his head a hard shake. “It won’t change anything.”

“All I ask is that you hear Grandpop out. Not Grant,” she promised him. “I love you, Noah. Some things, we need closure on. If not for us, then for our child.”

Closure. He blew out a hard breath before he got out of the truck and strode around to the other side. He lifted Sabella from the high cab, setting her easily on her feet as she leaned her head against his chest for just a second.

“You owe me for this,” he muttered. “That’s definitely one of the rules. If I have to give in to Sabella knows best, then Sabella gives me head. Period.”

“I always give you head,” she said, laughing.

“Yeah, but I want special head.”

“There’s a special way to do it?” Her eyes lit up.

He loved that about her. She was always ready to play or get down and dirty.

“We’ll discuss it,” he grunted. He’d tease her until she begged to suck his cock. That was special to him.

He kept his hand at her back as they moved to the rough boards of the porch. He loved touching her. He touched her every chance he had, because he could, because she was his.

Jordan had made it easy on him. And whoever the hell backed the Elite Ops seemingly hadn’t even blinked at the situation. Noah was on backup on the few missions they had gone out on in recent months. They were still waiting for information to see where the fallout on the militia had gone. But even then, Noah would pull back. The name Malone might be dead to him, but he was a husband, a father, and he wasn’t risking that again. Not like he had before. Another of Sabella’s rules.

His job wasn’t low risk, but it was lower than it could have been. And maybe he should have read the whole Elite Ops contract. There was no resignation, there was no opting out, but there was a stated waiver once the operative reached what they considered noncombatant age or was deemed unable to effectively complete or conduct missions. They were then moved to backup or technical ops.

Elite Ops would always own whatever job he did, but they didn’t own his soul. Sabella owned his soul.

Grandpop was waiting. The door opened and they stepped into the small living room. Grant was sitting on the couch. Jordan and Rory in chairs that faced it. There were two more chairs to the side that Noah knew had been pulled from the bedrooms.

Grant sat with his head down, his hands clasped between his knees. Jordan’s expression was somber, Rory’s eyes gleamed with fury.

“What’s up, Grandpop?” Sabella asked, kissing the old man’s cheek as Noah moved in behind her.

Grandpop held Noah’s gaze. Noah had gone to him the day after he returned to his wife. They’d held each other as Grandpop cried, slapped his shoulder, and then they had walked to the grave and Noah had seen the truth there.

The gravestone had simply said “Nathan.” Nothing more. Grandpop had never believed he was dead.

“Grant has something to tell his son.”

Noah’s gaze moved to Rory.

Grant lifted his head as Noah glanced at him, and a shock of disbelief filled him. Tears filled Grant’s eyes, and knowledge. He knew. The same expression Grant had had the day Noah had held him pinned to the cooler in the convenience store. Grant Malone had known who he was.

“Who told?” he growled.

“I knew,” Grant whispered. “I knew the minute I saw you.” He shook his head and a tear slipped free. “I knew when Dad didn’t have your stone engraved. I knew when I heard Sabella had a lover.” He shook his head. “I knew.”

“Doesn’t change anything.” He held Sabella to him, trying to harden himself. Trying to tell him it didn’t matter.

Grant shook his head. “It has to matter.” He looked at Sabella’s small abdomen and another tear slipped. “It has to matter, Noah.”

He lifted his eyes back to Noah. “Thirty-five years ago, I married a woman I didn’t love. She married me for the money I could bring to the ranch. You know that. I married her because I wanted to build a legacy for the sons I intended to have. I got the ranch, but by the time my first son came, I knew the danger we all faced.”

Nathan knew about the loveless marriage. Before Tammy Malone’s death, she hadn’t exactly been silent about the fact that she only married an “Irish cur,” as she called him, to save the ranch her father was losing.

“We had you,” Grant whispered. “The militia started targeting me then, Noah. I was Irish. They didn’t want me here, but they couldn’t kill me either. Killing me would break the agreement I had with Tammy’s father. And he was one of them. But they could hurt you. Dad.” He looked at Rory. “My other son.”

Noah stilled.

“I made sure they knew I didn’t have anything that they could destroy me with.” He swallowed tightly. “Dad knew.” He nodded to Grandpop. “We both made sure you and Rory, and Belle, were protected. You know he did, Noah.”

“You took everything he had!” Noah snarled. “Don’t lie to me now.”

“No.” Grant shook his graying head. “We made it look that way. We let everyone believe that.” He swallowed tightly. “Rory’s mother died because they thought, rightfully, that she mattered to me. I had to pretend she didn’t.” He shook his head. “Even your mother didn’t know because she was best friends with some of their wives and I couldn’t risk my son. Neither of my sons.” He swallowed tightly. “I let them think I didn’t care. I let them think there was no way to hurt me, and I skated by. I stayed quiet. I ran my ranch and looked for ways to hurt them that wouldn’t come back on me.” He rubbed at his face with his hands. “I sent pictures of the hunts to the FBI. And those agents died. Finally, I went to Jordan.”

Noah turned to his uncle. Jordan nodded slowly. “This is why we brought together a team no one could tie to an agency. We had more than four dead agents. There have been six total. Every time we sent someone they were identified. We couldn’t figure out how. Until Sienna.”

Because she had hacked her husband’s computer files. Because she knew how to watch, how to listen, and how to deceive.

“Between her and the federal marshal and judge, no agency could get anyone in close enough for proof.”

“That was eight years ago. You were engaged to Belle,” Grant whispered. “I did my best, Noah, to protect her. Grandpop would make the mortgage payments when we had to do something. He would let his buddies know I was being a bastard that refused to help. It nearly broke him.”

“You should have sold out when I wanted you to,” Grandpop argued.

“We would have lost everything, Pop, you know that. Everything I tried to build for my boys. For my grandchildren. Everything we saved all those years would have gone down the drain.”

“Poor and happy ain’t that bad, boy.”

It was obviously an argument they had had often.

Grant could only shake his head as Noah let himself ease into a chair, pulling Sabella to his lap. He couldn’t let go of her. A lifetime of what he thought he knew was exploding in front of his face.

He hadn’t known his wife. He hadn’t seen what was evolving in the town and with his father. His vision had been so narrow, his focus on the SEALs, his career, on loving Sabella, and little else.

His “death” had shown him how little he had lived, how little he had known.

“You didn’t tell me,” he whispered.

“You were one of the things I was trying to protect,” Grant bit out. “For that.” He pointed to Sabella’s stomach. “Your future. Your wife and your children. Nothing else mattered to me, Noah. I loved you, and I loved Rory, and I did my best. Not good enough, I admit, but my best. And I prayed Dad could do the rest.”

And Grandpop had.

Noah shook his head.

“I’m not asking for forgiveness, or for acceptance,” Grant whispered. “But I want to know that baby, Noah. I want to be called Grandpop. I haven’t been called Dad since you were a boy, and I’ve lived with that. But I want to be a grandfather, just as bad as I wanted to be your father.”

Silence filled the room then. Grandpop stood behind him, his hand settling on Noah’s shoulder.

“The world is never what we think it is, Noah.” He repeated the words Noah had heard so many times. “There are layers, son. And layers. This is just another.”

“But it’s always love,” Sabella whispered and pressed her hand against his where it rested over their child.

“Nathan Malone doesn’t exist anymore,” he told his father, thinking of him as a father, despite the practiced determination not to.

“But Noah Blake does,” Grant stated. “And Sabella Blake is a gentle, compassionate woman. Everyone knows that. If Grant Malone needs to pretend, hell.” He shook his head. “Everyone knows he’s damned strange anyway. And I’ve been inconsistent enough over the years that it won’t be remarked on too much. I’m getting old. Rory is close to Noah Blake and his wife. No one will question it.”

And that was the truth.

Noah’s lips kicked up at the corners.

“Rules,” he murmured, and Sabella gave a rude little amused sniff.

“There’s always rules.” Grant nodded.

Noah frowned as everyone watched him expectantly.

“Noah,” Sabella’s voice was warning, knowing.

Noah cleared his throat. “I’m always right.”

Grant frowned in confusion. Sabella shook. He had a feeling it was silent laughter.

“Noah is always right,” he stated. “That’s the rule.”

“Right about what?” Grant’s frown deepened.

“Whatever I want to be right about, dammit,” he growled. “Hell. Noah Blake doesn’t have a damned father. He’s an orphan.” Grant winced, paled before he could continue. “But if Nathan Malone’s father needs a surrogate son.” He shrugged. “I married his wife. I drive his truck. Hell, I guess I can claim his dad.”

At that moment, feathery soft, he felt it. His gaze jerked down to where Sabella held his hand to her stomach, then to her eyes.

He felt it.

She smiled. Her eyes filled with love, with the future. With forever.

Their baby had moved. Right there, against his hand, as though in agreement. So soft he hadn’t been certain, not really sure until he looked in her eyes.

“Forever,” he whispered.

And her eyes shimmered with tears. “Forever.”

When he turned back to his father, he thought, maybe, just maybe, there were a few less flecks of green in his eyes. A bit more of the sapphire Irish eyes that were his legacy. He thought, maybe, he could get to know the father he had never known.

He held his hand out to his father, watched the other man blink back his tears, and they shook on the rule, and the future.

Finally, a future. Six years late. A lot of stubborn pride and too damned much time lost. Noah Blake wasn’t a stupid man. He wasn’t losing more time. He wasn’t losing more love. Noah Blake would snatch back everything Nathan Malone had lost and give it everything he had.

The future.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





IT’S NOT ALWAYS easy to write a hero such as Micah Sloane. He implants himself in your head, and he refuses to change. From the beginning, Micah was Jewish. He was Mossad. He was a man who saw death in far different ways than I did. A man who knew how to kill without guilt when killing was necessary. He made no excuses for who he was, for what he was. And he didn’t need to make excuses.


I knew next to nothing about the Jewish faith or culture, so I had some studying to do. Many of the things I learned gave me a new respect for both the culture and the religion. But it also gave me new insights into my hero. I hope you see in him all the things I saw. A man as enduring, as strong, and as powerful as the land he came from. A man who knew love, honored love, and a man who understood love. Any mistakes I made in his character are mine alone.


But I want to give special thanks to a very brave friend who helped me with the character, the Hebrew, and a general understanding of the Jewish culture. Thanks, Kat. I couldn’t have done it without your insights.


And thanks to the very dear character Micah. He helped me learn and to grow strong and that is truly the greatest gift of all.















PROLOGUE





SHE WAS A MOTHER. She was a daughter. She was a sister and a wife. Delicate and so very beautiful. Dusky flesh stretched over aristocratic features that drew attention to the slope of her brow, the full delectable pout of her lips.


She was slender, well toned. She was a work of art for her age. A woman of forty-five shouldn’t be in such peak physical condition.


Unless she was a killer.


Yes, she was a killer, the worst sort of killer actually. A woman of beauty, sparkling wit, and gentle hands. Those hands could fire a gun, wield a knife, or toss a grenade with the same merciless conviction as any male he had ever known. And yet, her soul was gentle. Gentle and strong.


“Pretty,” he whispered as he touched the silken flesh of that hand, ran his finger over it, and finally found the subtle calluses of her trade.


She was a warrior. A warrior such as she should never have the light in her dark, pretty eyes extinguished.


“It’s business, you understand.” He kept his tone balanced, perfectly modulated.


He didn’t want to frighten her. The blood pumped harder and faster through the body with fear. It would flow from her veins too quickly; there would be no chance to enjoy the beauty and rich satisfaction that came the moment one so strong gave up her last breath of life.


Did one such as she feel fear? he wondered.


He tilted his head to the side, an edge of curiosity pricking at him as she stared back at him with icy resolve. There was no fear in her eyes; there was no concern for her own life. She stared back at him with cold, flat eyes. Yet he knew those eyes. He had smiled into them many times. He had been charmed by her laughter and wit. But he had never known if she ever felt fear.


How very odd, he thought. He normally knew such simple things when he took an assignment. He made it his job to know all things about his victims.


“Do you fear?” He had to ask the question. He asked it in her own tongue; the beauty of her language had always fascinated him.


Many might not consider the Hebrew language one of grace and purity, but he did. He felt it each time he heard the words falling gracefully from an Israeli’s lips. There was a certain cadence, a mystical, ancient fluidity, that fascinated him.


“Of you?” Her words slurred just the faintest bit from the sedative he had given her before carrying her to his lair. “I know no fear of you.”


“Do you fear death?” He feared death. He faced it with each job he took, and sometimes he feared that when his own end came, it would come with pain and humiliation.


“I fear nothing on this earth.” And he believed it.


“But you should,” she continued. “You should fear, for a wrath such as none you have ever known will descend upon you.”


“Your God?” he sneered.


“God will judge you, but Garren and David will destroy you.”


Her husband. Her son. A CIA agent and a Mossad soldier. They were formidable adversaries.


“They will never know it was I who took you from this earth, Ariela,” he promised her with a tinge of regret. “Angels may watch over them, but they won’t speak my name.”


She didn’t give him the benefit of emotion. Instead, she turned her gaze from him, refusing to look at him.


His fingers trailed between her breasts once again, and he was glad he had cut her clothes from her. The chill air of the lair he had chosen peaked her nipples as though she were aroused. As though she waited for her lover, naked and spread out upon the metal table.


Her arms were manacled by the wrists, her hands hanging over the table, the chains attached to hooks in the floor. Her legs were lifted, spread, and held by the heavy chains he had attached to the ceiling.


His thumb brushed over a nipple, and still she didn’t react.


“Does ice water or blood run through your veins?” he asked as he continued to touch her.


The feel of her flesh was exquisite. It was a shame that her husband would no longer feel the warmth of her beside him in his bed each night. Her arms would no longer embrace him. He would no longer know the slide of her silken flesh against his body.


“Does it matter which runs through it?” She didn’t blink; she didn’t cry; she didn’t plead.


What satisfaction would he gain from this death? he wondered. Well, besides the nice fat payment that would be deposited in his account once her beautiful body was found. And the fact that his employer would continue to refrain from revealing his identity. That was becoming something of a problem for him. He would have never taken this job without that threat backing his required fee.


“Unfortunately, it doesn’t matter,” he sighed. “Are you not curious why you’re here? Who ordered your death?”


“Would it matter?”


He smiled back at her. “You could take the name of the one who ordered your death into the afterlife with you. Does that matter?”


Her lips quirked. “Whether I know his name or not will make no difference in my afterlife. The One who matters knows his name; He knows the name of the one who hired you. He knows your soul. He knows who to punish.”


He nearly flinched at the belief that resounded in her voice. She believed when he didn’t, yet her belief had the power to send a jolt of concern through him.


Bah. He wouldn’t allow this.


He grinned back at her mockingly. “Your God will punish me then?”


She said nothing more. Her gaze looked up, as though to the ceiling. Her lips moved, though he didn’t know the words she whispered. She whispered them to herself. Perhaps to her God.


He fingered the one article he had left on her body. A symbol of her faith. The Star of David. He had always admired it. Her husband, Garren, had had it crafted for her. Each point of the six-sided silver star held a drop of gold inset in the point. It was simple, held to her neck by leather rather than gold or silver.


“Your son will find your body,” he decided aloud, wondering if she would react to that decision.


There was no reaction. She stared ahead, her gaze fixed on something he couldn’t see, wouldn’t see. Ah well. Whatever got her through death, he decided as he moved from her and chose his blade.


“Perhaps I will give you my real name before the last breath eases from your body,” he decided. “You might want to tell your God who I am. Just in case He gives a damn that you’re dead.”


No reaction, but had he really expected one?


This part was usually his favorite. He moved back from the table and didn’t feel the familiar jolt of excitement, though.


He had always enjoyed playing with them. He enjoyed tracking them, kidnapping them. He liked the moment when their eyes opened and they realized they were standing on death’s doorstep.


But this time, he felt only regret and a sense of anger. There was no reason for her death, not really. She wasn’t close enough to identify his employer, but his employer was a bit psychotic at times.


He chose his weapon, a razor blade. Such a simple weapon, easy to purchase, so simple to use.


“You know, once, when I was a very young child,” he mused, “I happened upon my mother.”


He ran the edge of the blade against her arm, just enough for her to feel the cold metal and to know her fate.


“She lay in her bathtub, naked, blood dripped from her wrists onto the floor, and her eyes stared at me with such perfect peace.”


He stared at her, and his mother’s face flashed before his eyes. Blond hair, blue eyes, fragile features. His mother had been perfect.


“She wasn’t dead,” he continued. “I knelt by the tub. I knew she had chosen that path, and I asked her why. And she smiled.” He smiled. “Because, she said, she loved the feel of the blade as it sliced into her vein. It was like a grape popping.” He shook his head at the thought. “Unfortunately, Mother was more into cutting herself than truly dying. She didn’t die that time, nor the next.” He patted her arm. “She didn’t die until I strapped her down to her own kitchen table and helped her along a bit.”


He had told this story many times before. Always he had seen shock or horror on the face of his victim. On this one, he saw only that faraway look in her eyes and the soft ripple of her lips as she whispered to herself whatever words she formed with her tongue.


Her arm was turned up, her wrist vulnerable, the vein pulsing just below the flesh.


With his free hand he reached down and allowed his thumb to feather over the vein, his eyes to stare at it with sadness as he laid the blade to it.


There it was. He groaned at the feel of the vein popping beneath the blade. He let it slice deep, severing the vein before he moved to her other arm.


Anger was rocking through him now. Damn the egomaniacal bastard who held his identity as hostage. Were it not for him, this woman would be smiling. She would not be dying. She would be blessing the earth with her presence rather than bleeding into the dirt.


“Say something. You’re dying,” he snapped.


He wanted her to fight, to scream, to rage. And she did none of those things. Did she regret nothing? Were there no sins that she had yet to atone for?


She said nothing. She stared above him, whispered soundlessly, and only the smallest flinch betrayed her awareness of what he was doing when he let the blade slice into her other wrist.


The vein popped open, severed, and spilled its scarlet bounty over his fingers. His eyes closed as the silken hot, rich sensation feathered over his fingers, into his hand.


His breathing was harsh now, uneven as he reached down and touched himself and began to pump the aching flesh as pleasure tore through him.


He watched her face. He had to time this perfectly. Just right. It was bad enough he had to wear a condom when he played; he wanted to at least achieve this ecstasy at the same moment as his lovely victim achieved hers. He might regret her death, but her beauty had always inspired him. Amazed him.


Her blood flowed sweet and dark from her veins; it fell to the floor and ran in scarlet ribbons along the cement as he watched her face, watched her eyes. Yes, she was close, so close. He pumped harder, and heard his own strangled groan as it left his throat.


“Die,” he moaned. “Die, sweet beauty. Die.”


The light slowly left her eyes, her last gasp of life fell from her lips, and the scent of her body giving up its final pulse of life threw him over the edge until a shudder of completion finally tore through his muscles.


Breathing hard, he gripped himself and stared at the bounty laid out before him. Beautiful, so very beautiful in death.


But when had she closed her eyes?


He watched her closely, his head tilting as he blinked back at her in curiosity. Her eyes were closed. There was no horror on her face, no blank fear or agony.


He stepped back from the body, careful not to step in the blood, and watched her in fascination.


Amazing, he thought. Such strength of will. Such beauty.


Mossad taught their agents well, he thought with a sigh. In all the years he had been taking lives, never before had he taken one who died with such grace.


“A perfect death,” he whispered as he breathed in deeply and smiled back at her in admiration. “Absolutely perfect.”


He moved to the head of the table, touched her cheek, then gently worked the knot of the leather that held her pendant free. He never kept mementos, but he couldn’t resist this one small part of her that he could keep always.


There was nothing left to do now but to shower, clean all traces of his presence from the small underground cellar he had used, and take his leave. Her husband and son would receive a call later with the location of her body. Once it was found, the money would hit his account. There was a particularly lovely villa he had his eye on in France.


After wiping the last traces of himself from the area, he dressed carefully, picked up his briefcase, and slid open the narrow door.


Outside, the nightlife was in full steam. Israelis did so enjoy their entertainment. The nightclubs were, as usual, packed.


Smiling at one particularly lovely girl who passed by, he drew his cell phone from the pocket of his jacket and made a call to his handler. At least he could trust the mousey little man who dealt with arranging his assignments around his other job. It was often difficult to be both a CIA agent as well as the world’s most secretive assassin. His handler managed it all very smoothly and, in all the years he’d had the job, had never breathed so much as a whisper of betrayal.


“I’m heading to the airport.” He never spoke directly. “My flight to New York leaves in less than two hours; please make the necessary calls.”


He closed the phone, pocketed it, and lifted his hand to stop one of the many taxis making their way through the streets. In less than two hours he would be heading to another job, another challenge. He did so love the challenge. But there was a heaviness in his chest as well. This job didn’t set well on him at all.


As he boarded the plane two hours later and took his seat, he unfolded the American newspaper he had bought in the airport. The front page caused his brows to lift.


 


POPULAR INDUSTRIALIST KILLED DURING SENATOR’S DAUGHTER’S RESCUE


 


He rubbed his finger against his lower lip as he read, a frown pulling between his brows. One of his favored employers, it seemed, had been killed during the rescue. Jansen Clay. He almost smiled when he read that Clay had died during the rescue of Senator Stanton’s daughter, Emily. Evidently the American government didn’t like the truth. Jansen Clay was no hero. He’d proven that when he’d arranged the first kidnapping of Emily Stanton along with two other girls, one of whom was Clay’s own daughter. No doubt he had wished his plain little daughter had been killed during the kidnapping nearly two years before.


Emily Stanton and Risa Clay had survived, though. The third had died. And now, Clay was dead after trying to arrange the kidnapping of the Stanton girl again. The fool.


He stared at the picture before frowning. Another of his employers was involved in this affair. He knew Diego Fuentes had acquired the scientist’s services just months before, because the man had actually approached Orion’s handler to price the hit on Fuentes. Unfortunately, Orion hadn’t finished this assignment as of yet.


Interesting.


He stared at the picture of Risa Clay and Emily Stanton again and grimaced. So plain. A man would have to put a bag over Risa’s head or hide her face in the blankets to fuck her, as his employer had done nearly two years before. Were Orion to kill her, he’d definitely have to turn her facedown.


He nearly shuddered in distaste at the thought of it.


Ah well. Clay was dead; his daughter, it was rumored, was in some asylum, her brain destroyed from the drug she had been given during the kidnapping. Risa would remember little of that singular event in her life, and should be no risk to Orion’s future profits. The man who had played a role in her destruction had little to worry about.












CHAPTER 1


Six Years Later






TONIGHT RISA CLAY was going to take a lover.


Behind her, in the bathroom garbage were the overly large cotton pants and t-shirt she normally wore. None of that tonight. With her heart beating an erratic tattoo in her chest, she forced herself to turn and stare into the full-length mirror, at her naked body. She had to force herself to look, to be objective, to push back the panic rising inside her at the thought of what she was about to do.


She was pale. Pale skin, pale breasts, and pale pink nipples. Her gaze went lower to the bare pale lips of her sex and she had to swallow quickly to hold back the nausea that rose in her stomach. She was pale there as well. Perhaps she should have tried the tanning bed, she thought. If her body didn’t look like her own, perhaps this would be easier to do.


She could cancel until she tanned. But she immediately vetoed that idea. No excuses, she told herself. No more backing out, no more cowardly nights hiding.


She could do this. She had gone to the spa yesterday, hadn’t she? She had sat in the chair and spread her thighs while the technician had waxed her most private parts. Parts that she had hated for so long. The part of herself that she blamed for the worst episode in her life.


She forced her eyes to close and inhaled quickly. She wasn’t thinking about that tonight. She wasn’t going to let the past ruin the plan she had come up with. She had promised herself she wouldn’t. This was the right decision. She could do this. If she was ever going to regain her life and her independence, then she had to grab it with both hands and hold on, no matter how frightened she became.


Staring back at the mirror, she checked her hair. The thick, heavy dark blond strands that had once fallen halfway down her back were now shoulder length and fell neatly around her face. They weren’t pale, at least not any longer. Highlights had been added by the beautician. Dark and golden brown strands were mixed with the sandy color now. At least it no longer faded into Risa’s face.


There wasn’t much she could do with her face, with the exception of the makeup she had learned how to use. The smoky shadow highlighted her pale blue eyes and rather nondescript features and gave her an interesting appearance instead. Her lashes were longer, darkened with mascara and eyeliner. Her lips were more lush than she had thought they were. Bronze lipstick had brought out their shape, and a light coating of blush highlighted her rather high cheekbones.


The makeup specialist Risa had gone to had complimented her on her cheekbones and the arch of her eyes and taught her how to bring out the best in them. If only that addition of makeup could instill the confidence she had lost so long ago.


Risa forced in another deep breath before reaching for the soft bronze silk panties she had bought. The low-rise thong was daring and terrifying. It was an invitation. A silken bit of nothing that would take no time to pull from her body.


But that was what she wanted, she reminded herself. Something that would be easy to remove, that wouldn’t give her time to think or to consider what she was doing once she started doing it.


Next came the stockings. In ways, the stockings were even harder to put on. The thigh-high shimmering color made her legs appear longer, sexier. Another invitation. She was painting a “fuck me” sign on her body and she was doing it deliberately.


God help her to go through with this, because if she didn’t, she might never have the nerve to try again.


Smoothing the stockings over her legs, she turned to the dress that hung on the hook by the bathroom door. The dress was her own challenge, the challenge being in actually putting it on and walking out of her apartment.


She didn’t give herself time to think. The brown silk beaded baby doll dress ended well above her knees in a fall of sheer shadowy color. The bronze underslip showed through clearly and ended a few inches higher along her leg. The empire waist was banded by darker brown silk while the thin slip straps were the pale bronze of the underslip.


She smoothed the material over her hips before forcing herself away from the mirror and slipping on the chocolate brown stiletto heels that matched the dress.


She couldn’t look at herself in the mirror again. If she did, she might chicken out of this and hide beneath the blankets as she did night after night.


Her hands shook as she opened the bathroom door and stepped into the bedroom. Picking up the little bronze beaded evening bag, she dropped her house keys inside along with some cash, a credit card, ID, and lipstick. The brown wrap she threw over her shoulders would protect her from the chill of the air against her shoulders but little else. It was thin enough that it was no more than dark smoke against her naked shoulders and arms.


She was ready. But for what?


To be a woman for a change, rather than a thing? A memory? To be something more than the automaton she had become over the years? Stilted, doing nothing but getting through the day and facing the night alone. She was so very tired of always being alone, of never knowing what she could have been or what she was missing out on as a woman. But would tonight do anything to free her, or would it only give strength to the demons that chased her through the night?


The feel of her hair brushing her shoulders as she shook her head at her own question spurred her to move to the door. A cab was waiting for her downstairs, her friends were waiting for her at the club, and if she was lucky, tonight she would find out what pleasure was, rather than pain.


If she was lucky. If she wasn’t lucky, it wasn’t as though she hadn’t known the pain before. At least tonight, it would be her choice.


Still, her hands shook and her stomach rioted as she stepped off the elevator and walked into the main lobby of her apartment building.


The open, airy atmosphere of the lobby was given an almost intimate, welcoming touch by the low padded couches and chairs in various conversational arrangements. Huge potted plants provided an air of privacy for the groupings and aimed to set an air of intimacy and ease for those who used the lobby.


The security guard’s eyes widened as he saw her, and the doorman stepped forward with a wide smile.


“Miss Clay, your cab is waiting on you,” the doorman, Clive Stamper, announced as he opened the wide glass door for her. “And may I say you look especially lovely tonight.”


Her smile trembled. “Thank you, Clive.” Her voice was firm, low, as she moved past him and waited for him to open the passenger door of the cab.


Risa slid onto the leather seat, her fingers clenched around her purse as she gave the driver the name of the club.


Clive closed the door and stepped back and the cab moved forward.


It wasn’t too late to turn back, she told herself. She could have the driver stop now. She could run back to her room as she had done last month, the last time she had tried this. She could put her baggy clothes back on and she would be safe.


Safe and so very miserable.


She was tired of being miserable. And there was always the chance that for the first time in six years, she could find a place inside her that wasn’t tormented by the past. She just had to make that place, she told herself. That was all. She could do this. After all, she had survived hell, hadn’t she? If she had survived hell, then she could survive one night in a lover’s arms.


 



“WILD CARD AND Maverick pulling out.” Noah Blake spoke into the mouthpiece as he pulled out behind the cab in the dove gray Lexus that had been provided to follow Risa Clay on her way to the nightclub where some of the former members of SEAL team Durango were waiting with their wives for the arrival of Miss Clay and Noah’s passenger, Micah Sloane.


“Heat Seeker and Hell Raiser coming up behind you.” John Vincent, the Aussie of the Elite Ops teams, and Nik Steele, the former Russian special forces soldier, were in the blue gas-guzzling Dodge that pulled up in Noah’s rearview mirror.


“Live Wire has the club; Black Jack is inside.” Jordan Malone, the team commander, spoke through the receiver.


“Black Jack has the table in view. Everything looks good to go.”


Noah glanced over at his passenger, Micah Sloane, and almost grimaced at the emotionless, cold façade the former Israeli Mossad agent carried.


Micah was an enigma, even now, more than four years after the formation of the Elite Ops unit. He was a man who kept to himself, didn’t share secrets, and never gave shit away.


He could get pissed, but it was a cold, icy fury. He could slice through flesh with words alone and leave others quivering in fear. He was the type of man that Noah would hesitate to make an enemy of, and there weren’t many men in the world that Noah would really give a damn if they were friend or enemy. But Micah wasn’t the type of man that Noah felt comfortable leaving the broken little Risa Clay with. He was too hard, too cold. Risa needed a man who knew how to be gentle, who knew how to be warm.


“You know, that cold, blank look could put a woman off,” Noah told him quietly as he maneuvered through Atlanta’s early evening traffic.


“I’ll worry about my look; you worry about the traffic.” There was no accent to Micah’s voice, no Middle Eastern hint or so much as a tonal shift that would reveal he wasn’t fully American.


His American father with his pale Nordic looks and height had added to the lightening of Micah’s skin, as well as contributing to his tall, lean frame. Micah was over six feet, his black hair cut close and lying over his head to his neck in an almost haphazard manner. Black eyes in a face that appeared to be just darkly tanned and topped with thick slashing brows gleamed with menace. His lips were just a little too full, just a little too sensual. “Wide, mobile lips,” Noah’s wife, Sabella, had stated once. Noah hadn’t been happy that she had noticed.


“I worry about this op,” Noah stated. “I’d like to get home before the baby is born, if you don’t care.”


Noah’s wife was carrying their first child. The wife he had nearly lost because of his own stupidity, his own pride. Being away from her didn’t sit well with him. But it was his hand that had signed on to the Elite Ops; it was his decision that had placed him with the teams when he could have easily walked away from it all to be with Sabella.


That pride thing. He’d learned his lesson, he had his Sabella back, but he was still a member of the team and would be until the day he died.


“You signed on, you take the heat.” Micah shrugged as he laid his arm along the armrest of the door and watched the traffic closely.


“One of these days,” Noah muttered, almost to himself.


Micah was a hard bastard, there was no doubt. What the hell made him think he was the best man to charm a woman who knew nothing but fear where men were concerned, Noah hadn’t figured out yet.


“One of these days your wife will do us all a favor and shoot you with your own gun,” Micah grunted as his gaze continued to watch the traffic closely. “I hear she threw you to the couch last month.”


Noah frowned. How the hell had Micah found out about that?


“Hell,” Noah growled. “She told Kira, didn’t she?” Kira being the wife to one of the ex–Navy SEAL commanders Micah would be having dinner with that night.


The members of the Durango team had all officially resigned their commissions with the SEALs over the past three years, though none of them were actually free of their covert status. They were the Elite Ops backup team, though Elite Ops was using backup less and less for the smaller operations.


“Maybe she didn’t tell anyone,” Micah stated. “Maybe I was testing your home security and saw you sleeping on the couch. I could have sliced your throat in your sleep.”


“Dream on, asshole.” Noah grinned. “Admit it. Sabella told Kira and she blabbed like the little minx she is. You didn’t pass my security and we both know it.” Wasn’t possible, he had made certain of it.


Micah didn’t so much as smile.


“Look, I’m serious,” Noah sighed. “You go into that club looking like you’re ready to kill and that kid is going to go running for the hills.”


“She isn’t a child.”


Noah paused at Micah’s statement and flashed the other man a curious look.


“She’s not exactly an experienced, worldly woman, either,” Noah assured him. “She’s twenty-six years old, Micah, and all but a virgin.”


“She is a virgin still.” Micah’s tone never changed.


“She was raped.” Noah felt as though he were talking to a brick wall. “She’s wounded, man. You can’t show her the killer face and expect her to trust you.”


Micah turned to look at him now. “The killer face?” he asked evenly.


“Yeah, that icy Mossad façade you’re wearing right now,” he growled. “Ease up, man. Practice smiling or something.”


He flashed Micah a glare as the other man turned his head once again.


“I’ll worry about her reaction to me; you worry about getting us to the club in one piece.”


Noah almost gritted his teeth in frustration. Hell, he still remembered the night he had helped rescue Risa Clay from Diego Fuentes’s cell. She had been like a broken little doll. Vacant-eyed, shuddering from the drugs pumped into her, and fighting the reaction from them with every breath in her body.


She had been such a damned tiny thing. Naked and bruised, blood had marred her thighs, and pain had filled her eyes. Traumatized was a kind word for the state that kid had been in.


“Micah,” he began.


“Noah, you want to stop now.” Micah’s voice hardened, and Noah hadn’t thought that possible. “I know how to deal with Miss Clay. This is a meet and greet, nothing more. A chance to gauge her reaction to me, and therefore her reaction to the plan we intend to put before her tomorrow afternoon. Rest assured, I know how to treat a woman.”


He might know how to treat one, Noah thought, but he sure as hell might not know how to present an unthreatening demeanor.


“Hell, what was Jordan thinking giving this op to you?” Noah questioned his uncle’s decision roughly. “You’ll terrify her.”


“I demanded this op.”


Noah glanced back at him in surprise. “Why?”


Micah’s expression hadn’t changed. His face was still closed, set. His eyes were like black ice and his voice like frozen air. It was enough to give a person frostbite.


“Why is for me to know.” Micah shrugged. “It’s your place to accept. Now if you wouldn’t mind, your chattering is getting on my nerves. Perhaps Jordan could find a muzzle that would fit you.”


Noah grimaced and tightened his hands on the wheel of the car as he made a turn behind the cab and gauged the distance to the hotel where Risa was heading.


Hell, she deserved better than the operation that was going to be thrown at her tomorrow. She deserved more than to be used as he knew this operation would use her. She wasn’t mentally or emotionally capable of handling the stress it would lay on her fragile shoulders.


He’d mentioned his fears to his wife, Sabella. Worried that this operation would tax the girl’s ability to heal and to get on with her life. But they had no choice. This wasn’t just their best chance at capturing an assassin whom no one could seem to pin, but it was also their only chance to save her from a horrifying death. Risa was beginning to remember what everyone had believed she would never remember: the night of her kidnapping and rape and the man who had been in league with the father who had masterminded it.


Those memories could be the death of her.


“Risa Clay isn’t a broken woman.” Micah’s comment surprised Noah into glancing back at him.


“What makes you think that?” Noah asked.


“You know the same things I do,” Micah stated. “The trips to the spa, the shopping trip, and the clothes she’s bought. The intimate toys found in her bedside drawer. No, Noah, she is not a broken woman. She is a woman trying to heal.”


“And you think handing her over to you will complete that healing?” Noah snorted. “Hell, from what I’ve seen you can’t keep a woman past the time it takes to fuck one, Micah. You’re like a robot, man. That’s fine with a woman that’s not looking for anything more.”


“Noah, you are becoming a mother hen,” Micah sighed. “You remind me much of one here of late. I need to discuss this with Sabella. She’s becoming a bad influence on you.”


Noah grinned. Damn, his Sabella was his lifesaver.


“She’ll just laugh at you,” he promised the other man.


“I have no doubt she will laugh, simply because she knows you’re a lost cause.”


Noah let the argument go. There was obviously no convincing Micah that charming a woman took more than an invitation to his bed. Especially a woman like Risa, one who had known the horror she barely remembered. She may think she had forgotten details and faces due to that fucking Whore’s Dust, but Noah knew her mind remembered, her body remembered.


He knew because he had been there. For nineteen hellish months he had been pumped full of that shit. He knew what it did to a body, to a mind. What it would do to the child she had been, and to experience the humiliation and pain of a rape on top of it wouldn’t be that damned easy to get over.


Risa hadn’t been as lucky as the other victims pumped full of the date rape drug. She hadn’t completely forgotten that night, nor had she forgotten the endless months she had been held in the asylum. She sure as hell hadn’t forgotten that it was her father who had consigned her to both hells.


The bastard Jansen Clay. Noah prayed he was burning in hell now.


“Live Wire, be advised, mark is bearing on your location,” he spoke into the mic attached to his wrist as Risa’s cab patted into the predetermined checkpoint. “Maverick is four doors down and coming in cold.”


Four cars back and cold as ice. The man had to be made of computer chips.


“Ease in,” Jordan ordered softly. “Let’s see we have interest.”


“Orion wouldn’t be that sloppy,” Micah stated as the cab turned into the club’s receiving area and drew to a stop.


Seconds later Noah pulled in behind the cab, and he and Micah watched as Risa stepped from the vehicle.


Micah saw her face, each exquisite detail, and felt his body tense in familiar, but unwanted arousal and interest. It had been happening ever since they had started this op and he had been ordered to tail her. She’s a mark, he reminded himself. A very vulnerable, very innocent mark, he had to remember that.


But the mark looked like an earth angel. Dressed in the bronze and brown, her sun-lightened hair swaying about her shoulders, her expression equal parts fear and valor.


He fought his body’s reaction to her, fought his interest in her. He was here for one purpose: to capture that bastard Orion, and Risa Clay was a means to that end. As he had told Noah, tonight was a meet and greet, nothing more. A little chitchat, a dance or two, and tomorrow she would be forced to realize her world was changing. She had become the hunted, and Micah was her only chance at survival.


As she entered the club he stepped from the car, adjusted the black evening jacket he wore, and followed behind her at a sedate pace.


She was simply beautiful. Micah had seen her before, several times, though she was unaware of it. She was friends with the wives of the Durango team, all of whom were based in Atlanta.


Each time he had seen her, he’d been interested, attracted, but in a very objective manner. Her innocence and vulnerability touched something in him that hadn’t been touched in years. She made him ache to take the pain from her eyes, and that was very dangerous for a man like him.


“Maverick, mark is in place,” Jordan announced. “Go in naked. Black Jack in place to take your cover.”


Micah slipped the receiver from his ear unobtrusively and unclipped the mic from beneath his jacket sleeve. Palming them, he slid in close to Travis Caine, the former MI6 agent, dropped them into the pocket of his jacket, and continued across the room.


Micah paused before heading to the table. Standing at one of the support columns several feet from the table when Risa was now taking her seat, he let himself draw in perhaps the final moments where he would see her expression unguarded.


There was fear in her eyes. Her body was stiff with it, and her gaze shadowed with it.


She looked around the room, glanced over him, and Micah waited.


Her gaze passed by him again, then again. On the third pass she lingered as he continued to watch her, allowing his gaze to memorize those features just before her eyes met his.


A jolt of power flashed through him. Her light blue eyes flickered with interest, fear, then interest again, as though she wasn’t certain which she should feel.


He let his gaze continue to hold hers, let his mind reach out to her, soothe her, ease her. He used his eyes rather than his expression to calm the fear that he knew would be rising within her.


Micah knew the power of a look. When two people touched from across a distance, that touch could be frightening, wary, or a stroke of gentleness. He stroked her gently. He never let his eyes dip below her chin; rather, he let himself take in every nuance of expression, every shift of each facial motion, the flicker of her lashes, the shadows in her eyes, the tension in her small body.


She was like a bird ready to fly. Poised at the edge of her seat, her body stiff and prepared to run.


Easy, little bird, he thought, letting his thoughts touch his gaze. There’s no pain here; there’s no fear.


He stroked the delicate line of her jaw with his gaze, then came back to her eyes. He let her inside him, let her see into the soul and the parts of him that were just a man, just a lover willing to touch her in gentleness. He let her see there was nothing to fear if she let him close to her.


Eyes were more than the windows to the soul. They could lie as well. And Micah was a consummate liar. But as he stared into her wary gaze, he found himself wishing he could be more. That he could be the man she needed in truth, rather than in deception.


She blinked, and he saw the minute softening in her gaze. It wasn’t surrender and it wasn’t desire, exactly. It was a hint of interest mixed with caution and resolution. She had made a decision. Now he wondered what that decision was.


He moved forward slowly, holding her gaze, too aware of the eyes that were watching. There were four members of the Durango team here along with their wives. Clint and Morganna, Reno and Raven, Kell and Emily, and Ian and Kira, who spent part of the year in Atlanta or wherever they were needed with the team. The other part they spent at their home in Texas. Macey was currently doing something somewhere with his fiancée, Emerson.


The couples pretended to be unaware of the tension that sizzled across the distance between him and the very delectable Risa Clay. He saw concern in their gazes, though, protectiveness in the shifts of their bodies.


This woman was their friend, and one they worried about. They were as uncertain about this mission as Noah was, and Micah understood that concern. What they didn’t know was that the wary little creature watching him so closely had nothing to fear from him.


He realized in that moment that Risa Clay had become more than the means to an end for him. She was a tool created for his hand. A weapon he would mold to respond to his every move. She was the very path he must walk in order to exorcise the ghosts that haunted him. And for that reason alone he would see that she came to no harm.


She was bait. He knew it. Tomorrow she would know it. And tonight would be his only chance to ensure that he was there when his enemy attempted to strike.


Micah had sworn years before that he would be the one to wield the weapon that would bring Orion to his death. Six years Micah had been haunted by that vow. Haunted by the death of his mother and, six weeks later, the death of his father.


Risa was his chance to cut the heart from the assassin who had destroyed his family and ruined the life Micah had dreamed of for himself.


It was time for payback, and Risa was his only connection to the bastard.


Orion had been hired to hunt her. Maverick would protect her. And when the time came, he would be there to kill the hunter.













CHAPTER 2





“THAT’S MICAH.”


Risa heard Morganna’s statement at her ear, but she couldn’t turn away from the black eyes that held her. Eyes as deep, as dark as the night, yet there was something that sparked with warmth, that kept those eyes from being cold.


His expression was still. There was a hint of hardness, a suggestion of danger carefully leashed. But she couldn’t expect anything less from a friend of four former Navy SEALs.


Still, the very stillness of expression was comforting. As though he knew himself, his strengths and weaknesses, and had learned to live with his own demons. He wouldn’t wear his heart on his sleeve, or on his face. He was reserved. She understood reserved.


His entire body reflected his expression. He didn’t move as though he were in a hurry. There was no anticipation, no sense of urgency. His body was coordinated, lean, tough. Fit.


Black slacks conformed to his muscular legs and hips. The white shirt beneath the black jacket was a hint of color in an otherwise dark ocean of still emotions and graceful male confidence. His hair was cut close to the scalp, but still the thick black strands would be long enough for a woman to thread her fingers through.


And what made her think of that? she wondered. Why did her fingers suddenly clench on her purse as she wondered what his hair would feel like beneath them.


It was his eyes that held her, though, that called to her. They stroked over her face, always came back to her eyes, and some softening within them, a hint of male interest, of determination, had her heart racing through her body with a force that left her trembling.


She had expected him to be strong, powerful. He was, yet it was a subtle strength and power. His body wasn’t bulky with muscle and straining against his clothes. He was lean, corded. Male power shimmered around him, but it wasn’t heavy and wide such as Kell’s was. Kell Krieger was tall, his shoulders like a football player’s, padded with muscle. Even Reno and Clint were like towers of muscle and strength. Micah Sloane was just as tall as they were, but the bulk was absent. Some might suspect the strength was absent. She had a feeling whoever made that mistake would come to regret it.


“It’s about time you arrived,” Clint drawled from the other side of Morganna as Micah Sloane moved to the vacant chair across from her.


He shook Clint’s hand as the other man rose, repeated the move with Reno, Kell, and Ian. His eyes didn’t leave Risa’s.


“Micah, would you like to meet our friend Risa?” There was a hint of amusement in Morganna’s voice now.


“I believe I just have.” His words didn’t rise above the music. It was as though the music paused for him alone, certain it would regret foiling his wishes if it didn’t.


“Mr. Sloane.” Risa nodded, barely able to swallow past the nervousness that rose in her throat.


His hand moved across the table. She had no choice but to loosen her fingers from her purse and allow him to take them. She expected a handshake, firm and determined. She didn’t expect his hand to encase hers, his fingers to stroke against her wrist for one brief second, as though to ease the pulse pounding out of control there.


Then the warmth of his hand was gone, leaving her to regret the brevity of the contact as he loosened the button on his jacket and took his seat.


He leaned back in the chair and answered some question Kell had asked. His gaze came back to her, though it was never gone for long.


He didn’t demand that she stare into his eyes. The caress of his gaze was subtle, slow. It wasn’t enough to draw others’ interest, it was shielded by thick black lashes, but nothing could dim the effect it had on her.


“Risa Clay, meet Micah Sloane, a SEAL assigned to Durango team,” Clint introduced them.


Micah never once looked below her chin, but she swore she could feel the warmth of that look flowing over her body. His attention wasn’t crude; it wasn’t obtrusive. It was simply there. A stroke along her brow, along her chin. It touched her hair, her ear when she tucked the strands nervously behind it.


“Risa, Micah likes to play with cameras as well.” Kell leaned forward to speak to her, his green eyes bright in his somber expression. “The man carries a camera with him everywhere he goes.”


Risa’s heart was pounding; she felt flushed, frightened. She needed to get away from the careful stroke of his eyes on her.


She couldn’t answer Kell. She couldn’t form a reasonable reply. Pushing to her feet, she tried to form an excuse to escape to the ladies’ room, but Micah’s eyes were on her, probing, questioning. She couldn’t form a single reasonable sentence. She turned and rushed from the table, weaving her way through the crowd and escaping to the dimly lit corridor and the tastefully appointed ladies’ room beyond.


She pushed through the door, let it swing closed behind her, and felt like crying out in relief that the room was empty. The velvet and tasteful walnut chairs sat in several groupings outside the main stall area. A long counter of sinks could be glimpsed on the other side of the wall, the bright lights picking up the forest green and amber gold color in the walls and floors.


It was cool, soothing, and she felt like a complete fool. Her heart was racing, perspiration dotted her forehead, and fear was like a maniacal pulse of searing heat burning inside her veins.


Pressing her hand to her stomach, she breathed in deeply and straightened from the wall. She was going to get a handle on this, she promised herself. She wouldn’t run again.


Turning on the cold water in one of the faucets, she held her wrists under the stream of soothing water and berated herself for her reaction. What the hell was wrong with her? She was going to do this. Micah Sloane was a damned good-looking man. He was safe. He wouldn’t hurt her. And he was interested.


She might be a plain Jane, but he was a man, and she wasn’t stupid. There had been interest in his eyes. Sexual interest.


One night, she wailed silently. Just one night. God, please give me the strength to make a memory instead of a nightmare. Her breathing hitched at the need burning inside her, the electrical pulse of feminine need, a woman’s need just to be held.


Pulling her wrists back from the water, she shut the stream off, then dried her hands. Straightening her shoulders, she stared into her reflection. She wasn’t ugly, not as she had been as a teenager, when her face had been all angles and sharp lines. It had filled out, softened. He wouldn’t have to push her face into the blankets—


She broke off the thought as sickness roiled in her stomach and nightmares threatened to replace determination.


He had been interested. She could do this. God, just one night.


Licking her lips nervously, she blew out another hard breath, then turned and moved to the door. Pulling it open, she stepped out, then came to a hard, shocked stop.


Micah stood propped against the wall across from her, his hands shoved negligently into the pockets of his slacks, his jacket falling open, his shirt lying against what appeared to be lean, hard abs.


“Morganna wanted to race after you.” His voice was black velvet, dark, whispering with magic and sexuality as she finally stared into his dark eyes and felt that pulse of need throbbing between her thighs.


“I needed…” She waved her hand to the door and swallowed tightly. “A moment.”


“The crowd out there can get overwhelming.” He spoke and his lips were firm and full. Wide, tempting lips. What would it be like, she wondered, to kiss a man? She hadn’t been touched since she was eighteen years old. The kisses she had known before then had been sloppy, inexperienced. What would it be like to kiss a man? A man who knew a woman’s body.


And this man would know. Sexual experience oozed from his pores in a subtle aura that had drawn the glance of every female who could see him as he walked toward the table earlier.


She licked her lips again. She should speak; she knew she should. She should say something.


“I’m sorry.” Her smile was nervous; she was shaking on the inside, equal parts fear and the flush of need racing through her. “I must seem like a lunatic.”


His head tilted to the side, his black eyes watched her with a hint of fire. “On the contrary,” he stated as he pushed away from the wall and drew his hands from his pockets. “You seem like a lovely young woman uncertain with the animal your friends have introduced you to.” For the first time a smile touched his lips. It was wry, a bit mocking. “They’re used to dealing with testosterone overload, I believe. Those men of theirs are like teenage boys pushing and shoving at each other for dominance. They don’t consider the effect it would have on someone unused to the phenomenon.”


She almost laughed. The sound stuck in her throat as her gaze slipped to his lips again. Her breathing was rough, heavy. She didn’t understand the sensations suddenly rioting through her, and they were frightening. Terrifying.


He moved closer, a subtle shift of his body, and only inches separated them as she stared up at him, aware of too many things at once. The feel of his body, the heat surrounding her. The strength of him. The clash of need and fear inside her.


“I’m sorry.” She brushed at her hair nervously, then watched in shock as his hand lifted.


Like a frightened doe she stared up at him as though expecting the bullet at any second, Micah thought as he reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear for her.


The strands were as soft as silk, warm beneath his fingertips.


Risa froze at the light caress, and he was aware of the conflicting emotions, the fears that were tearing through her. Beneath her makeup her face was pale; he could see the hint of panic in her darkening eyes, as well as the arousal.


Yes, arousal. Her body, awakening and demanding touch, comfort, ease. But there were also the lingering effects of that fucking drug they had pumped her full of. Whore’s Dust didn’t just flush from the system. The synthetic drug attached to the brain, forced the body to feel arousal at the most inopportune times.


Her medical records told the tale. There were still minute quantities of the drug in her system, even eight years later. It didn’t have the same hold on her that it had had on Noah, who had suffered continued injections for nearly two years. But it was there, and it affected the female body in different ways than it did the male body.


“They’ll get worried if we don’t return soon,” Micah told her, forcing his voice to remain even, allowing his gaze to stroke her face as his fingers wished to. “We should join our friends, don’t you think?”


She stared back at him, her lips parted, her eyes dilated as a flush of need mantled her cheekbones.


“If we don’t,” he allowed his voice to lower, “then I’m going to kiss you, Miss Clay. And I’m certain you’d find offense should I take such liberties so soon.”


He almost winced. Fuck. His accent was slipping free with her. A hint of the desert colored his words, and the effect of it darkened her eyes.


Where the hell was the ice he kept firmly in place inside his soul? Where was the careful control that was so much a part of him?


“I’m sure I would,” she whispered, but her tongue licked over her lips, a quick little foray, dampening them for him.


Was she growing slick? he wondered. Was her body preparing for him? Micah urged himself to caution, but he was also a man who had lived and died by knowing how to read a body.


This night was to establish interest. To see if she could tolerate the thought of what must be done in the coming days. If her body language was anything to go by, then tolerating it would be no problem.


“I’m going to kiss you, Risa,” he warned her one last time. “Move away from me and we’ll return to the others. Otherwise, those pretty pouting lips are going to belong to me.”


Belong to him? Risa blinked back at him, her lips parting. But…It was safe here, right? One kiss.


“I—” She tried to speak, tried to think. She didn’t want to appear whorish, but what else was she going to appear to be before the night was over? It was her night, damn it! He was a stranger. He would remain a stranger after the night was over. That was all that was important.


One night.


“One kiss,” she whispered, shocked, amazed at her own daring.


His jaw clenched, a muscle ticcing at the side as his hand came up, cupped her neck, and his thumb whispered over her lips.


His head lowered until she felt his breath against her lips, the warmth of him sinking into her.


“I want to watch your eyes as I kiss you,” his voice whispered through her. “I want to feel your lips, Risa, soft and sweet, and taste the nectar of your tongue. I want to taste you, and know the essence of you.” He looked around, a teasing smile quirking his lips. “Impossible here, wouldn’t you agree?”


She trembled. One hand gripped her purse; the other was flat against the wall behind her as she stared back at him.


“Why?”


His head tilted again. “Why do I want to kiss you like that?”


She nodded jerkily.


“Is there another way to kiss a beautiful, desirable woman?” he asked her then. “If there is, then I am unaware of it.”


There was a hint of conviction in his tone, a hint of hunger. She was woman enough to see it, to feel it.


“You want to kiss me?” she whispered. Had anyone ever wanted to kiss her?


“My sweet, want is a mild word for the need to kiss you.” There was a hint of self-mockery in his smile then, in the gleam of his eyes. “I should be ashamed of my lack of control.” His hand lifted again, his fingers tucking her hair behind her ear once more. It was always falling free; the thick strands refused to anchor in any way.


“Such pretty hair,” he said then. “Silken and warm.”


His head lowered, his lips whispered over hers. A kiss. Firm, heated. Risa felt a surge of excitement. She felt pleasure. His lips warmed hers, his tongue tasted her until she was panting and nearly begging for more. A soft cry left her lips as his head lifted and he moved back marginally.


He held his hand out to her. “Shall we return? If we’re lucky, the band could play something soft and slow. I’d like to dance with you, Risa.”


Her hand lifted from the wall, her fingers trembled as she laid them in his hand.


“I—” Her lips trembled then. She laughed self-consciously. “I’m not used…”


“No explanations needed.” His voice was darker, warmer. “None, Risa. Tonight, there’s no need for anything but to be yourself. However you wish to be. Whoever you wish to be.”


Morganna had sworn that no one had mentioned Risa’s past to him. That they hadn’t told him about the nightmares that haunted her. He didn’t know her. He only knew that she was their friend. That she had been sheltered. Morganna had been fierce about that. That Micah would know Risa wasn’t a woman to be played with. She had silently objected to that. Maybe, she had thought then, she wanted to be played with. Now she knew she did.


She could be whoever she wished to be.


She let his hand curl around hers and draw her forward. When he released her, she didn’t object when his arm went behind her, that same hand pressing possessively against her lower back.


She felt damned strange. She was damp between her thighs as she had never been before. Her clit was swollen; she could feel the sensitivity of the little bud between the folds of her sex. Her nipples rasped against the material of her dress; they felt swollen, heavy. They didn’t feel too small now; they felt too large. She didn’t feel plain; she didn’t feel beautiful. She felt wanted. Had she ever felt wanted?


Micah could feel the violence threatening to explode through his system as he felt the tension gathering in her back. God, she was ready to explode. He could feel the heat of her flesh, see the blaze of need in her piercing blue eyes.


Did she know what that did to a man? he wondered. Even a man as controlled, as experienced, as he was. It was like a shaft of fire cutting through his balls. The need to sink inside her was a hunger unlike anything he had known previously, with any other woman.


Micah was a man who understood his own sexuality, his own hungers. He was a man who understood a woman’s body. Each nuance of it. Each spark of hunger, each measure of arousal. And he wanted to kill Fuentes. He wanted to kill Risa’s father. That son of a bitch had ordered his daughter injected with the evil of that drug and had watched. The fucker had watched as another man had raped his child.


A baby. She had been a fucking baby, and Jansen Clay had allowed another to touch her, to abuse her in the most monstrous fashion.


Micah led her back to the table, lifted his hand imperiously, and gained the attention of a waitress. Leaning close, he whispered to Risa, “I need to speak to Reno and Clint for a moment. I’ll be back soon.”


Her hair brushed against his cheek as she nodded, and she saw the trembling of her fingers in her lap. He didn’t touch her further. Her body was already sensitized, her mind was thrown into confusion, and for the first time in his life Micah was on the verge of unadulterated fury.


His gaze lifted and connected with Kell Krieger’s. The message in Micah’s gaze was clear, and he knew the other man received it perfectly as his green eyes narrowed. Protect her. No other man was to approach her.


Micah knew himself; he was a man who knew his own central core as he knew nothing else in this world. And he knew, for the space of time that it was needed, this woman would belong to him. She would be his, completely. There was no other option.


Straightening, he turned and followed the other two men through the club and out the back entrance. The night wrapped around them, but that didn’t mean there were no eyes to see them, that no else was watching them, no ears listening to them.


“What the fuck are you doing?” Clint’s voice was furious as he jerked open the door of the soundproof van he and his wife had brought to the club.


Entering the interior, Micah eased himself into the seat along the back and watched as Clint slammed the door after Reno entered.


Both men glared back at him.


“She’s fucking terrified.” Clint was enraged. “That wasn’t the deal, Micah. Meet and greet. What the hell are you doing, backing her into a wall and all but molesting her?”


Micah’s hand jerked out, his fingers wrapping around the other man’s throat before he could say anything further. The move surprised Micah. It clearly shocked both Clint and Reno.


“Let him go, Maverick,” Reno warned him softly as Micah’s eyes refused to leave Clint’s.


“Accuse me of hurting her again and we’ll have words, McIntyre,” he told Clint harshly. “You don’t know that woman as you believe you do. You don’t know the effects of that demon dust they shot into her veins, and you don’t know the hell she lives through each night. I know.” His fingers almost tightened. “I’ve heard her nightmares, and I’ve heard her screams. Don’t dare to interfere here.”


He released Clint slowly, aware that the other man had shown no fear; he had shown only a silent watchfulness, as had Reno after his initial protest.


Micah leaned back in the seat, forced his body to relax, his mind to center.


“Did you bring me here for any reason other than to berate me over Risa?” he finally asked. “Let’s hope you did.”


Reno snorted at the comment. “Live Wire tracked a tail on you,” he told him. “Or rather one on Risa. She was followed from the apartment to the club. The car circled the club twice, then disappeared into traffic, and they lost it. Do you know how hard it is to lose one of you bastards in traffic?”


Micah’s jaw clenched. “She’s already being watched. Were they able to identify the driver?”


“All we have is dark hair and glasses. He was careful to keep his face hidden. We have some pictures, but it’s going to take a few hours to get a clear idea of who we’re looking for.”


“It’s not Orion.” Micah rubbed his hands over his face, wishing he had the lack of control that would allow him to punch something. Or someone. “He wouldn’t make that mistake. You’ll not know when he’s watching and when he’s not.”


He looked up in time to catch Clint and Reno exchanging glances and carefully stilled all expression on his face; even his eyes would be blank. He knew how to do it. These men were good, but Micah had learned, even at a young age, that any hint of emotion could get a man killed.


He did breathe in heavily. “Have a crew go into her apartment before she returns home, check for bugs. Orion will lay in listening devices sometimes, to track his mark. Several were found in his last victim’s hotel room. That’s how he knows where to strike and when. Make certain her apartment is clean.”


“That could give us away,” Clint pointed out. “He’ll know we’re on to him and he could run.”


Micah shook his head. “He’s been tracked before and escaped. He’s a master at his craft and the execution of it. He’ll know I’m her protection, there’s no hiding that. Orion will see it as a challenge, but he won’t back off. Nothing will stop him from attempting to kill her.”


He and his father had found the devices in Micah’s parents’ home when his mother had turned up missing. How long they had been there, Micah wasn’t certain. Definitely long enough for Orion to have tracked her schedule and to know where and when to take her.


“I’ll get Live Wire on that.” Reno nodded. “What are your plans tonight with Risa?” There was a vein of protectiveness in the other man’s voice.


Micah stared back at him coldly. “What I do tonight is none of your concern. From this moment on, she’s under my protection; that’s all you need to concern yourself with. Watch my back; watch for Orion; follow Live Wire’s commands. Do not involve yourself in whatever I do with Miss Clay.”


They stared back at him, their gazes hard, defiant. Micah almost grinned at their expressions. He would hate to have to fight them, because damn if they wouldn’t be hard to beat together. He might have a chance one-on-one, but these two men weren’t that insane. They’d strike together.


“Don’t fuck up, Maverick,” Reno warned him then, his voice hard. “She’s not just a mark; she’s a friend. Hurt her and you won’t have just me and Clint gunning for you; you’ll have the entire team on your ass. You don’t want that.”


No, he didn’t want that because he would need these men in the future during other missions. They watched his ass, protected it when the need arose. He’d have to move carefully.


He nodded at the warning. He could expect nothing less.













CHAPTER 3





THINGS WERE HAPPENING too fast.


Risa sat, poised on her chair, after Micah, Reno, Ian, and Clint moved away from the table.


She tried to join in the conversation and the teasing of the one remaining male at the table, but her efforts were stilted at best.


The club was too warm. There were too many people and she was too used to cowering in her apartment, alone.


She wasn’t accustomed to the sensitivity in her own body or the confusion tearing through her. Or to being racked by shudders of…something that didn’t make sense. Sensations she could not put her finger on.


She’d been around other men in the six years since she had been rescued from the asylum her father had had her placed in. After she had been rescued from Diego Fuentes’s cell, her father had rushed her straight to a private hospital. It wouldn’t do, of course, for her to start screaming in hysteria when she became conscious. Which was exactly what she had done.


She had been sedated and kept quiet for nineteen months. She remembered a few times that a doctor had come to her room, one she hadn’t been familiar with. Her father had laughed and joked, petted her arm, and she had been injected with that hated drug again.


Why? She still questioned that. They hadn’t raped her. After that first time, no one had touched her. Jansen Clay had told her she was so ugly he couldn’t pay anyone to fuck her, even in the interests of the test they needed to run on the drug.


They had let her suffer. Suffer while they petted her arm or stroked her hair.


She flinched at the distant memory. It was like that, except in her nightmares. The memories and the knowledge of her pain at that time were so distant, almost as though it had happened to someone else. Unless she dared to allow a man to touch her. Then the fear and the bleak sickness rolled inside her like a tidal wave ready to consume her.


Until tonight. Tonight, she would have given all she possessed for all the promises behind that one kiss. What made Micah different? What made her body react in this new way? Was it the man or the instinctive knowledge of the man’s control?


They were questions she couldn’t answer. Instead, she turned her attention to the dance floor and watched the gyrating bodies in fascination.


She had loved to dance when she was younger. As a teenager she had gone to every ball, every party, every dance that her father allowed her to attend. She would beg for weeks to go until he finally relented.


She had danced with friends then. Other girls who weren’t paired with a date, who were left out of the male/female dynamic. But it had been fun. She had laughed then, she had felt free during those hours.


Oh, let her go, Jansen. It’s not as though you have to worry about her virtue.


Her stepmother Elaine’s frustrated anger at Risa’s begging struck through her mind. Risa shook her head, fighting against the self-consciousness, the familiar pain that assailed her.


She promised herself she wouldn’t do this tonight.


Tonight, she was going to have a lover. It was a promise she had made to herself.


She could do this. Micah thought she was merely sheltered, that she had been overprotected throughout her life. He had been given that warning, Morganna had told her. Risa had been embarrassed by it, but now she felt a mild thrill at the thought of it. Micah would think of that, and he’d understand her hesitation, maybe.


“What do you think, Risa?” Morganna leaned forward, a bright smile on her lips as she asked the question.


“About what?” Risa shook her head; she’d obviously not been following the conversation.


“About you, me, and Raven showing those men the hazards of deserting us?” the other woman laughed. “Would you go out on the floor and dance with us?”


Dance with other girls like she had as a child? God, she didn’t need anything else to dim her confidence at the moment than standing out there knowing she was there because a man didn’t want to dance with her.


Suddenly panic assailed her. It lodged in her check, tightened in her throat.


Her head jerked back until she was staring at the dance floor, and anger pushed through her, tearing at her mind as she fought against the knowledge that not once had a man asked her to dance.


Not that she could have forced herself out on the floor with a man she didn’t know. But she hadn’t even been asked. Not once.


The other women had been approached; she had been distantly aware of that. The advances had been laughed off, but there had been advances.


“Come on, Risa. We’ll have a blast,” Morganna laughed.


Her lips parted, Risa lifted a shaking hand to her throat and fought the feeling of suffocation. She could not, was not getting on that dance floor.


“I’m sorry, but Risa promised me her first dance.”


Her head jerked around and Micah was there. He stared down at her with a hint of a smile on his lips, his dark gaze warming, wrapping around her like a sultry summer night as he held his hand out to her.


“Reno and Clint chatter like old gossips,” he told her teasingly as she placed her hand in his, rising to her feet as though in a dream, and allowing him to lead her through the press of bodies to the dance floor.


As they reached the edge of the gyrating mass of bodies, the music changed, slowed, eased.


“Ah, they must have read my mind,” he commented as he turned her to him. “Still interested?”


She had never slow-danced.


The world around her seemed to fade as he placed one hand at her hip, held her hand with the other, and eased her against his body.


A harsh gasp tore from her at the contact of her nipples through her dress, against his hard male chest. Even through the layers of clothing the stroke of sensation was violent, electric.


“I don’t dance often,” she tried to cover her reaction to him even as she fought to make sense of it.


“Neither do I.”


The hand at her lower back urged her closer without demanding it. Risa flowed into him, her fingers curling against his shoulder at the feel of his erection pressing against her belly, the feel of the warmth of his body surrounding her.


Her eyes closed and her head settled against his chest. Slowly, she forced herself to relax, let herself feel what it was like to be a woman, rather than a frightened child.


The fear was still there, waiting to attack. But oh God, this was…pleasant. More than pleasant, actually. It was comforting even as it made her feel more sensitive, more alive, than ever before.


One broad male hand stroked her back; the other held her hand against his chest, so close to the side of her breast. If she moved just right, she could feel his fingers stroking against the needy mound.


She didn’t want the song to end. She didn’t want the night to end. She wanted to become trapped in this moment, to relish the feel of his body against hers.


“You move like a fantasy,” he whispered at her ear. “As graceful and fluid as a doe.”


She wanted to believe him, and she couldn’t, but the words stroked the pain and fear inside her.


Neither of them spoke then. Risa let herself be caught in the moment, let herself relax and flow against him, let her body move with his, closer, warmer, until her arms were around his neck, his wrapped around her back, holding her closer. His head was bent, his cheek against the top of her head. She could feel him wrapped around her, holding her, and there was no fear.


She could do this.


She lifted her head and stared up at him. “We don’t have to stay here,” she whispered. He might not be able to hear her, but she watched his eyes, saw the flare of heat in the darkened color, and knew he understood.


“Are you sure?” His lips moved; his expression shifted for just a second, a hint of male hunger showing through the normally still set of his face.


“I’m sure.” She was already shaking inside.


His hand ran up her back, a whisper of sensation against the silk material covering her, then across her bare arm until he had her hand in his and drew back.


“We’ll need to let our friends know we’re leaving,” he warned her gently.


Risa nodded. Yes, she would have to face her friends and their concern.


“Very well.” With his free hand he tucked her hair behind her ear again and allowed his thumb to caress her jaw. “We’ll leave now.”


 


ORION WATCHED the couple as they moved from the dance floor, carefully controlling the frown that would have creased his forehead. It wouldn’t do to show interest in them. At the moment he was allowing a particularly slutty little brunette to run her fingers up his thigh and pretending interest. But he kept his peripheral vision on the man and woman.


He knew that man; he knew he did. He never ever forgot a face or the name that went to it, but in this case he couldn’t put the face and the name together. How odd?


Plastic surgery? he wondered. That had to be it. Otherwise, he’d have instantly recognized the man who led Risa Clay from the dance floor.


He wanted to grimace at the thought that her companion had that look of a man who intended to fuck the woman he was with.


Even with makeup and the very appealing little slip dress, the girl wasn’t particularly pretty. She wasn’t as ugly as she had been as a teenager, but she wasn’t exactly attractive, either. There was just a quality to her that offended his refined senses.


What was it about that girl that just bothered him? he wondered. Her cheekbones were high, her eyes slightly tilted. The odd pale blue color of her eyes showed up more with the artificial highlights in her hair.


She cleaned up okay, but he still couldn’t find it in him to forget how very ugly she had once been.


He had hoped he wouldn’t receive the job to kill her. He remembered, eight years before when she had first been kidnapped, her face had been in the papers. He’d grimaced then. Two years later when Jansen Clay’s death had been announced, he’d had that vague premonition of what was coming.


It was a shame. His employer should have been more picky in his friends and the women he fucked. If he hadn’t been with Jansen that night to take his pick of the girls, then he wouldn’t have been stuck with only one choice, the Clay girl.


He’d done her, though. He’d pushed her face to the floor of the cargo plane and in front of her father, he’d pushed her skirts to her hips and rammed into her.


He’d been furious, he’d told Orion. The girl had been so pumped on Whore’s Dust, his employer had been certain she wouldn’t remember the event. But it appeared she had remembered parts of it, and he had learned she could be remembering more. It wouldn’t do for her to remember who had raped her.


Orion was going to have to kill her. Damn, it would be so much easier to just put a bullet in her brain, but he just couldn’t bring himself to kill her in such a manner. He was proud of each job he took and if he didn’t bleed her, then no one would believe he had been the one to do her.


Pity. But it couldn’t be helped.


She lived alone. That was a pleasant plus. He could slip into her apartment, gag her, and kill her in her own home. He didn’t get to do that very often. He’d definitely have to put her facedown, though. There was just something about that face that he couldn’t tolerate. Those eyes. She would be a particularly interesting test for him. He’d never had to kill a woman who made him as uneasy as this one did.













CHAPTER 4





HER GRANDMOTHER had always said she was stubborn, but Risa had never believed her. As she stepped into Micah’s hotel room, she wondered if perhaps her grandmother Abigail wasn’t right. Maybe she was too stubborn.


She had made herself go this far, and now that she had, her body was rioting with nerves. She didn’t know this man. She knew nothing about him.


Well, next to nothing. Morganna, Raven, and Emily had imparted some information. He was thirty-two, born to Israeli immigrants, six two, tough. Their husbands respected him. He was clean as of his latest Navy-regulated blood tests. Morganna had stated that Clint believed he was kind. He was good with animals and children.


Hell, it was more than Risa knew about the men her friends were married to.


“Would you like a drink?” She jerked, startled as his hands touched her shoulders, but only to draw her wrap from the death grip she had on it as it lay over her shoulders.


She let the material slide over her arms as she shook her head.


“No, thank you,” she finally breathed out. She didn’t drink often. It had a curiously heated effect on her. It made her want things, things she didn’t understand, touches she had only read about or seen in movies.


“Are you certain this is what you want, Risa?” he asked then, his warm breath caressing the side of her neck as he bent his head to hers. “It’s not too late to turn back. We can go to the bar and talk. I could drive you home.”


She stiffened in sudden self-consciousness. “If you’d prefer not to.” She moved to turn, to take her wrap, to let him off easy. God, had the lights of the club somehow hidden how plain she truly was?


“Prefer not to? I don’t think so.” His hand moved hers to his leg, pressed her palm against the tight muscle of his thigh.


Risa stared down at her hand, noticing how much larger his was as he held her palm against his muscular leg.


Curiosity overtook her. Curiosity and the electric slide of arousal that seemed to build inside her until she wondered that sparks weren’t reflecting between them.


“I don’t know how.”


A finger pressed against her lips as he halted her words. “There’s nothing either of us needs to know,” he said softly as she continued to stare down at their hands. “Whatever you wish is yours. If you don’t wish, then you have only to say so and I’ll stop. Agreed?”


She licked her lips nervously and lifted her head. Her attention was caught and held by his lips. His lower lip was a touch fuller, more sensual, than the upper lip. On him, it looked good, sexy.


Her lips parted. “Would you kiss me?”


She felt as though she was begging, but she was helpless against the temptation, against the needs rioting through her body.


“I dream of kissing you,” he whispered, his hand curving around her neck, his fingers heated against her flesh as she let herself accept the lie for now.


He couldn’t have dreamed of kissing her, but she liked the sound of it. It soothed something inside her, and heated another part of her.


She watched as his lips lowered, watched as she felt his breath against her, then the heated rough velvet touch of lips against her own.


Risa inhaled roughly at the static surge of sensation that raced across her lips. She jerked back involuntarily, her hands flying to his chest, palms flat as she blinked back at him in surprise.


His lips tilted into a gentle grin.


“Should we try it again?” he asked softly. “Perhaps next time neither of us will be caught off-guard by the pleasure.”


That was pleasure?


His hand tightened on her neck.


“Watch me, just like that,” his dark voice crooned. “Your eyes wide, your gaze dark because I please you. I want very much to please you, Risa.”


He did? Oh God, was this really pleasure? Could she bear much more of it if it was?


“Easy,” he whispered. “Soft and easy.”


Soft and easy. His lips settled against hers as they parted, a whimper of surging hunger escaping her throat as his head tilted, his hand tightening at her neck as her lashes fluttered closed and she let the waves of pleasure wash through her.


His tongue licked at her lips, then slid past them, just a little as he teased the tip of hers. Her lips parted further for him, her tongue reaching out as she trembled in his grasp.


Oh God, what was he doing to her? Her heart was thundering in her chest, but his was racing just as hard beneath her hands. A hard pounding rhythm that sank into her palms and filled her with wonder.


It was incredible. This kiss. His lips were heated and dominant, determined. They mastered hers, led her through a sexy, sultry dance that had her lifting to her tiptoes to get closer, to sink into him, to sate herself against the hunger surging inside her now.


Her hands slid up his chest, around his neck. Her head fell against his arm and she let the sensations inside her surge over her.


Lips and tongues met and meshed. Liquid fire raced through her veins, pounded into her sex. Her clit was throbbing with such aching need that she found herself pressing into him desperately, rubbing herself against the hard ridge of his cock as his hands tightened on her hips, pulling her closer.


Mewling cries of need were barely forced back. Many slipped free. She was a pleading mess of sensations that she had no idea how to handle.


She fought to breathe and couldn’t, and didn’t care. She tried to lift closer, to press her nipples tighter into the warmth of his chest, to grind her clit harder against his erection. She didn’t know if she could stand the rapidly whirling sensations tearing through her now. They were unlike anything she had ever known; even that distant memory of flames burning her from the inside out didn’t compare to this.


“Micah.” She tore her lips from his, only to have his hand move to the side of her neck once more to hold her still. His lips were back on hers, his kiss as hungry and desperate as the sensual needs pouring through her body.


“Easy,” he groaned, finally tearing his lips from hers, his big body tense and suddenly harder than ever before. “Hell, Risa, you make a man lose his head.”


She did?


Her eyes opened, and for a second she almost believed him. His face was flushed from lust, his eyes gleaming back at her in hunger.


He wanted her. He couldn’t fake this. This wasn’t anger or depravity. It was simple hunger, for her.


Her hands fumbled at his shoulders before pushing beneath the edge of his jacket and pushing.


Surprise sparked in his eyes, but he let her push the material from his shoulders.


She licked her lips slowly, wanting his kiss again, but wanting something more as well.


Her hands slid back to his chest and moved to the buttons of his shirt. The first one fell free before she lifted her gaze to his.


“Whatever you want.” His voice was thick, rough.


She wanted his shirt off. She pushed the second button free as his head lowered, his lips moving along her shoulder to the sensitive line of her neck.


Risa trembled at the pleasure. The scrape of his teeth sent tremors tearing down her spine and sensation to attack her womb, convulsing it violently as she gasped in surprise.


It must be natural. He didn’t pause. His hands caressed her hips now, stroking the silk of her dress against her flesh and making her long for the touch of his hands.


She worked on the buttons, fingers fumbling, trembling, her neck arched, and she strained closer to the touch of his mouth against her shoulders.


“Take the shirt off and I get to take your dress off,” he warned her, and he meant it. She could hear the determination, the hunger, in his voice.


She wanted her dress off. She wanted to rub against him, feel his skin against hers. She wanted to know what it was like. How much more pleasure could she bear? How much of his touch could she stand without melting to the floor with the heat rising inside her.


Her fingers reached the band of his slacks and her fingers formed fists in the material to drag his shirt out of his pants. It was open now, falling away from his surprisingly broad chest. Soft, silky chest hairs were scattered over it and arrowed down his taut stomach.


Her fingers touched the silky stuff, curled, and ran down that dark line until they met his pants once again.


She could do as she wished, he’d said.


His head lifted from her shoulder as hers straightened, and she stared back at him as her fingers touched the buckle of his belt.


“Whatever you wish,” he whispered again. “Tonight, I’m all yours, Risa.”


Tonight, just for tonight. She could have this, no explanations, no knowledge of each other. This was what she needed. She didn’t have to face him in the morning; she could leave when it was over. She would never see him again. He would never know her shameful secrets.


Her fingers pulled at the buckle, loosened the leather, and left it free as they moved to the clasp and zipper.


This wasn’t so hard. She could do this.


His slacks came loose easily. Beneath were soft cotton briefs and straining thick, hard flesh. The backs of her fingers felt the heat of that flesh; her hand ached to touch it.


“Your turn.” His voice was a heavy growl.


She felt the hidden zipper at the back of her dress loosen and stilled. She watched him carefully as he eased the straps over her arms and pushed the material from her body.


It caught at her breasts, and she swore he swallowed tightly before pulling it over her straining nipples. The sensation of silk brushing against the tight nubs had her moaning. A sound she tried to cut off and couldn’t.


“Risa.” His hands smoothed down her arms as she felt a latent hunger burning inside him.


Her womb clenched, she felt her vagina tightening, the slick essence of need coating the bare lips as he stared down at her breasts.


“I want to touch you.” His groan was rougher now, filled with a primal power that sent a shiver down her back. “Sweet mercy. You make me shake with the need to touch you.”


She stared at him in wonder, wondering if he was lying, if they were just pretty words. Her mind and her heart doubted, but her body overruled it. The clash and clamor of demand shuddered through her as his hands cupped the swollen mounds.


Her knees weakened. How was she supposed to stand? The room felt as though it were spinning around her as weakness assailed her. She gripped his shoulders and watched, eyes wide as he palmed the flesh. His thumbs raked over her distended nipples and a surge of heat caught her unaware, causing her to stumble.


“You’re making me weak!” she cried out as he caught her against him.


His lips stole anything else she would say. Slanting across hers he kissed her with a power and a demand she was helpless to fight against. Her arms wrapped around his neck as he lifted her. A moan slipped past their kiss as she felt him lowering her to the bed, easing over her, his heavy, heated body encasing her in warmth.


“Risa, you make a man lose control,” he charged as he pulled back, his hand going to her breast once again, cupping it, shaping it with his palm. “I want to taste you here. I want to draw every ounce of sweet hunger from your body.”


She couldn’t protest. She wanted to protest. Violent pulses of sensation were charging through her body, drawing her tight, trembling through her as his head lowered.


She didn’t know what she expected. She’d read about this. She’d seen it in movies; she hadn’t expected this. Both hands encased her breast, plumped her nipple high; then his mouth covered it, sucked it in, and caused her to cry out with the turbulent surge of pleasure that seemed to tear through her womb.


“Micah. I can’t stand…” She arched; her head shook. She wanted him to stop. She didn’t want him to stop. His lips were drawing on her, electricity was tearing through her, and between her thighs fingers of electrical explosions tore through her clit, her vagina.


She was torn, terrified of herself now more than she was of the man.


“Easy, love.” He was breathing hard, his features flushed as his head lifted. His hand smoothed down her side as the other plumped her other breast now, preparing it for his mouth.


His hand stroked over her hip, his head lowered. His fingers moved to her thigh, his mouth sucked in her other nipple, and his fingers crazed the super-slick swollen folds of her sex.


“Oh God, no.”


What was happening to her? Something, something dark, primal, something unbidden, rose inside her, thrust her hips against his hand as her thighs closed on it.


“No.” Her arms wrapped around his neck, her hands splaying against the back of his head as he tried to move. “Micah. Help me.”


She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t make sense of what she was feeling, where she was flying, and the frightening roller coaster of sensations was tearing her apart.


“Easy, love. I have you.” He spread small kisses over her breasts as her hips writhed, the hand trapped between her thighs doing her bidding now, almost. Oh God, almost.


Then two fingers curled, parted her flesh, and notched against the entrance to her pussy.


Risa closed her eyes and fought the tears, fought the fear. She stilled beneath him, panting, waiting for the pain.


“Look at me, Risa,” he crooned, his lips caressing her jaw now, brushing against her lips. “Open your pretty eyes. You promised to watch me, yes?”


Her lashes fluttered open. She saw him, but she was aware of little else than the slightest impalement between her thighs.


“Part your legs for me. Loosen for me, Risa. How can I please you if you’re stiff against me?”


His wrist flexed between her thighs, raked against her sensitive clit, and sent a gasp of a breath falling from her lips.


“There.” He gentled her with his voice, his eyes. “Part your legs, sweet. Let me show you how beautiful your passion is. Come now; open for me.”


She forced her thighs to part. Whimpering cries lodged in her throat as she spread her legs.


“A little more, darling.” She parted them farther, watching his eyes, his face. “Look, sweetheart,” he urged her then, his gaze moving from hers and following to the point where his hand cupped her mound.


Risa’s eyes widened, her hips arched, knees bending as she lifted to him, desperate to feel what she knew would be nothing more than pain.


“Slow and easy,” he whispered at her ear. “Watch, love. Slow and easy.”


His fingers curved, tilted, and entered.


Risa felt herself shaking, felt the slow slide of her juices meeting his fingers as her inner muscles tightened around the penetration, clenching and spasming as her back arched and pleasure tore through her. Pleasure or pain. A mix of burning relief and agonizing tension.


“Fuck me, yes,” he suddenly groaned, his teeth nipping at her ear. “Take my fingers, Risa. Just my fingers.”


They surged deeper as she lifted to them, her nails digging into his shoulders now, her flesh rioting with a surge of insane hunger. It was tearing through her, tightening her, making her crazed for more.


“Micah, I’m scared!” She hated it. There was nothing so humiliating as admitting it, as feeling the tears that slid from the corners of her eyes and met his lips.


“No fear, Risa.” His fingers stilled inside her. “See, no pain, no fear.”


No pain, no fear. That made sense. She drew in a shaking breath and clenched around his fingers again.


There was no pain, no fear.


“Now.” She turned her head to meet his gaze. “Take me now.”


She couldn’t wait. The fears were building in her along with the pulse and power of the pleasure. Her mind fought her body; distant memories clashed in her head.


She kept her eyes on his. She fought to push back the past. His eyes anchored her, steadied her.


“You’re not ready yet,” he whispered. “Soon.”


“Now.” She shook her head as he moved, spreading kisses over her breasts, between her breasts. “I can’t wait, Micah.”


She was frightened to wait. Too many sensations were tearing through her. She felt locked between the past and the present, her mind battling the raging lust that rose like a tide of molten sensation inside her.


“Just a few more minutes, Risa,” he groaned. “Soon.”


His lips moved between her breasts, down her stomach as she fought to breathe. His shoulders pressed her thighs wider; his gaze stayed locked with hers as his fingers moved inside her, pressed deeper, and tore a throttled scream from her as the pleasure shocked the tense muscles, the tender nerve endings.


“I’m dying to taste you,” he whispered, his lips poised over her clit. “Just a sweet kiss, Risa.”


His head lowered. His eyes held hers. His lips pursed, covered her clit and his fingers moved, pulled back, then pushed inside her, parting her flesh with a surge of sensation that terrified her.


She fought for release, she fought to get closer. Her body turned and he flowed with her. On her side, one leg straight, the other bent to accommodate his head, and still his lips suckled at the tender bud between her thighs.


He followed as she twisted back, her heels dug into the bed, her hips arched, and her mind lost the battle with her body. Risa twisted beneath him, thrust into his fingers, his mouth. She was shaking, shuddering with sensation as she fought to breathe.


She needed, needed something. The tension was tearing through her, marking her with the perspiration that dotted her flesh, with her muscles straining for relief. There had to be relief.


“Fuck me, damn you.” The words tore from her lips as her hands moved to his head. She felt like an animal, a creature that hungered for this, only for this.


His fingers moved, thrust, fucked inside her with deep, strong movements as his lips suckled at her clit. His tongue stroked over it, rasping it until she froze at the wave of sensation that suddenly rose inside her. Her eyes flared wide, her muscles locked against it. When it crashed over her, it wasn’t so bad. It was a shudder of pleasure rather than a blinding, horrifying loss of consciousness.


“Ah, Riss.” His head pressed against her abdomen as she shuddered through the little shocks of pleasure, his voice filled with somber regret as his lashes lifted from his eyes and he watched her with a tenderness that brought tears to her eyes.


“What’s wrong with me?” she whispered, her hips still moving, the need still tearing through her vagina, her womb. “Micah, do something; please do something.”


He rose to his knees, his fingers sliding from her body even as she tried to hold him inside.


Only then did she notice the condom he had somehow managed to work over his heavy, thick erection. His hand stroked over it, spreading her juices over the latex before he gripped the base tight and tensed before her.


“Are you sure, Risa?” His hand gripped her thigh, lifted her leg until her knees were bent, her legs spread wide. “Be sure, love.”


She watched the wide, throbbing head as he came over her. Watched as he drew her hips up along his thighs as he knelt before her. The wide crest of his erection parted the glistening folds of her sex as she licked her lips and pressed closer.


“Slow and easy,” he said again.


The heavy head pressed against her opening, parted it, and began to work inside her. His thighs widened as he came over her, propping his body up with one arm, allowing her to watch. His hips moved, shifted, working his cock inside her, stretching her until she thought she was going to burn alive from the slow, steady impalement.


It was too much. It wasn’t enough. The clawing, vicious talons of lust were tearing through her until she was begging him, arching, her hips working against his, thrusting and pressing him deeper as she fought back the tears.


It was terrifying, but she couldn’t stop. She wanted, she needed, but the dark void that seemed to rush around her was too frightening, too filled with the unknown, with sensations she couldn’t accept.


Above her, Micah groaned her name. His lips lowered to her nipples. He sucked them until she fought the gathering void again. He kissed her, his lips slanting over hers as she ate at his, until the void threatened to rush through her.


“Risa, let go, baby.” His voice was dark, shattered with his own pleasure. “I’ll hold you; I swear it.”


Her head shook. She didn’t understand what he wanted, couldn’t make sense of her own body, let alone his words.


“Risa, let it go!” His voice strengthened as his hips churned, his cock thrusting harder, deeper, stroking her into a storm of never-ending sensations. Darkness gathered behind her eyes as the wave rose again, stronger, harder.


Her nails dug into his shoulders; her head dug into the mattress as she fought it, struggled against it. She screamed against it, and once again, when it took her, it wasn’t so bad. She fought it back until it was no more than a small surge, racing through her, shivering over her body as he gave a hard, harsh groan and shuddered above her before stilling.


His breathing was harsh, heavy. His cock inside her pulsed violently, so hard it felt like iron inside her. But he wasn’t coming. She could feel the difference, knew it. He wanted to come, he needed to, but he hadn’t.


The storm eased inside her, leaving her strangely bereft now, as his forehead touched her shoulder and he shuddered against her.


“I’m sorry, love,” he whispered, his voice heavy. “I’m so sorry.”


She blinked up at him as he moved from her, pulling free of her as a hard surge of renewed need shook her body. He was moving from the bed before she could get a handle on the pulse of hunger. His hands ran over his hair as he glanced back at her, his expression heavy, his cock still fully erect.


He hadn’t come.


The thought slashed through her like a dull knife. Somehow, she had failed. He hadn’t released. He hadn’t known pleasure.


She swallowed tightly, staring back at him, and he paced to the bathroom.


“Don’t you move!” He turned, pointed his finger back at her, his expression bleak and commanding. “I’ll be right back.”


She nodded, but as the door closed, she jumped from the bed as silently as possible. It took only a moment to jerk her dress over her head, her wrap around her shoulders. She carried her purse and her shoes and she escaped.


Humiliation burned inside her, tightened in her chest, and left her shaking as she took the stairs rather than waiting for the elevator. She raced down them, holding back her sobs, fighting the ultra-sensitivity in her body and screaming inside her mind.


She had failed. A pity fuck, she thought. The big, tough SEAL had felt sorry for her. He had seen her fears and had tried to make it better. But he couldn’t get off. He couldn’t come with her. That was a pity fuck. She was certain it was, and she couldn’t bear it.


After she waved down a cab and gave the driver the address for her apartment, she huddled in the cab and thanked God that she never had to face Micah again.


He should have done as her father’s friend had done. He should have taken her from behind.


A tear fell. The memory attacked her, sharp, brutal, the voice at her ear. Ugly little bitch. I’d never get off if I had to look at your face.


She flinched, covered her mouth, and held back her sobs as she stared into the brightly lit streets of the city. She had hoped she could survive just one night of pleasure. She had been wrong.













CHAPTER 5





MICAH WAS IN a lousy mood the next morning when he showed up at the Federal Building and made his way to the rooms that had been set aside for this morning’s meeting.


He strode through the narrow underground corridor to the appropriate door, knocked, and waited for it to open. Stepping into the darkened room, he glanced through the hidden window in the next room and felt his fists clenching at the sight of Risa, her grandmother Abigail Clay, and their attorney as they sat silently in the other room.


The lawyer looked up, scowled into the mirror that hid the viewers from sight, and glanced at his watch.


Micah’s Elite Ops team was there, as well as Clint, Reno, Kell, Ian, and Kira. The others cast Micah several odd looks before turning back to the window that looked into the consultation room.


“We have the rest of her doctor’s reports.” Jordan, a.k.a. Live Wire, commander of the group, slapped a file in his hand. “Can you believe that old biddie in there browbeat the doctor that’s been overseeing Risa’s care? She had no idea of the long-term effects of the Whore’s Dust.”


Micah snapped the file open, read it quickly, and felt a boiling rage building inside him.


“Does she know yet?” he asked as he read the reports on the tests that Risa was required to take monthly. The presence of the Whore’s Dust in her system hadn’t abated, and put last night into clear perspective for Micah.


It didn’t help the rage building inside him but made it understandable. The Whore’s Dust created an almost violent reaction during intercourse, especially for a woman. The explosive clash of sensations was often terrifying; the sexual release, if it was even attained, was stronger, and only built the need higher.


This was how Risa had handled it. She didn’t let it happen. The toys in her drawer didn’t help. And the night before, in his arms, she had fought her release with such strength that if she’d orgasmed, it had been no more than a weak facsimile of what it could have been.


Damn her.


Damn Fuentes and that fucking drug.


“According to her doctor, and we had to send Nik in to talk to him, Abigail Clay threatened his reputation, both public and private, if he informed her granddaughter of the effects. She stated Risa was terrified enough of her own body; she didn’t want to make matters worse.”


In ways, Micah almost agreed with her.


“Who’s going in to talk to them first?” he asked.


He knew what had to be done. There was a contract on Risa’s life, and the enemy Micah had been searching for for six years was rumored to have been given the job. The same man who had killed his mother, and ultimately his father, was now waiting for the opportunity to slice into Risa as well.


It was tied directly to her kidnapping. The U.S. government had known there were other men involved, especially an as yet unnamed scientist who had been trying to reproduce the date rape drug after the death of Fuentes’s scientist.


Diego Fuentes hadn’t known the scientist. All he had known was that his contact, Jansen Clay, was working with the other man to re-create the drug. Diego had blocked them several times, simply out of greed. He wanted to control the creation he had bankrolled. He hadn’t wanted others’ greedy fingers involved in it.


But why strike at Risa now? The only answer was her medical records. Someone, outside of the government, was finding a way to keep watch on both her medical and psychological files, because in the past months she had begun having flashes of memory. Voices, shadowy faces. She was remembering more than just a hazy, distant dreamlike version of what had happened to her that night and during her stay at the asylum. She was actually beginning to remember details.


“I’ll go in first with the attorney from the Department of Justice,” Jordan finally answered Micah. “We’ll need Risa to sign off on this, otherwise, the DOJ will walk away from her. If he walks out, then we’re pulled off the assignment. Let’s pray she listens to reason.”


Oh, she would listen to reason, one way or the other, Micah promised silently.


He laid the file aside and focused on her now. She wasn’t wearing makeup. Her hair had been pulled back from her face and tied at the back of her neck. Her eyes were shadowed with dark circles, her lips were compressed, and there was a flush mantling her cheeks—remnants of lust. He well understood that, though he knew the strength of it was more from the Whore’s Dust than her inability to climax the night before.


Hell, if he’d had that doctor’s report he would have known what the hell was wrong with her. Instead, the team had relied on the abbreviated report that Abigail Clay had overseen.


That old biddie was so damned protective of Risa now that she was worse than a junkyard dog. The old woman had nearly collapsed when she had learned the truth of what her son had done to her granddaughter. Micah had heard Kell and Clint’s report of the night they had rescued her from the asylum and contacted the grandmother. When she had arrived at the hospital and learned the truth of what had happened, the grandmother had attacked Clint. Not because her son was dead but because she hadn’t been able to kill him herself.


She had overseen her granddaughter ever since, despite Risa’s refusal to allow it.


“The attorney is here, Jordan.” Nik opened the door and stuck his head inside, his long Nordic blond hair falling over his face, his icy blue eyes piercing the darkness. “He says rock and roll.”


Jordan nodded, collected his files, and left the room.


Micah turned his attention to the room.


Risa sat in full view of the mirror, giving Micah a clear view of her from the other side. Those damned baggy clothes she was wearing pissed him off. The long white blouse was pulled out over loose slacks. She wore flat shoes. She was hiding. If she thought dressing like a bag lady was going to still his desire, then she’d better think again.


He inhaled slowly, deeply, and watched as the federal attorney stepped inside with Jordan.


“Mr. Landowne. Ladies.” The attorney nodded to them as he took his seat at the end of the table. Jordan sat at the other end, remaining silent.


“What’s the meaning of this, Carl?” Attorney Landowne flashed the federal attorney a glare. “Since when do you call me Mister?”


“Sorry, Marion.” The federal attorney grimaced. “This is official. We have some news that affects your client, and an official proposition for her. I wasn’t certain you’d want to keep this on a first-name basis under those circumstances.”


Carl Stephens stared back at the private attorney coolly. Stephens’s graying brown hair was brushed back from his face, his hazel eyes were somber.


“What is the meaning of this?” Abigail Clay leaned forward in her chair, her renowned fiery temper sparkling in her light blue eyes. “Carl, I’ve known you since you were in diapers. You were a friend of the family for years, before Jansen’s evil infected that relationship. Don’t start pulling bull on me, because I know you too well to tolerate it.”


“Grandmother.” Risa’s voice was warning. “You promised to behave yourself.”


Risa appeared calm. She sat, her arms crossed on the table, her expression composed, but Micah saw the fear in her eyes.


Abigail Clay grimaced, her lined face tightening as a flash of agony pierced her gaze as she looked at her granddaughter. The old woman’s hands trembled and her lips tightened as she sat back with a furious look at the attorney.


“Thank you, Miss Clay.” The federal attorney glanced at Risa. “We informed your doctor of the penalties of withholding information from the government, Miss Clay, and from his patient.” He nodded at her before turning back to Abigail. “I should inform you before we begin that I need to take a moment to explain to Miss Clay the truth of the tests her doctor has done each month.”


Abigail paled as Risa stared back at the attorney, her expression becoming still, frozen.


Micah tensed, forcing himself to remain in his chair as the attorney explained the tests she had taken each month and what they were for. When the attorney explained that the Whore’s Dust was still present in her system, and the ramifications of it, heat blazed in her face and fear filled her eyes.


The explanation was shaming her. Micah could see it. The knowledge that any arousal she had would be increased at least tenfold. That orgasms would be explosive. That the sexual needs would be more painful at times than others and sometimes torturous, according to how the drug worked on her system. If she had been pale before the explanation, then she was paper white when the attorney finished.


“What was the reason for this?” Abigail rasped furiously as she shoved her chair back and rose to her feet. “Look at her, and you wonder why I wouldn’t allow that morbid doctor to tell her about it? She’s been fine without knowing.”


Dressed in silk tan slacks and a creamy blouse, the older woman paced a few steps, came to a stop, then ran her fingers through her short, stylish hair.


“Enough, Grandmother,” Risa said softly. “You shouldn’t have lied to me.”


“It was for—”


“If you say it was for my own good one more time, then I will leave Atlanta.” Risa looked up at her, and Micah saw the determination on her face, as well as the pain. “I’m not a child that you need to shelter. If you have to lie to me, then you aren’t helping me.”


Abigail covered her lips with her hand as she propped her other hand on her hip and turned away from her granddaughter.


“This is all very interesting, Mr. Stephens,” Risa said then, her voice hoarse, rough, Micah knew, from her tears. “But I’m sure you have more to do than to oversee doctors’ reports. Why are we here?”


Carl Stephens leaned forward, his gaze somber. “Your psychologist’s reports are quite factual and they’ve been sent to us monthly. In the past months you’ve reported that the memories are becoming clearer, you actually remember phrases, and you remember that the other man with Jansen Clay the night of your kidnapping mentioned stability tests and an amount of money to be paid if he managed to reproduce a drug.”


Micah watched as she followed tightly. “I was unaware you were overseeing that as well,” she said faintly.


“Miss Clay, anything you remember of that night, or your time in the hospital, is important to us. As you know, that drug is damned dangerous. Keeping it off the streets is imperative.”


She nodded jerkily. “You have the records; they’re accurate. I haven’t remembered anything more. What does this have to do with why we’re here now?”


She was lying. Micah saw it flash in her eyes. She had remembered something more, perhaps last night; was that why she had run?


Carl looked down for a long second before lifting his gaze and meeting hers.


“Someone else has managed to get hold of those records as well,” he said gently. “There’s a contract out on your life, Miss Clay. Two million dollars.” Abigail Clay cried out in protest as Risa sat frozen. “The assassin rumored to have picked it up is called Orion. His methods aren’t pleasant. Actually they’re particularly painful. He’s an international concern to the United States. This is the first time we’ve had advance notice of his intent to strike and we mean to capture him. We need your help.”


Risa swayed.


Micah was out of his chair and bursting out of the room the second he saw her eyes glaze, saw the imminent shock racing through her system. Damn Stephens. Damn them all to hell.


He didn’t knock on the door where the meeting was being held; he threw it open and stepped inside, moving quickly to Risa’s side, his arms going around her as she stumbled from her chair.


He caught her against his chest, glaring at Stephens as her nails clawed at his jacket and an animalistic sound of pain left her throat.


“Bastard,” he snarled furiously. “You could have done this easier.”


“Who the hell are you?” Abigail stood behind Risa like a protective tigress. “Release her this minute. I’ll care for her. I cared for her when you bastards left her on my doorstep like she didn’t matter.” Tears ran down her face as she yelled up at him, her hands reaching for her granddaughter, trying to pull her from Micah’s arms. “Damn you!”


Risa was dying inside.


She couldn’t cry. It felt locked inside her. She wanted to hide. She wanted to find a hole and sink inside it; she wanted to scream in agony; she wanted to plead for answers.


Why? Why her?


Her father had sat and watched as another man raped her. Helped hold her down while they injected that vicious drug inside her that made her respond, made her beg. He saw her as unworthy to even sell to the highest bidder. How sick was that? And now, just when she thought she could live, it was to find out this.


She laughed. She couldn’t believe she was laughing. Evidently others couldn’t, either, because all sound ceased in the room.


She lifted her head from Micah’s shoulder and pushed away from him. God, she didn’t want to be touched; she didn’t want his pity.


She turned to the federal attorney and laughed in his face.


“Two million dollars?” She wanted to scream in agony. “My father didn’t think I was worth fucking, my own government didn’t even get a clue when I was institutionalized for nearly two years, but someone out there thinks my life is now worth two million dollars?”


Pain lashed at her chest, stealing her breath at the compassion in both attorneys’ eyes now. Pity. They felt sorry for her.


“Risa. That’s enough.” Micah’s hands settled on her shoulders, his grip firm, warm.


She wanted to turn into him and soak in that warmth. She wanted to beg him to make it all better, to make the demons go away, to take the pain away, to find her one moment of peace. She wanted to plead for it, and she couldn’t.


“Miss Clay, I understand your anger,” the federal attorney began.


“Do you, Mr. Stephens?” she questioned him roughly. “Do you understand any damned thing at this moment?” She stared around the room. Her grandmother and her attorney. Her grandmother had kept the doctor’s reports from her, had denied allowing her the knowledge of what was going on with her own body.


“Why did you lie to me?” she whispered. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth?”


“Risa, you were finally finding some peace,” Abigail cried softly. “I couldn’t tell you. The doctor has to be wrong; it’s been years.”


“I had a right to know.” Her fists clenched at her side. “God, do you think I’m stupid? Do you think I hadn’t realized something was wrong with me? Do you have any idea how I felt, Grandmother?”


Of course she didn’t. No one asked, no wanted to hear, so Risa hadn’t spoken of it. And she couldn’t very well tell her grandmother she was dying to be fucked.


“And what the hell are you doing here?” She turned to Micah, avoiding his gaze, avoiding the demand in it, the pity she was terrified of seeing.


“Miss Clay, Mr. Sloane is private agent on loan to the Department of Justice. He and his team will be your protection.”


She was going to throw up. She turned to the mirror, the two-way glass, wondering who watched now. Then she turned to Micah.


“They knew,” she whispered, her lips numb now. “Last night, all of them, they knew who you were.”


“They knew,” he said, his tone firm, quiet.


They had lied to her. Morganna and Clint, Ian and Kira, Kell and Emily, Reno and Raven. They had all lied to her.


“Did they even know you?” she asked then, wondering at the extent of the lies.


“I’ve worked with Reno and the others several times,” he stated. “I’ve known them for years. When the Department of Justice contacted my team for your protection, we contacted Reno’s because they’re here in Atlanta.”


“They’re no longer with the Navy.” She remembered that. Morganna and Raven had thrown a party when their husbands had finally left the Navy.


“No, they aren’t with the Navy. They’re private now, Risa, the same as I and my team.”


They were private. That was why they were gone so often, because they were private. Like Micah. Because they were liars. Because Clint had stood in her face and chided her for hiding in her apartment, convincing her to come to the club with them and to meet his very good friend Micah.


“Perfect.” She laughed again, a hollow, mocking sound that tore at her chest as it escaped. “How fucking perfect. Is Clint back there?” She waved her hand toward the mirror. “Is Morganna with him? Do you think they both know just how pleased I am to be used this way?” She screamed the question at him.


She was coming apart inside. She could feel it. She was unraveling like a ball of twine and she couldn’t seem to stop the destruction.


Turning away from Micah, she faced the attorney instead. She didn’t know him. He didn’t matter. The fool she had made of herself the night before didn’t affect his little world one way or the other.


“So tell me, Mr. Stephens.” Breathing was almost impossible. She felt as though she were going to go to her knees at any moment. “Exactly what does the all-powerful United States of America need from me? Should I paint a target on my chest? How about taking out an ad in the newspaper? You can watch me then? See who bites?”


She hated the pity in that bastard’s eyes. How dare he stare at her with such somber compassion?


“No, Miss Clay,” he said gently, his hands braced on the table as her own attorney wiped his hands helplessly over his face. “We want you to work with us, and with Mr. Sloane. We want you to allow our agent into your home, pretend he’s your lover. While you do this, his team will watch you; they’ll cover you completely. When Orion tries to strike, we’ll be there. If you remember anything at any time, then we’ll know and we can assist you.”


She licked her dry lips and fought the dry heaves that twisted in her stomach. Maybe she should have eaten that morning after all; at least then she would have had something to throw up.


“How do they protect me against a bullet?” She shook her head mockingly. “I’m not stupid, Mr. Stephens. He’d be impossible to track.”


His expression flickered with regret before he looked over her shoulder.


“Risa, sit down for this.” Micah’s hands touched her shoulders again.


This time when she tried to jerk away, they tightened. A second later he turned her around, stared down at her, his black eyes flickering with fury as she slapped at his chest.


“Stop fighting me,” he demanded roughly. “You don’t want to stand up for this. If you want the truth, then sit your ass down and listen.”


His harsh tone broke through the ice forming in her belly. She had to swallow tightly, had to grip her control with the last of her strength as she pushed back from him and slowly took her seat again.


She glared at him when he sat down beside her. She wasn’t happy with the glare she received in return.


Turning back to the attorney, she forced a tight smile to her face. “So he doesn’t use bullets?”


Attorney Stephens took his seat and shook his head. “He doesn’t use bullets.”


“Go ahead and spit it out,” she demanded. “Let’s not pretend to care about my feelings at this late date if you don’t mind.”


His nostrils flared, but the compassion in his eyes never dimmed.


“He finds a way to sedate his victims and kidnap them. As I said, this is the first advance notice we’ve had of one of his marks. This is our chance, Miss Clay, to make certain he never kills again. And, with any luck, our chance to find out who hired him, and what they’re afraid you know.”


“How does he kill them?”


Stephens looked down at the table for a long moment before lifting his gaze back to hers. “He has two manners of killing. If it’s a male, he’s rather merciful. He simply cuts their throats. His female victims, he’s not so gentle with. He ties them down, legs raised, wrists down. He slices their wrists and watches them bleed out.”


She blinked back at him. She could sense the edges of her vision growing dim and forced her head to the table, forced herself to close her eyes and fight back the need to faint. Hell, she was going to swoon for damned sure. Wasn’t that so Southern?


“Risa.” She felt Micah’s hand at her back, a warm, comforting weight that sent talons of aching need slicing through her. “We can protect you. As Carl said, this is the first time we’ve had warning. We can protect you.”


She shook her head, lifted it, and stared across the table at her grandmother. Abigail was deathly pale, her face streaked with tears, her expression tormented.


Her hand reached out to Risa. Shaking, fighting the terror rising inside her, she took her grandmother’s fragile hand in her own.


“I’m so sorry, baby,” Abigail sobbed, her tears running freely now, her voice hoarse with anger and pain. “I’m so sorry I gave birth to that monster. God forgive me, Risa, I’m so sorry.”


Risa’s grandmother laid her head on the table and sobbed as their attorney rose from the table and moved to her. Risa could only watch her helplessly. Poor Grandmother. How much pain was she supposed to endure? She had faced her son’s atrocities, and now she was facing her granddaughter’s imminent death.


Risa turned to the attorney, feeling a strange, dark calm settle over her.


“I will require another agent,” she stated. “I can’t work with the one you’ve chosen.”


She couldn’t face him, couldn’t pretend with him. Not after the night before. Humiliation crawled inside her, blistering, threatening the ice she needed to remain calm, to remain sane.


“Unacceptable.”


Her head jerked around to Micah as he bit out the word with harsh emphasis. His black eyes were furious now. He stared down at her, a muscle ticcing at his jaw as she fought to hold on to her own control.


“Why?” she whispered. “Don’t do this to me, Micah. You’ll kill me. How much more do I have to endure? Do I have to face you every day, pretend to be your lover when we both know the truth?”


“You don’t want to get into this here.” His head lowered, his lips pulling back in a snarl. “You don’t even want to get this started, Risa. There will be no other agent taking my place. No other man will take my place. If you want to live, then damn you, you’ll accept the man that can keep your ass alive.”


“Why?” Agony was a burden she didn’t know if she could bear much longer. Humiliation ran as hot and as deep as the arousal she couldn’t get rid of. She had failed with him, and now he wanted to do what? Rub her nose in it? Make her accept it?


“Accept the deal,” he commanded furiously. “You will accept it, and you will accept me. If I have to force your hand, I will. Am I understood?”


A frown snapped between her brows as fury flooded in her eyes.


“Don’t order me,” she snapped back. “I’m not your lapdog, Mr. Sloane. And you will not make me do anything.”


“Don’t bet on it.” Fury snapped between them, nose to nose, glaring, as she felt her clit swell further, her nipples tighten harder.


“I hate you!” She wanted to hit him. She wanted to wipe the command and dominance off his face with her fist.


“Hate me all you like.” His smile was tight, confident. “But you will live, Risa. You will live, or I’ll paddle your ass until you can’t sit for a week.”


Her eyes widened as outrage flooded her. “You wouldn’t dare!”


“Oh, my little sweet, trust me. I’d dare that and much more.”













CHAPTER 6





THE DOOR DIDN’T slam behind them when Risa closed it later that afternoon. It closed quietly, the dead bolt clicked into position, and when she turned, she froze. Two men stood in her living room, dressed in light overalls with the name of a cleaning company emblazoned on them.


Micah didn’t seem overly concerned by the fact that two strange men were in her apartment.


One was tall, six and a half feet at least, white blond hair hanging to his shoulders, ice blue eyes regarding her with a hint of somber interest rather than pity. The other was shorter, with dark blond hair and gray eyes. The second man watched her with more than somber interest. There was hint of mischief to his expression, a decided curl of amusement about his lips. She decided to dislike him on the spot, simply because he was the only one who appeared as if he might protest it.


“Hey, Micah, are you introducing us?” The darker blond, amused male lifted his brows in query as he lifted a vacuum. “Here we’ve been sweeping up your bugs and being good little boys. There were some bad boys in here, too.”


“I have bugs in my apartment?” She frowned. “You’re not pest control. Call them.”


“They’re both pests and pest control,” Micah grunted as he glanced at the vacuum. “Did you deactivate them?”


Risa paused and stared at the vacuum as the meaning began to sink in. Not real bugs, listening devices. Someone had placed listening devices in her home?


“All of them. We, umm, found something interesting, too.” The darker-haired one glanced at her again. “We cleaned the overhead light fixtures, changed the bulbs and all that good stuff. She had an interesting little camera above her bed. Wireless. Snazzy as hell.”


Risa drew in a hard breath as Micah cursed under his breath.


Surprise, surprise, she thought with a rather distant feeling of extreme humiliation. Not only was someone listening to her, but they also were watching her. Had she done anything embarrassing lately? Had she masturbated or attempted to since that camera had been installed?


“You’re a bastard, John,” Micah growled. “Take your toys back to base and let the others go over them, see if they can track the wireless link.”


Risa turned from them all and moved to her bedroom. She couldn’t deal with them. She couldn’t deal with herself at the moment.


As the bedroom door closed behind her, Micah grimaced and turned to Nik and John. The Russian and Australian rarely worked well together, but today it seemed as though they had come to blows.


“Thanks for letting her know about the damned bug in the bedroom,” Micah snapped at the shorter agent.


John’s brows rose. “Mate, you’re getting a little intense, aren’t you?” he drawled, a frown working on his tanned brow as his accent grated across Micah’s nerves. John only let that accent slip free when he wanted to piss someone off.


“I’ll worry about my intensity,” Micah told him. “You worry about getting those bugs to Jordan. See if he can get anything off them.”


“On our way then.” John nodded, though he continued to watch Micah carefully.


John moved for the door as Nik held back. When the door closed behind John, Micah turned to the Russian and lifted a brow questioningly.


“We have base set up across the hall,” Nik told him. “As well as surveillance. Tehya and Kira are on-site and want to discuss Risa’s medical records with you as well as the psychological report. They asked that you come over as soon as possible.”


Micah nodded. He had some questions he needed answered and he knew the two women had consulted with one of the government scientists working to understand the drug and exactly how it worked on the human body.


“I’ll be over there in a few hours.” He nodded as he glanced toward the closed bedroom door where Risa had disappeared.


She was too calm. From the moment she’d backed down from him and agreed to the operation, she had been too damned calm.


“I’ll let them know.” Nik nodded. “We have surveillance on her apartment from across the hall, and we’ll have someone on you whenever you leave. We have Black Jack and Wild Card with the grandmother providing protection there and the Durango team is providing backup here. We should have all our bases covered.”


Should have. If. Maybe. Son of a bitch, Micah didn’t like this. He hadn’t liked it from the beginning, simply because he’d known that even if she survived, Risa would be damaged again by the whole op.


And he’d been right. Last night had been a fucking fiasco. He should have never walked away from her and left her alone in that bedroom, no matter how shaky his control had been.


Two minutes, he’d told himself. All he’d needed was two minutes to get a handle on the need to fuck into her, regardless of the tension that had begun building in her. That tension hadn’t been sexual. It had been fear. Each time she had come close to release, she had locked up, fought it back, and managed to escape the explosive release he had felt building inside her.


Two minutes had given her just enough time to run from him. Just enough time to escape before he could return and ease her into her climax.


He’d been too damned hard, too horny. The need for her had risen inside him like nothing he had ever known before. No woman had ever made him as hungry, as fast, as Risa had.


Micah locked the dead bolts after Nik checked the hall and left the apartment. Turning, Micah stared around the room, wondering how the hell he was supposed to handle this one.


He’d managed to fuck up last night. The combination of the minute quantity of Whore’s Dust that he hadn’t known was in her system and her fears mixed with his own needs had made for a fiasco that had obviously ended up frightening her away. Thank God Nik and John had been outside, seen her leaving, and followed her. With the presence of the bugs in the apartment, it was obvious Orion was already on the job.


And it was obvious Micah and Risa were going to have to talk, very soon. He’d deliberately provoked her earlier, pissed her off, and pushed her into anger rather than shock.


That look of blank horror on her face had stripped his control. For the first time in years, Micah had felt something other than the need for vengeance. The need to protect, the fury at her pain, the control-stripping need to shelter her, had taken hold of him with a stranglehold he had been unable to break. It was no wonder the other members of the unit were watching him warily now.


Pushing his hands wearily over his hair, he stalked into the kitchen, checked the refrigerator and pantry for groceries, and spent time making a grocery list. Next, he moved around the apartment, except for her bedroom, and checked the windows and shades.


Then, he broached the bedroom.


Risa was on the bed staring up at the light fixture curiously. Where would someone have planted a camera? The decorative glass light cover was frosted with a series of designs cascading over it. It took her a while, but as she stared at it, she noticed that within the pattern of raised rosebuds, one was missing. Right in the center.


A glass rosebud for a camera? She imagined it could be done; technology was clearly able to produce one. Too bad that the men who used that technology couldn’t be sane.


Maybe sanity, like beauty, though, was in the eye of the beholder.


God, she was a mess. She could feel herself shaking from the inside out. It had been all she could do to sign her name to the papers the attorney had given her at the Federal Building.


Running and hiding wasn’t an option, he had assured her, as though he had known that was exactly what she wanted to do. Unfortunately, there didn’t appear to be a hole deep enough or dark enough to protect her from the man they called Orion.


A killer. A man who strapped his victims down and drained them of their blood. Watched them die and probably found immeasurable pleasure from it.


She had to press her hand to her stomach. Again. She fought back the need to gag, because there was nothing in her stomach to throw up.


She hadn’t even eaten today. She almost laughed as she remembered that. Hunger hadn’t been high on her list of priorities this morning. When her attorney had called requesting that she and her grandmother accompany him to the Federal Building to sign some papers, Risa had never imagined that the thought of food would only make her sicker later.


Now she understood why he had been so vague about explaining why they had to sign those papers immediately. He’d implied the papers had to do with the vast holdings the government had seized from Jansen Clay.


Risa had been fighting for years for items that had belonged to her mother, who had died years before Risa’s kidnapping. Jewelry, a few antiques Jansen’s second wife had taken possession of, and some pictures. Risa had prayed that was being resolved, only to learn that her life was only going to hell faster than it had been.


She still couldn’t make sense of it. Jansen hadn’t thought she was worth trying to sell, but someone else thought it was worth 2 million to kill her. It was enough to be laughable. She would laugh again if she weren’t afraid she would end up screaming.


Sitting up on the bed, knees bent, she laid her head against her arms, closed her eyes, and breathed out as she fought the panic rising inside her.


She had agreed to play bait. Here she sat, in her apartment, for all intents and purposes with her new lover. That was enough to make her cry. Her body was still sizzling, despite the truth of her situation, and the need to touch him again was like a fever burning inside her. Because of that fucking drug. Because it was messing with her normal arousal and making it worse. It was destroying her from the inside out.


At the sound of the bedroom door opening, she tensed, biting her lip as she swore she felt Micah enter the room.


“I ordered dinner.” His voice washed over her and sent ripples of awareness coursing over her.


She nodded in reply.


“I’ve also sent out an order for groceries.” His voice hardened, Risa nodded again.


“We need to talk about this, Risa. Now, while it’s safe to talk here. Ignoring the situation isn’t going to make it better.”


“I’m really good at ignoring things,” she muttered. “Trust me, it’s not that hard to do, and it really does make life easier.”


“Until you’re dead?” he asked coldly.


Her head lifted at that. “Fate’s a bitch, isn’t she?”


His lips tightened. “Get out of bed and get in here and talk to me, before I join you.”


She laughed at that. She was amazed that she could laugh without breaking into hysteria.


“Well, wouldn’t we just hate to make you do that?” she stated mockingly as she pulled herself from the bed and moved for the door. “I’d hate to put you out to that extent again.”


Electricity seemed to race over her body as she passed him at the doorway. It was all she could do to control the gasp that built in her throat, or the need to touch him.


“You ran out on me last night,” he stated as she moved to the couch and curled into the corner. “Why?”


She stared back at him in surprise. “That’s rather self-explanatory, wouldn’t you think?”


Why did he care? It wasn’t as though she had done anything for him.


“If you had waited, Risa, we could have fixed the problem.”


Looking away from him, she wondered rather mockingly exactly how they could have fixed that problem for him.


“There’s nothing to fix,” she pushed out between stiff lips. “We’re stuck together; I understand that. I’ll try to stay out of your way as much as possible.”


“Yeah, you do that,” he snarled back at her.


She looked away from him, concentrating instead on the small office area she had created in the corner of the room. The corner desk, file cabinet, and computer. She had work to do there, but she couldn’t seem to get a handle on actually doing the work. The accounting she did from home kept the bills paid; it kept her from having to dip into the small trust fund her mother had left her, and kept her grandmother from having to support her.


“Did we need to discuss anything else?” she asked. “I’m tired. I thought a shower and a nap—”


“I said I ordered dinner.” He sat down in the chair across from her. “And I said we needed to talk.”


“Just because you said it doesn’t mean I agree with your decision.” There was a chance she didn’t have much longer to live anyway; she wasn’t going to spend her last days on earth kowtowing to his arrogance. It was bad enough that now that he was here, she couldn’t seem to get a handle on her own arousal. She needed to change panties, she was so damned wet.


He ran his hand over his face, and for a second Risa saw the weariness that marked his expression. He must not have slept last night, she thought, then felt perversely glad. Because she hadn’t slept last night, either.


“Risa, we need to come to an understanding to make this work,” he warned her, his dark eyes flashing with frustration.


“We have an understanding,” she assured him. “I understand you have to stay here to catch a killer. There’s a spare bedroom and bathroom; make yourself at home. I’ll try to stay out of your way as much as possible.”


Something dark and dangerous flashed in his eyes. His expression became emotionless, cold. For a moment fear skated down her spine; then her shoulders straightened. It wasn’t as though he could kill her for talking back to him. And God, she was tired of putting her head down and simply trying not to antagonize fate.


Fate had slapped her so damned hard already that she was still reeling.


“Look.” She lifted her hand as he started to speak. “Last night was a mistake, and I apologize for dragging you into my problems. I…” She swallowed tightly. “Sometimes, you just need to be touched, you know? I shouldn’t have chosen you. I should have walked away and just picked up a damned drunk stranger or something.”


She wondered if Micah could have fucked her drunk. She hated that he hadn’t found any pleasure with her. It sliced into her with a sharper pain than her own inability to find the satisfaction she had needed. It wasn’t his fault. He’d been dragged into this. He had probably felt that he had to go through with taking her because of this operation he was on. He appeared willing to do anything to catch Orion. Even fuck her.


“You amaze me.” His voice was cold; his eyes were like pits of black ice.


“Yeah, I amaze myself sometimes.” She held back the tears, the need to cry. She held back the need to curl into his arms and find some hint of comfort. She was tired, shaky, and terrified. And in her entire life she had never known a place as secure as she had felt when he had held her the night before.


“What else do we need to talk about?”


“Your inability to climax.”


She flinched at the statement. Humiliation curled in the pit of her stomach.


She shrugged. “That wasn’t your fault.”


“I should have waited on your doctor’s report,” he said. “If I had known the Whore’s Dust was still in your system, then I would have known what to do.”


She crossed her arms over her breasts and stared away from him. Heat seared her face, her neck. She didn’t want to talk about this. She couldn’t bear to talk about this.


“Risa, the effect of the Whore’s Dust is frightening. We’ve been gathering reports for years on the men and women who survived the initial wave of that drug. You were given enough that it attached to the pleasure receptors in your brain. It leaves the body slowly, very slowly. To understand what’s going on when it kicks in, you need to understand the effects of it.”


No. She didn’t want to know. She swallowed convulsively, remembering last night all too well as the need for touch built inside her again.


“After the initial injection, it doesn’t make you want sex so much as it makes the need for sex stronger. It makes the sensations stronger.”


“I can’t talk about this.” She came to her feet as hysteria threatened to break through the fragile control holding it back.


“We have to discuss this, Risa.” He rose as well, facing her now, staring down at her with the inky ice of his gaze. “We have to deal with it. Because I won’t be sleeping in your spare bedroom, or using your spare bath. I’ll be sleeping in the bed with you. This isn’t just a cover, because no doubt Orion knows I’m your bodyguard. This is about us. Period.”


She shook her head. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t let Micah in her bed; she couldn’t share that much of herself with him. God, she didn’t want to share that much with herself. The nights she awoke, her fingers beneath her pajamas, stroking her flesh because she couldn’t protect herself in her sleep. The nightmares. Waking herself with her screams, her pleas. Begging Jansen Clay not to hurt her. Please don’t, Daddy, don’t let him hurt me.


“No.” The word was a hoarse, desperate sound. “That’s not possible.”


She couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t stand knowing she couldn’t satisfy Micah, that she would awaken them both trying desperately to achieve her own satisfaction, or that she would awaken them with her screams.


“That’s very possible,” he assured her. “I’m to be your lover, Risa. You are aware of what a lover is for, aren’t you?”


She shook her head. “No. That wasn’t the deal. The papers didn’t say I had to sleep with you. No one said it had to go that far.”


“But you want it to go that far,” he stated then. “Deny it. You’re aroused.”


She was going to lose the battle with her tears. She was going to collapse to the floor in agony. The ache in her mind, her body, was too strong. The pain was physical, it bit into her so deeply.


She wanted him. Oh God, she wanted to touch him, wanted to be touched. She wanted to feel him inside her again, pressing into her, stretching her, burning her. She wanted him to fuck her so wild and so hard that she felt nothing but the burn, that pleasure and pain combined, and she couldn’t fight either. She needed it until her nails bit into her palms. Until she could taste the need surging into her mouth, reminding her of his kiss.


He had said she wanted it to go that far. That she was aroused. Not that he did. Not that he was. And she was too frightened to even look to see how unaroused he was. If she looked and saw nothing, saw no sign of his erection, she was afraid it would finally break that last thread she had on the control that kept her trying to live day by day.


How sterile had her life become? In the six years since she had been taken from the asylum, she had fought just to live, day by day. To get up in the morning, to make friends, to learn how to defend herself, to find a balance in her life when sometimes she feared there would never be balance.


Now here she stood in front of the only man in those six years whom she had been able to touch, who had touched her. She had gone out several times in the past year determined to find a lover and had always chickened out. Until last night. Last night she had gone to his bed, and she still hadn’t repaired the wound she had suffered from it.


“You can’t deny it, Risa.” His voice was lower, warmer. It throbbed with knowledge, with a false arousal she knew he couldn’t actually feel. He couldn’t want her now. Not after last night.


“Don’t do this to me,” she whispered, feeling the tears building in her throat, nearly strangling her with their strength. “Please, Micah. Don’t hurt me like this.”


Too much was building inside her, too much information she couldn’t handle, that she couldn’t deal with. The Whore’s Dust making her hurt for sex, making her willing to beg to be touched. A contract on her life. And now Micah, a man stronger, more arrogant and dominant, than any she had ever known, and a fascination she couldn’t seem to break away from.


All this for the ugly little girl who couldn’t get a boyfriend when she was a teenager and couldn’t get a lover now unless he had an agenda that required he force an interest in her. A man who hadn’t been able to achieve his satisfaction with the ugly woman she had become.


She covered her mouth with her hand and turned away from him, all but running from him. She was running away. She was hiding because she was weak, because she couldn’t face the truth of what she or her life had become.


“Risa, dammit,” he cursed as the door slammed closed behind her.


She pressed her back to it as her legs gave out and she slid to the floor. As she hugged her knees to her chest, the tears began to fall. She couldn’t hold them back; the pain was too intense. It dug inside her soul and sent a wash of ugly black emotion tearing through her.


For the first time in her life, she hated. Hated with a vicious, horrible strength that frightened her. And the awful truth of it was, there was no one she hated more than herself. She hated her weakness, she hated the helplessness she felt against the events transpiring against her, and she hated the face that Jansen Clay had always assured her was so ugly. So ugly he couldn’t pay a man to fuck her. And God forbid, he had once said, that she would have children and pass that ugliness on.


God forbid that Risa should ever believe that she deserved the things other women did.


 


FRUSTRATION ATE at Micah as he paced the living room in the apartment across from Risa’s. Morganna was in the apartment with her, giving him a chance to gather his control after she had run back to her bedroom. She was running away from him and running away from the danger. She had to face both. She would face him, and she would do it soon, he assured himself.


He was willing to let her bury her head in the sand for the moment, because he understood that the implications of the danger she was in were overwhelming. But tonight she would face him, and she would face the fact that there would be no turning away any longer.


“I have her psychologist’s report here.” Kira Richards was sitting on the floor in front of a long coffee table scattered with files. “This is a mess, Micah,” she sighed. “Her father did a job on her before he ever allowed her to be raped.” Micah flinched at the word but turned back to Kira and retook his seat on the couch.


He hadn’t had the reports before meeting with Risa last night. There hadn’t been time. They knew Orion had accepted the job. Moving quickly had been imperative. It was still imperative, but for different reasons.


Micah had read the files when he stepped in the room. He’d spent over an hour reading them as he waited for the delivery time that the restaurant had quoted for the food. Blanchard’s, one of his favorite restaurants, didn’t deliver fast; they delivered good food instead.


That extra time had given him the chance to go over the files, pages and pages of childhood events that Risa had told the psychologist about, as well as the psychologist’s diagnosis.


“How did she survive this?” Kira whispered as she read one of the papers. “He told her she was so ugly he couldn’t imagine her passing it on to her children?” Horror crossed her face as she lifted her gaze to Micah. “She remembers when he helped drug her, that he laughed that he’d never be able to sell her. He was lucky to pay someone to fuck her? She had no boyfriends when she was younger, and only a few friends.” She shook her head. “Her psychologist is amazed she doesn’t have to put her on drugs. According to her report—”


“According to her report, ‘Risa is sound mentally, physically, and psychologically, with only a few issues that need to be worked out. Most important is that of her worth to herself as well as to others,’” he quoted. “I read the report.” He may not totally have agreed with it. Risa was wounded, but she was strong. Healing her would require more than dealing with a few issues.


He forced himself to calm as he checked his watch again. He wanted to be there when dinner was delivered. He was going to make certain she ate. She had lost too much weight in the past year. She was still healthy, but he knew it wouldn’t take much longer before that changed. She hadn’t eaten before the meeting this morning, and she definitely hadn’t eaten afterward.


“Risa is our best chance to catch Orion.” Jordan spoke up from where he sat at a bank of security monitors. “If she cracks emotionally or mentally, then there’s a chance he’ll take her and we’ll lose her.”


“She won’t crack.” Micah was going to make sure of it.


“Micah, you might not be able to stop it,” Morganna said softly. “She’s twenty-six; she’s had a lifetime to believe the crap her father filled her head with. With the addition of the Whore’s Dust and now Orion, she may not come out of this without scars none of us can fix.”


“There will always be scars.” He flashed her a harsh look. “Her soul is scarred from the inside out, Kira. No one can change that. That doesn’t mean she can’t be happy. It doesn’t mean she’s not a beautiful, vibrant woman.”


Kira knew that Risa wasn’t ugly in any way—she had pretty eyes, a beautiful smile when she bothered to smile—but she wasn’t exactly pretty, either. The girl leaned a bit to the plain side. Her features weren’t distinguishing. She was a woman who would easily be overlooked unless you knew her. But the more Kira got to know her, the more she saw that there was a uniqueness to Risa that made her very pretty.


Kira watched as Micah picked one of the eight-by-ten black-and-white pictures that had been snapped of Risa during their surveillance of her in the past week. Black-and-white did nothing to compliment her, but Micah’s expression was…entranced?


“Her eyes sparkle when she finds a reason to be happy,” he murmured. “And even saddened, there’s a light in them that assures me she will fight to live.” He touched the face in the photo. “Why do you think she doesn’t see herself as pretty?” He lifted his gaze back to Kira as he frowned. “Her smile is filled with warmth, and even in these pictures you can see the need for laughter, for passion, lighting her features.” He tossed the picture back to the table. “How could a father be so vile, Kira? So evil?”


Kira almost smiled. When she looked at that picture, she saw it, too. She saw the life on Risa’s face that Micah had picked up on. She saw the curiosity in Risa’s eyes; she saw the latent passion. She had missed it all before, and seeing it gave the girl a prettiness that couldn’t be denied.


Hell. Beauty was in the eye of the beholder; she had always heard that. In this case, perhaps it was more true than she had ever known.













CHAPTER 7





NIGHTFALL CAME too soon. Risa had never realized how much she’d hated the earlier winter nights until that night. When she was faced with the prospect of getting ready to go to bed with Micah.


She couldn’t do it. Every time she thought of it, she remembered being in his bed the night before, and that farce it had turned into.


But it was dark. She always went to bed early. She got up early. If she managed to sleep at all. Last night, she hadn’t slept, and her body was demanding rest.


Her mind was another matter entirely.


“You’re worrying too much,” he stated as she found herself staring at her computer screen, the numbers in the accounting program blending in front of her eyes. “You’re tired, Risa. Get ready and go on to bed. I’ll come in later.”


She hated that tone. That compassionate let’s-pamper-the-baby tone. She didn’t need him to pamper or patronize her.


She turned slowly in her chair and glared at him. He was sitting back on her couch as though he owned it, the television blaring some news program as those black eyes flicked over her body before coming back to her face.


As though he was remembering the night before. How did he remember it? she wondered. As the total failure it had been on her part?


“Why would I want to do that?” she asked carefully. “It’s barely ten.”


His lips seemed to thin. God, those lips were so gorgeous, and they could kiss like a dream. Like a particularly hot, wicked, sensual dream. She knew. His lips had been on hers, licking at her lips, nipping at them. He had kissed her as though he had meant to devour her.


“You’re so exhausted, you’re close to falling asleep at the computer.” He frowned back at her. “You should be well aware by now that I’m not going to hurt you. Sleeping in the bed with me won’t be nearly so traumatic as fucking me in one, surely.”


Her face flushed. Risa felt the rise of red-hot color washing over her features as she stared back at him in furious amazement.


“That was completely uncalled for.” She jumped from her seat, outraged. “If you can’t keep a civil tongue in your mouth, then don’t speak.”


She fell back on her grandmother’s antiquated superiority. God, was she so lacking that she couldn’t even bear hearing the word from his lips? Fucking. They had fucked. He had fucked her. She wanted to cover her ears in the hopes of blotting out the thoughts. Because she didn’t find it nearly as distasteful as she wanted to. The implications of the word brought to mind the sweaty, slick movements of their bodies together. Her cries. His groans. The touch of his hands, the thrust of his cock inside her.


She nearly had to clench her thighs together to hold back the overpowering lust.


Whore’s Dust, was it? She couldn’t imagine it. Nothing had felt so natural as wanting Micah.


“You go to bed if you’re so tired,” she finally snapped. “I’ll be in later.”


He grinned. That sensually full, mobile mouth curved into a grin of sheer male confidence and superiority. The kind of grin she had seen her friends’ husbands give their wives when they were determined to get their way.


“I’m very tired,” he informed her. “A little minx kept me up well past my bedtime last night, then skipped out on me and forced me to follow after her. I stared into her window like a lovesick Romeo pining for her attention.”


“Or a covert agent hoping she hadn’t managed to get herself kidnapped before you could capture her murderer,” she snarled back in reply. “Orion matters so much to you that you were willing to fuck someone you didn’t even know to get to him?”


His brow arched. “Such language, Risa.” Amusement glittered in his black eyes. “Be careful. You’re liable to give me a hard-on talking that way. I’d be extremely uncomfortable sleeping if you did.”


She almost lost her breath at the thought. Micah, aroused, in her bed. A shiver worked up her spine before she managed to turn away from him and stomp to the window on the opposite side of the room.


She stared into the park across from the apartment building, fighting to make sense of her response to him rather than any other man.


Not that there had been men to choose from, unfortunately. But Micah was like the epitome of men. Look in the dictionary for “male” and there most certainly would be a picture of him staring back.


He was tall, dark-skinned. Jeans hugged his ass. A white cotton shirt emphasized his leanly muscled shoulders. And he wore boots. He was wearing boots. Cowboy boots that were well worn, faded, and scarred. The perfect kind of bad-boy boots.


“Risa.”


She jumped as his face joined hers in the glass of the window; then his hands fell on her shoulders as he pulled her back, allowing the curtain to fall into place once again.


Risa shuddered at the warmth of his hands even as she pulled herself away from him and turned to glare at him.


“What?”


He watched her, his eyes no longer amused, but somber instead.


“You should stay away from the curtains,” he said. “A direct line of sight will allow certain devices to hear anything you’re saying. The heavy curtains over the windows and the interference of the television would otherwise block it.”


Oh.


She stared at the television, then back to the window as dismay washed over her. She’d spent so much time in a perpetual shadow during the months she had been in the clinic. She loved the sunlight. She loved having it shine through clean windows and brighten the rooms that she lived within. Just as she loved staring into the black velvet night as well.


“I see.” She hugged her arms over her breasts before turning away from him once again. “I’ll go shower. Or something.”


She wanted to sit in the middle of the floor and start wailing in fury. Where was it fair? She had endured enough; she didn’t need a killer adding to the nightmares she already knew.


“Risa.” His hands gripped her shoulders again, this time refusing to allow her to jerk away. “We’re going to keep you safe. I promise.”


“Of course you will,” she said faintly. Did she have any other choice but to believe it? “Tell me, Micah, has he ever failed?”


She knew he hadn’t. The man the federal attorney had told her about was nothing short of a perfect assassin. He had never been caught. He had never been identified. He had never failed to kill the person he had been hired to kill.


“His past has nothing to do with our present. We know who he’s after; wherever he gets his information whenever he’s investigating a victim won’t know about us. We’re not a part of any government, nor are we part of a traceable agency. He’ll see us as a nominal threat. When he makes his move, we’ll be here, and we’ll capture him.”


His hands kneaded her shoulders, his head lowered until his lips were so close. Until she could almost taste them.


“And then what?” She shook her head against the rising need. “Someone else takes his place?”


“Then he’ll talk.”


Risa almost flinched at the icy tone of his voice. Pure menace glittered in his eyes.


Her lips parted, and she almost believed he would.


“You’ll kill him before he can talk,” she whispered, suddenly knowing that whoever or whatever Orion was, Micah hated him with a passion that most would reserve for love.


But he shook his head. “No.” His thumb touched her lips. “I won’t kill him until I know who threatens you. Then yes,” the word hissed between clenched teeth. “Oh yes, Risa. Then, I promise you, I’ll kill Orion, then I’ll kill the bastard who dared to think he could continue to torment you.”


She didn’t have to tear herself away from him this time. He stepped away. The shadows on his face gave him an almost cruel, faintly savage look. A foreign look, for just a space of a moment.


Risa swallowed tightly.


“Go shower,” he told her, his back to her as he headed for the kitchen. “It’s nearly bedtime.” He stopped at the doorway and turned back to her. “And you will learn to sleep with me, starting tonight. If by chance he manages to get into this apartment to lay another listening device, then there will be no doubt in his mind that you’re not sharing a bed with me. There will be no doubt in any man’s mind, Risa, whose woman you are.”


 


MICAH WATCHED the widening of her eyes before he turned and moved into the kitchen. He paced to the sink, ran a glass of water, and drank it down as though the fire that raged inside him could be quenched so damned easily.


It couldn’t be. Lust for Risa. Hatred so overwhelming it was barely contained for Orion.


His jaw clenched as an image flashed before his eyes. His mother, so delicate, so white. She’d been bled dry, her wrists slashed. And she would have suffered. Orion had stripped her of her clothes and of her life, but he hadn’t stripped her of her dignity. Of all his victims, only Micah’s mother had been found with her eyes closed, a serene expression on her face.


Knowing she had died as she had lived gave Micah no comfort, though. Ariela Abijah had been the epitome of female strength. It had been in her eyes, in the way she held her head, in her love for her husband, her son, and her country.


His fingers dug into the counter as he gripped the edge with lethal force. He imagined Orion’s neck there, feeling the life slowly ease from his body. Watching his eyes. The hatred that filled Micah couldn’t be contained. It burned like a black flame inside his soul, corrupting it. Staining it with the dark emotion.


Then, the image of that faceless enemy was erased. Instead, Micah saw Risa’s image. He saw her as they danced, her expression filled with wonder as she experienced her first taste of passion. Her face flushed with lust, her blue eyes darkening with it as she fought to reach her orgasm, then pulled herself back from the brink.


He saw her, so filled with a quiet beauty that asked for nothing. He saw the strength in her beautiful eyes, the struggle to survive, the determination to fill her life with more than nightmares.


His head lowered as he grimaced at the hunger that rose inside him, as fast, as hard, perhaps more so than the hatred he had for Orion.


He had believed nothing could be as all-consuming as his need to kill that bastard. But he had learned in the past twenty-four hours that something could rise inside him with the same force and knock him on his ass.


Lust. A hunger for one woman, not just any woman, a need for Risa that bit into his balls like sharp teeth and left him almost shaking in his need to touch her.


And tonight, he would be sleeping with her.


He reached up to wipe the sweat from his brow at the thought of that.


He was going to have to slide into that bed beside her, sleep beside her, and hold back his lust. Because if he didn’t, he could very well ruin the delicate plan he was laying in place for her. Something far different from using her to catch his.


No, Micah wanted Risa for much more than the fact that she was the only lead they had to Orion. He wanted her because her warmth reached into him. For the first time in his life, someone had touched a part of his soul that he didn’t know existed. A part reserved solely for her.


His father had once told him that every man knew when he found his mate. That one woman who could change a man simply because he loved her. Whether he could actually have her wouldn’t matter, Garren Abijah had warned Micah. What would matter was that loving her, knowing her, would make him a better man.


He feared Risa would be the one woman whom walking away from would destroy the man he was now. He sensed it, like a wolf sensed his mate. Like the flower sensed the sunlight. Like a dead man sensed his ultimate destruction, he thought darkly.


Because he couldn’t have her, not forever. She would never carry the false name he had taken, she would never know what they could have had, because he could never let her know of the feelings that rose inside him whenever he saw her.


He hadn’t just seen her last night.


No, he had seen her before. Many times. Leaving her friends’ homes as he was arriving in the past year or so. The few times he had gone out of his way to find her during the times he had worried that he hadn’t seen her in a while.


Yeah, he’d done that a time or two. Watched for her. Waiting for her. Always knowing, like a damned buck in rut, whenever she was near.


He pushed his fingers through his hair and blew out a hard, weary breath. He was damned tired himself, and sleeping next to her tempting heat was going to be hard.


“Hard” didn’t come close to describing it. And even worse? Damned if he wasn’t looking forward to it.


He took a moment to adjust his stiff cock in his jeans before moving around the apartment. He checked the door and the dead bolts, then the windows. The security system the apartment used was state of the art, but John and Nik had added a bit before Micah arrived at the apartment with Risa.


The advanced electronics now installed would detect a fly if it managed to slip past the seal.


Pursing his lips, he blew out another silent breath before he headed for the bedroom door. She’d finished her shower long minutes before. She was either in the bed or hiding in the bathroom attempting to come up with an argument that would keep him out of her bed.


There was no argument sane enough, he thought. Because the hunger to sleep next to her wasn’t in any way logical.


He opened the door, his eyes quickly adjusting to the dim room and finding her shape in the bed.


Closing the door behind him, he moved to the bed and sat gingerly on the mattress to pull off his boots.


“You didn’t get your pajamas,” she informed him, her voice trembling a bit.


Micah closed his eyes. Did she have any clue how much he hated doing this to her? Could she sense in any way his reluctance to frighten her, or to force her to face her demons?


“I don’t sleep in pajamas, sweet,” he said quietly as the last boot dropped to the floor and he picked it up to set it next to the other before pulling off his socks.


Rising to his feet, he shucked his jeans and underwear first, then his shirt.


“I don’t think I can do this.” She sounded breathless but not frightened. She sounded aroused, and fighting it oh, so hard.


“Do you have a choice?” He didn’t give her time to think.


Flipping back the sheet and comforter, he moved into the bed beside her, almost grinning at the small amount of space the bed afforded both of them.


He pulled the sheet over his hips, adjusted the pillow, and closed his eyes. He didn’t have to see her to sense her. He didn’t have to look at her to feel the warmth of her body next to him.


She was stiff, silent. Micah could feel the tension moving around her, and that tension would keep her from sleeping.


“Are you so frightened of me, Risa?” he asked quietly. “After last night, isn’t there some semblance of trust that will allow you to share this bed with me? Something that tells you I would lay down my own life before I’d harm yours?”


There was nothing, no one, that could convince him to harm her. That could make him further wound the spirit that fought so desperately to survive within her.


“It’s not a matter of trust,” she finally whispered into the darkness.


“Then what’s it a matter of?” He turned to her then, letting his hand uncurl, allowing his fingers to curve over her hip despite the flinch that jerked through her body. “Tell me, Risa. Why deny yourself when you don’t have to?”


She was still and silent, her breathing jerky.


“Because,” she finally whispered. “The night will come that you won’t be here any longer. And then I’ll have to face reality rather than the illusion. And I don’t think I want to face either.”


Strangely enough, he understood that comment. The reality that he would leave, the illusion that he could stay. Yes, facing either would hurt them both. But Micah was a man who never allowed himself illusion. He knew only the reality, and the reality involved one simple fact.


“Memories can warm you in the cold of the night,” he told her softly. “I know this well, sweet. If you want to make those memories, you have only to let me know.”


 


SHE HAD ONLY to let him know.


Risa stared into the darkness for several more long moments before she turned slowly to her side, feeling his hand lift, only to return to the opposite hip as she faced him.


There was a sliver of light falling from the bathroom, just enough to make out his shadowed features. He was just as roughly handsome in the dark as he was in the light. His strong jaw was clearly defined, the fullness of his lower lip prominent despite the thinner, brooding upper curve.


And he had the rasp of a beard covering his face.


She wanted to touch it, yet she was too frightened. She wanted to run her fingers over it, feel it against her palm.


Who was she kidding? She wanted to feel it all over her body. She wanted it stroking against her breasts, her belly, her thighs.


“Making memories is a lousy excuse,” she finally whispered, her breathing short and choppy from the mere thought of having his body cover hers again.


He was warm and hard, muscular and so intensely male that he made her mouth water.


“Is it?” His fingers moved against her hip. It took her several seconds to realize he had pushed his hands beneath the loose hem of her long T-shirt. It rested on her bare waist, the calloused flesh of his palm warm and decidedly inviting against her sensitive skin.


“You should think about it,” he whispered, his head moving closer, his lips holding her attention, his need driving spikes of hunger through her system. “Remember how hot it was, baby? How the sweat built on our flesh? How we strained together?”


How he didn’t come?


Risa closed her eyes, her head shaking as her hand pressed against his chest while she fought to hold her hunger at bay.


It was the Whore’s Dust; that was what they said. But was it? If it was related to that damned drug, wouldn’t it happen at a time other than when Micah was near? Why burn her now with such depth when it hadn’t before? Not like this. Not until she wanted to throw caution to the wind and beg him to bury himself inside her.


“Don’t.” She finally managed to push the words past her lips: “Please, Micah.”


His lips brushed her forehead instead and she wanted to cry out with the need to feel that caress against her lips.


“I won’t hurt you, Risa.” His voice caressed her senses, stoked her desires. “I promise you this.”


A whimper of need passed her lips. “No, Micah, you’ll destroy me, and we both know it.”


But he was a man a woman couldn’t help but fall in love with. The type of man a woman could never hope to hold.


She forced herself to turn her back on him once again, to lie alone, except for the touch of his hand against her hip. And it wasn’t the fear of his touch that drove her. It was the fear of learning his touch, craving it, and never having it again.













CHAPTER 8





TWO DAYS OF HELL.


Risa stepped from her bedroom two days later, feeling the lack of sleep that had haunted her, the exhaustion edging at her mind.


She couldn’t sleep with Micah in the bed with her. He slept naked. He crowded her in the bed. His arm always ended up against her, over her, something. At one point, his fingers had curled around her breast, his palm searing her nipple.


It had taken everything she had to remove his hand, the bastard. It didn’t matter what she slept in, he ended up finding bare skin to touch. She was terrified to go to sleep. She knew if she did, she would awaken to find herself draped over him, probably begging him to fuck her.


That was all she needed to round out the most humiliating week of her life.


“Breakfast and coffee, sunshine,” he called out from the kitchen as she paused in the living room and glared at him in irritation.


“I told you”—and she had, just the morning before—“I don’t do breakfast.”


“And I told you”—no, he had badgered her—“breakfast is the most important part of the day.”


She wanted him, bare-chested, wearing nothing but low-slung jeans, his feet bare, his hair damp, for breakfast. Rather than fighting another useless battle, she moved to the kitchen table and gratefully accepted the coffee. She stared at the eggs, bacon, and toast he set before her. Hell, she might as well eat. She was too damned tired to fight with him.


“You didn’t sleep well last night,” he commented as he carried his own plate, minus the bacon, and cup to the table. Swinging his leg over the chair, he sat down and sipped at his coffee. “I hope I’m not distracting you.”


He was so damned cheerful she wanted to snarl at him in violent irritation.


“I’m used to sleeping alone,” she reminded him for what had to be the hundredth time. “I don’t sleep well with you in the bed with me.”


“You’ll get used to me.” He nodded as though it were a foregone conclusion.


In his dreams she would get used to him.


“We have to go out today,” he informed her as she bit into her toast. “We need to take you clothes shopping.”


“I have clothes.” She sipped at her coffee to wash down the toast.


“New lovers always go clothes shopping,” he told her. “Morganna circled it at the top of the list of things we should do immediately. If Orion’s going to strike soon, then we need to control each time he has that chance. So we’re going shopping.”


She shrugged. Fine, they’d go shopping. That didn’t mean she had to actually buy anything.


“You can throw out those baggy-assed clothes before we go and make room for the new stuff I’m buying you,” he told her, causing her to pause, her fork inches from her mouth, to stare back at him in surprised anger.


“I don’t need new clothes.” The fork clattered to her plate. “Don’t get out of hand in this, Micah. I can’t afford a new wardrobe, and what’s more, I like my clothes fine.”


“But I’m your new lover and I don’t like them,” he informed her as he swallowed his eggs. “You hide in those clothes, and as your lover, I’d never allow you to hide that gorgeous body of yours.”


Her lips thinned. “Look, let’s not play games here.” Her fingers gripped the edge of the table. “My body doesn’t concern you one way or the other. Neither do my clothes. We’ll go through the motions and leave it at that.”


His expression was composed, cool. It was always composed and cool. He hadn’t gotten angry in the past two days; he hadn’t argued with her. He had been like a steamroller just pushing her where he wanted her to go.


She pushed her plate back and opened her mouth to argue when his gaze lifted.


“Do you really want to turn this into a battle?” he asked her carefully.


Did she? There was something in his eyes the past two days that had made her wary of pushing him.


“Fine,” she snapped. “I didn’t have anything else planned. If you want to waste your hard-earned cash, that’s your business. As long as we don’t use my money for a bunch of clothes I neither need nor want.”


He nodded. “Agreed. Finish your breakfast so you don’t collapse on me, then. You look sleepy, sweets. Drowsy and sensual. It looks good on you. If Orion’s watching, maybe he’ll at least suspect I’m fucking you.”


A flush washed up her cheeks at the thought of the dreams she had had during the few hours she had actually slept.


Dreams that were vivid, sexual. Dreams where he demanded she fuck him, ride him, where he spoke to her in explicit, naughty words that only made her wilder.


“Let’s hope he tries to kill me soon then,” she said in irritation. “Or I might kill you while we are waiting.”


“Didn’t your grandmother say you were even-tempered?” he asked her suspiciously. “I could have sworn she mentioned that when she was here yesterday.”


Risa really wanted to forget that visit. Her grandmother had watched them both suspiciously, as though trying to decide if they were actually having sex. It had been embarrassing. Before her grandmother finally left, she had glared at Micah and fretted over Risa as though she were an invalid. Risa didn’t want to remember it, and she didn’t want to discuss any portion of it.


“My grandmother doesn’t live with me,” she informed him. “She wouldn’t know if I was even-tempered or not.”


“Did she know you very well before the kidnapping?” he asked as he lifted his cup to his lips again. God, she wanted to be the cup.


“No. Jansen didn’t visit much and he didn’t like for her to visit. I’ve only gotten to know her in the past six years.”


Abigail had been a very infrequent visitor when Risa had lived in Virginia with Jansen and Elaine.


He nodded at that. “Jansen would have wanted to keep you from anyone who would have influenced you in any way counter to his wishes. I can see Abigail definitely protesting his treatment of you.”


She thought about that, then shrugged. “Until the kidnapping, he wasn’t cruel. Just rather strict.” He had been verbally abusive. He had made certain she understood that her lack of beauty placed her at a disadvantage. He had been mean. He had been hurtful.


“He convinced you that you had no worth, according to your psychologist’s reports,” he stated. “That’s untrue, Risa. You have much worth.”


Risa took another drink of her coffee before forcing more of her eggs down along with part of the bacon. She knew cruelty now. Nothing she had experienced before her kidnapping had prepared her for the true monster her father had been.


“I heard you talking to Reno last night when he came over,” she commented, refusing to acknowledge his topic of conversation. “You said you’d take Orion down with your last breath if you had to. Why?”


He leaned back in his chair, his bare shoulders flexing beneath the dark skin as he inhaled deeply.


“He killed someone close to me six years ago,” he finally stated. “A Mossad agent. She had been missing for more than twelve hours before her husband and…” He hesitated. “Before her husband and son were contacted and told her location.” His black eyes flashed for a moment with rage. “Six weeks later her husband was involved in a confrontation with a suicide bomber in Tel Aviv. He attacked the bomber, threw himself on top of the young man. I consider Orion responsible for both their deaths and Reno knows this.”


“Why their son?” she asked faintly. “What happened to him?”


He was silent for long moments. “He continued the investigation. He thought he was getting close when he was betrayed by a friend. He drowned.”


“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “They must have been very close to you. Did you ever know why your friend’s mother was targeted?”


He shook his head. “She was involved in an investigation into the rumored sale of a biological weapon by an American scientist. She thought she was getting close to his identity; then she disappeared. I suspect it was tied to that.”


“So you went back to Israel to investigate?” She frowned.


He shook his head. “I’m American. There was little investigating that I could do.”


But that hadn’t stopped him, she guessed.


“I can hear the accent in your voice sometimes,” she told him. “Your parents were immigrants?”


He nodded sharply before picking up his cup and finishing his coffee. “There, I’ve answered your questions. Now we discuss what I want to discuss. Jansen Clay.”


“Jansen has nothing to do with this.” She couldn’t discuss the man who had donated the sperm to her birth. He had destroyed parts of her. There were still areas of her soul that were blackened with what he had done to her and the hatred she felt for him.


“Jansen has everything to do with this, Risa.” Bare arms folded on the table as he pushed his plate away and stared back at her. “The FBI has been tracking your progress with the psychologist, going over the recordings made of your sessions, as well as the doctor’s notes. You gave them permission to do that, remember?”


“I’m not a moron,” she snapped back at him. “Nor am I so simpleminded that you need to patronize me. Yes, I remember giving them permission to follow my progress. But I haven’t remembered anything.”


“You haven’t remembered faces or names, yet, but you have remembered things,” he said gently. “You remember the rape now.”


She cringed, her arms going over her breasts as she fought to hold back the horror of what little she did remember.


“Don’t,” she whispered. “I can’t talk about this to you.”


“Why? What better person to discuss it with, Risa? Whatever they did to you doesn’t affect what’s between us. There is nothing you could remember that would change my perception of you.”


She shook her head, a mocking laugh passing her lips. “Well, isn’t that incentive enough to discuss it,” she stated bitterly. “Let it go, Micah. I talk to my psychologist and you are not my psychologist.”


“What you’ve remembered in the past months is the reason this assassin has been called out to kill you. If we could identify whoever it is hiding in your subconscious at the moment, then we could put a stop to this now. Orion never completes a project if his pay is jeopardized. His reputation is exacting; he never deviates from it. If we knew who hired him, we could stop this now.”


“But it’s Orion you’re after.” She forced the words past her lips. “How would that serve you, Micah? You wouldn’t have the hold card you need to trap him.”


He wouldn’t be here with her any longer. She was pathetic. She wanted him away from her, and yet she didn’t want him gone. The appearance of a lover was a salve at least to her public ego.


“I’ll have my chance at Orion. It’s fated,” he said coldly. “If I could take the risk from you, I would do so. What makes you think I would do otherwise?”


She shook her head. Because he was sleeping with a woman he didn’t truly desire, she thought. Because to catch a killer, he was forced into her bed.


“I haven’t remembered much more.” She heard the sound of her voice, strained, rough. “I remember being held down.” Bile rose in her stomach. “He said…” She inhaled roughly, feeling a cold sweat pop out on her skin. “He said he couldn’t look at me, because I was too ugly.” Her head lowered as she shook her head. “If he had to look at me, he wouldn’t be able to get off. He was angry with Jansen because he wanted the younger girl. Jansen told him I was the only choice, and he laughed. Said he had to pay someone to fuck me after all.”


She pushed back from the table, stumbling from her chair as his expression remained composed, icy. She was shuddering now, thinking about it. It wasn’t a memory; it was like a dream. Like a horrible nightmare she couldn’t escape from whenever she let herself think about it.


“I don’t know who it was,” she cried out, keeping her back to him as she moved into the living room. “I don’t want to know who it was.”


“Because you’re afraid you know him. Your mind knows who it is, and it’s protecting you.” God, his voice. With her back turned, she could hear something in it, something so dark and dangerous in the hard, emotionless tone that she instinctively shied away from it.


“My psychologist, Dr. Brinegar, she tried hypnosis. I asked her to.” She shook her head. “I wanted it over. I wanted whatever was in my head to just go away. But she didn’t get any more answers than I’d already given her.” She turned to him. “Maybe I didn’t see who it was. Maybe this is something else. Retaliation because Jansen is dead. Something else.”


He shook his head as he gazed at her, his eyes deep, deep pools of black savagery.


“Our intel says otherwise, Risa.”


“Maybe your fucking intel is wrong,” she cried out, her arms falling away from her breasts as her fists clenched at her sides.


He rose slowly from his chair. “My intel isn’t wrong, Risa. It’s taken me six years to develop this contact. My intel is very, very accurate. This hit went out because you remembered something in the last three months that you shouldn’t have remembered. Something that makes someone believe you will remember more.”


She shook her head. “I don’t know what it is. What could it be?”


“The identity of your rapist,” he stated. “Everything you’ve remembered in the past three months, the little details, what was said, the fact that you could see Jansen as you were raped. The hands that held yours down to the floor of the plane. Emily screaming out at Jansen. It all has to do with the rape. You’re trying to remember your rapist, and he’s been afraid you would remember. He’s watched you, just as the FBI has been watching, hoping you would remember while he’s been terrified you would. He’s covering his ass now.”


For a moment, just for a moment, she was back in that plane. The drone of the engines, the terror that smothered her as she stared at Jansen. The way he laughed, the amusement in his eyes as her body began to burn and she began to cry.


She shook the image away, fought it with everything inside her. She’d been fighting the memories for years and she knew it. She wanted to live in the present; she didn’t want to live in the past. She didn’t want to remember, because she was afraid if she remembered, remembered what it felt like, she would remember how she had begged.


“I don’t want to talk about this,” she choked out desperately. “I won’t talk about this. You can stay here until you find the bastard. Find him and kill him.”


But she knew what he wasn’t saying. Unless they found the identity of his employer, and he always learned who was employing him, then it wouldn’t matter. There were always more killers out there. And the majority of them didn’t mind using a bullet.


She was dead.


Risa turned and stared at the heavy drapes covering her windows. She hated drapes on the windows. The living room was dim, despite the bright winter sunlight outside. The apartment had a shadowy, sinister feel to it, one that seeped inside her and left her shaking with fear.


She was standing there locked in her own thoughts, her own certainties. She was unaware of Micah moving behind her until she felt his palms against her shoulders.


She couldn’t jerk away from him. The feel of him behind her, heated and so strong, his hands against her, his entire maleness just there, feeding whatever the hell that drug did to her.


It had to be the drug, didn’t it? It made her knees weak, made her womb flex and convulse while her vagina ached with emptiness.


Memories of hell were replaced with memories of one night. His kiss. The touch of his lips along her body, on her nipples, between her thighs. The feel of him pressing into her, stretching her, burning her until she’d wondered if she could accommodate the erection impaling her.


“I won’t allow you to be hurt,” he whispered behind her, his breath feathering the top of her hair. “I will give my own life to protect you, Risa. And should that happen, then there are others who will come after me, to ensure you live.”


She shook her head, a tear falling. “Don’t do this, Micah. Don’t say this.”


Because it didn’t mean anything. When it came right down to it, it wasn’t because he loved her, or because his life would suffer without her. It was because Orion had killed Micah’s friends. It was because he was a man who would do whatever it took to protect those he considered his responsibility.


She was his responsibility now.


“Risa, look at me.” His hands eased her around slowly.


Her palms pressed against his bare chest, her fingers curling as she breathed in roughly at the feel of the heat of his flesh, the pleasure against her hands.


The silky mat of chest hair drew her attention as she felt it under her palms. It rasped the sensitive flesh, tickled against it. Made her wonder what it would feel like to have her nipples pressing into his chest.


She couldn’t stop herself; she had to stroke him. Just a little touch.


Her eyes closed as her hands stroked over him. She felt the tight, hard press of male nipples, felt the thunder of his heart racing beneath her hands.


“Yes, Risa.” His voice seemed to come from a distance. “Touch me, sweet. Ah damn, your hands are like silk, love.”


His voice was like rough, black velvet. His hands were on her back, stroking it beneath her shirt. She couldn’t protest. She didn’t want to protest. She just wanted to sink into the heated sensations, the pleasure whipping through her, over her.


She wanted to feel him against her, skin on skin as they had been once before. Her hands slid to his shoulders; her fingers tested the hard muscle there. He was broader than she had thought at the club, more muscular. Harder than she had imagined then.


She remembered the hardness of him.


“Risa.” His head lowered, his lips feathered over her brow. “You’re pushing a damned hungry man here, love.”


He was hungry? She was starving. She felt as though she had never been touched, as though those touches nights ago had been another lifetime. She needed more, ached for more.


“Give me your lips.” His hand cupped her neck. She loved that, the feel of his fingers wrapping around her neck, his thumb pressing beneath her chin. It was powerful and dominant and made her feel feminine, desired.


For this moment, just for a moment, she let herself believe she was desired.


“Micah,” she whispered his name as she felt his lips against her brow, her cheek, her jaw.


A shiver went through her, then a rush of heat as his lips sent swells of pleasure cresting over her nerve endings. Her lips parted, ached. His kiss, she needed his kiss, just one more time.


“Tell me,” he whispered. “I won’t take this time, love. Tell me what you want.”


If only it was love. If only she could make sense of the emotions that rose inside her, the needs she couldn’t control.


“Kiss me.” She told him; she didn’t beg. She didn’t hear a plea in her voice; she was certain of it. God, if he didn’t kiss her soon…


A groan sounded at the side of her lips; then he was there. His lips slanted over hers and that dark magic sucked her in again.


Was it the drug already in her system that did this? Or was it the man? He was dark magic all on his own. His kiss was addictive. That was the drug, not the Whore’s Dust. She could bear the arousal until he touched her. Until his lips were on hers, and then she was lost.


She was lost now. Her lips parted for his tongue. She tasted coffee and male heat; it might as well have been an aphrodisiac, because now all she wanted was more. She wanted it badly enough that she arched against him, stretching into his body, her arms twining around his neck as she tried to follow his kiss, tried to find a way to satisfy the need for more when she had no idea how to still the need to begin with.


“Sweet.” His lips drew back; he pressed a kiss to the corner of her lips, held her head still, and pressed another to her jaw as she heard a sudden ringing blaring around her.


Her eyes opened as she stared back at him, dazed, uncertain where the sound was coming from.


“Morganna and Clint.” His thumb ran over her sensitive lips. “It’s a couples’ day out. They’re going with us.”


“They are? Why?”


“Couples’ day out,” he stated again. “Morganna and Raven put that on the list. All serious couples hang together, you know. When a man is thinking forever and marriage and all that good stuff, then he develops married friends. We’re lovers, remember? Serious lovers.”


“He does?” Raven hadn’t told her that. Of course, she hadn’t discussed couples, marriage, and forevers with Raven, either. “Are you sure?”


“Positive.” He released her slowly. “Go dress. I’ll entertain them while you do; then you can entertain them while I finish dressing.” He pulled a T-shirt from the chair behind him, and she couldn’t help but watch as he pushed his arms into it and tugged it over his head.


“Go.” He turned her toward her bedroom, then delivered a light, surprising tap to her rear as he pushed her toward the door. “Hurry, or they’ll believe we were otherwise occupied.”


She flushed. They were otherwise occupied. But she went to her bedroom, closed the door behind her, and leaned against it weakly. She really wanted to be otherwise occupied.


Even more, she wanted to be otherwise occupied with Micah in ways that she knew would only destroy her world further.













CHAPTER 9





THE SHOPPING trip was a disaster of major proportions. No wonder he insisted they needed another couple with them; he was counting on the fact that Risa wouldn’t stomp out of the mall if there were witnesses. And damn him, he was right.


Instead, she fumed. She refused to try on outfits, not that it did her any good, because he bought them anyway as Clint and Morganna looked on in amusement.


Then, at the lingerie shop. Risa had never been so publicly humiliated as she was when Micah dragged her into that shop. Even worse, when he picked out the scraps of lace and silk, satins and stretchy cottons. He bought enough lingerie to clothe twenty women. In her size. Bits of material that there wasn’t a chance in hell of her wearing.


He was insane. The amount of money he spent would have bought her groceries for a year. Groceries for her and a small family, she later decided.


He carried the bags. He encouraged her to buy snug jeans; when she didn’t, he bought them himself. He bought tops. He even bought her a snug leather jacket that looked as soft as butter.


He bought dresses. Dresses she swore she would never have the nerve to wear. Evidently private investigation or whatever the hell he did paid a hell of a lot more than accounting.


“You are spending too much money,” she protested.


“Enjoy it.” He’d shrugged as though cost didn’t matter. “I hope you took my advice and emptied your closets.”


“Do I ever take your advice?” she snarled under her breath.


“Well, I do remember one night that you came close.” He bent and whispered the words in her ear, and she wanted to melt into the floor.


As they walked through the mall, he held her hand or kept his at the small of her back. And he watched everyone. His black gaze was never in one place long unless he was contemplating some article of clothing, looking between the clothing and her.


By time they left, she had five pairs of jeans, innumerable tops, enough lingerie to start her own shop, a pair of leather running shoes, a pair of black heels that were decadent, and three club dresses. Evidently, Micah liked to go to clubs.


Leading her back to the car they had driven in, she noticed the tension in his and Clint’s bodies. Their watchfulness. She wasn’t certain what they were watching for until Clint said, “Car’s clear. Nik and John had surveillance. No one’s been around it.”


“The apartment?” Micah asked softly.


“Not so much as a blink on the surveillance. Travis moved into the apartment after we left. He says all quiet.”


Micah nodded, deactivated the locks while they were several vehicles away, and hit the auto-ignition on the keypad he carried.


It wasn’t cold; winter in Atlanta didn’t often get cold. There was a chill to the air, but that was about it. He opened the trunk and the bags went inside; then she and Morganna were put safely in the backseat while the big bad tough guys sat in the front.


Risa was starting to dislike men.


“I know that look,” Morganna murmured in amusement as she leaned closer, a smile tilting her lips. “You’re imagining how he would look with his head displayed on your mantel, minus his body.”


She shot the other woman a look. Risa still hadn’t decided just how involved Morganna was in the deception the night she had met Micah.


“Come on, Risa.” Morganna watched her somberly now. “You’re life was in danger and I knew it. I have clearance because of my work with the DEA to aid when Clint works certain assignments. You’re my friend. I’d rather tell a little lie to save you than see you dead.”


Risa stared into the rearview mirror as Micah glanced back at her.


“Don’t worry about it,” she finally said, turning to stare out the window of the door. “No harm done.”


And why had she said that? There had been harm done. She was still burning; she was still terrified of her own body since that night.


“You’re hurt,” Morganna pushed. “I don’t like that.”


Risa shrugged. “It was slight, Morganna. Please, just let it go.”


Risa watched the scenery fly by as Micah navigated through the traffic. She was aware of the two men talking quietly to each other, discussing surveillance and precautions.


She had never been out with a man and another couple before. She wondered if this was how it was. The guys sitting in the front and discussing whatever. The women in the back, perhaps discussing fashion. She’d always imagined the couples would sit together instead. She would have preferred it that way if she were part of a true couple. She’d prefer to have Micah beside her, perhaps with her leaning against him as they all discussed topics they could share.


She’d imagined that was a real couple outing. And it very well may have been; she had to remind herself that she wasn’t really part of a couple.


“We’re moving into the parking garage,” Micah announced quietly into whatever was attached beneath his jacket sleeve. A mic of some sort. There was also a receiver tucked into his ear, the little wire to it tucked behind his ear and hidden by his hair until it disappeared beneath his collar.


“All’s clear,” Clint stated as Micah pulled into the closest slot to the elevator.


“We’ll come back for the bags,” Micah decided. “I want to get Risa upstairs first.”


Clint nodded. They exited the front of the car and each opened a door to the back. Micah reached in, took her hand, and helped her out, then placed her carefully in front of him, keeping her there as they moved to the elevator.


They stayed together every step of the way until they arrived at the apartment. As they neared the door, it opened. Another man stepped out, nodded to them, and entered the apartment across the hall.


Another stranger had been in her home?


“It’s okay; he’s part of the team,” Micah leaned close and whispered in her ear. “We don’t have any more of those nasty bugs in your apartment.”


The bugs. She hadn’t wanted to think of what that camera might have caught her doing at any given time. She touched her brow as she bit back the sniping reply she wanted to make. It wasn’t his fault, she reminded herself; he was trying to help. He was trying to save her life; the camera wasn’t his fault.


They stepped into the apartment. Clint and Micah went through it carefully, then left her alone with Morganna while they went for the shopping bags.


“This must be hard on you; you’re used to being here alone,” Morganna commented as she curled into the easy chair in the corner of the room, leaving Risa the couch.


Risa shrugged as she sat down, feeling helpless and very much alone as she stared around the apartment.


“It’s different,” she finally said, mostly because the other woman obviously expected an answer.


“Risa, if you need to talk, I’m willing to listen,” Morganna offered. “It must be difficult, being thrown in this situation.”


“I don’t need to talk, Morganna.” She forced herself to stay on the couch rather than pace the room. “I’m fine. Really.”


“You have a monster trying to kill you, you’re thrown into a situation with a man you don’t even know, one you’re forced to sleep with, but you’re okay?” Morganna stared back at her, disbelieving. “Somehow, I doubt that.”


“What do you want me to tell you?” she asked the other woman with no more than a hint of the anger that she felt at the situation. “He’s bossy, domineering, and that fucking drug Jansen Clay shot me full of, too many times, ensures that I’m ready to fuck on a moment’s notice. Having him in my bed is hell. I’m not sleeping. And I’m not fucking happy with the situation. Is there anything else you need to know?”


Morganna breathed out deeply, her gaze compassionate.


“The Whore’s Dust to begin the arousal,” Morganna finally said. “It only makes it worse. You don’t want him because of the drug. You want him because you’re a woman and he’s a very sexy, very desirable man. There’s nothing wrong with that, Risa.”


“Isn’t there?” She snorted mockingly. “You know, Morganna, if my friends had been so kind to just tell me what the hell was going on the night I met him, perhaps I would have understood that. I wouldn’t have made the mistake of going to bed with him, and I wouldn’t have to lie in that bed night after night, aware that it would take a bag over my head for him to get off. Thank you for that, by the way. It was a very enlightening experience.”


She came off the couch as Morganna stared back at her in blank shock.


“You…he…” Morganna breathed out roughly. “Damn. I didn’t know about that. He didn’t add that in his report of that night.”


“No kidding,” she muttered.


“What the hell happened to make you think he’d have to put a bag over your face to get off?” Morganna came out of her chair then. “That is simply not true, Risa. You have got to get over what Jansen Clay did to you in that regard. You are not an ugly woman.”


“Yeah, boy. I’d just win the next Miss America, wouldn’t I?” she sniped back angrily.


“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Morganna admitted, which did little to soothe Risa’s anger as she turned to her. “Risa, you’re a very pretty young woman,” Morganna said then. “No, you’re not the next Miss America, but you’re a far cry from coyote ugly, I promise you that. And if there were issues that night, then you need to discuss them with Micah.”


“Why don’t I just do that?” She laughed mockingly. “I could just say, ‘Oh, by the way, Micah, remember when you couldn’t fucking get off? Well, why not just tell me—’”


She broke off as a flash of movement caught her attention. Heat filled her face at the sight of Micah and Clint standing in the open doorway, their hands full of bags, their expressions making it clear that they had heard every word of that last tirade.


Damn, damn, and double damn.


“Just tell you what?” Micah’s lips were a straight, furious line as he moved into the apartment and tossed the bags carelessly to the couch as Morganna moved quickly to the door.


Risa was aware of the couple leaving, the door closing and locking behind them.


“Why not just tell me what it would have taken to get you off?” she sneered. “What would I have had to do, give you my back so you didn’t have to look at my face?”


Micah tried. In all the years of his life he had never tried to push back the overwhelming anger as much as he tried to push it back now.


He reminded himself that she could be forgiven for her anger, for her snipishness at the mall. She could be forgiven for every damned thing she had said and done in the past two days. She was frightened. She was being put through another kind of hell and it couldn’t be easy for her. But this one. This one he wasn’t quite as willing to let go.


He had to admit, she was stronger than he had expected her to be. She wasn’t cowering; she hadn’t cowered a single time. She was trying to fight; unfortunately, she was fighting the wrong damned things and pissing him off in the process.


“You want to rethink that accusation you just made,” he told her carefully, attempting to push back the anger and draw forward the ice he used to protect himself and others. “You want to rethink it carefully and rephrase it quickly, Risa.”


She glared back at him. “Why should I?”


As she stood there dressed in a baggy silk blouse and loose black pants, her arms crossed over her breasts, her expression flushed and furious, Micah felt his erection flex and throb painfully. What was it about this woman that kept him hard? That kept him ready to fuck her at a moment’s notice? If only he had the excuse of the Whore’s Dust, he thought mockingly.


“Because I’m about five seconds from dragging you into that bedroom and spending the rest of the night showing you just how wrong you are,” he informed her. “I can’t believe you’d spout such idiocy from your mouth. Do you think if I didn’t find you attractive, didn’t ache for you, I would have been hard enough to pound nails?”


“You didn’t come,” she accused him roughly. “I know you didn’t. You couldn’t.”


He pushed his hands over his head, clenched his teeth, and tried to keep his hands off her. If he touched her, he’d never be able to stop.


“Because you didn’t get off,” he pushed between gritted teeth. “Did you think I would take my pleasure of you when you hadn’t taken yours of me? What the fucking hell is in your mind, woman? Have you lost your damned senses? I had to leave the bed to keep from pounding into you when you had obviously grown too tense to climax. I wanted to give us both a second to calm down. Just a moment to find my control. And when I returned, what did I find?”


He stepped closer when he hadn’t meant to. His hands gripped her shoulders and he jerked her closer, staring furiously down at her surprised little face.


“You were gone!” he snarled. “You ran from me, Risa, rather than giving me a chance to help you find the pleasure you were seeking.”


She shook her head, a jerky movement, as she swallowed tightly, her hands pressing against his chest.


“But I did,” she whispered. “I did.”


“You call what you gave me your release?” he bit out furiously. “You fought it. I understood why you fought it, and I understand even more now. The strength of it would have been frightening. You were with a man you did not know. Running was not the answer.”


She pulled away from him and it was all he could do to keep from jerking her back to him. Instead, he let her go. He had to take this slowly. She had already been hurt by one man; he wouldn’t add his name to her pain. He’d plotted out his seduction of her, and he would seduce her. She would come apart in his arms the next time he managed to get his dick inside that hot little pussy, and she would come apart with everything inside her. He’d accept nothing else. But he knew she wasn’t ready for that yet. Fear still held her back. Her own demons held her back.


He watched as she pushed her fingers through her hair, feathering it around her shoulders and face like multi-hued strands of silk. Turning back to her, he watched as her light blue eyes seemed darker, the shadows under her eyes more pronounced. She hadn’t slept in two nights. She had lain on her side of the bed and done no more than doze. She was killing them both and seemed unaware of it.


How did she affect him this way? There was something about the pain in her eyes that made him want to kill. The unsmiling curve of her lips made him hungry to kiss her, to make her smile. The mischievous tilt of her nose made him wonder at the many ways she could make a man insane, if she were to just be herself.


“Running was the only option,” she finally stated proudly.


Pride kept her shoulders straight, her head high, no matter what was thrown at her.


“How can you consider that an option?” he growled back at her. “Running is a coward’s way out, Risa. If there is one thing you have never displayed in the six years you’ve tried to rebuild your life, then it’s cowardice.”


Her smile was mocking, bitter. The pain that filled her eyes, her expression, tore at the heart he thought had already been ripped from him years ago.


“No, Micah,” she whispered, her voice laden with the haunting pain that filled her eyes. “You’re wrong. It took me six years to try to take a lover. Six years to get up the nerve, for that damned Whore’s Dust to make me desperate enough to try. I failed. Evidently I failed more than I thought I had. You see, I thought I had orgasmed.” Bitterness shaped her lips. “I guess I didn’t. And we both know you didn’t. So evidently, I’m a bigger coward than you believed, because I’ll be damned if I can face allowing it to happen again.”


She swung away from him again. She ran from him again. She closed herself in that bedroom, and it took every ounce of his control not to follow her, not to rip that damned door from its hinges and show her exactly what happened when she ran from her man.


Her man. He was losing his damned mind. Micah Sloane was no more than a man. The man who faced her daily was a dead man. Dead men didn’t claim a woman. Dead men didn’t dream of holding one forever. Dead men didn’t talk, and dead men didn’t dream. Because hell exacted an incredible price for allowing a dead man to walk. And that price might very well be the life of the woman he knew a part of him was already beginning to claim.


He breathed out roughly and reminded himself of his seduction schedule. He wouldn’t think about claiming or loving. He couldn’t. He would think of healing and protecting. That he could do. He could heal her, he could protect her, and he could destroy that last demon intent on taking her life.


He was two days into his campaign to seduce his lovely little lover. Getting her used to his body at night, lying against her, touching her, letting her feel his heat. The couple thing today was inspiration. He remembered his mother mentioning that when a man was seeking a bond with a woman, then he should develop friends who already had that bond, and have outings.


She hadn’t been pleased with the shopping.


He moved to the fallen bags and picked them up. He straightened them on the couch and noticed a scrap of violet lace that still lay on the floor. She had looked at this particular piece and he had seen the need for it in her eyes, despite her protest. With each piece he had bought, he had seen her curiosity build.


His Risa wanted pretty clothes and pretty underthings. He had seen that the night he had taken her to his bed. She had worn silk and lace beneath her dress. Silken stockings and a lacy thong. Pretty, feminine, and delicate. As she was.


And just as damned fiery.


She was killing him. He’d once heard his father say that Micah’s mother had caused him to grow gray hairs when he was trying to get her to commit to him. Micah wasn’t after the commitment, but he could definitely feel the gray hairs coming on.


 


ORION SMOOTHED his hand over the metal table, his eyes narrowed as he tested the strength of it. Risa Clay was a little thing, but his employer had assured him she had some strength when attempting to escape. Fear could provide an amazing amount of power, even to a fragile, delicate little woman such Risa Clay.


Patting the metal table in satisfaction, he then turned his attention to the metal bars attached by chains to the roof. He pulled himself up, but he couldn’t quite touch his chin to it. He chuckled a bit; he was obviously losing a bit of strength himself.


Ah well, it happened once a man passed that forty mark. But it didn’t take strength to do his job. It took cunning, calculation, and patience. He was still at the top of his game there. Perhaps even more than he had been in his youth. With age and experience came wisdom, he decided as he dropped from the bar and moved to test the tilt of the table he had found. He would have preferred to do this deed in Risa Clay’s home, but her new bodyguard had changed Orion’s original strategy.


He never bought the articles he needed in a way that could be traced. He stole them for the most part. This table had come from a junk dealer’s yard. Orion and managed to slip in and take it with no one the wiser. The bar was taken from the apartment he had leased. It was the clothes rod. A simple metal bar, clean of prints and ready for use. Everything in his little lair was clean of prints. He made certain it was spotless and prepared. He didn’t want the poor little thing to die in filth. She wasn’t pretty, she was really rather ugly, but from all he’d gathered, she was a kind girl. One who tried to do nothing but live her simple life.


Hell, she didn’t even cheat on her taxes.


That was frightening. Perhaps she deserved to die. Anyone that conscientious needed to be taken out before she could breed and make more moralistic little bastards for the world to deal with.


He had enough to deal with himself. The bounty on his head by several government agencies was causing him a bit of concern. His last hit, an American scientist who had nearly cracked a cure for a particularly nasty man-made virus, had caused several governments a bit of worry.


That job had netted Orion several million when it was finished. He had enough to retire in peace now, buy him a nice little island somewhere, and import several luscious little girls to take care of his needs. He wouldn’t have to work. Wouldn’t have to balance his play any longer. He could retire.


This would be his last job, he decided. The excitement had fizzled; it didn’t pique his interest as it had before. Now, it was simply a job.


When had this begun?


Ah yes, six years ago. Ariela Abijah.


He shook his head. Mossad hadn’t taken kindly to her death, and neither had her son. The boy had nearly caught up with him. If it hadn’t been for a bit of luck, then David Abijah would have managed to capture him on the merchant vessel Orion had used for his escape from Russia several years after he’d killed Abijah’s mother.


Thankfully, luck had been with him. David Abijah had fed the fishes that night. He was no longer a problem that Orion had to deal with.


But yes, this was the reason the excitement had faded. Abijah had tracked him tirelessly, especially after his father had thrown himself on a suicide bomber.


Orion shook his head. He hadn’t enjoyed killing the boy. There had been something in those black eyes that touched Orion. A strength, a flame of determination. A look very similar to the look that had been in Ariela’s eyes.


The memory of that look rather reminded him of the man Risa Clay had moved into her apartment. He hadn’t seen his eyes, but Orion had seen his face clearly. There was a stamp of determination and arrogance on it that had sent a chill up his spine.


What a bit of timing there, he thought angrily as he tapped his latex-covered fingers on the metal table.


The little wretch hadn’t even looked at a man in the six years she had been out of the asylum; now, she had a lover—a very experienced, intuitive lover. One who had disposed of the bugs Orion had placed in her apartment. After a single night at some club, a friend of a friend had managed to pick her up, and to move in with her.


He’d learned that much. And she had Navy SEALs for friends. That had caused him a moment’s hesitation when he had identified them. Retired SEALs, but SEALs were SEALs until the day they died. Perhaps even beyond. They were like a plague that refused to go away when they were riled.


He’d nearly backed out of this deal, but he’d never backed out of a deal with this particular employer. It wasn’t possible.


Shaking his head, he moved to his opened laptop and once again clicked through the digital pictures he had taken of them.


The man wore glasses; Orion had yet to see his eyes or snap a picture of them. The identification program Orion used didn’t work very well with glasses. So far, it had pulled up only five pictures and two were of dead men, Abijah being one of them.


He was going to have to talk to the programmer he had bought it from. Or perhaps not. It was his last job; he was going to make certain of it.


He stared at the couple again, tilted his head, and stared at the woman. Was that a flash of prettiness in her face as she stared up at the man who walked with her? She looked furious, yet there was a hint of prettiness there that Orion hadn’t seen before.


It had to be a trick of the light, he thought. He’d seen many pictures of her, and never had he seen this, this something that made him wonder if she wasn’t so very ugly after all.


Not that she was dog ugly. She was very, very plain, he decided, looking at her closely. And when had he decided she was simply plain rather than ugly?


He must definitely be getting on in age. He shuddered at the thought that he could be so old that his eyes were giving out on him. The eye doctor he saw once a year had assured him that his eyes were fine. Twenty-twenty vision, the doctor had promised him. Orion had never had trouble with his vision.


He clicked through a few more pictures, tilted his head again, and frowned deeply. Yes, there it was. One he had snapped as they moved through the mall. The man had his hand at her neck, as though he were rubbing it. There was a hint of sensuality in her face. A certain tilt of her eyes. Her too-large mouth seemed sensual rather than out of place here. Even with her baggy clothes she looked almost pretty.


He shook his head. What new phenomenon was this? And what did it matter? He’d make his move soon. A rather public one, simply because it wouldn’t be expected. No one could anticipate his next move. He’d made certain of it.












CHAPTER 10





“I HAVE THINGS I need to do,” Risa announced the next morning after breakfast dishes had been cleared away and an uncomfortable silence had descended between them.


“Things?” A dark brow arched as Micah watched her from the easy chair.


He was entirely too confident, too arrogant, she decided as she eyed him. And too damned sexy. The blue cotton shirt he wore did nothing to hide the power beneath it, and the jeans and boots made him look much too male, too virile.


“Yes, things,” she told him. “I need to go to Grandmother’s and discuss some last-minute details for the party she’s having in a few weeks. I’m handling the arrangements this year for her, and I want to make certain everything runs smoothly.”


“Your grandmother could come here,” he suggested, his gaze running over Risa’s body.


He was always doing that. Looking her over, his black eyes gleaming with an intent she didn’t understand. But her body responded to it. She almost sighed at the rush of desire that washed over her and pulsed between her thighs.


“I need to go to the house, Micah. I shouldn’t have to argue over that. It’s a simple enough trip and one you should be able to arrange.” Besides, her grandmother was worrying and Risa needed to reassure her.


“Come here, and we’ll discuss it.” His hard hand patted his lap as he stared back at Risa with an edge of amusement. “You can convince me you need to go to her, rather than her coming here.”


She blinked back in surprise. Was he teasing her?


“There’s nothing to discuss,” she stated stiffly, forcing her hands not to form fists as she fought he need to do as he asked.


“There’s actually a measure of risk involved in the trip,” he mused. “Sit down here and we’ll talk about it.”


He patted his hard leg again.


“Stop playing with me, Micah,” she demanded, frustration clawing at her now. “The situation is difficult enough; there’s no sense in adding to the complications.”


His eyes gleamed with laughter, and with lust. She wanted to sink into that link, holding it inside her. But the memories of the single night they had shared sliced through her mind and filled her with shame.


She couldn’t handle a man like Micah, she had decided. He was obviously more exacting in his sexuality than she had heard of men being. What happened to the wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am sexuality that men were supposed to possess? When had the rules changed?


“I like adding complications, Risa, they make life interesting,” he told her. “Now, you can sit down here and let me pet you a little bit while you explain this need you have to escape the safety of your apartment, or we can stay here.”


“Or I can walk out and go anyway,” she pointed out with a tight smile. “You’ll still follow, your friends will follow, and I’ll still be protected without having to humiliate myself to do it.”


“You would of course have to get past me to get out that door,” he pointed out. “How do you intend to do that?”


With a baseball bat, probably. That was most likely what it would take, and she didn’t own one.


“Micah, please don’t be difficult,” she protested, trying to restrain her anger. “Nothing will be solved or gained by sitting on your lap and playing this asinine game you’re intent on playing.”


He stared back at her archly. “Much will be gained, Risa. Just to begin with, our pleasure. Orion will be thrown off balance, and we’ll be much more relaxed.”


She felt her hands fisting into the loose material of the T-shirt she wore as she glanced at his lap and swallowed tightly.


He had an erection. It wasn’t hard to detect. His explanation the day before for his reasons for not releasing the night they were together made sense, but still her mind wanted to reject it. Nerves and fear gathered in the pit of her belly each time she thought about that night, each time she remembered the waves of sensation that she had fought.


They had been frightening. The thought of experiencing them again was both terrifying and exciting. Unfortunately, the thought of disappointing him again held her back. She couldn’t control that pleasure, and the thought of not controlling her body, of once again being helpless beneath the tide of sensation, had the power to send her into a panic.


“We discuss it here.” He patted his lap again. “Or we stay inside today. Your choice.”


Her choice. Was anything about this entire situation her choice?


“This is insane.” Her voice was hoarse; her gaze flicked again to his erection.


Risa felt the flesh between her thighs pulsing, her juices gathering on the bare lips beneath the new panties she had slipped into and worn.


His brow arched again.


“What—” She swallowed tightly. “What are you going to do?”


A smile tugged at his lips. “What would you let me do?”


A shudder raced down her back.


Micah saw the widening of Risa’s eyes, the hunger that darkened the light blue irises, and had to stifle a groan as his cock throbbed with the need to be buried inside her again.


He could make it better for her this time. He swore he would. Not today; it was too soon. She wasn’t used to his touch yet, wasn’t used to his hand upon her body, or the needs that burned between them.


A woman’s body was the finest work of art. It was created for pleasure. From the top of her head to the soles of her feet, a woman was a man’s greatest temptation. He would fight wars to protect her; he would give his life to see to her security. She was man’s greatest strength, and his greatest weakness. She was created as his other half, and Micah had never understood that completely, until Risa.


“What I would let you do isn’t the point.” His body tensed further at the throb of hunger in her voice. “We both know this doesn’t work for me.”


“Nothing has to work, love,” he promised her, his body tightened as she seemed to try to take that last step to him. “This isn’t about having sex. It’s about touch, nothing more. It’s about learning your lover’s body, your lover’s touch. Wouldn’t you like to learn my touch, Risa?”


Her eyes dilated; the most incredible flush washed over the creamy flesh of her face and neck. A hint of color, a mere suggestion of the fire that blazed in her body.


And he knew that fire. He knew the heat of her tight pussy, the stiff points of her hard little nipples, the taste of her. She was an aphrodisiac to his senses, and his hunger for her refused to abate.


“Come, Risa,” he whispered as he gauged the weakening need that filled her eyes.


He held his hand out to her. “Come to me; feel your lover’s touch.”


Her hand trembled as she laid it in his. That slight tremor touched his heart in ways it shouldn’t. She was innocent of a lover’s touch, except his own. Still, she had no idea of the power of her own sexuality, or its effect on him. Would she be surprised, he wondered, to know she could make him feel weak with his need for her?


“Ah, love.” He drew her to him, catching her hips and pulling her legs into place on each side of his legs until she was kneeling in front of him, watching him in confusion. “There.” His hand stroked up her back. “I like looking at your pretty face when I’m touching you. I can watch your eyes darken, see the heat that builds beneath your flesh. I make you hot, Risa; admit it.” His teasing grin was met with another flash of confusion in her expression.


“You frighten me,” she whispered as he brushed her hair back from the gentle lines of her face. “I can’t control what you do to me, Micah.”


Ah yes, control. There was no control when lusts raged out of control, and the addition of the drug that still affected her small body would make the pleasure terrifying for her. She hadn’t been able to control her body’s response to touch when she was first injected with the Whore’s Dust. It had made her beg for touch, despite the degradation she felt at the act. Control now would be uppermost in her mind.


Controlling her response, her pleasure. She needed to learn her own body, learn the depth of the pleasure, before she learned that control wasn’t needed when it was a touch she desired with not just her body but her heart and her mind as well.


“Kiss me.” He whispered the demand. “Take what you want, Risa.”


He watched her eyes, watched the throb of her pulse at her neck. The thought of touching him sent a response tearing through her. He could see it, felt it in the tensing of her slender thighs alongside his.


She was dying for this touch. He was so hungry for it, he wondered if he would survive the wait.


 


RISA LICKED HER lips nervously as she stared back at Micah.


“What do I want?” The words fell from her lips before her head had a chance to censor them.


Her hands moved over his chest to his neck. She felt the heat of his flesh, the throb of his pulse, the thunder of his heart.


“You want to kiss me.” His lips formed the words, drawing her gaze to their tempting lines.


“What more do I want?” she asked, knowing she wanted so much more. “Will you touch me as I kiss you, Micah?”


She needed to be touched. Her flesh felt tight, achy. The need to be touched was overwhelming. She ached. The ache was like a sickness, like a fever she couldn’t get rid of.


“I’ll touch you whenever you like, Risa; you have only to ask.”


Weakness flooded her; need exploded inside her. Her hands moved to his shoulders, gripped the hard muscle there, and her lips lowered to his.


She had never kissed anyone, by her own instigation, her own initiation.


Micah sat beneath her, his body tense, humming with power and promise as her lips touched his and she felt a cry welling in her throat.


For the first time she had the chance to learn the shape of his lips against hers, the feel of them. Her lips parted, her tongue stroked over the fuller line of the lower curve, and she tasted coffee and heat. She tasted the man slowly, rather than simply the hunger that poured through her.


Her head tilted, lips parted over his, her tongue touched the seam of his lips and she felt lost in the wonder of the sensuality that began to build slowly between them.


Not just lust. It was so much more.


“Touch me,” she breathed against his lips. “Please, Micah, touch me.”


A groan rasped from his throat and his hands moved from the hard grip they had on her hips as his lips parted beneath hers, and then she didn’t know who was kissing who, who controlled and who led.


One hand lifted to her face, his palm cupping her neck. She loved that touch. It made her feel cherished, made her feel surrounded by him. The other hand pushed beneath the loose hem of her shirt. It stroked up her back; his fingertips touched her flesh on the way back down. Electric pleasure seemed to surround her as she allowed herself to sink beneath the waves of sensation that built inside her.


The uncharted waters of slow, building heat were exhilarating. The touch of his lips against hers as she learned the shape, the hunger, of a kiss gave her a heady confidence. The feel of his neck and shoulders beneath her touch, the feel of his heartbeat thundering in his chest, gave her courage.


He had to enjoy her, she thought desperately. Would he kiss her with such hunger if he didn’t? Would his heart race with excitement?


She jerked, her thoughts flying from her head as his palm cupped a breast, his thumb finding her nipple as a ragged cry tore from her throat.


Her head jerked back, eyes opening. She should have kept them closed, because the sight of his kiss-swollen, damp lips sent a punch of reaction to her womb.


“Micah. Tell me what to do,” she gasped, her hands clenching his biceps now. “Tell me what to do.”


“What you’re doing,” he groaned. “Let me touch you, Risa. Just feel good for me, love. Just let it feel good. This is all, just touch. Just touch, baby. Nothing more.”


Just touch. She could handle just touch, maybe.


“Here. Let’s take this off for you.” The hem of her shirt rose.


Risa lifted her arms, eager to be rid of the confining material as he stripped it from her.


“Damn. Look how pretty.”


Both hands cupped her breasts, framing the violet lace of the half bra that framed her flesh and lifted the swollen mounds to him.


Risa ran her hands over his shoulders, pushed them beneath the edges of his shirt, and rasped over his flesh with her nails.


It wasn’t enough. As his lips moved over her neck, angling too slowly to the rise of her breasts, she tugged at his shirt. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons; she was certain one might have popped off.


She wasn’t watching for the building arcs of dark intensity inside her now. It was just touch, he had promised her. She didn’t have to worry about being thrown into a maelstrom that might tear her soul from her body.


Just touch was safe.


Her breathing was harsh, heavy. The thunder of her heartbeat echoed in her ears as hunger settled heavily between her thighs.


Her clit was tormented. Inside, her pussy throbbed and ached; her juices slid from her, preparing her, begging for touch as she pulled at the open edges of his shirt.


He released her long enough to tear it off and throw it aside. Once the material dropped from his hands, he was touching her again.


His lips were on her breasts; his tongue stroked over her distended nipples as they rose beneath the lace cups of her bra. His groan echoed around her, but his flesh was there for her touch.


Touch. He promised her touch.


She felt her hair across her shoulder, stroking her, feathering against her flesh as his fingers lowered the lace covering her breasts and his mouth captured a tight nipple in the wet, heated confines.


She jerked, arched. Flares of explosive pleasure tore along the nerve endings from her nipple to her pussy. Her juices were hotter, coating her pussy now, electrifying her clit.


It was just touch. Touch alone would swamp her in the dark abyss that threatened at the reaches of her mind.


“Yes, love.” His whisper was a dark croon to her senses. “Let me touch you. Taste you. You’re sweet, Risa. As sweet as sunshine.”


A moan gathered in her throat, a trailing little cry as she felt the closure of her pants release, the zipper rasping down.


Then he was touching her there. Touch, just touch. His fingers circled her clit, rubbed against it. His teeth rasped over her nipple, sending a surge of painful pleasure to attack her system.


She moved against his fingers, lost in the building sensations. She wasn’t frightened. There were no waves of darkness. The darkness was already there. It eased around her, slowly, washed her in warmth. It wasn’t dizzying. It wasn’t frightening.


She was barely aware of the cries falling from her lips. Her hips writhed against his fingers as he continued to rub around her clit, against it. He didn’t go lower. He didn’t invade the spasming, desperate clench of her pussy. He didn’t penetrate it, didn’t touch it.


His lips suckled at her breasts; his fingers rubbed at her clit. He stroked and she swore she might have screamed out his name.


One arm wrapped around her hips, but he didn’t restrain her; he didn’t hold her in place. He let her move. His fingers followed. Bright pinpoints of light began to flare behind her closed eyes. Flames began to race over her body, and before she could control the darkness, it rose in a sudden wash of light and color and exploded through her system with an ecstasy she couldn’t imagine.


She screamed his name. She arched, bucked in his grip, and then flowed with the next eruption of pleasure as his fingers finally eased. But he didn’t move. His palm cupped her mound, the pad pressing into her flexing clit as she rubbed against him, taking the last remaining pulses of sensation as she rubbed against him with jerky abandon.


She finally collapsed against his chest, her breathing ragged as shudders continued to race through her body. Her nails eased their grip on his bare shoulders; her thighs melted; then each muscle in her body followed suit. She was limp against him, torn by the knowledge that such pleasure could exist from touch alone.


“Precious Risa.” He kissed her forehead, pulled her hair back from her cheek, and kissed there as well.


He touched her with gentleness, though she could feel the tension in his body and sensed his lust raging through him.


“You didn’t,” she whispered, knowing he hadn’t found his release. “Again.”


“Shh. My time will come,” he told her, his voice raspy as he kissed the lobe of her ear. “This was for you, love. And trust me, feeling your pleasure race through you more than makes up for any discomfort I may feel.”


His hand still cupped her, but his palm rasped against the ultrasensitive bud of her clit, but only when she wanted it to rasp.


Risa kept her face buried in his neck as the final shudders eased through her.


She had never known that touch alone could be so destructive. She couldn’t have imagined that such pleasure could exist. This was what she had fought the night he had taken her? How insane could she have been?


“Do you know,” he whispered at her ear then, “a man who understands true pleasure understands that his woman’s pleasure is tied directly to his own? It’s a very hollow release, Risa, for a man who understands that, when his lover has not found her pleasure as well. But it is a pleasure untold simply to see and to feel his lover’s release, whether he gains his or not.”


She burrowed closer to him, feeling a blush heating her skin. “Your accent is slipping again,” she said weakly.


He chuckled at her ear. “So it is. You’ll have to forgive me. I’m still immersed in my lover’s pleasure.”


She almost laughed. A smile did curve her lips, because she could still sense his own unrelieved need.


“Does it hurt?” she asked then.


“Does what hurt?” His hand eased from her, only to pull her closer, to allow her to feel the hard ridge of his cock rising beneath his jeans. “This? After several days in your presence, I’m becoming quite familiar with the situation.”


Risa lifted her head and stared back at him. There was amusement in his black eyes, in the shape of his lips. He wasn’t angry, but he was still very much aroused.


“I could try.” She swallowed tightly. “That wasn’t fair to you. We could go to the bedroom.”


She didn’t quite know how to handle this situation. She had just come on his fingers, had known an explosive release that left her weak and almost sated in his arms. There was an awareness, though, that something was missing. That she had managed once again to cheat not just herself but him also. She just wondered if she would survive knowing what she was cheating herself out of.


“Risa, love, the time that we come together again will arrive soon enough.” He fixed the little latch to her slacks and drew the zipper up before easing the cups of her bra back over her breasts. “Come now.” He lifted her from his lap and set her back on her feet. “Let’s see about getting you into those butt-snugging jeans I bought you, and one of your pretty tops to go over your new lacy panties. I must admit, I’d find great pleasure in that today.”


After the climax he had just given her, balking at that seemed a little childish. Besides, she’d wondered how the jeans and snug tops would look. She’d never worn clothes designed to cover and yet show off her body. She had always been self-conscious, too afraid to want to draw attention to herself, as a teenager. And after the kidnapping and her confinement in the private institution Jansen had placed her in, Risa had been terrified of wearing clothes that would reveal any part of her body.


Until the night she met Micah.


What had made her so determined to draw his attention? she wondered as she pulled her shirt on. She’d bought clothes designed to draw attention, to tempt a man. And, she knew now, not just any man, but the man her friends had spoken so highly of.


“I’ll wear the clothes.” She lifted her shoulders almost defensively at the thought of wearing them. “But I’m not used to wearing clothes like that.”


“You should get used to it,” he told her. “You should learn what you like, and make certain you have it. A few days at the mall, trying on whatever catches your eye, looking for what pleases you as a woman, you would have no trouble, Risa, filling your closet with clothing that would please you. A beautiful woman should always have clothing that makes her feel confident and in charge.”


She almost laughed bitterly at that. “Yeah, I’m just real confident and in charge, with a hit man watching for me and a damned date rape drug messing with my arousal.”


The pleasure of moments before was fading now and the familiar anger taking its place. She was tired of the anger. She was tired of the building frustration and the lack of control in her own life. Every step, every breath, seemed measured to guard against this new threat.


Wasn’t it enough, she wondered, that she had had to survive what Jansen Clay, a man who should have wanted to protect her, had done to her? No, he’d compounded it by locking her in an asylum and keeping her in a drug-shadowed existence for nearly two years. If it hadn’t been for the kindnesses of the staff there, God knew she would have given up in the first months.


She had learned later that two of the orderlies, a husband and wife, had made it their personal mission to see that she was looked after and wasn’t abused. But they hadn’t been able to keep Jansen Clay from visiting, and they had never seen the other man who she was aware had arrived with her father several times.


Those times were remembered because of the pain, rage, and horrifying arousal that had sped through her system after she was injected with something during those visits.


She had later learned she had been injected with a drug similar to the Whore’s Dust.


She paused and turned to Micah.


“He was at the clinic,” she said, frowning, aware that the memory was hovering just out of reach.


It was the hands. She had always noticed his hands. Large, blunt, as soft as silk.


“Who was at the clinic?” Micah’s voice was soft now, distant, as though he didn’t want to intrude on whatever she was remembering.


She lifted her gaze to his. “The man that raped me in the cargo plane. He was at the clinic. He came with Jansen several times. The doctors would almost let me slip out of the sedated haze they kept me in. They did it because the man that came with Jansen always injected me with that drug. It wasn’t Jansen that did it. It was him.”


As she stared at Micah, a hazy memory whispered through her.


“His hands hurt,” she said. “I thought he’d break my arm when he held it down. Then he would shove the needle in and force the drug inside me, as though he had to do it quickly. It hurt.”


“The attempts they made to duplicate the Whore’s Dust,” Micah said. “They used it on you several times.”


She nodded slowly. “It wasn’t like Whore’s Dust, though.” She lifted her head and stared back at him miserably. “It was worse, Micah. What he had was worse than the Whore’s Dust. It didn’t go away as easy. The pain of it seemed to last forever. Long after they left. It seemed like it was never-ending.” She shook her head and shut her eyes quickly as she swung away from him.


“Don’t fight the memories, Risa.” His hands caught her shoulders when she would have run from him. “You were not at fault for what they did to you. You have no shame in this. It is entirely theirs. You can’t fight the memories, because they’re your only defense.”


Her defense against a killer.


Her breathing hitched as the memory receded faster than it had flowed into her. The knowledge remained, though. The knowledge that whoever had raped her hadn’t been content to destroy her that way. For some reason, he had wanted to torture her further. He’d wanted to watch her pain.


He had hated her.













CHAPTER 11





RISA WORE THE jeans with a long-sleeved dark blue silk blouse and the leather jacket Micah had forced on her at the mall. On her feet she wore thick cotton socks and the white leather sneakers.


She had to admit that below the neck she didn’t look too bad. She’d tried to do something about above the neck. She’d styled her expertly highlighted hair around her face and used makeup sparingly, hoping she wouldn’t feel like an over-made-up clown.


“Beautiful,” Micah announced as she re-entered the living room, his black eyes frankly admiring as they went over her. “Risa, my love, I’m doomed to walk around in a haze of arousal whenever you’re near.”


She flushed, told herself he certainly didn’t mean it, but she glanced this time. And yes, he was still aroused. His expression was wry as he shrugged on his own leather jacket, covering the proof of arousal that strained at his jeans.


“We could have gone to bed,” she whispered, still a bit embarrassed at the fact that he hadn’t released.


“You’re not ready for bed yet,” he told her. “When you’re ready, sweet, your body will let me know.”


He led her to the door as she shot him a frown over her shoulder. “That’s a very arrogant statement, Micah,” she told him, irritation seeping into her voice.


He had to be the most arrogant, irritating, frustrating man in the world.


“I’m a very arrogant man,” he informed her as they stepped from the apartment. Before the door closed, the apartment door across from them opened and Risa watched as the agent Micah called John sprinted across the hall into her apartment.


“What does he do in there while we’re gone?” she muttered as she heard the locks click behind them.


“Trust me, with John, you really don’t want to know,” Micah growled, his voice low. “Now be a good girl. We don’t discuss the pests in your apartment while outside it.”


She almost laughed at the comment before he nipped at her ear gently and led her to the elevator. The smile lingered on her face. Micah had a way about him that made her want to smile, made her want to join in whatever amusement twinkled in his black eyes.


“Those jeans are killing me,” he sighed as they rode down the elevator.


“I could have worn the slacks,” she tried for a sober look as she glanced over her shoulder at him.


“I could spank you,” he muttered. “Such vile words should never come from such pretty lips.”


She had to turn her back and bite her lip to keep from laughing. But she felt him behind her, and she swore she felt him looking at her butt. The jacket did nothing to cover it.


As she stepped out of the elevator, it felt natural to have his hand riding at the small of her back, leading her through the lobby.


“Mr. Sloane, your vehicle is waiting outside.” The doorman handed him the key. “Have a nice outing, sir.”


“Thank you, Clive.” Micah accepted his key before moving to the car.


Micah opened the door for her, helped her in, then moved quickly around the vehicle to the driver’s side. Sliding in and shutting the door, he started the engine and pulled out into the traffic.


She stared around the car, wondering how safe it was here. Were there “pests” in the car as well?


His chuckle drew her gaze back to him.


“I can almost read your expression.” His smile was quick, warm. “The car is safe, sweet.”


“How do you know?” she asked. “It’s been parked in a public garage.”


“Locked, secured, and under the eagle eye of Nik’s camera,” he told her. “We rigged enough security to ensure we didn’t have any surprises.”


“That’s good then.” The plush interior was comfortable and warm, the car smooth as Micah flicked on the turn signal and headed for the interstate.


“What kind of party has your grandmother arranged?” he asked her then.


“Just a small one,” she told him. “She nearly canceled it once she learned I was in danger. She was afraid the same thing would happen to me that happened to Emily.”


Her friend Emily. She wanted to cringe when she thought of the older girl. Emily had been with her the night of the kidnapping. Jansen had arranged for Emily’s second kidnapping six years before. He’d been determined to acquire her as his own personal pet. It had been during her rescue from that kidnapping that they had learned Jansen was involved. He had died in the cell where Emily had been held.


Such a tangled web of evil, she thought as she watched Micah take the ramp onto the interstate. There had been so many lives that Jansen had affected, so much pain that he had dealt.


He had been the cause of the disappearance and death of Nathan Malone, a friend to the SEALs whose wives had befriended Risa. He had nearly killed Emily and Kell, and only God knew how many other lives he had destroyed. He had been a monster, and the world should have been told what he was, rather than allowing the fictional reputation he had built for himself to stand.


“We’re not going to let anything happen to you,” Micah promised. “You definitely won’t be visiting the ladies’ room without plenty of company though.”


Emily had been taken through a concealed door in the ladies’ room when she had accompanied Jansen’s second wife, who had pretended to be upset and ill.


That woman had been diseased, Risa knew. Risa had spent years seeing the manipulating evil that had filled Jansen’s second wife as well as Jansen.


“I think I’ll just stay out of the downstairs ladies’ room to be certain,” Risa told Micah. “I only need to be at the party a few hours; then I can leave. It’s just a hundred people, her best friends and their guests, so there shouldn’t be any surprises there.”


“And unless Orion is intimately acquainted with your grandmother, then we should have no problems,” Micah told her as he handled the vehicle through the early evening traffic crush.


“I rather doubt it,” she said as she watched the traffic nervously. It was running fast and aggressive as it usually did at this time of the day. If it had been up to Risa, she would have left earlier or later. She hadn’t considered the traffic, though, when they left. Her mind had been on other things.


Things such as the erection beneath Micah’s jeans, and the flash of a fantasy that had run through her mind. The same fantasy that had followed her into her dreams last night. Her on her knees, his rough, aroused voice telling her to take him into her mouth. How to pleasure him.


She almost shivered, only barely managed to restrain the urge. She wanted that. She wanted to experience everything she could experience with him while he was in her life. And yet there was still the fear. She’d already been with him once, she’d felt his possession, knew he wouldn’t hurt her, but the fear was still there, and it wasn’t that easy to push out of her head. Because with the fantasies, there was also a mix of the nightmares. They intruded at the worst possible times, reminded her that pain could very well await her.


And she still wasn’t certain whether Micah wanted her because he found her desirable or because he felt sorry for her. She knew a man could become hard and could even climax whether he truly desired a woman or not, according to the Internet research she had done the day before while Micah was talking to several members of his team in the kitchen.


One site on military personnel had even stated that adrenaline alone could cause a man to get an erection and after the erection was attained, finding release wasn’t that difficult.


“You’re thinking too hard?” Micah stated, a question in his voice.


Glancing over at him, she felt a flush mounting in her face before she turned quickly away from him.


“Just quiet,” she said, trying to cover her embarrassment.


She was sitting here thinking about his erections while he was driving her to her grandmother’s home. Obviously she had little or no self-control, despite the promise to herself that she would force herself to stop focusing on the needs that she couldn’t seem to halt.


It hadn’t been this bad before Micah, except in her sleep.


“Well now, if that isn’t a pretty blush,” he crooned, and the sound of his voice was like black velvet. Or black magic. Completely tempting and forbidden. “Maybe you’ll tell me what you were thinking about when I get you home this evening.”


Home. She cleared her throat and risked another glance at him. There was a hint of a smile at his lips. It made them look even more kissable than before.


“Maybe,” she said breathlessly, remembering how he had convinced her to sit in his lap earlier, and the results of it. “You may have a chance at convincing me.”


He chuckled. No sooner had the sound left his chest than he tensed. Risa saw his hands clenching on the steering wheel as the car jerked, nearly throwing them into the lane of traffic next to them.


His eyes jerked to the dash, then the road. His hands had a white-knuckled grip on the car as he cursed viciously.


“Hold on,” he growled, his voice still calm, the vehicle his attempts to steer it.


Risa felt her heart rise to her throat. It was obvious there was a problem. The car was shuddering, the steering wheel jerking in his grip as he attempted to steer onto the center median.


The car wasn’t wanting to be steered. The steering wheel kept jerking to the left as he attempted to pull it to the right. He jerked the gearshift down, tore the parking brake up. There was a scream of tires against the blacktop as the car seemed to jump partially into the opposite lane.


Micah was fighting the wheel as horns blared around him. A black SUV plowed into the side of the car, throwing it back into the lane, then onto the median.


Risa fought the screams rising in her throat as she heard the sound of glass shattering. Her hands were braced against the seat, her fingers digging into the cushioned side as they bumped over a dip a second before the car tilted.


Something hit the back, throwing her into the door as she wondered frantically where the air bags were. Their seat belts were latched securely but weren’t protecting Micah from the glass that flew around them as the front end hit a cement barrier and the windshield shattered.


“Micah!” she screamed out his name as the car rocked to a stop, smoke drifting from the engine as he slumped against the seat.


She reached for him, her hands almost touching him when her door was jerked open and hard hands reached for her.


She turned, expecting Nik or Travis, one of the men she had seen from Micah’s team. It was a stranger reaching for her. Dark glasses, dark hair. A vehicle was parked too close to the car, doors open as strong hands gripped her arm and pulled at her.


“Micah!” she screamed his name as hysteria began to take over.


She clutched at his arm, her nails digging into the leather of his jacket as she clawed for purchase and fought the hands trying to tear her from the vehicle.


“Micah, wake up!” she screamed as she lost her battle. Those brutal hands grabbed hers, squeezing until she released Micah with a scream of pain.


She was torn from the car with enough force that she slammed to her knees. Scrambling against the grass beneath her, she fought to find her footing, to throw herself back into the car as she screamed out for Micah.


Why wasn’t anyone helping? She could hear the horns, the cars passing. She glimpsed the shocked faces as she was lifted by her hair and thrown toward the SUV.


“Micah!” She couldn’t let this happen. No one would do this unless it was the man sent to kill her.


She tried to see his face, tried to slap the glasses from it, to identify him. She had to get details. Micah would save her. He would need to know what this man looked like. Micah needed to know who Orion was.


“Bitch!” Her claws raked his face as she fought him, twisting and jerking against his hold, her hands flying out, slapping at him, trying to claw him again.


He was pushing her closer to the SUV. Dragging her by her hair and her arm, trying to throw her inside it. She felt a pinch at her arm and a feral insanity surged through her.


An injection; the bastard had shot something into her arm. Her scream was enraged as she tore as his arm, clawed at his hand, and felt the darkness edging at her vision.


No. No. She couldn’t let this happen. She couldn’t let him take her. Micah would never forgive himself. She wouldn’t have a chance to live if this man got her in that SUV.


“Micah!” She felt herself weakening.


Tears streamed from her eyes as her knees collapsed and the darkness began to swell through her. She felt herself falling, felt her face scrape the grass, and before she lost consciousness, she could have sworn she heard a gunshot.


 


MICAH CAME BACK to consciousness with Risa’s screams ringing in his head. He could hear her terror, the sharp, imperative sound of rage and pain, and he knew in that instant what had happened.


The steering had been sabotaged as well as the brakes. He’d felt the explosion beneath the car a second before everything had gone to hell. He’d almost had a handle on it, almost had them safely out of traffic, when that damned SUV plowed into them.


The air bags hadn’t deployed. Somehow they, too, had been deactivated. A gunshot through the back windshield had also taken out the front one, shattering the already-broken window and throwing glass through the car.


Blood filled his vision as he struggled against his seat belt. It took precious seconds to tear his weapon from the pocket of his jacket and too damned long to struggle to lie across the seats where he could glimpse her struggling with the hulking form of a male trying to push her into the black SUV that had pushed them off the interstate.


He couldn’t see. He swiped at the blood that smeared over his eyes, but the figures were wavering. His vision was fucked the hell up. He was seeing double for too long. He couldn’t tell where she was, and the bastard had her too close. There was no way to fire at the man attempting to take her without possibly hitting her instead.


He had to do something. He pushed himself from the car as he aimed to the side of the assailant and fired. Risa was to his right—well, two Risas. There were two versions of her assailant on the left. Micah fired to the left.


The bastard was still trying to shove her into the SUV.


Micah aimed at the ground and fired again, close to the other man’s foot. Had the bastard jerked?


Risa fell from his grip as he jumped into the SUV. The assailant’s foot was on the gas before his door was closed and Micah was struggling away from the car.


Where the hell was his backup?


He rolled from the car, catching his weight on his shoulder as he struggled to get to her still form where she had been left, crumpled on the ground.


“Risa!” he choked out her name.


God, had he hit her with that bullet? Had his vision been worse than he thought it was?


He could hear sirens, the sound of brakes, and voices rising as he stumbled to her.


“Risa. Baby.” He touched her hair. There was blood on her face, her arm. Her eyes were closed, her body limp.


“Risa. Please. Baby, please.” He hunched over her, rabid fury coursing through him as he fought to run his hands over her body, to check for injuries.


She couldn’t be hurt, he prayed. He couldn’t have shot her. Not Risa. How could he live with himself if he had hurt her, even in his effort to protect her?


Shaking his head, he lifted it, his weapon coming up as a shadow fell over them. Shadows.


“Micah, it’s Jordan. Dammit, stand down.”


Jordan came to a hard crouch as the other shadows, Nik and Noah, were suddenly there as well.


Micah wiped his arm over his face again, feeling the blood that seeped from his forehead and altered his vision as it dripped into his eyes.


“Is she shot?” he screamed. “I fired. I fired, Jordan. Did I hit her?” His hands ran down her arms, her waist. He couldn’t find a wound, but he was terrified to turn her over, too scared he would hurt her worse before help could arrive.


“Ambulance is on its way!” Noah yelled over the sound of sirens approaching. “Son of a bitch, Noah. We could see him jerking at her and couldn’t get past those damned cars deadlocked back there. I haven’t run that far that fast in my life.”


Micah shook his head. Dammit, he couldn’t see her clear enough. He couldn’t keep the blood out of his eyes.


“Risa,” he choked out her name as Jordan began moving her. “Did I hit her? I fired. The bastard almost had her, Jordan. He almost took her.”


Control. He was losing control, losing focus. He’d just held her in his lap no more than a few hours ago and given her her first taste of pleasure. There had been a smile on her lips before the world had gone to hell. She had been thinking about him. He’d eased her, gentled her. He couldn’t have hurt her.


“I said stand down, Micah!” Jordan’s tone was a lash of command. “She’s been injected. He broke the skin. Looks like a sedative. She’s out cold. No wounds other than surface cuts. Ambulance is here.”


Dizzying weakness tore through Micah.


“Noah, ride with her. Make sure.” He felt something on his forehead. “Don’t leave her alone.”


“Dammit, we’re not leaving her alone,” Jordan cursed. “Hold that on your stubborn-assed head until we get the paramedics over here. Son of a bitch, you’re as bad as Noah.”


As bad as Noah? Hell no. No one was as bad as Noah when he was wounded. The man was like a kamikaze when he saw his own blood. Unless his wife was around. No, if Bella was there, then he was like a big-assed baby crying for attention. Micah was doing neither.


He lifted Risa against his chest, lowered his head over hers, and whispered a prayer against her forehead. She was okay. He could feel her even breaths. She wasn’t struggling to breathe. He let his fingers find her pulse; it was slow but steady.


She had been injected. A sedative. She’d been given a sedative. But she had fought the bastard. Micah had heard her screams; he’d seen her lash out at her assailant’s face.


“Fingernails.” He lifted his head to find Jordan. “Her fingernails. DNA. She raked his face.”


“Good girl!” Jordan exclaimed. “The paramedics are here. I’ll have them preserve anything they find. Get ready now, dammit; we have to move her.”


Micah’s hold tightened on her. He couldn’t let her go. He wouldn’t be certain she was safe. He had almost failed her once, he couldn’t fail her again.


“Dammit, Micah—”


“Jordan, get them in together and fucking let it the hell go,” Noah suddenly cursed. “He’s not going to let her go.”


He wasn’t letting her go. He gripped his gun in one hand, his arms wrapped around her as he held her to his chest.


“Get them in the ambulance together. Micah’s injuries are worse; she’s sedated. You have the power to do it, now do it, and let’s get them the hell out of here.”


Micah let the argument drift away. He struggled as they lifted Risa onto a stretcher. The paramedic tried to push him back until he found the business end of Micah’s weapon in his throat. Micah was pushed into the ambulance with her moments later as he fought to blink the damned blood out of his eyes. Weak but conscious, he let the paramedic check the head wound, Micah’s gun held carefully at the side of his leg as he heard Jordan in the front of the ambulance barking out orders to the driver.


Hell, this was going to screw with the op, Micah knew. Hopefully Orion had run far and fast when he realized that Micah was shooting at him and others were running for the wreck.


He might not know that the people running for them were members of an operational team. Jordan could cover this, and he would, to the best of his ability. He was already directing the ambulance to a private clinic rather than the public hospital.


That would work. The paramedics would be briefed before they could leave with whatever story Jordan was cooking up in his head. Jordan was damned good at lies. It was what made him a helluva team leader. He got things done. He fixed things.


“How is she?” Micah turned to the paramedic as he finished radioing their stats to the clinic.


“She’s out like a light.”


Micah had his first look at the medical tech. He was older, possibly in his forties. His gray eyes were concerned, his expression confident. He was a man who had pretty much seen it all. He didn’t seem fazed.


“How’s your vision?” He held up two fingers.


“You have two fingers up, three down. One head and two eyes,” Micah growled. “When we arrive at the clinic, stay the hell out of my way. Where she goes, I go.”


“I got that part when you pushed that gun into my face,” the paramedic grunted. “Don’t worry, man; we’re not standing in your way.”


“Two minutes,” Jordan called back to him. “Doctors are waiting at the entrance. Stay the hell out of their way, Micah, while they get her prepped and examined. Don’t make me knock you the hell out.”


Micah grunted. “Where she goes, I go. Period.”


Jordan was cursing.


“She must be damned important to you,” the paramedic murmured. “That’s one dude I wouldn’t want to mess with.”


“She’s important.” She was more important than Micah had let himself believe until he’d seen her struggling with the man he knew had to be Orion.


He could have lost her. Not just his opportunity to take Orion down, but he could have lost Risa. Her smile. Hell, he hadn’t heard her laugh yet. He could have lost her wonder at each touch they shared. He could have lost the fragile sense of warmth he was beginning to feel with her when he had never felt it with another woman.


 


WHERE HAD HE messed up? Orion was almost screaming in pain from the bullet that had torn into his foot as he’d tried to shove that little bitch into the SUV.


Who knew that the man riding with her was carrying a gun? Orion knew he should have found a way to get into their apartment and check out the unknown lover before making this attempt. He had argued with his employer that it was too soon to make the attempt. He needed to be certain; he needed to check out the new lover before he made his move.


His employer had refused to listen. It had to be done quickly, before she remembered anything more.


Orion groaned in pain as he turned the SUV off the interstate and looked for a quick place to stash it, and for another to steal for long enough to get him to a safe area where he could treat the gunshot wound and get a cab back to the apartment he had taken.


He’d tried several times to slip into Risa Clay’s apartment since the bugs had been swept up by the housecleaning crew.


It happened sometimes. To get what he needed, he had to use electronics that were sometimes easy to sweep away. He’d thought he was safe with the lightbulb camera, but the cleaning crew had changed the bulbs as well.


It should have been simple, should have been easy to sneak back in and replace the bugs. Except they never fucking left the apartment. In three days, not once had they ventured out, and his employer had called daily.


Orion knew better than to let that son of a bitch rush him. This was the same reason Jansen Clay had fucked up and ended up dead, because he had allowed this man to rush him, to force him into readjusting his schedule. Jansen had paid the ultimate price for allowing himself to be bullied.


Orion had almost paid it.


Hell, he was too old for this shit. He should have retired six years ago instead of waiting. No, what he should have done was killed the son-of-a-bitch partner Jansen Clay had for being so stupid. He wouldn’t have had to make that hit six years ago, and he wouldn’t have had to take this job, either.


Because the only man who knew his identity would have been dead.













CHAPTER 12





FOUR HOURS LATER, Risa was still unconscious. Micah sat beside her bed, watching her closely, gauging the time as the monitors tracked her vitals.


Jordan was at the foot of the bed. Outside her private room the rest of the team was placed in strategic positions to watch the door as well as anyone who entered the clinic.


Noah, Jordan, and Nik had been several cars behind them. With the confusion that had ensued when Micah and Risa’s vehicle had been run off the road, they had been back too far for immediate help.


They had been close enough to see Orion, though. Dark glasses that covered most of the upper face, dark hair, broad build, older. It wasn’t a lot to go on.


Beneath Risa’s nails had been torn flesh, though, enough that Micah was confident they could collect the DNA from it.


He ran his hand wearily over his lower jaw before rubbing at the back of his neck and continued to watch Risa closely.


This was the first time a victim had escaped from Orion. How long she stayed under and how she awoke would answer some important questions for them.


Micah had lied to her when he told her that he wanted Orion because a friend’s mother had died. It hadn’t been a friend’s mother; it had been his own. It wasn’t a friend’s father who had thrown himself at a suicide bomber. It had been Micah’s. And it hadn’t been a friend who had managed to track Orion to that freighter. It had been Micah. And there he had learned Orion had friends. Somehow information had leaked from the Mossad to Orion, and the bastard had been waiting for Micah.


Orion’s bullet had grazed his head as he threw himself from the freighter into the waters off Israel’s shores. He would have drowned if a SEAL team hadn’t been practicing in those waters and heard the gunshot.


If the team commander hadn’t notified Jordan of the nearly dead Mossad agent they had rescued, Micah wondered which way would his life have gone. Would he have done the same as his father? Realized that whoever Orion was working for had enough ties to his government that eventually he would have been killed either way?


Micah had realized as the waters closed over his head that night that the investigation his mother had been involved in hadn’t been sanctioned. She had been told to let it go, that the rumors were just that, rumors. Ariela Abijah had ignored that directive, and she had died for her efforts.


Orion had destroyed Micah’s life as he had known it, and Micah was determined to destroy Orion. When this mission had first begun, nothing had mattered to Micah but catching Orion. He’d never imagined that in a few short days, saving the girl would become more important.


“I need skin tags,” he told Jordan, speaking of the small skin-colored discs that housed a one-time-use electronic tracker. “Match them to her skin tone. I also want a bracelet, something simple that she can wear daily, with a GPS chip set in it that activates remotely. I don’t want anything that could trip an electronic detector if he has one.”


“Orion strips jewelry from the body,” Jordan pointed out. “He also washes them down before they awaken. A skin tag won’t work if it’s wet.”


“Jewelry and clothes are always found close to where he’s taken them, normally in the same room where they’re killed. Only once did he take a personal effect. That being the Star of David that Ariela Abijah wore,” Micah argued. “Cell phones and electronics are disposed of on the way.” He turned and stared back at Jordan fiercely. “He almost took her, Jordan. She would have been defenseless if he had gotten her into that SUV. I can’t risk it happening again.”


He had been so certain he could keep her safe. That with him, as well as the team for backup, there was no way Orion could get to her. And he’d been wrong.


“Has Nik figured out how he got to the car?”


Jordan shook his head. “He’s back at the apartment going over the camera feed now. He hasn’t found anything yet.”


“We have to assume he’s guessed that there’s the possibility that this is now an operation.” He breathed out roughly. That was going to make protecting her harder. “We need to contact the informant, see if he has any information.”


“Travis is working on that.” Jordan nodded. “We should have something within the next twelve hours.”


“They’re always awake when he slices their wrists,” Micah said quietly. “Tox reports on the victims suggest he kills them within an hour of consciousness. His drug of choice has always been GHB. He wouldn’t want to waste too much time. Get them where he’s going to kill them, time to strip and wash the body, another hour, then perhaps thirty minutes to an hour before they awaken. He’d give himself enough time that they wouldn’t awaken before he has them chained.”


“He has medical knowledge then,” Jordan stated.


Micah nodded at that. “At least enough medical knowledge to know how to adjust the drug; otherwise he’d kill them. That shit is too dangerous to mess with blind.”


His fingers curled over the metal bar at the side of the mattress as rage threatened to burn through him. He’d promised that he would protect her. He’d given her his word, built her trust. And she had nearly been taken.


He reached out and touched her hair, just her hair, tucking it gently behind her ear. The weight of her hair behind her ear seemed to comfort her when she was nervous. It was a habit he found completely charming.


This woman had fascinated him over the past four years. Even though he had only known who she was, had only glimpsed her coming or going from Emily’s, Raven’s, or Morganna’s homes, still she had drawn him. The knowledge of her courage, her strength, had always astounded him. He’d seen it in her face, in her eyes, each time he glimpsed her. In the stubborn set of her chin, the straight line of her shoulders. She’d been through hell, but she was a survivor, and she was determined to show the world exactly what she was made of.


There was such beauty in her courage. As though it were a light that shone from inside her, that beauty radiated over every inch of her.


She was a woman of strength. Such strength held a beauty that was all its own. It was a beauty he found irresistible in Risa.


“We’ll carry on as though this were a botched attempt and you’re a concerned lover. We’ll use a private security firm to take you to and from the outings you have planned, and give Orion the impression you’ve hired a bodyguard because of the attempted kidnapping. We’ll maintain your cover as a SEAL and work from there. If we play this as we started, then he may suspect an op, but he won’t find proof of one.”


Micah touched her hair again. “He doesn’t flinch at the thought of going against an agent or agencies,” he said softly. “Ariela was Mossad. Her husband was CIA and her son was Mossad. He doesn’t worry about possible ops or complications.”


“According to our source, his employer is pushing him hard as well,” Jordan murmured. “We and our contact suspect the employer knows his identity. That’s going to make him sloppy, Micah. Keep your mind on the operation we have here, not the woman. She’s secondary.”


His head jerked up. The rage burning inside him became a conflagration that threatened to burn into his soul.


“She is not secondary. Ever,” he snarled. “Mark my words, Jordan, you risk her further than she’s already being risked and you’ll have a rogue on your hands. I won’t tolerate it.”


Jordan grimaced furiously. “Son of a bitch,” he hissed. “I knew you were losing your head over her. You can’t do that, Micah. When the mark becomes more important than the operation, shit happens. We saw that with Noah when that militia kidnapped his wife. Keep your head on straight or we’ll lose Orion and Risa. None of us want that.”


“I will not lose Risa to that bastard,” he ground out between clenched teeth. “Get the items I asked for. I want her apartment checked again, now. If he managed to get more bugs installed during the commotion, then I’ll move her. But mark my words, Jordan, he won’t take her.” From me. Micah bit off the words. He couldn’t risk even the thought of such possessiveness toward her.


She was a woman of strength and courage. Such women should be protected at all times when they couldn’t protect themselves.


“Everything is in place, I’ll have the items you need,” Jordan assured him. “But you better get a handle on those emotions, Micah. I thought I could trust the lack of emotion you’ve always displayed. Especially where women are concerned. You’re going to make me start wishing I had put John in her bed instead.”


Micah stared back at Jordan, knowing his emotions were throwing a kink in the cold, logical operation they were working within. At no time before had his emotions ever been displayed. He’d been cold, hard. Even before Orion had destroyed his life, Micah had known to protect his soul. Somehow, Risa had managed to break through that barrier, and now she held a part of him that he wasn’t familiar with.


“Try to put another agent with her and we’ll all regret it,” he stated harshly.


Jordan’s lips parted to speak when a choked cry drew his and Micah’s gaze back to Risa.


Her eyes were open. Her face was sheet-white now, her body tense, her expression still dazed but bordering on complete horror.


Her gaze swung from Jordan to Micah. Micah had never seen such fear in anyone’s eyes in his life.


“I want to get out of this bed.”


Risa hadn’t known such complete horror since her incarceration at the clinic where Jansen Clay had placed her eight years before, after the SEALs had rescued her, Emily, and Carrie from Diego Fuentes’s cells. Risa had been unconscious during the rescue. But when she awoke, she’d been strapped to a bed, drugged, groggy. For nearly two years she had remained in a state of sedated hell.


She’d been sedated again. She could feel the grogginess, the inability to function as she wanted to, and it terrified her. Adrenaline began racing through her body, making the effects of the sedative worse. She felt the haze in her mind, the panic fighting to overcome it, and the knowledge that she couldn’t help herself. She couldn’t fight it. She had to get away from him, and she couldn’t make her body move.


The scent of disinfectant wrapped around her senses, threatening to force her to throw up. She could feel the cramps in her stomach, the fear that battled with her efforts to make sense of what was going on.


Micah was with her. He wouldn’t let her be harmed, she reminded herself. He’d promised to protect her.


“Risa?” Micah tucked a heavy strand of hair behind her ear as his thumb caressed her cheek. “Do you remember the wreck?”


She nodded quickly. She remembered it in that fuzzy, out-of-this-world way. “I remember it all. Now get me out of here.”


She saw the look he exchanged with Jordan. God, they were going to make her stay. They couldn’t make her stay.


His lips parted to speak.


“Micah, I can’t function here,” she rasped, breathing roughly. “Please don’t make me try. I know I was drugged. I remember the wreck and the man trying to force me into his vehicle. I remember the injection. I know I’m safe.” Her voice broke on a sob. “Don’t make me stay here.”


It was a hospital. It was filled with doctors who would lie to her and slide the needle into her arm no matter what she wanted. There were nurses who only followed orders, and who stepped away when they were told to.


She couldn’t separate the present from the past. Bleak, black memories of the sedated hell she had lived within for nearly two years washed over her again.


A hard hand gripping her arm. The flesh was soft, so soft, but the hand was thick and heavy. A male hand. A needle punching into her arm, anger in his voice.


You should kill her and have done with it, the voice whispered through her mind. A cultured voice, almost foreign. It resonated with superiority and condescending hatefulness. She’s a weakness we can’t afford.


A man doesn’t kill his own child. That had been Jansen’s reply. No matter how dismally ugly she is. For the moment she’s of use to me. And to you. We need to know if your drug works.


The drug was horrifying.


Risa shook her head, fighting against the memories as Micah’s voice drew her back to the present. Something about staying, about letting the doctors check her.


She shook her head desperately.


“I’ll be fine.” She had to get out of here before the past overcame her and left her screaming in horror. “Get me out of here, Micah. Now. I can’t bear it.”


She watched his expression tighten for a moment as he stared down at her. There was a battle waging in his eyes, and she was terrified she was going to come out on the losing end of whatever he was considering.


“Micah.” Her hand tightened on his wrist as she struggled to push away the fog wrapping around her senses. “I can’t…” Her voice caught on a sob, and she hated that. “Please, don’t make me stay.”


Fear clawed at her stomach, sucked the oxygen from her lungs, and made it hard to breathe.


“Jordan, have the car brought around,” he suddenly decided.


“Micah, she’s in no shape to leave,” Jordan protested quietly. “The doctor needs to examine her. We need to be certain she’s not going to have a reaction to the drug she was given.”


“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t make me stay.”


He had sworn he would protect her, that he wouldn’t let her be hurt. She trusted him. The very fact that she wasn’t locked in hysteria attested to her trust in him. But she knew if he didn’t take her out of here, she would never trust him again. The knowledge of it seared inside her brain. She couldn’t exist here, not even for another moment.


“Have the fucking car brought around,” he ordered again as he tucked the sheet around her, then bent and eased his arms around her.


Risa wrapped her arms around his neck, buried her face in his shoulder, and fought the tears that wanted to fall. She shuddered as the scent of disinfectant disappeared. She could smell Micah now. His scent, warm and male, wrapping around her as he removed her from the room.


The sheet protected her against the chill that would have penetrated the hospital gown. His body heat seeped into her, wrapped around her, and eased the almost mind-numbing horror that threatened her sanity.


There were protests. She could hear the nurses, perhaps a doctor.


“She’ll be looked after,” Micah snarled to someone. “You are no longer required, Doctor.”


She heard the swish of the door, felt the cool night air as it bit into the thin covering, then, seconds later, more warmth as Micah bent and moved into a car.


Her arms tightened around him.


“It’s okay,” he whispered against the top of her hair. “Jordan had a limo standing by. You’re safe. Trust me, Risa. It’s okay.”


It was okay. Her mind was still groggy; the sedative she had been given made it so hard to think. She knew it was a sedative; she remembered it from the clinic. Strangely, she remembered the doctor arguing with her father over his choice of drug.


“Same thing,” she whispered against Micah’s shoulder. “The sedative. The same thing Jansen ordered at the clinic.”


He stiffened against her. “Are you certain?”


She nodded. “I know how it feels.”


She knew because the doctor at the asylum had always put her on another sedative after her father left. One that didn’t cloud her mind so much, one that allowed her to retain memories, impressions of what was going on.


“I’ll get on that, Micah,” Jordan said. “We’ll know exactly what the sedative was within twelve hours. It takes a while to complete those tests on the blood.”


She shook her head. She knew the name of the drug. It was on the tip of her tongue. She remembered Jansen talking about it once.


“We have her records from the clinic as well as the hospital she was taken to after her rescue from there.” Micah’s voice drifted through her mind. “It should be in there.”


“The drug they found in her system after her rescue from the clinic isn’t the same,” Jordan stated. “I already questioned the doctor tonight concerning that. The drug that was found in her system from the clinic was milder.”


“Not always.” Risa had to force the words past her lips, but it was getting easier to think, easier to make sense of what was going on around her, though she was still groggy. She would be groggy for a while.


“What do you mean, ‘Not always’?” Micah asked.


She breathed in, out, tried to force her mind to clear enough to tell him.


“The doctor.” Her voice was halting, a little slurred. “When Jansen wasn’t scheduled in. He changed the sedative. The other, it would damage me, he said. He didn’t want to damage me. Jansen didn’t care.”


She was still locked in that in-between place. Not really here, not really there.


“You had halperidol in your system when you were taken from the clinic,” Micah said.


Risa nodded. “GHB before Jansen’s visits.” She frowned; why hadn’t she remembered that before? “He injected me with GHB.” She knew what GHB was. “The doctor called it GHB. Said he could kill me with it.”


She heard their voices in her head, insidious whispers she couldn’t escape. Jansen’s laughter, the doctor’s concern. And she heard the other man. Snide, his voice imperious but with an underlying accent.


“Don’t take me back, Micah,” she whispered, feeling the grogginess becoming darkness. “Don’t let them touch me.”


“I have you, Risa.” His arms tightened further around her. “I have you.”


She drifted off into that never-never land, aware of the tension that had invaded Micah’s body. She would ask him about it later, she told herself. If she remembered.


Jordan stared at that girl in Micah’s arms, aware of the way the agent held her, the possessiveness in his hold and in his eyes.


“Ariela Abijah was given GHB,” Jordan said, watching Micah, knowing the tender spot he was pressing. Ariela had been Micah’s mother, a woman of rare strength in Jordan’s eyes. He’d met her once, just once, and she had impressed him when it was hard for anyone to do so.


“Orion always uses GHB,” Micah said, his voice bleak. “It’s easy to find, impossible to trace.”


“She knows the difference.” He nodded to Risa. “The doctor suspected it might be GHB from his initial tests.”


“She came out of it early.” Micah smoothed his hand down her arm as Jordan watched.


Hell, another perfect agent shot in the fucking heart, he thought. His Elite Operational Unit was going to hell in a handbasket. First Noah, now Micah? God help them all if John or Travis decided to bite the love bullet.


“How do you know she came out of it early?” Jordan questioned Micah.


“She drifted off again,” he stated. “She would have never done that if she wasn’t still under the influence of the drug. She would have fought it. I’d say six- to eight-hour dosage is what she was given. The tests on her blood should come back with that answer. That means he’s most likely got a hole outside of Atlanta somewhere, perhaps further. The SUV had tinted windows. He could have dumped her in the back and gone for at least four hours before he had to get her secured. He has this planned down to the last second, from kidnapping to death. He’d be living close now that he can’t depend on the bugs he had in the apartment. He took a chance today. He’s being pushed to finish this and he’s making mistakes.”


“Then he’ll make more before it’s over with,” Jordan decided with a nod. “He’ll be pissed now. We’ll get a plan together and get started on it.”


He watched Micah closely. The other man didn’t nod, he didn’t agree. That was a damned bad sign. It meant that at any moment Risa Clay could end up on the missing persons list and only one man would know where to find her. The man who had claimed her.


Ex-fucking-Mossad-agent. Bastards. He’d never met a harder, more cunning agent than those the Mossad produced. Problem was with such men, once they lost their minds to a woman, then they were worse than lions protecting a cub. You took your life in your hands if you dared to endanger that woman.


Micah had that look. Noah had that look when his Sabella, or Bella, as most knew her. Yeah, that was the problem with hard-core black agents. They were only black until some damned female came around and decided to light up their friggin’ lives.


Jordan pushed his fingers through his hair and started considering alternatives to each plan that he knew faced them. He’d have to make certain Risa wasn’t just protected but had a damned bulletproof bubble around her; otherwise Micah would fight him.


He could enforce any plan he wanted to use. It would be simple enough to have Micah jerked off the unit during this op and replaced.


He rejected that idea quickly enough. He could jerk the agent off the case, but as Micah had warned him, he’d turn rogue. Risa would disappear and with her would go one of the best damned agents to be found on the face of the earth. Nope, that one wouldn’t work at all.


“She remembered the wreck,” Jordan suddenly pointed out as the thought tripped in his brain. “GHB affects memory and perception. She shouldn’t have remembered.”


“She shouldn’t have remembered her rape or the fact that her own father gave her to the bastard that hurt her.” Micah cursed. “She remembered it. That was the reason why he had her placed in the private asylum. He was there when she first awoke, she remembered, and he kept her drugged and out of the way so she couldn’t reveal what he was.”


“Damned strange,” Jordan pointed out. “Even Emily Stanton didn’t remember exactly what had happened until after Jansen kidnapped her again. It took a catalyst, and full memory still hasn’t returned. According to the psychologist, Risa’s memories are amazingly intact.”


“Intact enough that someone wants to die by striking out at her,” Micah stated, his voice harder, colder, than before and savage enough that it pierced the fog that still wrapped around Risa’s head.


She could hear them. She could feel Micah’s tension, hear the murder in his voice when he spoke of the doctor her father had brought to the clinic with him. The doctor hadn’t liked coming. He’d been angry. Her father had laughed at him, because he’d forced him to come, to inject her with what he called his creation. But the creation hadn’t worked as they’d wanted it to somehow. It had been painful. And each time Jansen arrived, Risa had tried to fight to get from the bed, to get away from them.


She knows me. The voice crackled in her head. She can identify me.


She’d looked at him. Looked straight at him. But her vision was foggy; her mind was drugged, slow. Who was he? If she knew him, she should recognize his voice; she should know him if she saw him again.


“I know him,” she whispered against Micah’s chest.


Silence filled her head then.


“I can identify him.” She felt Micah’s arms tighten around her. “His hands are so soft. Like a baby. Such large hands, big and scarred. But his palms are so soft….” She felt as though she was drifting away and fought to rise back to consciousness. Whatever she knew, Micah needed to know; she understood that. “But I can’t see his face,” she sighed. “I’m so sleepy, I can’t see his face….” Her voice trailed away.


Micah wanted to curse. He laid his forehead against hers and clenched his eyes closed for a long moment before he touched his lips to her forehead.


Strength. He could hear the strength in her voice. She was trapped somewhere between memory and reality, and she was fighting to remember both. He knew the effects of the drug, knew that the rare few whom it didn’t totally work on were tormented by the distant quality of their memories.


She was strong enough to fight it, just as she had been strong enough to fight Orion when he’d attempted to take her. Strong enough that when she had awakened in the clinic, she had held on to her control, fought back her hysteria, and remained coherent.


“I want him dead,” Micah whispered against her brow before lifting his head to stare back at Jordan. “I’ll kill that bastard that helped Jansen Clay myself.”


“To kill him, you have to identify him,” Jordan pointed out, infuriating him. “We have to take Orion alive if we’re going to identify anyone, Micah. You know that.”


His lips thinned as he lifted Risa closer and watched the lights of the city as they headed back to her apartment rather than the hotel he would have preferred. John had checked the apartment; it was bug-free. The team was watching the corridor that led to her home, and two men were stationed in her room. Nik was still working on the surveillance tapes from the parking garage and trying to figure out how Orion had gotten past their defenses on the car.


They were close; Micah could feel it. Orion had made his first mistake. They now had his DNA and they had more of Risa’s memories than ever before.


Almost there, Micah thought, stroking his hand down her back. They would have Orion, and when they had him, they would have his employer. Just a little longer, then Risa would be safe.


And when she was safe, he would walk out of her life and leave her to the future she deserved. One where she could name her dreams and go after them. Where she would know no more fear, no more danger.


She would be safe.


He would ensure she was always protected and he would start, he thought, by attempting to get her out of this game immediately. At this point he could have her sent to a safe house. There was always the chance that if Orion didn’t see her coming or going from the apartment, he would suspect she was hiding inside and make a move for her when he thought Micah was away. Moving her to a safe house would ensure that her life, her dreams, survived.


But a woman couldn’t have dreams with a dead man, he reminded himself. And Micah Sloane was no more than a borrowed name for a man who had died years ago.


David Abijah no longer existed. He had signed away his soul for vengeance. He had lost the right to dream.













CHAPTER 13





SHE WAS GOING to die of arousal.


Risa stared up at the ceiling as she brought herself awake, aware that her fingers were pushing beneath the loose band of her pajama bottoms, in the process of searching for her own satisfaction as she fought to pull herself out of the explicit, rousing dream that had filled her head while she slept.


She turned her head slowly, biting her lip as she made out the outline of Micah sleeping beside her. He lay on his back, one arm thrown over his head, the sheet pushed to his waist.


His breathing deep and even, he was clearly asleep. His hard abs and chest lifted rhythmically, his breathing heavy and deep. The darkness loved his body. It shadowed it, washed over it, and made him appear even larger, sexier, than he already was.


She wanted to touch him. Her hands trembled with the need, her fingers shaking as she curled them against her stomach to restrain the need.


She was worse than a nymphomaniac, she charged herself in an attempt to shame herself from watching him while he slept.


Her libido was cheering the accusation. God, she couldn’t remember ever being so damned turned on. Not even the night she had humiliated herself in his bed had she been this hot.


She was going to get out of bed and change her panties if she didn’t do something.


Think about something else. Something completely non-sexy. She couldn’t think of a damned thing outside the need to touch him.


Root canal. Deeply rooted survival instincts kicked in with that one. But hell, she had never had a root canal; how was that supposed to help?


She turned slowly on her side, inching around until she stared more easily at his gorgeous body. And it was gorgeous. All hard muscle and male grace. She wanted to flow over him and lick every inch of his body.


She was so demented, perverted, she told herself as she reached out, wondering if just a little touch would wake him up. Just to feel his flesh. The warmth of it against her palm.


She kept it safe. After all, she didn’t want to feel as though she were molesting him in his sleep. But dammit, he was in her bed. This was her bed, and he was pretending to be her lover.


Her pussy clenched violently at the thought of Micah as her lover. The memory of the night he had actually taken her slammed into her mind, and she almost moaned at the need that raced through her.


Her trembling fingers touched his abs, against the narrow band of hair that ran below the sheet. It was silky, warm. The flesh beneath seemed to flex, and her gaze jerked to his face.


His eyes were still closed. His breathing was still slow and easy. She didn’t have the nerve to check his heartbeat, to see if it was slow and easy or thundering, as she knew it did when he was aroused.


Or did she?


Her fingers were moving, sliding up his chest, her heart in her throat as the hard, heavy beat echoed against her palm before she ever reached her chest.


Her eyes closed for a long second. When she opened them, her gaze slid from her hand, down his stomach, to the tenting of the sheet that covered his thighs. She could see his cock, hard and heavy beneath the light material, stretching along his lower stomach and sending a pulse of pure lust burning through her veins.


He was awake. She knew he was; she could feel it. Every muscle in his body was tighter now. Lifting her gaze, she looked up to his face again and saw the glitter of his black eyes through the narrowed veil of his lashes.


He didn’t say a word. She watched as he swallowed, his lips parting to breathe.


God, she wanted. Just one more time. He tortured her by sleeping in her bed with him. Some nights he rolled against her; most nights he was touching her. Was she supposed to resist? Was she supposed to be a stone-cold robot that didn’t ache? That didn’t need?


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, suddenly embarrassed, ashamed of the needs that rode her so fiercely that she would touch him in his sleep.


Her hand moved to lift away from him, only to find itself caught between his body and his hand. She stared at his hand as it covered hers, watched wide-eyed as he used his hand to push hers down, along his stomach. She swallowed tightly, almost whimpering as the sheet drew away from his thighs and he was curling her fingers around the thick, heavy shaft of his cock.


She moaned then. The sound that left her throat shocked her at the hunger in it.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered again, even as her fingers curled around the pulsing flesh. “Oh God, Micah. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how.” Her breath hitched as she fought back a sob.


“Nothing you need to know.” His voice was rough, hard. “My body is yours, Risa. Know only that. However you wish to touch it, wherever. Whatever you need, you have only to ask, love, and I’ll provide it.”


She wanted to cry. She wanted to scream with frustration as she fought to breathe. A part of her wanted to demand that he just fuck her and get it over with, to drive the need out of her so she could think again. Another part of her didn’t want to rush a single moment. She wanted the memory. She wanted everything.


Her hand stroked down the shaft, watching the thick crested cock head as it throbbed and glistened with moisture. Heavy veins pulsed beneath the flesh as it flexed in her grip, erect and powerful.


“I wish I knew,” she whispered painfully. “Knew what to do.”


“What do you want to do?” His voice was low, a part of the darkness, a part of the shadows that loved his body. “Tell me, and I’ll help you. I’ll guide you through whatever you want of me.”


“Anything?”


“Anything, Risa.” His voice sounded thicker, filled with lust and hunger. “There’s no shame between us, baby. Only pleasure. Only the pleasure you want.”


Only the pleasure she wanted. As though still locked within her dream, she let the sensuality, the sexuality, of the moment wash over her.


She rose, moved the sheet back, and moved from the bed. Feeling his gaze on her, she pulled off the long shirt she wore to bed, then shimmied out of the pajama bottoms and panties she had put on after her shower.


She was naked. Cool air washed over her body as a shudder of heat raced through it. She could feel the caress of his eyes, watched his body flex and shift as he lifted his hand to her.


Silently Risa took his hand, shaking as she moved to her knees on the bed, one hand pulling back from him to touch his hard chest, the other, his hard abs.


“I can do anything,” she whispered, almost to herself, as she let her hand run down his body to grip the fiercely erect flesh of his cock again.


“Yes,” the breath seemed to hiss from his lips. “Anything, Risa. Take what belongs to you.”


What belonged to her. Had anything ever belonged to her? She couldn’t remember if it had, but this strong, powerful man was giving her his body, however she needed to use it.


“I want.” She swallowed tightly, lifting her gaze back to his. “I want to taste you, Micah.”


She wanted his cock in her mouth. She wanted to suck it, taste it; she wanted to feel him throbbing between her lips. She wanted to let free the sexual creature she could feel building inside her.


Whore’s Dust or lust, she didn’t know; she didn’t care. All she knew was that it was only for this man. Only Micah made her hunger until she was dying for him; only Micah made her brave enough to try to reach out for what she wanted.


“Then taste me,” he crooned. “Taste me, love, and when you’re finished, I’ll take my turn and taste you.”


Risa swayed as she felt the punch of response that seemed to fill her pussy. The bare lips were already slick, wet, but more of her juices coated them now as the need for his lips against her flesh rocked through her.


“I dream of your tongue against the head of my cock,” his voice whispered through the night as she moved to him. “Watching you between my thighs, your head lowering as you hold the shaft steady with your hand. Your tongue peeking out, licking over it.”


She followed his hushed voice. Moving between his spread thighs, she gripped the stiff, heavy flesh at the base as his shaft rose toward her lips.


“You’re beautiful,” he groaned, reaching out to push her hair back over her shoulder. “Let me watch, sweet. Let me see you licking that taste of me from the head.”


Micah was nearly insane with lust now. How he managed to lie still and not rush her, he didn’t know. Never had he thought his patience would be tested to this extent, that his self-control would ever attempt to break so easily.


Her tongue was like a stroke of fire over the broad head of his cock. The too-sensitive flesh jerked with the pleasure, causing her head to lift in alarm.


“It’s okay,” he groaned. “It’s pleasure, Risa. See how I enjoy your touch, sweet? Even my cock trembles for want of you.”


A tentative smile seemed to touch her lips for just a second before her head lowered again and he was forced to bite back a shout of pure ecstasy. Heated and damp, her tongue licked over him, then curled beneath the crest, rubbing against the super-sensitive flesh beneath the head. It was exquisite. Never had a woman’s touch felt so damned good.


“So good.” He had to clench his teeth over the words, it was so damned hot. “Sweet Risa.”


He was nearly panting as she licked, rubbed. Then, her lips slid over the head of his cock, taking it into her mouth and tightening as she began to suckle it tentatively.


He couldn’t bear it. His hands fisted in the sheets beneath him. Her innocent caresses and tentative sucks were making him crazy.


“Lick,” he gasped. “Use your tongue, baby, as you suck. Ah fuck.” He nearly lost it as she applied her tongue in just the right spot, just below the flared head. She rubbed with her inquisitive little tongue, sucked with her hot, damp mouth, and his head nearly exploded.


“Ah, Risa,” he groaned. “Cup my balls, baby. The sac is tight; roll them slow and easy. Let your fingers play, baby.” He could barely get the words out.


He was teaching her each move that destroyed his self-control and he knew it. That pure eroticism of the moment was destroying her. He was teaching his lover all she didn’t know. Complete innocence was reflected in her pretty face, in the gleam of her eyes. Hunger and curiosity lit her expression. The combination was erotic. Sexier than anything he had ever known.


Her moan vibrated around his flesh and he had to clench his teeth, fist his hands, and tighten every muscle in his body to keep from spilling between her lips. Lips that were stretched around the throbbing head of his cock, a hot little tongue that caught the spurt of impending release that slipped his control.


He couldn’t do this. His body was straining, pushed to the limit as her nimble, gentle fingers played with his balls. Sweat popped up on his body, ran down his temple. He felt tortured on a rack of flames that was ecstasy and hell combined.


“Risa, sweet,” he groaned, his hips jerking involuntarily against her mouth, driving his cock deeper. He wanted to fuck her. He wanted to bury every hard inch of his dick as deep as he could get inside her.


She moaned against him again, sank her mouth deeper on him, and he hissed in extreme pleasure. Have mercy on him, her virginal mouth was driving him crazy. Never had he had such a hair trigger with a woman. And he couldn’t make her stop. He couldn’t come yet, not yet; her mouth was still on him, and she was fucking enjoying him.


It was in her face, her expression, in the gleam of her eyes as she risked a glance at him. She was enjoying every lick, every suck, every stroke of her fingers against his flesh, and no doubt the feminine part of her knew she was fracturing defenses and shields he had spent a lifetime developing.


His hips surged again. He felt his balls tighten further, felt the rush of electric heat that raced up his spine.


“Risa, baby,” he groaned. “I have a limit here. I’m going to come in that sweet mouth if we keep this up.”


He watched her face, her eyes, and had to shake his head to fight back the urge to spurt inside her hot mouth then and there. Her expression became drowsier, hungrier, as her eyes gleamed in excitement.


Her mouth moved more firmly on his flesh, tightened; her tongue rubbed and stroked.


He couldn’t do this, he told himself desperately. Coming in her mouth wasn’t part of the deal. It was an intimacy she wasn’t ready for yet. It was one he couldn’t force on her. She had no idea—


“Fuck!” His hands flashed out, gripped her hair. His control was shattering. He could feel the pulse of release building in his balls, surging into his dick. “Risa,” he breathed out roughly. “Baby. You’re not ready for this.”


He tried to pull her head back from the throbbing shaft. His fingers tightened in her hair and she moaned. Her tongue rubbed faster, her mouth sucked, and he was gone.


Never had control shattered so easily beneath a woman’s mouth. Micah came when he was ready to come, not when his cock made the decision. But tonight Risa’s sweet mouth was pushing him over the edge and making the decision for him.


“Risa.” His voice was raspy, the protest faint as her tongue swirled around his cock head. “Sweet, I’m going to come. I can’t hold back.” His hips tightened, arched. “Fuck. Risa!”


Risa tightened her mouth on the throbbing head of his cock and sucked him deeper, as deep as she could take him. Her tongue flickered over the little slit in the top of the crest; her fingers rubbed against his ball sac. She wanted his release. She wanted to taste him, luxuriate in him. She wanted to hold this part of him forever.


The harsh gasp he gave of her name was a warning. She wasn’t letting go; she wasn’t losing this. God knew she might never get her courage up for this again.


His hands tightened in her hair and the prickling at her scalp was another pleasure. His cock head throbbed again, a hard, violent flex of the flesh; then the first spurt of semen shot into her mouth.


The taste was dark, salty, sexy. Risa moaned around the taste and took more. Her mouth worked over the pulsing head as the male flavor filled her senses and sent flames rocking through her body. She took all he had to give, swallowing, drawing more to her eager tongue, and loving the shudders that tore through his body, the grip of his hands in her hair.


He was lost in his release. She could feel it; she gloried in it. Her femininity rose with a victorious shout as she moaned in rising excitement as the last pulse shot to her tongue.


He was strong, powerful, and in that moment Risa felt herself claiming him. Her heart, her soul. Parts of her she hadn’t known existed rose inside her. Feminine, filled with an inner strength that she barely recognized. She lifted her head, licked her lips, and watched as he lifted his dark lashes and stared back at her.


Her hands rose, flattened on her belly, and moved up until she was cupping her swollen breasts, touching her hard nipples. She felt empowered. As though another woman lived within her body now.


“You’re dangerous,” he growled, his hands reaching for her.


“I’m yours,” she whispered, feeling his hands cover hers, his fingers working hers against the sensitive flesh of her breasts.


“All mine,” he agreed, rising, sitting up, his lips moving between her breasts. “Come to me; be mine, Risa. For this night, all mine.”


Forever.


Her head tipped back as he pulled her hand from a breast. His lips covered the tight peak, sucking her inside with a hungry groan as she tightened in his arms and cried out his name.


She could feel that caress over her entire body. Her hand moved to the back of his head. Her other hand caressed her own flesh, following the direction of his fingers as he taught her how to pinch her nipples, how to make the pleasure hotter, wilder.


Sensation twisted over her, around her. Risa lost all sense of fear as the arousal became a conflagration of flames that left room for nothing but his touch.


“My turn,” he growled.


His hands gripped her hips, lifted her, then lowered her until her back touched the bed.


Risa shuddered as he spread her thighs wide and moved between them. His head lowered, there was no hesitancy in his actions, no caution. His sexuality, his command, blazed around her until she was arching, lifting her hips to his devouring tongue and begging for more.


“Play with your nipples.” His voice was rough black velvet stroking over her senses. “Let me see you pleasure yourself, Risa. Take your pleasure, sweet. All of it.”


All of it. She wanted all of the pleasure. She wanted to explode in his arms again and again. Feel him thrusting inside her, coming inside her.


“Micah!” she screamed out his name as his tongue plunged inside the silky wet confines of her pussy.


He had never done that before, not with his tongue. The licking strokes were destructive to her senses. He lifted one leg, holding it high as he fucked her hard with the wet velvet of his tongue, rasped against sensitive nerve endings, and sent her senses spinning.


She writhed beneath him. She felt the edging darkness approaching and she welcomed it. There was ecstasy in the darkness, not fear. In the loss of control there was a rapture she could never have imagined.


“More,” she cried out, desperate to feel him inside her. “Please, Micah. I need more. More.”


She needed to feel him stretching her, burning her with the heavy width and length of his cock surging inside her. She wanted it now. She didn’t want to wait.


He groaned as he pushed his tongue inside her again, lapping at the juices that ran from her as though the taste of her aroused him as much as the taste of him had aroused her.


“Micah. Please.” She lifted closer, her fingers pulling at her nipples now, imagining his lips there, his teeth tugging at them.


Her head thrashed on the bed and perspiration covered her flesh. The room was too hot. There was too much heat burning inside her and around her.


When his tongue moved from the clenching inner muscles to her straining clit, she swore she would lose her mind. When his mouth covered the tight little nub and sucked it into his mouth, she exploded.


The darkness crashed in on her. Light sparkled in the inky darkness, then radiated and exploded around her as she tried to scream his name.


Her hips bucked in his grip, and she couldn’t keep them still. Her nails dug into the back of his head, and she couldn’t force herself to release him. She was locked in a cataclysm that she couldn’t seem to escape.


She was twisting in the destruction of her senses, holding to him, keeping him to her, demanding, desperate for every ounce of pleasure she could experience, every touch, every cry, every spark of release that shuddered through her until she collapsed on the bed, panting and needing more.


“Now,” she moaned, staring up at him as he came to his knees between her thighs and leaned over her, reaching for the drawer in the nightstand.


Where he kept the condoms he had never used. But he was prepared.


“No.” She caught his hand, staring back at him as he watched her in surprise, his gaze narrowing on her. “I want to feel all of it, Micah,” she pleaded. “I’m protected; I swear it. Please, I want to feel it all.”


He froze, staring back at her for long, endless moments before easing back.


“You haven’t tested your protection, Risa,” he warned her.


“So test it,” she whispered raggedly. “Please, Micah. I want all of you.”


No condom, nothing between them. She wanted to feel him spurting inside her pussy as he had inside her mouth. She felt wild, wanton. She wanted everything she had never had. She wanted to be the woman she had craved to be in a lover’s arms. In Micah’s arms.


“You’re going to destroy me,” he groaned as she felt the head of his cock pressing against her. It was hot, pulsing, and iron-hard.


Her breath caught as he pressed inside her. She felt the full heat of his erection, felt him stretching her, working into her.


Risa moaned, pulled her legs back, and watched.


“Damn, Risa,” he groaned. “Yes, love, watch me take you. Watch how sweet you stretch for me. How your pretty pussy sucks my cock inside you.”


His explicit words were too much. Risa’s breath caught as she felt a mini-explosion rocket inside the flesh he was taking.


“Oh, you like that, don’t you, sweet?” He pressed in deeper. “You like being naughty, don’t you, baby?”


Her lips parted as she fought to breathe.


“Do you like watching my cock take you, baby? The next time, I’ll take you with the lights on. You can see what I feel. Your juices coating me, shimmering over my flesh. Fuck, I bet it looks sweet as hell.”


Her hands locked on his wrists as his palms pressed beneath her thighs, holding her legs up as he worked deeper and deeper inside her.


And she watched. The room was dark, but she could see enough. She could see her juices shimmering on his flesh as he pulled back. Then he pushed inside her again, deeper, harder.


“Yes,” she breathed out roughly. “I want all of you, Micah. All of you.”


His body strained against his control. She could feel it. Sense it.


“Deeper,” she whispered. “Fuck me deeper, Micah. Harder.”


His hips bucked, driving his erection deeper, harder. Lifting to him, Risa cried out with the wash of pleasure consuming her. She bucked against him, thrust against him, her cries tearing from her throat as the pace he set destroyed her self-control.


“Please,” she cried out, feeling the racing adrenaline in her veins, the violent need pounding in her pussy, pulsing through her womb. “Please, Micah. I need. Now.”


He drove inside her, deep and hard, to the hilt. The blinding flash of pleasure and heat had her arching, her nails biting into his wrists as the breath seemed locked in her chest.


More. She needed more. Ah God, he needed to fuck her harder, deeper.


She was whispering the words, unable to scream them.


“Fuck me. Harder. Deeper.” Like a prayer they fell from her lips, and his control shattered.


Hard. Deep. Faster. His hips surged against her, driving his erection inside her until she felt her pussy ripple, then tighten. The muscles through her body began to stiffen.


He thrust harder then, groaning her name, surging inside her, stroking nerve endings that burned, that screamed in pleasure.


When it came, she swore her spirit lifted from her body. She was flying, exploding into fragments as she heard her own wail echoing around her, joining Micah’s fierce groan as he thrust inside her, buried to the hilt, and gave in to his own release.


The feel of him spurting inside her sent more sensation, another trigger of release, exploding through her. She arched to the breaking point, her muscles drawing her tighter as she flew higher, harder, and imploded with a violence that left her shaken to the core.


She felt Micah coming over her, his arms surrounding her, drawing her against him as she shook and shuddered through the echoes of ecstasy that flooded her body.


He held her close, an anchor in a storm she should have been frightened of. Her anchor, period. He protected her, held her; for the first time in her life Risa thought perhaps she had the courage, simply to be herself. Because if she fell, Micah would be there. His arms would hold her. His strength would renew her until she could strengthen herself and stand on her own again.


For the first time in her life, she thought maybe she knew, possibly, what love could truly be.


This. Held in his arms, unafraid.


Trust. Because she knew he would never hurt her.


Intimacy. She finally knew intimacy. His laughter, his silent confidence in her. His seed spilling inside her.


For the first time in her life, Risa felt complete.













CHAPTER 14





JORDAN ANSWERED his cell phone on the first ring, his gaze locked on the surveillance cameras tapped into the apartment across from Micah and Risa’s.


“Jordan,” he answered the call.


“We need a safe house,” Micah’s voice came over the line, heavy with regret and something more that had Jordan wincing. “I want her out of this. We have a chance of convincing Orion that I’m simply keeping her in the apartment and forcing him to make his move. I want her out of danger.”


Jordan wiped his hand over his face. “That’s what the FBI thought two years ago when they learned someone was gunning for a senator’s wife. He killed the agent and the wife’s bodyguards at the safe house. She ended up with her wrists sliced, Micah. You know that.”


“The FBI didn’t know who they were dealing with,” Micah argued. “I want her out of this, Jordan. Now.”


“Your emotions want her out of this,” Jordan stated quietly. “You can’t let your emotions affect an operation.”


Jordan was aware of Tehya as she sat silently on the couch on the other side of his chair, watching him too closely.


“Are you going to fuck with me on this, Jordan?” Micah’s voice was dark, dangerous.


At any other time, Jordan would have definitely fucked with him. Jordan was in command, not Micah. But in this case Jordan had a feeling Risa would have more to say in the matter than Jordan could come up with.


He’d seen her eyes at that meeting with the attorneys. She was stronger than anyone was giving her credit for. Risa would want to know the risks, she’d weigh them, and Jordan had a feeling she would give Micah a fight he hadn’t anticipated.


“We’ll discuss it,” Jordan finally relented. “I’ll be over there this afternoon. We’ll let Risa know what she’s looking at and see if she’s willing to go to the safe house. We can’t force her into it; remember that.”


“She’ll go.” Micah’s voice hardened. A second later the call disconnected.


Jordan closed the phone, laid it back on the table, and watched the surveillance videos thoughtfully.


“He has a weakness,” Tehya said quietly. “You didn’t anticipate this, did you, General Malone?”


He flicked her a cool look. He wasn’t a general. He never had been. The mockery in her voice assured him that she was well aware of that.


“He’ll get over it.” Jordan shrugged, though he knew better. He’d seen Micah’s eyes in the limo, seen how he held Risa. The man was a goner. He was so damned caught up in what he was feeling for Risa that he didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground.


“He’ll get over it?” Tehya asked as she twirled a long strand of fiery red hair. “You don’t just get over love, Jordan. Once it’s there, it’s there to stay.”


“He’s not in love; he’s in lust,” Jordan argued, even though he knew better.


Tehya’s soft laughter was tinged with mockery. “You don’t believe in love, do you?”


“Nope.” He didn’t believe in love. He believed in possessive instincts; he believed in a lust that sometimes went too deep. That was what was happening with Micah, he assured himself. Just a surfeit of lust.


“Then explain Noah,” she challenged him.


“Noah was a Malone. There’s no accounting for the insanity that runs in our family sometimes.”


Noah had once been Nathan Malone, Jordan Malone’s nephew. Now he was Noah Blake, one of the best damned agents Jordan had. Noah was also the man who had reclaimed the wife he had once known, and a soul Jordan had feared his nephew would never find again.


“But that insanity can’t touch you, right?” Tehya pointed out.


He didn’t take his gaze off the pictures displayed by the monitors set up.


“Have you known me to show insanity?” he asked her rather than answering her question.


She breathed out heavily. “Stone man,” she muttered. “No, Jordan, you’re never insane.”


“Then you’ve answered your own question.”


Now he had to figure out how to convince Micah that he wasn’t insane, either. Because sure as hell Micah was falling into that emotional pit of darkness that men never seemed to claw their way back out of.


Love, my ass, he thought. He might as well blow Micah’s head off himself, because there was no doubt in his mind it was going to explode before this mission was finished. And God help them all if Risa didn’t survive Orion’s determination to kill her.


“Yeah.” Tehya rose, long gorgeous legs filling his peripheral vision as her voice echoed with anger. “I answered my own damned question. Good night, boss man.”


He didn’t speak. He didn’t let his eyes follow her, but damned if it wasn’t hard. If any woman had been created to be a weakness, then it was Tehya. And Jordan promised himself, No weakness.


 


FOR THE FIRST time in his life, Micah felt the knowledge that his heart was in danger. Staring into the dim light of the bedroom as dawn filtered through the heavy drapes, he felt his chest clench with emotions he wasn’t entirely certain he was ready to face.


Tucked snug and warm against his chest, Risa slept on, exhausted and replete. Her body conformed to his, soft where his was hard, tender where his was tough.


He stroked his hand down her naked back, feeling the warmth of her, the tender flesh, the silkiness of her skin. As though he had never touched a woman’s body before, he luxuriated in the feel of her. He committed each dip and curve of her body to memory, and reminded himself that dead men weren’t supposed to dream.


That was one of the rules.


Dead men don’t talk.


Dead men don’t dream.


Dead men don’t love.


Dead men don’t have families.


Dead men didn’t have memories.


And dead men definitely weren’t able to have a weakness.


Micah had a weakness. A small, beautiful, passionate weakness that he feared could become the destruction of his soul.


Once, long ago, Micah had wondered if settling down, being a lover and a husband, would ever be a part of his future. Until six years before.


Until he had disobeyed the order that had come down through the chain of command in the ranks of the Mossad. The order that Orion was off-limits. All investigations into his identity were to be halted.


That order had come down just weeks after Micah’s mother’s death. It was an order he and his father had been unable to follow. And they had both died because of it.


His father at the hands of a suicide bomber.


Micah, or David as he had been, had died when Orion’s bullet had grazed his temple and he had thrown himself overboard from the freighter he had tracked the killer to.


Somehow, the man Micah had been had been betrayed by his own. He’d made the mistake of calling in Orion’s location and requesting a backup. Orion had found him instead.


Now, Orion threatened the woman who had managed to work her way into Micah’s heart, when he had sworn he didn’t have a heart to enter.


Dead men don’t have a weakness, he reminded himself. He was a dead man, part of the Elite Operational Unit that existed in the dark, deeper than black ops, independent of government interference.


David Abijah no longer existed. Micah Sloane’s identity could be terminated at any time and a new name, a new identity, could be created. A relationship, especially marriage or a family, could never survive the pressure.


His hand lifted to touch her hair, his jaw tightening at the silken warmth of the thick strands. Nothing, no other woman, had ever felt as warm in his embrace, nor as perfect.


“No one has ever held me like this.” Her voice was soft in the twilight, a whisper of awe that had him blinking back a strange moisture from his eyes.


His Risa had never been held in a lover’s embrace, and she had been born for a man to protect, to cherish.


“You could have had your pick of lovers,” he told her, knowing it was true. “But I won’t say I’m sorry to have been the first.”


He turned to her, holding her against him as he stared into her upraised face.


The smile that curled at her lips was faintly disbelieving. “I’m not exactly beautiful, Micah.”


He frowned at that statement. “This isn’t true, Risa. Do you think I’d be perpetually hard for you if you weren’t attractive? I can barely walk for the stiff cock torturing me.”


Something gleamed in her eyes. An edge of hunger, perhaps the faintest hint of belief that she was indeed beautiful.


“You’re odd, though,” she stated with a hint of amusement. “Your opinion doesn’t count.”


“My opinion is the only one that counts.” His arms tightened around her as he pushed his cock against the seam of her silky thighs. “My dick is the only one that matters, because it’s the only one in this bed.”


“That’s true,” she agreed somberly then. “Only you.”


She would end up breaking his head before this was finished. He would end up hurting her before the day was out.


He’d already made up his mind what had to be done to finish this particular operation.


“Remember that, Risa.” His hand tightened in her hair as he held the back of her neck. “In the future, when you take another lover, remember, your beauty is unsurpassed. It’s strong and wise, and it’s a beauty that goes clear to your soul. Remember that, and whoever sees you will know it as well.”


The thought of her taking another lover made him want to be violent. He’d have to mark Atlanta off his places to train, he warned himself. He’d never be able to come to the city without checking up on her. And he’d never be able to control his rage if he saw another man touch her.


“When I have another lover?” she asked, almost thoughtfully. “You don’t intend to stick around for a while then?”


“You’ll be safe soon. You won’t need me after that.” He kept his tone casual, kept the furious regret and unending hunger from reflecting in it.


Micah felt her breath catch, felt the tension that tightened through her body as she stared back at him.


He couldn’t tell her he was sending her away, not yet. He couldn’t make himself speak the words, couldn’t force them past his lips.


“I see.” She lay still against him. Micah couldn’t feel a sense of anger from her, or even hurt. She was perfectly composed; whatever she might be feeling was perfectly hidden.


It infuriated him.


She was hiding again, even more than he did. Pushing her emotions so far inside her that even Micah couldn’t sense them.


“What do you see?” He couldn’t help but ask the question.


“That I had better enjoy what time I have with you then,” she said quietly. “However you want to spend that time.”


 


RISA FELT AS THOUGH she were breaking apart inside. She had told herself over the past week that Micah was nothing to her. He was just a man who made her feel wanted. One who wouldn’t be staying long. She had known he wasn’t committed to hanging around after Orion was disposed of.


But maybe a part of her had hoped. Maybe there was a fragile thread of emotion, something building inside her, that she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge until now.


It wasn’t that big of a deal; she would survive just fine when Micah was gone. And she was lying to herself. She knew she was, even as the thought drifted through her mind.


“I know how I want to spend this time with you,” his voice whispered in shades of the desert. It was rare for the hint of an accent to slip free. Rare that the oddly fluid cadence was allowed to stroke over her senses.


She shivered at the sound, at the intent that suddenly tightened his body.


Risa licked her lips nervously, though why she was nervous she wasn’t certain. She shouldn’t have been. He’d touched her many times, he had taken her no more than hours before, and he had showed her the beauty and the pleasure of a touch that had brought her nothing but pain in the past.


He was wiping the past away, she realized. As she lifted her head, her lips parting for his kiss, she let the warmth of his touch steal over her.


She wasn’t accustomed to his body yet, she told herself when his palm moving to her breast caused her to catch her breath in rising excitement. She was certain after a few more times it wouldn’t be so cataclysmic, would it?


His kiss surely wouldn’t steal her breath each time he kissed her for weeks on end.


Or would it?


A whimper left her lips as she arched against him, feeling his hand palm her breast, his finger and thumb as they found the stiff peak of her nipple and gripped it in a heated vise.


There was no place better to lose herself. The sensations were still a bit frightening, a bit surreal. As though this pleasure were forbidden, and she knew she was being allowed only a few moments of stolen time.


“My Risa,” he whispered against her lips as he rolled her to her back and leaned over her.


He was a dim outline above her, the faint light of dawn barely pressing through the thick drapes that covered the windows. He was a warm shadow above her, around her.


He called her his, and yet he talked of leaving her.


But he was here now. She could memorize the taste and feel of his flesh. She could let his rapid heartbeat sink into her, reassure her.


“Yours.” She couldn’t hold the word back as his lips stroked down her neck, igniting heated flames beneath her skin as he moved to her breast. “Micah,” she sighed his name, and lifted to him as his tongue stroked over her nipple. “Touch me.”


She loved his touch. The feel of his hands moving over her body, parting her thighs. The rasp of his body hair against her sensitive flesh, his lips, teeth, and tongue tormenting the hard tip of her breast.


“I love touching you, Risa.” He lifted his head, his black eyes glittering in the darkness. A gleam of heat, lust, and pleasure that sent a thrill of awakening sensuality rushing through her.


He wanted her. She could feel it.


His cock was pressed at the juncture of her thighs, pressing against the tender bud of her clit as her legs spread wider for him.


“Look how pretty you are.” He leaned back, spreading his legs wide between hers as his hands framed her breasts and plumped them up for her view. “Pretty, sweet nipples. They’re hard and tight for me, Risa. Eager for my touch.”


Her hands shook as she held on to his arms, staring up at him. His expression was intent with pleasure, as though touching her was more than a sexual act.


She was fooling herself with the feeling, and she didn’t care. She’d been without touch, without emotion, for so long that she needed that illusion. She needed to feel it was more to him than just sex, just a warm and willing body.


“Risa, you make me lose my mind,” he groaned as he shifted back.


He lowered one hand and gripped the base of his cock, moving it until it slid through the slick, moisture-rich folds of her sex.


Risa moaned in rising pleasure as she felt her body prepare itself further, felt her pussy grow wetter, slicker for his penetration.


Eyes wide, her breath harsh in the silence of the room, she watched as the broad, glistening head pressed deeper, against the flexing, tormented entrance to her vagina.


She was aching; a flaming need echoed between her thighs as she felt him working inside her in slow, tight thrusts. His hands moved to her hips and he lifted her along the incline of his upper thighs, pressing deeper as whimpering cries fell from her lips.


The feel of the broad, hot crest of his cock working inside her was exquisite. She could feel her muscles stretching, her flesh wrapping around him, revealing nerve endings that were otherwise hidden. They weren’t hidden any longer. They were revealed, throbbing with awareness and so sensitive that each stroke had her crying out in pleasure.


She lifted to him, watching as his erection eased inside, pulled back, her juices gleaming on the heavy flesh before he entered her once again.


He rocked against her, into her. He filled her until she was certain she was overfilled, only to convince her body to take more, to move against him, to ease for him.


“See how pretty, Risa?” he groaned, his voice throbbing with the power of his lust. “I want to take you in front of a mirror. I want you to see your face as I work inside the hottest, tightest pussy I swear I’ve ever known.” His voice tightened as he spoke, echoed with power and pleasure, and sent a rush of excitement spiking through her system. “I want you to see how pretty you are.”


She was shaking, shuddering with the pleasure, with the look on his face, in his eyes. As the faint light of morning began to peek through the few cracks in the shades and drapes covering the window, it seemed to worship his face and the tight planes and angles of his tension-ridden body.


Risa stared up at him, her lips parted as she fought for breath, feeling the wonder of his touch, a gift she couldn’t have imagined ever knowing before him. He gave her passion, he gave her a semblance of self-confidence, and he gave her touch.


Digging her heels into the bed at the sides of his body, she began to move with him. Thrusting into the slow penetrations as wild cries began to build in her chest. The slow undulations were killing her. She needed more. She was close to orgasm, so close. If he would take her harder, deeper, then she could find her release without battling that veil of darkness that tried to slip in, that rocked her senses with such a shock of sensation that she flew outside herself.


Desperation rode her now. She forced her hand from his arm, slid it down her body, and let her fingers find the swollen, tormented bud of her clit as he watched.


“Bad Risa,” he breathed out heavily. “You’re not allowed to cheat, baby.”


But he didn’t stop her. He watched her. His hands tightened on her hips, a grimace pulled at his expression, and his pace increased. Thighs bunching, his abs dewed with perspiration, he thrust harder inside her, working his cock into the flexing desperation of her pussy as Risa cried out in abandon.


She couldn’t have imagined doing this. Stroking herself while he pumped inside her or the intensity of the wicked, erotic sensations that thundered through her veins.


Lifting to him, hips churning and thrusting, her fingers stroking faster over her clit as his cock pounded inside her with stretching, burning strokes.


She couldn’t fight the pleasure. She couldn’t fight the veil of darkness intent on rushing over her. It gathered inside her mind as the rush of pleasure became an inferno. Her fingers moved faster on her clit; her body tightened. The sensations tore through her until she slammed back at him, a wail parting her lips as her clit exploded in pleasure. The rush of orgasm peaked the little bud, then slammed into her pussy, her womb. The darkness rushed over her, then exploded into a cacophony of light and strangled cries.


Micah’s groan sped through her mind as he moved over her. His arms wrapped around her, his elbows braced his weight. His hips quickened, his cock thrust inside her in furious, hard strokes, triggering a second, almost brutal release. A hard, throttled curse tore from his lips, and one deep thrust later she felt his release tear through him. It shuddered up his back as she held on to him. It tightened his muscles and locked him inside her as spurt after spurt of heated semen flooded her clenching sex.


Risa was certain she must have forgotten how to breathe for long, blinding seconds. She was gasping for air as reality began to seep into her mind once more. She held on to him, her arms and legs wrapped around him, locked into place as he jerked against her one last time.


Slowly, as the tension eased from her body, her legs slid from his hips. Her arms remained around his back, hoping he’d stay for just a few seconds more. That he would cover her and let her linger in the false sense of belonging that moved through her.


She felt as though she belonged here, in his arms, and she knew she really didn’t. Risa had never belonged anywhere.


 


ORION STARED at the number on the ringing cell phone and grimaced before answering it. The bastard tried to hide his number, as though that could change the fact that Orion knew his identity.


“Hello?” Orion pretended he didn’t know who was calling.


“I saw the news last night.” Cultured, refined, his employer’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “It seems there was an attempted kidnapping, from what several motorists saw, on the interstate. Security cameras on the overpass showed the entire fiasco in full fucking detail.”


Orion winced. “No one can identify me. I made certain of it.”


“I don’t give a fuck if you could be identified,” his employer ground out furiously. “You failed.”


“Her boyfriend had a gun,” Orion snapped back. “You neglected to inform me that she was sleeping with a damned Navy SEAL. Getting to her isn’t exactly easy.”


What the hell did this bastard know about his job? He pushed for instant results, never understanding that to kill as Orion killed took planning and exacting detail. It wasn’t an overnight job.


“A dog wouldn’t fuck that ugly-assed bitch,” his employer fired back. “It has to be a bodyguard or something. You’ve given yourself away.”


Orion smirked at the accusation. “I never give myself away, my friend, and you know this well. Trust me, he’s her boyfriend.” The few times Orion had managed to catch a glimpse of them, he’d known they were lovers. New lovers. She was still shy with him, still tentative, but she was definitely sleeping with the man.


“He’s a friend of those SEALs’ wives she’s made friends with,” Orion breathed out roughly. “Catching them off-guard won’t be done quickly now, and I blame you for that. I told you it was too soon to try to take her. That was your attempt at a plan. I’ll follow my own plan from here on out.”


There was a seething silence across the line then. Orion knew his employer well, and he knew the other man detested failure of any kind.


“Orion, listen to me well,” he snarled then. “If that bitch remembers who I am before you take her out, then remember, I can make a deal with any agency attempting to arrest me. My reputation and life will be shot to hell, but your identity will be revealed. I’ll give them the key and the location to that little safe-deposit box I have, and you’ll be dead. Are we clear?”


Orion stiffened. He was sick of being threatened with those pictures and the information this man held. It had been years ago, when Orion had first ventured into his present occupation. He’d been friends with this man, which hadn’t been a very wise move.


A long time ago. It had been on one of Orion’s first assignments with the CIA. The scientist he had been working with had a particular thirst for young girls. At that time, the scientist had been choosing women who looked and pretended to be much younger than they were. Unfortunately, one of those women had been threatening to expose him.


Orion had taken care of her in a manner that had thrown all suspicion from the scientist. But the man had wanted to watch. Orion had wanted to show off. He had no idea there had been a hidden camera snapping pictures of the event.


It had been more than two decades ago, but Orion knew his features hadn’t changed much from that time. They had aged, but he would be easily identified through the aging programs now available.


He was going to have to find a way to retrieve that evidence against him, and then he was going to have to kill his employer. The son of a bitch was getting too cocky, too arrogant, anyway.


“We are very clear,” Orion said coldly. “I accepted the job.” He really hadn’t had a choice. “I told you, I’d make certain she was dead before she remembered anything. I’ll take care of it.”


“Make certain you do,” his employer snapped. “Or I’ll take care of you.”


The line disconnected as Orion snapped his teeth in fury and slammed the phone to the bed beside him. He glared down at his foot. The bullet had passed clean through, but he had a broken bone and a fucking hole in his foot. He was wounded now, and he was pissed.


Reaching for the bottle of painkillers he’d had his handler procure (he couldn’t risk his employer knowing he was wounded), Orion tapped two out, swallowed them with water, and leaned his head back before breathing in deeply.


He’d lie low for a week, perhaps two. If the bitch hadn’t remembered anything by now, then chances were she wasn’t going to remember in the time it would take his foot to heal. It would give her SEAL boyfriend time to get a bit complacent.


Orion frowned at the thought of the other man. He was a rather nice-looking individual from what Orion had been able to glimpse of him.


He’d studied the pictures he’d taken of her before and after the SEAL had arrived on the scene. Those later pictures were different. He was bringing something out in her that Orion hadn’t expected—something that made her appear different.


Who the hell was he?


Micah Sloane was just a name. A Navy SEAL, according to the records that Orion’s employer had managed to procure for him. Thirty-two years of age, he’d spent the past ten years in the Middle East and was now on leave from the Navy for an unspecified amount of time for medical reasons.


Orion knew his stats, his Naval record, which wasn’t exactly perfect. Micah Sloane liked to be a bit insubordinate with his commanding officers. He’d barely slid past a court-martial once.


He’d been born in America, though. Parents were dead. No siblings. There wasn’t a lot of information on him. He had a decent credit rating, a few late payments on the car Orion had totaled for him. There was a pitiful savings account, an apartment in Atlanta. Nothing noteworthy. He was Mr. Guy Next Door and he was pissing Orion off.


But there was one piece of information that gave him hope. Mr. Micah Sloane liked the nightlife. He liked the clubs and the bars and was known to frequent them often. He’d get bored, get antsy. He’d think he could protect his woman a night here or there if they went out.


Orion tapped his fingers against his leg as the painkillers finally began to ease into his system. Risa would be easier to take then. Orion would just stay back for a while. Wait. Watch. Then, when Mr. Sloane began taking his new lover out, Orion could strike.


It would work, he assured himself as he began to grow drowsy from the medication. He could make it work. It would just take a little patience. And he had plenty of patience.


Turning his head, he focused on the picture of his mark. The one from the mall where she walked with her new lover. To Orion’s drug-hazed mind, the woman’s tentative smile, the sparkle in her light blue eyes, and the sheer innocence in her expression were revealed.


She was pretty, he thought; then he frowned. It was the look in her eyes that always bothered him, and in that moment he realized why.


Ariela Abijah. Six years before. The Mossad agent who had refused to beg. The only job that had ever haunted him. The young woman reminded him of Ariela. She had strength. Courage. She was a survivor and a fighter with an aura of endurance that few women possessed. And for a moment, for the second time in his life, Orion felt regret.










CHAPTER 15





MICAH DIDN’T LIKE the fact that Jordan insisted on Risa being present for the discussion of a safe house and the best place to move her. He knew that the man who headed the operational unit didn’t agree with his opinion, and he could feel a stab of manipulation in the move Jordan was making.


Risa was quiet when Micah and Jordan entered the apartment after Micah had made the effort to hold the meeting in secret with Jordan.


She was sitting at her desk working on papers that had been delivered to her that morning. Nik had opened the door, cautious even though he knew who was on the other side, and stepped back.


“Hello Miss Clay.” Jordan’s smile was quiet, and the bastard was making the effort to be charming. Micah ground his teeth in frustration at the sight.


“Mr. Malone.” She nodded back at him, though her gaze went to Micah. “Is something wrong?”


Nik closed the door, watching curiously. Micah wanted to warn the other man to take notes on just how calculating Jordan could be.


“We appear to have a problem,” Jordan admitted. “Would you mind coming into the kitchen, where we can all talk comfortably? And perhaps I can convince Nik to make us a pot of coffee.”


Nik grunted but moved in ahead of them to the other room, where he proceeded to make the coffee Jordan seemed to live on.


Dressed in butt-hugging jeans and a soft light gray sweater, Risa edged in behind them, watching Jordan and Micah carefully.


There was a hint of confusion and of fear in her eyes as Micah caught her gaze. He almost grimaced.


“Everything’s fine, Risa.” He couldn’t bear to see that fear in her eyes. “We’re simply considering some alternative plans since Orion’s attempt to take you yesterday. Jordan wants to discuss those with you.”


“Okay.” She nodded in agreement, but her eyes were still wary as she took her seat.


“Nik should have coffee in a minute.” Jordan smiled again. Micah hated that damned smile. “We’ll get this dealt with as quickly as possible so we can get on to the job of making certain you’re no longer in danger because of Jansen Clay’s activities before his death.”


“That would be nice.” Her voice was doubtful.


“We’ll first go over a few things you mentioned while you were still sedated yesterday evening,” Jordan announced as Nik set the cup of black coffee in front of him. “You mentioned remembering a few things about the man that raped you. Do you recall those memories?”


Jordan’s tone was matter-of-fact. He didn’t beat around the bush, and Micah watched as the approach seemed to give Risa the distance she needed to remain calm.


She breathed in deeply as though stepping back, mentally, from the fact that it was her rapist they were discussing.


“Large, soft hands,” she said faintly. “I remember his voice; it was very cultured, very autocratic and arrogant. He wanted Carrie, but Jansen said he already had her sold.” She swallowed tightly then. “He was a very large man. After I was transferred to the institution Jansen placed me in, he would come with Jansen during the visits he made. Jansen and my doctor would argue over the drug Jansen wanted used to sedate me. The doctor argued that the GHB would end up killing me. Jansen didn’t seem to care. So the doctor only used that drug when Jansen made his visits. Otherwise, he used something he told the nurses was more acceptable.”


“Halperidol.” Jordan nodded. “That was what the doctors found in your system when you were taken from the institution by the team sent to rescue you.”


She nodded.


“What do you remember of those visits Jansen made?” Jordan asked.


Micah watched her pale.


Moving behind her, he placed his hands on her shoulders, unable to stand away from her, from providing her some form of comfort as she was forced to pull those memories free again.


She hid from them, he knew that, and he hadn’t pushed it. Had this operation worked out as they had anticipated, Orion would have been captured, her rapist in custody, and she would have been safe. There would have been no reason for her to remember.


“They were working on a drug,” she whispered. “I don’t remember the details, but it was supposed to replace the Whore’s Dust. They would inject me, then watch my response to it.”


“And you remember your response?” Jordan asked.


“I remember.” Her shoulders were tight as tension sang through her body.


“Jordan, this isn’t necessary,” Micah protested.


Jordan’s blue eyes slashed back to him. “But it is necessary, Micah,” he stated, his voice cool. “If she remembers anything that could help us capture her rapist, then we’ll ensure he doesn’t hire another hit man once we’ve taken Orion out of the equation. That’s our secondary mission, remember?”


Oh, he remembered, all right. But tormenting Risa didn’t seem to be an acceptable course to catch the bastard. Orion would know who his employer was, according to their contact.


“It wasn’t as bad as the original Whore’s Dust,” Risa stated, ignoring their argument. “It was more painful than anything else. Jansen was angry each time because it didn’t seem to produce the effect he wanted.”


“And what effect was he looking for?” Jordan asked as he made notes onto the legal pad he’d brought with him.


Micah watched as her hands clenched together atop the table.


“He wanted me to beg as I had the night he gave me to the other man,” she stated, her voice quivering. “He wanted me to beg for…” She shook her head.


“For sex,” Jordan finished.


Risa gave a jerky nod of her head as Micah glared at Jordan.


“I remembering thinking that I knew him.” She breathed in roughly. “His voice and his hands. That I’d met him somewhere, but I couldn’t remember.” She gave a quick shake of her head. “That’s so fuzzy, I can’t remember it. I thought I could, while I was sedated yesterday evening. I was aware enough that the memories weren’t hard to retain, but I can’t seem to make the memory go far enough.”


Jordan nodded at that.


“How will that information help you?” she asked him then.


Jordan lifted his head and stared back at her. “Micah seems to think you’re not strong enough for this operation,” he stated. “He wants you in a safe house. I need all the information I can get before we have you moved. Just in case Orion figures out what we’re doing and manages to get to you.”


The son of a bitch.


“Fuck you, Jordan,” Micah growled as Risa tightened further, then with deliberate calm pulled herself away from him and rose from the chair.


When she turned to stare at him, he swore he felt a strike of pain slam into his chest. As though an invisible dagger had struck his body.


“He doesn’t think I’m strong enough?” she asked, her gaze spearing into him, almost mesmerizing as he watched the anger that filled it.


“I didn’t say that,” he ground out between clenched teeth. “That’s his take on it.”


“But you agree with him?” she asked as though she couldn’t believe he would and yet had irrefutable proof of it.


His jaw clenched. “You’re not an agent.”


“He’s not trying to kill an agent,” she pointed out, her voice burning with anger now. “He’s trying to kill me. How will it make me safer if I’m not here? Won’t he just follow me?”


“He won’t know you’re gone,” Micah promised. “He should know I’ll be more careful of you after the attempt. That I’d keep you at least hiding in the apartment. He’ll make a move to get in and then we’ll have him.”


“Unless it works out as it did in Russia nearly five years ago,” Jordan pointed out. “His mark was secreted to a safe house and a double placed in his home. Orion still found him. Orion killed a CIA agent and wounded another before taking the spy he was after. That spy was found in an abandoned warehouse two days later. The method of murder coincided with Orion’s.”


Micah stared back at Jordan furiously as he felt Risa’s gaze slicing into him.


She turned to Jordan. “What do you believe would be best?”


Jordan leaned back in his chair and stared back at her with all the somber compassion and sincerity of a cobra preparing to strike, Micah thought.


“My opinion is that we follow our present plan. Orion’s wounded. Traffic videos on the overpass close to where the attempt took place lead us to suggest he’s wounded. It appears Micah’s bullet caught him in either the ankle or the foot. Blood on-scene supports that suggestion. We have possibly one to two weeks before he’ll consider himself in shape to make another attempt. That will give the two of you time to appear confident of your safety at this point. Micah will begin taking you out in public. His background states that he enjoys taking his women dancing and enjoying the evenings with other couples. It was our plan to give Orion a chance to strike or to penetrate your apartment once again in a controlled setting. I believe we should follow that plan.”


“And what was yesterday?” she asked as Micah watched her fists clench at her sides.


“A fiasco.” Jordan grimaced. “He got past our surveillance of the car. He can’t get past an agent in your apartment.”


She turned to Micah and he felt his entire body tense with the look on her face.


“Why doesn’t your agent like this plan?” she asked. “If hiding a mark in a safe house doesn’t work, then why attempt it?”


“I’m not certain,” Jordan stated. “I could let you discuss this with him if you prefer. I have a meeting in an hour. I’ll return this evening and see what the two of you have decided. How does that sound?”


Jordan was the dirtiest, most conniving bastard Micah knew, and that was saying a lot, considering Micah had once thought he had the corner on that particular talent.


Jordan rose from his seat, took a sip of his coffee, and turned to Nik. “I’ll need you with me for this meeting.”


Nik nodded and left the room as Risa continued to glare at them all.


“I’ll make you pay for this one day, Jordan,” Micah said coolly. “Be watching for me.”


Jordan’s answer was a slow grin. “I’ll be sure to, Micah. I’ll see you this evening.”


Risa watched as Jordan left the room, her mind and her emotions thrown into confusion as he disappeared into the living room and a few seconds later the sound of the door heralded his exit.


There hadn’t been a time that she had seen that man that it had been good news. She turned to Micah then, and felt that well of anger burning inside her reignite.


She couldn’t remember ever being this furious, this hurt. Even Jansen Clay had never hurt her in quite this way. Her chest felt tight with the betrayal, tears locking in her throat as she pushed back the impulse to sob out in fury.


“I have work to do,” she stated, moving around the opposite side of the table and heading for the doorway. “I’m sure you can find something to occupy yourself.”


“Is that the only way you know how to deal with your anger, Risa?” he growled at her. His voice was deep, frustrated.


Poor baby, he was frustrated. Too damned bad.


“Last I heard, murder was illegal.” The sound of her own voice was less than comfortable.


“And the last I heard, hiding from danger could be deadly,” he stated, his voice oh, so damned cool. Superior. Arrogant. His arrogance lay around his shoulders like a particularly comfortable article of clothing. And it pissed her off.


“Who exactly has been hiding?” The rush of anger-powered adrenaline that surged through her had her fighting back the need to scream.


She didn’t let herself get angry for a reason. Getting angry meant facing the fact that she was helpless against something. That something else in her life was controlling what she did, how she acted. It meant she wasn’t in control of the situation and therefore her life. And she was sick of outside forces controlling her.


“You hide, Risa,” he stated, his black eyes remote as he stared back at her. “You hide from the memories the same as you’re content to hide in this apartment. It took you six years to get the courage to even find a lover.”


“And just look at the prime piece I found,” she had to snarl back in reply. “I waited all these years for a liar, a manipulator, and a coldhearted bastard. Lucky me.”


It rose inside her then. The fact that she had been manipulated, that others had lied to her, that Micah had used her own arousal against her the night before she had been shocked with the fact that her life was in danger.


“I never claimed to be anything less.” His eyes held her. They were cool, but there was a glimmer in the dark reaches, something that assured some primal sense she had that she was poking at a very dangerous creature.


Unfortunately, caution wasn’t something she was in the mood for today.


He wanted her out of his life. That knowledge burned like a ragged flame inside her, searing her emotions. He thought she was too weak, that she couldn’t see this operation out. That she couldn’t participate in any way in her own protection.


“No, you didn’t claim to be anything less,” she agreed, hating the shaking of her voice, the tremor that rushed through her body. “And I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything less, either, should I?”


She should have remembered, she told herself. She should have remembered he was an agent, not a lover. And he was a man. A man didn’t have to feel anything to take a woman to his bed; all he needed was enough attraction to attain a hard-on.


God, she was so stupid.


She pushed her hands through her hair and fought back the bitter laugh that would have left her lips.


“You’re making this into something it’s not,” he finally stated, his voice harsher now. “I want you safe; it’s that simple. Orion wouldn’t guess that you were at a safe house. The spy he killed in Russia was different. He would have expected someone to be watching for him. Everyone knew there was more than one contract out on the spy’s head. He was a dirty bastard that pissed off too many people. Orion wouldn’t expect your lover to send you to a safe house, Risa.”


“No kidding.” The bitterness showed then. It filled her voice and colored the anger surging through her. “He wouldn’t have been alone.”


“You’re missing the point.” His voice sharpened.


“I’m not a moron, Micah,” she almost yelled back at him. “I know exactly what you meant. The fact of the matter is, you don’t know what he knows at this point. He could very well be aware that this is an operation against him and expect me to disappear at any moment. We’ve been at this for over a week. You and Jordan both have assured me Orion would attempt to breach the apartment first. Well, he didn’t. He nearly took me, in public, and almost killed you. Evidently you don’t know him nearly as well as you think you do.”


Her voice rose as anger and hurt clashed inside her, fueling emotions she had always shied away from simply because she didn’t know how to handle them.


And he accused her of hiding? Accused her of fighting her memories and her needs so she could hide instead? As though nothing mattered to her but hiding. Damn him. There was a difference between hiding and healing. A difference between controlling herself and letting others control her.


“We’re letting this get out of hand, Risa.” His observation, carried out in that cool, distinct voice of his, had the power to trigger an explosion of almost overwhelming rage.


“You let this get out of hand.” Her voice shook with the accusation. “You lied to me from the start. You manipulated me and now that things are getting too sticky, you’re ready to opt out. Well, opt out, Micah.” She threw her hand toward the door as her voice rose again. “Why don’t you just go tell Jordan you’re better at observation than you are at participation in this little mission? Maybe he can find another volunteer to screw me over.”


He moved before she could anticipate his next action. He crossed the room, pushing her against the wall as his larger, harder body trapped her there.


And he was aroused. His erection pressed into her lower stomach, reminding her of the lover he had been, and the lies he had told even as he held her in the most intimate of embraces.


“You don’t know what you’re saying,” he rasped, his hands catching her wrists as she tried to push against him and holding them against the wall. “Don’t push me, Risa. I’m not the man you want me to be. I’m not gentle. I can’t give you a future. And that’s what you want.”


And she hadn’t even realized it until he told her he couldn’t give it to her.


She wanted to curl into herself with the pain and the humiliation that he had seen something she hadn’t realized herself.


“Let me go.” She forced her voice not to tremble. Forced herself not feel.


She knew how to do that. She had learned at Jansen Clay’s knees when she had been a child begging for a father’s love. He hadn’t had it to give, and neither did Micah. That wasn’t his fault, she reminded herself. She couldn’t make him love her, couldn’t make him want to try to love her.


“Risa, we’re going to settle this, now,” he warned her. “You’re hurt, and I understand why. This was the reason I wanted you in a safe house, away from me. I don’t want to hurt you, baby. I don’t.”


He was sincere. She could see it in his expression, in his eyes. And it made it hurt all the more.


“You haven’t hurt me.” She tugged at her wrists until he released her, then pushed against his body, forcing herself away from the warmth and the feeling of security that being close to him brought her.


He wasn’t security, she told herself. His ability to catch Orion was all she needed. She didn’t need a man to secure her life. For some reason, though, it had taken Micah to make her need one to secure her emotions.


“Jordan’s options sounded much better to me than the idea of a safe house,” she stated as she moved away from Micah. “At least this way, we know which target he’s after and I have the entire attention of the team you’re using. The safe house doesn’t feel secure.”


Micah didn’t speak; he watched her. She could feel his gaze on her back as she moved back to the desk and the work that no longer interested her.


“His idea of public outings also seems the wisest course of action,” she continued as she sat down in her chair and blinked back her tears as she focused on the accounting software pulled up on the monitor.


Control, she reminded herself. Releasing her emotions had never done anything but humiliate her.


“If you prefer not to see his plan through, then I completely understand,” she stated as she tried to focus on her job. “I’m certain Jordan can find someone else. Maybe Jordan can find a double for you, Micah; that way Orion will never guess you couldn’t stomach the job.”


Silence filled the room behind her.


When Micah finally spoke, the sound of his voice sent a shiver down her spine.


“Jordan can risk his life in such a manner if it pleases him,” he stated, ice coating every word. “Be warned, Risa, as long as this operation is in effect, any man that attempts to even consider taking my place in your bed had better take out life insurance.”


She turned to face him then. He was watching her, his black eyes brooding, icy, dangerous.


“As you’re no longer welcome in that bed, either, Micah, then it’s not your choice to make.”


Micah watched her stiff back as she turned back to the computer. His nostrils flared; his back teeth clenched.


Okay, he hadn’t handled that so well, but then, neither had Jordan. The son of a bitch had sabotaged him as effectively as anyone ever had.


He moved to the couch and sat down slowly, forcing himself to remain in control.


He was Mossad, he reminded himself. Just because he was no longer a member of the elite force didn’t change who or what he was. He was one of the most lethal killers, one of the most advanced agents, in the world. He’d killed for years. He’d faced opponents who had never made him sweat. Even his death had barely been a glitch on his radar. It had allowed him to exact revenge, nothing more. It allowed him to work with an autonomy and a security that Mossad hadn’t given him.


The Elite Ops went beyond even black ops. They were privately funded but enjoyed a political backing that went beyond the American agencies.


He was one of the most advanced agents on the face of the earth, yet he couldn’t handle one small woman with anything even remotely resembling grace.


He’d hurt her. The thought of that made him think of Ariela Abijah, the mother who had counseled him until her death. And he felt shame. She had taken the time to try to teach her son the intricacies of a woman’s heart. With his father at her side, she had shown Micah the value of a loving, secure relationship. She had warned him to always remember that a woman’s strength had little to do with how well she could fight physically but had more to do with where a woman’s heart lay.


He’d forgotten that lesson with Risa.


She found her strength in pushing the memories aside and going on. He’d been unfair to her, and now he had no idea how to reach out to her. And perhaps that was for the best, he told himself. If she stayed angry, then she wouldn’t lose her heart. If she stayed angry, then perhaps he wouldn’t lose his, either.


One thing was for damned certain: She had torn him in so many different directions that at the moment, he had no idea how to deal with her.


He hadn’t expected her fury or her hurt at the thought of going to a safe house. Honestly, he thought she would feel secure.


He’d known the moment Jordan had let the information out that Micah wanted her moved, that Risa wasn’t feeling in the least secure.


Fury had pumped inside her small body, it had filled her eyes and her voice, and amazingly it had made his cock swell harder, tighter, than ever before.


The pure shimmering defiance in her expression had done something to him that he hadn’t expected. It had made him want her more than ever before. As though he hadn’t desired her enough. As though every time he touched her, kissed her, stroked her rounded curves, he didn’t burn for her in a way that he had never burned for another woman.


She was a hunger he couldn’t get control of, and that concerned him. It worried him.


And now, she thought that she could actually order him from her bed? Obviously she believed that her defiance was going to go unrewarded.


“The bed is not negotiable.” He felt the need to warn her of that right up front.


She turned slowly, the office chair squeaking a bit as she faced him fully.


“No, it isn’t negotiable,” she promised with a smile so falsely sweet that he wondered if it were possible to develop a sugar high from it. “My bed. Period. You, Mr. Sloane, can sleep on the damned floor for all I care.”


Micah propped his booted feet on the coffee table, laced his hands over his abs, and smiled back at her. “Bet me.”













CHAPTER 16





BET ME!


It was a damned good thing she hadn’t bet him, because he had ended up sleeping in her bed. Right in the middle. His hand on her hip all night long.


Sleeping wasn’t something Risa had managed much of that night, which left her crankier than normal the next morning. Cranky, angry, and hurt.


She couldn’t believe he was that desperate to get rid of her. And if he was that desperate, why was he sleeping in the middle of her bed and touching her all night long?


She was greeted when she awoke to another replay of the newscaster going over the wreck and attempted kidnapping that had occurred, as well as phone calls from various news agencies. It seemed everyone was interested in Risa Clay again. Six years of anonymity shot to hell. Once again her face was plastered on the television screen.


To make matters worse, they were supposed to go out. Dinner and dancing, he had informed her over breakfast. Oh yeah, she was all up for dinner and dancing.


It was no surprise when a courier from one of the more expensive boutiques arrived that day with more new clothes, and Risa felt her temper rising that much further.


“You’re staying, then you have to play the part,” Micah informed her as she glared at the dresses, skirts, and tops laid out on her bed. “Trust me, Orion and his employer have run my background. They know the information we put out there for them to find. If you want his employer pushing him, then you’ll play the part. The faster we finish this, the faster you can get on with your life.”


He stared at her with that calculating look in his eye that he had held all morning. As though he were figuring out a puzzle, working the pieces and trying to make them fit.


She wasn’t a puzzle.


“If they researched you, then they researched me,” she told him between clenched teeth. “I wouldn’t wear clothes like this.”


“You wore clothes exactly like this the first night I met you,” he pointed out, and Risa felt her blood pressure rising. At this rate, she was going to end up having a stroke. “But if you can’t wear them.” He shrugged philosophically as he eyed her with a mocking look in his eyes. “I’m sure we can make allowances.”


As though she were too scared to wear them.


She stared down at the dresses. Maybe she was just frankly terrified of wearing them. Clothes like that made a woman feel daring; they made her feel as though she could conquer mountains. And Risa knew she wasn’t quite up to mountains yet. She couldn’t even conquer Micah.


The dresses were short; the skirts were short. The tops were sexy and the shoes were high-heeled and daring. She was going to so get in trouble wearing those clothes. Clothes she had once been terrified of. But not now. Not now because she knew she could wear them. She had worn the dress the other night, and the shoes. It wasn’t the clothes that caused her to swallow tightly. It was the man and the look in his eyes as he glanced from the clothes to her.


“I don’t need you to make allowances for anything.” Damn her pride. “If you can stand to pay for it, then I can wear it.”


His brow arched. “Don’t let your mouth write checks your body can’t cash, sweetheart. Because trust me, I know exactly how to dress a woman for prime impact.”


Her smile was tight. “You don’t scare me, Micah,” she scoffed. He terrified a part of her. Another part was ready and rearing to challenge him.


She was tired of being manipulated. She was sick of being worked. He wanted to use her and walk away later, fine and dandy, because she wasn’t above using the security he offered her to gain a little self-confidence, somewhere. Maybe.


His smile curled a little wider, that luscious bottom lip tempting her even as the smile pissed her off.


“I should scare you.” He leaned closer, those lips within inches of hers now. “Because what those clothes will do to that luscious body of yours will make me hard, Risa. Hard and hungry. If you take the kid gloves off and decide to tempt the tiger, baby, then expect to have a bite taken out of that lovely hide of yours.”


“By you?” She sniffed as though in doubt when inside she was shaking. “I’m sure you can handle the pressure.”


She doubted she blipped on his radar any more than it took to make him hard. Some men any woman could arouse. Maybe Micah was one of those men.


She picked up the closest outfit and just barely managed not to cringe. At least she liked the color. The chocolate brown silk would complement her coloring; the short length would compliment her legs. The matching shoes, high-heeled of course, were gorgeous. The scalloped bodice would be lucky to cover her breasts, and the thin straps didn’t look strong enough to hold it up.


Micah’s brows lifted at her choice. “I especially liked that one when I chose it from the website,” he murmured. “Daring, Risa. Very daring.”


With that, he turned and walked from the room, the door closing behind him as Risa let out a hard breath and looked at the dress again.


Oh, she was in so much trouble here. This dress was so outside the realm of anything she would have chosen to wear. Dreamed of wearing, yes. That fantasy Risa who was daring and unafraid would have worn it in a New York minute.


But the other Risa, the one who had learned to be cautious all her life, was shaking in her jeans and bare feet. That Risa was certain lightning was going to strike and turn her to ash for wearing such a dress.


In for a penny, in for a pound. She laid the dress aside before going through the other choices. Short skirts and a few corsets to wear over shimmering thin long-sleeved blouses. There were snug blouses, a few more daring dresses. There were shoes to match everything. And she was in so much trouble.


“We’ll be meeting at a small dance club in town with Ian and Kira. We’ll have dinner at the attached restaurant and then drinks in the club,” Micah informed her as she stepped out of the bedroom after putting the clothes away. “We’ll be leaving here about seven.”


“Are Kira and Ian part of this agency you’re involved with?” she asked then. “The federal attorney said you were a private agency. What kind?”


He looked up at her from where he sat on the couch, his laptop opened and resting on the coffee table.


“A private group that sticks its nose in wherever it pleases,” he told her coolly. “We’re not an agency, Risa. We’re a team.”


“Perhaps I’d like to know exactly who my government has placed me in the care of,” she told him, irritation flaring inside her. “Jordan Malone was a SEAL, so were Clint and Ian. Were you?”


“Close,” he grunted. “What I was or what I am doesn’t matter in your protection.”


“Maybe it matters to me.” Maybe she needed to know who or what she was sleeping with every night.


She should have questioned it before; why she hadn’t, she wasn’t certain. She had been curious, but she’d also been overwhelmed by other things. Those other things had exploded in her face and now she was beginning to wonder if this would as well.


“I can understand that it matters to you,” he stated coolly. “Consider us a security firm. A group that goes in where other agencies can’t and gets the job done.”


“Mercenaries?” She couldn’t see him as a mercenary, though he was tough enough, hard enough.


“If you want to think ‘mercenaries,’ then fine.” He closed the laptop and gave her the full effect of his piercing gaze. “Do I seem mercenary to you?”


“You seem too arrogant and superior to me,” she informed him. “That would suit a mercenary, wouldn’t you think?”


“Met many of those, have you?” He rose slowly to his feet and moved toward her.


Risa remained still, despite the urge to retreat, to run from him. This wasn’t the Micah she had gotten to know. This Micah was harder, more determined, and he did nothing to hide the extreme sexuality that moved through him.


She didn’t know whether she should be turned on or scared to death. But her body was taking the decision out of her hands. It was burning for his touch.


“I’ve met you; wouldn’t that be enough?” Her toes curled into the carpet beneath her feet as he stopped. He was almost close enough that the broad T-shirt-covered chest was within a breath of touching the hardened tips of her breasts beneath her own shirt.


His lips quirked. “I can be very mercenary when the situation calls for it,” he assured her, his hand reaching out to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I can be so mercenary it would curl your little toes.”


Her little toes were already curled. The feel of his fingertips against her cheek as his hand drew back sent a surge of longing racing across her nerve endings. Her nipples peaked, her clit felt swollen, and the sexual hungers he had awakened with her began to pulse through her system.


“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” She had to force herself to remain in place, to ignore the heat flooding her system now.


His lips quirked; his black eyes watched her knowingly. “As well it shouldn’t,” he finally agreed as his fingertips trailed down her neck, creating a flood of sensation over her flesh. “It shouldn’t surprise you, Risa. Just as it shouldn’t surprise you to know that you can try to run all you want, but I’m going to end up fucking you again.”


Her eyes narrowed. “Not even on a bet.” But she was breathless, almost panting for the feel of him moving inside her again. She could feel the heat flooding her body, dampening her panties.


The quirk of his lips became a full-fledged grin. “You enjoy lying to yourself?”


“Do you enjoy lying to everyone else?” she shot back.


The grin eased away from his face. His expression darkened, became harder, colder. “When I need to.” He finally shrugged, but his fingertips were moving down her arm, gently, erotically. “Have no doubt, Risa, I have no problem lying when I need to.”


And that put her firmly in her place. He wasn’t above lying to her to catch Orion, but how far would the lies go? Her courage seemed to desert her at the prospect of asking that question, because she was afraid he would answer it. And he’d already proved he would lie to her. With his tender touches, his drugging kisses, and his too-experienced body.


“Do you know what I want to do to you?” he asked then, his voice lowering, becoming raspy as it stroked over her senses. “I want to push you against that wall behind you and pound into you while you’re screaming my name. I want to feel your tight pussy convulsing around my cock and hear you screaming my name. And when we’re done there, I’ll slide you to the floor and take you again. You’re within minutes of being fucked, baby. I’d move if I were you.”


She couldn’t move. She stared back at him, almost mesmerized by the black glow of lust that filled his eyes now.


His fingers moved from her arm to her thigh. His palm flattened, his hand angled and began to slide across her jeans-covered thigh, moving to the inside of it.


Her pussy pulsed and hummed. She could feel the flesh there swelling, preparing for his touch.


He was within an inch of the humid flesh when his cell phone rang, causing Risa to jerk in surprise as Micah’s jaw clenched.


The tips of his fingers were so close. The needs racing through her were so hot.


“Saved by the phone,” he murmured, moving his hand to pull the cell phone from the small holster on his belt. “Go ahead and run, Risa; we can finish this later.”


She was already running as he answered the phone, putting as much distance between them as possible and wondering if she would ever rebuild her defenses and have the control to simply tell him no. Even worse, she wished she wanted to tell him no.


 


COURAGE, STRENGTH, and sheer tenacity. Micah had seen each of those qualities in Risa that first night when she had sat at the club, battling her fears and the overriding certainty that she would be rejected.


It had taken her six years to get her nerve up to take a lover, but honesty compelled him to admit that she had taken that step far sooner than many women would have. She had the guts to do what she had to do. And she was doing far more than that when she stepped out of her bedroom in the chocolate silk tunic dress that whispered over her curves like a wet dream.


Matching four-inch-heeled pumps encased her small feet and made her legs seem to go on forever. Her skin shimmered with creamy translucence and the mounds of her breasts seemed in imminent danger of pressing out of the snug cups that made up the bodice.


Her long hair fell just below her shoulders, the multi-hued strands framing her delicate face as the subtle covering of shadow over her eyelids gave her a sensual, sleepy appearance.


Plump lips were covered with a hint of bronze lipstick, their natural pout intensified by the shimmering layer of color. It was enough to make a man pant in lust.


Hell, his cock was going to pound right out of his slacks and he swore his heart was going to tear through his chest as it raced in excitement.


She had a power over him that he couldn’t have anticipated.


He watched as she moved across the living room, the little matching purse she carried gripped in her hands. She shoved a key and a small leather wallet into the bag, then turned to him.


The look in her eyes broke his heart. Beneath the glitter of anger there were shadows of uncertainty. Feminine uncertainty, as though she were unaware of her effect on him.


“Remember that wall sex I mentioned earlier?” He watched her face flush as a hint of heat filled her eyes. “If we don’t leave, you’ll find out exactly what it’s like to grip my hips with those gorgeous legs while I pound into you.”


It was no less than the truth.


She inhaled slowly, deeply, lifting those luscious breasts against the silk as her nipples tightened beneath the material.


“I have a wrap. I forgot it.”


His teeth clenched as she moved quickly back to the bedroom. When she returned, it was with a thin silk wrap that covered her shoulders and breasts.


The whisper of silk was a seductive cadence as she moved past him and waited at the door.


Opening the door, he checked the hallway, aware of the backup weapon he carried at his ankle and the one he wasn’t wearing beneath his jacket. The rest of the team would be more heavily armed, but for Micah, there was only the weapon strapped to his ankle.


Holding his hand out to her, he drew her into the hall, checked each end once again, then moved back as the door to the opposite apartment opened and John moved quickly into Risa’s apartment.


“Have fun, kids,” he murmured as the door closed behind him and the locks snicked into place.


“This is ridiculous,” Risa hissed as Micah placed his hand on her lower back and led her to the elevator.


“No doubt,” he answered just as quietly. “Don’t worry, John doesn’t take up too much space.”


“No, he just cleans out the food in the refrigerator,” she stated. “Doesn’t Jordan feed him?”


“At least once a day,” Micah grunted as he shifted until Risa was protected on the far side of the elevator as the doors slid open.


“Well, hello, gorgeous,” Tehya murmured as she stepped into the hall, her long red-gold hair swishing around her as her green eyes filled with flirtatious humor.


Micah was aware of Risa stiffening beside him. She hadn’t seen Tehya coming and going from the other apartment, and had no idea who she was.


Micah nodded to Tehya, aware that her presence signified the all clear downstairs.


He escorted Risa into the elevator, ignoring her little glare as he pushed the lobby button and stood slightly in front of Risa.


“You work fast,” she drawled behind him, almost causing him to wince.


“Be careful, sweetheart,” he warned her quietly. “Your pretty mouth is about to get you in trouble.”


He was about seconds away from spreading those pretty legs and making certain she tasted just as good as he thought she did.


Thankfully, before she could say anything more, the elevator opened, depositing them into the lobby. The doorman, Clive, had a wide smile on his hangdog face as Risa walked toward him.


“Now look how pretty,” he said, his eyes following Risa’s every move. “It’s good to see you out and about after that nasty wreck the other day. I couldn’t believe the news report when I saw it, Miss Clay. There are sure some nasty people in the world.”


“Yes, there are,” she murmured as Clive held the door open. “Thank you, Clive.”


“You’re always welcome, Miss Clay.” There was concern and curiosity in the older man’s face as Micah passed by him.


Clive was the perfect doorman for the upscale apartment, Micah thought as he hid a grin. Cultured, his nose just a little in the air. His bald head and the goatee and mustache gave the perfect impression of superior standing.


The limo was waiting in the drive with Travis at the wheel. The ex–MI6 agent moved quickly to open the back door and closed it firmly after Micah moved into the interior.


“So we have a limo at our disposal now,” Risa muttered. “What does your cover give for employment?”


“Navy SEAL and stock market analyst,” he answered. “That’s the work I do on the computer. It’s actually a hobby of mine.”


A hobby that had paid off in more ways than one. Micah had made some very interesting contacts through the few clients he had. Clients he had courted and now made use of in the interests of the team and the operations they took on.


Her lips pressed together as Travis moved into the driver’s seat and put the vehicle in gear. Micah hit the switch at the side of the door and raised the privacy glass between them as he watched Risa with a knowing quirk to his lips.


The angrier he made her, the braver she seemed to get. It was a side of Risa he was certain he wouldn’t have become acquainted with if he hadn’t attempted to have her moved. He’d hurt her, and he regretted that. But he had also learned that she had triggers that could draw her past the fears and uncertainties he knew filled her. Anger was one of the triggers; arousal was another. Confrontation had an impact as well.


He’d tried to handle her with kid gloves, tried to treat her gently, but he was learning there was much more to Risa than he had ever imagined when he challenged her.


He wondered how much further she could be pushed before they reached the club.


“Come here.” He lowered his voice, let it rasp along his throat, and wanted to crow at the slight tremor that raced over her as she stared back at him in surprise and anger.


“You must be joking.” The haughty tone almost had him grinning. Damn, she made him hot when she looked down her nose at him.


“Actually, I’m not.” He hardened his voice commandingly. “Come over here.” He patted his lap.


And she laughed. The sound was filled with bitterness. “Not on your life, Micah.”


Before she could evade him, he reached across the small space between the seats, gripped her wrists, and pulled her quickly to his lap.


Before she could fight, he did what he’d been dying to do since the night before. His head lowered and he caught her lips in a heated, lust-filled kiss.


His tongue parted her lips and the sweet taste of her hit his senses like wildfire. He’d waited until now to taste her. It was the only way to hold on to his self-control, the knowledge that he had a limited time to touch her, taste her, before they’d be interrupted.


He held her to him, one arm around her back, the other over her hips. His hand clasped her thigh beneath the hem of the short dress.


Her struggles diminished, not that she had seriously fought to be free. Her lips moved beneath his, and a female cry of need tore past her hungry lips as he turned and bore her to her back beneath him.


She tasted like summer and sweet sunshine. Her arms twined around his neck and her thighs parted at the urging of his hand between her thighs.


And he was right. She was wet. So damned wet the silk panel of her panties was heated and damp against his fingertips. Her pussy was juicing, and for one insane moment Micah had to struggle against the need to tear the thin covering from her and plunge inside her.


Instead, his fingers pushed beneath the material, found her silken slick folds and the saturated flesh beyond. Heated syrup met the two fingers that eased slowly inside her entrance. She was snug, fist tight, and so hot as she gripped him that he wanted to shout in triumph.


Her hips arched to him as he kept her lips busy beneath his. Her legs fell farther apart, one foot resting on the floor as she arched and pushed his fingers deeper inside her.


His thumb found her swollen clit and rubbed against it with a subtle rocking motion that had wild cries echoing in her throat.


His lips slanted over hers to kiss her deeper, to draw her as deep into the morass of sensations as he was being drawn. There was nothing as sweet, as hot, as Risa. She claimed a part of his soul with her innocent hunger and wild cries, and he prayed she never realized it.


Maintaining his distance was practically impossible when she wasn’t in his arms. When he held her this close, felt the luscious heat of her body wrapped around his fingers, then all chance of distance disintegrated. She was heated honey, pure sensual female, and she was eroding his control into the dust.


She was a weakness, he knew. A weakness he could ill afford, and yet one he couldn’t deny.


Lifting his head, he thrust his fingers deeper into the convulsive grip of her pussy and waited until her eyes fluttered open before he spoke.


Holding her, possessing her, he stared down at her with all the hunger, all the dominant needs, he could feel rising inside him.


“This is mine.” His fingers owned her pussy now. “You’re mine. For as long as I sleep in your bed and live at your side, this sweet, luscious body belongs to me, Risa. Don’t attempt to deny it, because we both know it would be a lie.”


Panting, her eyes darker, her face flushed, she tightened her muscles around his fingers and narrowed her eyes back at him.


“Bet me.”













CHAPTER 17





RISA FELT THE eyes on her when she entered the restaurant Micah had chosen for his little night out. It was one of the most exclusive in the city. The food was excellent, the service beyond compare, and it seemed everyone she knew in Atlanta was there that night.


Before her mother’s death, Risa had lived in Atlanta with her parents. It was only after her tenth birthday that Jansen had moved them to Virginia, then to Washington, D.C. It was only after her mother’s death that Risa’s life had seemed to turn into a farce compared to her life before.


Suddenly Jansen had become increasingly critical of her looks. Risa had retreated into a shell, spent more and time in her room or on the grounds of the small estate he had bought. Nothing she had done had pleased him.


The past six years, since her return to be closer to her grandmother and to put the past behind her, Risa had stayed well clear of the restaurants that she knew were frequented by those who had known her and Jansen.


Atlanta wasn’t far enough away to escape the crowd Jansen and Elaine had been a part of, though. And their reactions to Risa varied.


She heard the whispers as she moved through the restaurant, her head held high when all she wanted to do was run and escape the furtive, pitying looks and gossipmongering.


Yes, the ugly duckling was dressed in silk, she thought as she caught one woman’s overly loud statement as they passed her table.


Risa didn’t glance left or right; she followed Micah’s lead at her side on autopilot, escaping within herself as she had always done as a child.


God, she hated this.


“Risa. Risa Clay.”


She’d hoped to escape any sort of socializing with the people she had known before her kidnapping and rape. She wasn’t that lucky.


She and Micah were halfway to the table where Ian and Kira were awaiting them when two diners rose from their chairs along the path they were taking.


Risa came slowly to a stop, her gaze moving from James Walters’s long, aesthetic face to that of his wife, Corina. The couple had been acquaintances both in Atlanta and in D.C. James was one of the world’s premier heart surgeons, his wife a nurse who worked by his side.


“James. Corina.” Risa had a trick she used when she was forced to face people who had known her before. A way of staring at them while unfocusing her eyes and blurring the pity on their faces.


“Risa sweetheart.” James caught her hands and bent to place a kiss on her cheek.


He never met his goal. Micah pulled her back gently until she was against his side, his arm curved possessively around her back.


An awkward silence filled the next second.


“James, Corina, this is Micah Sloane,” she introduced him into the silence. “A friend of mine.”


“Just a friend, love?” Micah asked under his breath as though they were indeed more than what they actually were. In the space of a second she wondered exactly what they were.


“Micah, this is James and Corina Walters. James is a premier heart surgeon, and Corina the miracle nurse that works by his side.” Corina glowed at the compliment. “James, Corina, Micah’s a SEAL with the U.S. Navy stationed here in Atlanta at the moment.”


“A SEAL, how utterly exciting,” Corina murmured. “Was he the gentleman with you the other day when that nasty character tried to kidnap you? The news said a shot was fired, frightening that vicious person away. We tried to call, dear, to make certain you were okay, but you weren’t taking calls.”


Risa swallowed tightly. “Micah frightened him off. If you’ll excuse us…”


“Risa, darling, we were frantic to get hold of you and make certain you were well,” James said, his tone sincere, though his gaze sparkled with pity and a hint of confusion as he glanced at Micah. “We couldn’t believe someone was trying to harm you again.”


“Risa’s fine; aren’t you, baby?” Micah’s hand tightened at her hip. “But if you’ll excuse us, we have a table waiting.”


“Of course,” James murmured, a frown touching his clear brow as he stared down at Risa. “Please call us soon, dear. We could have lunch and catch up.”


“Of course,” she muttered the lie. She wasn’t about to call either of them.


Not that she disliked them or that there was anything wrong with them. James and Corina had been one of the few couples whom Risa had actually enjoyed talking to at one time. But that time was long ago and far away. She hadn’t been an oddity then, or a topic of gossip and speculation. And she hadn’t been submitted to their placating attention. She’d always pitied those who had been years before.


She turned her gaze away as Micah led her through the restaurant to the table where Ian and Kira were watching them curiously.


“Trouble?” Ian asked quietly as he rose from his chair.


“Nothing important,” Micah answered as he helped Risa with her chair. “Acquaintances, I believe.”


“Acquaintances are about it,” Kira said softly so her voice wouldn’t carry. “James and Corina can only be taken in small doses.”


Risa lowered her head to her plate, wishing she had found a coat or a jacket to wear now. Anything but the skimpy dress and too-small wrap. She could feel the eyes on her; her skin crawled with the sensation of those looks.


“Risa, you’re looking lovely tonight,” Ian stated as he took his seat once again.


“Thank you.” Her smile was stiff as she glanced at him.


Kira, as always, was a goddess of perfection. Her long black hair was pulled back from her face with jeweled combs, her smoky gray eyes were sensual and mysterious, and the stunning red slip dress she wore was both daring and elegant.


Ian was the perfect counterpoint to his wife. With his dark blond hair, brown eyes, and sun-darkened skin, he was amazingly handsome in a tough, masculine sort of way. And when he looked at his wife, his gaze softened with his adoration of her.


What would it be like, Risa wondered, to be loved in such a way? To turn and see that look on a man’s face?


She pushed the thought away. Now wasn’t the time to reflect on what she didn’t have. She could do that later, after Micah was gone. If she lived that long.


She stayed silent as Micah, Ian, and Kira began to chat about Atlanta. Kira and Ian had a small condo they kept in the city for long visits. They were still close to the former SEAL members he had once fought with. They were a little more than close, Risa knew. They were also a working part of the group that Micah was involved with.


“Risa, that’s a stunning dress,” Kira commented, drawing her away from her thoughts.


“Micah has exceptional taste,” she murmured a bit mockingly.


God, she was going to have to stop this. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Kira. It’s been a long day.”


She kept her voice lowered so diners at the nearby table couldn’t overhear her.


“And to top it off, you had to deal with James and Corina.” Kira smiled in understanding. “Here’s the waiter with our wine. A few glasses and a nice dinner, and you’ll be in perfect form.”


If only it would take no more than a few glasses of wine to put everything in perfect form.


She did drink the wine, and she managed to eat most of her meal. As Ian and Micah continued to chat over drinks, she let her fingers play over the stem of her empty wine-glass. The wine had helped. She didn’t drink often, and she rarely drank wine simply because of its mellowing effect on her.


“If you gentlemen will excuse us, Risa and I are going to go to the ladies’ room.” Kira rose to her feet and smiled back at Risa. “I hate going in there alone.”


No kidding. It was like a cobra pit, Risa thought, barely managing to keep from rolling her eyes. She didn’t patronize this restaurant for a reason. She and her grandmother had both agreed that only the snippiest, most condescending members of the community actually ate here.


But Risa followed Kira. She was amazed she did so without tripping over her feet as she felt the eyes following her. Thankfully, the wine had her just mellow enough that she, frankly, didn’t give a damn who watched her.


Maybe she’d had too much. She frowned at that thought as she and Kira entered the surprisingly empty ladies’ room. Kira followed Risa to the sinks where they washed their hands, dried them, and then looked around in amusement at the fact that the room was empty.


“And here I thought we’d have to fight our way in,” Kira stated with amusement.


“I prefer the silence,” Risa assured her. “So why did you drag me in here?”


“To give you a break,” Kira sighed. “Even facing off a few dozen piranhas in the ladies’ room is sometimes preferable to sitting in the middle of a restaurant and feeling their eyes on you.”


Risa shrugged. “The wine has its own saving grace,” she said with a smile.


Kira didn’t smile back. “Are things going okay with Micah?”


“Fine.” Risa nodded. She wasn’t into sharing girlish confidences in the ladies’ room.


Kira nodded. “Good then. I guess we better return before the stampede begins.”


It began as they were leaving. Risa almost smiled at the group of women bearing down on them as they moved back into the hall. Several of those women frowned in consternation as Kira and Risa passed them. Foiled again, ladies, she thought a bit snidely.


She knew every one of them. This little outing was turning into a damned farce.


Taking her seat once again, she stared up at Micah with what she hoped was a pleasant smile and said, “Next time, I pick the restaurant if you don’t mind.”


“I’m not much into the local drive-thru,” he murmured at her ear. “I have my manly form to think of, you know.”


She almost snorted at that. “The local drive-thru is much more polite.”


“No doubt,” he agreed. “But not nearly as enjoyable.”


He took his seat once again, his hand lingering on the back of her chair to play with her hair. Risa wanted to groan at the sensation of his fingers tugging restlessly at the strands. The sensual, seductive feel washed over her, tingling beneath her skin as she attempted to make small talk with Kira.


Unfortunately, the woman seemed to be well aware of what Micah was doing to Risa.


“Gentlemen, I’m ready to dance,” Kira finally announced. “And I’m certain the band is just waiting on me and Ian to add some excitement to the dance floor.”


Ian chuckled at that, but both men came to their feet, helped the women from their chairs, and led the way from the restaurant to the small arched tunnel that led to the connecting nightclub.


The music pulsed around her. Risa was certain she could feel the rhythm of it filling her blood.


She had once loved to dance. She had danced with her friends, other young women considered the less acceptable or less pretty of their social set. They were always invited to the parties, but they were always the ones huddled along the wall in boredom.


It had been Risa’s idea that last year, for them to hit the dance floors together. They had all loved to dance, and they had been able to enjoy the hours they were stuck at those parties that way.


For once, Risa had enjoyed the parties as well. Until the kidnapping. Until Jansen had laughed at her during that plane ride where she had found hell.


The ugly little bitch, she can’t even get a man to dance with her, he’d sneered, let alone actually fuck her.


She’d been eighteen. She had never had a boyfriend, never had a date. She’d been a virgin, and that night she’d learned how evil a father could be.


The wine was still affecting her, Risa told herself even as she crossed one leg over the opposite knee and twirled her foot to the club beat.


She wanted to dance. She wanted to give herself to the music. She didn’t have to worry about what her face looked like then, or why her lover wanted to be rid of her. She didn’t have to worry about dying; all she had to do was live within the music.


She rose to her feet, felt Micah’s hand slide down her arm until his fingers were loosely gripped around her wrist as he stared up at her.


“I want to dance,” she told him, hungering for the freedom the music had always given her. The freedom to be more than the ugly little girl she had always been.


His expression tightened, his black eyes grew impossibly blacker, sexier, as he rose from his seat. He shrugged the leather jacket he wore from his shoulders and laid it on her seat, atop her purse and wrap, as though protecting them, hiding them from view. Then he took her hand and led her to the dance floor.


 


MICAH HAD KNOWN that the day would come that Risa would find a way to completely blow his little mind. She’d already taken control of his cock; it stayed hard for her, and for her alone. But on the dance floor, amid dozens of dancers vying for attention, she stole another part of him. He had a feeling there was going to be very little of himself that he owned by the time this mission was over.


She danced liked a dream. The chocolate silk tunic dress shifted and shimmered over her gracefully as she moved. It did nothing to hide the heat of her flesh as he touched her, did nothing to hide the sensual, sensuous woman who lurked beneath her quiet exterior.


He watched her nipples bead harder beneath the silk, watched as her light blue eyes became leaden, sensual. Her face flushed, her lips parted, and he knew she was the center of his world at that moment.


He would die to protect her. There had been no one in his life, outside of his parents, whom he would have consciously walked into death for. For this woman, he would.


She swayed before him like temptation itself. Her arms lifted, her hips moved, and all he knew was the remembered feel of her moving beneath him.


His hands touched her, stroked down her back, along her hips. He turned her and her back rubbed against his chest as his hand flattened on her stomach, pressing the sweet curves of her ass into his cock.


She twirled with an exotic allure.


She owned him.


He could have danced with her forever. He was perfectly content to remain locked in time, right there, with the vision of her dancing just for him.


And he would have until the moment she collapsed against his chest, laughter falling from her lips as her light brightened with self-amusement.


“My legs are giving out,” she laughed. “I don’t think high heels were made for this.”


Laughter. It was the first time he’d heard her laugh, the first time he had seen that happiness shining in her eyes, and he felt his heart clench. It was the most beautiful sight in the world. A gift he would always remember.


“I’ll hold you up.” He held her against his chest, moving more slowly to the music, taking her weight and cuddling her against his chest as her arms moved to wrap around his neck.


She rested against him, swaying with him as his head bent over hers and he closed his eyes at the sneaking suspicion that walking away from her was going to flay his soul.


Her fingers played along his neck, a finger twining through the short strands of hair at the back of his head. Her nails scraped his scalp. She was a flame in his arms, seeping into his pores, chaining him when he had no desire to be chained.


“I need you.” He brushed his lips over the shell of her ear and felt her shiver. “All of you.”


“Hmm.” Her head lifted. “You had me and wanted to send me away,” she reminded him. “You’re not the weather, Micah. You can’t change from day to day on me.”


His lips quirked. “Do we want to fight tonight, Risa? Or do we want to love?”


He hadn’t meant to whisper the l word against her lips. But at the sound of it, he felt her body tighten; he swore he could feel the wash of her need singeing his body, cutting into it like dull knives as he fought the sensation.


“Love?” His shoulder cradled her head as she looked up at him. “I’m certain that wasn’t the word you meant to use, Micah.” There was a subtle, almost hidden vein of bitterness in her voice.


His lovely Risa. She had never been loved, not truly. She’d been used, she’d been hurt, but she’d never had love to balance the darkness that had filled her life.


He couldn’t answer her. He couldn’t give her hope where no hope should exist. He had to remember what came after the mission. And what came after was another mission, another danger, perhaps another identity. There was no place for love in that life.


Noah had done it, another part of him reminded himself. Noah had a home, a wife, he would soon have a child, and he balanced that life. But Noah was the nephew of the unit commander. It made a difference.


“Does the word I use matter?” Micah’s hand framed her face as he bent his head to her. “I won’t wait much longer, Risa. You don’t give a man a taste of paradise, then jerk it away from him.”


“Really?” Her head lifted, her arms slid to his shoulders. “But you can give it to a woman and then tear her away from it without a thought, can’t you, Micah?” She stopped moving and tried to draw back.


Micah held her to him, frustration and arousal biting into him as she tried to put distance between them.


“I think I need a drink—”


“Risa, is that you?”


Micah’s head jerked up; his nostrils flared in primitive anger at the sight of the man standing at their side. He wanted to push Risa behind him, wanted to get her as far away from this primal threat as possible.


“Mac?” Amazement and laughter fell from her lips as she turned to the other man. “Oh my goodness. Mac Knight? Look at you.” Her hands reached out for his, large hands that gripped her smaller ones before the other man pulled her close for a hug. “Look how you’ve changed,” she breathed out in surprise.


Micah’s teeth almost snapped together as the younger man’s chest seemed to puff out. Dressed in jeans and a cotton shirt, he was military; there was no missing that. The way he held himself, the look in his eyes, screamed Special Ops.


“How I’ve changed?” Mac’s smile was amazed as he stood back and stared down at Risa. “Damn, Risa, you look like a million bucks.” He shook his head as though amazed before asking, “Dance with me? Just for a few minutes?” He looked to Micah as though in permission before his gaze turned to Risa again.


Micah wanted to slam his fist into the bastard’s face.


“For a minute.” Risa turned to Micah. “He’s a friend of mine. He’s been in Iraq forever. I’ll be fine.”


The hell she would be.


Micah nodded stiffly before moving back and placing his back against the thick support post at the edge of the dance floor. He hoped neither of them expected him to just tuck his tail and slink back to the table, because it wasn’t happening.



The dance mix had moved into a slower tune, a soft ballad that required the other man to take her into his arms. At least she wasn’t rubbing against him like the sensual little cat Micah knew she was. But she was too close to the other man, and for a moment Micah knew complete bloodlust.


 


“YOUR BOYFRIEND is upset,” Mac said as they moved to the music, his topaz eyes watching her assessingly.


That was Mac, always thinking about things, she thought fondly.


“Micah will be fine.” She gave her head a little shake before the impulse to look over at him got the better of her.


“I heard about the abduction, Risa.” Mac’s statement had her head jerking around as humilitation flared within her. “I was in Iraq with Reno when they pulled the rescue team together, and I asked to transfer to the rescue team. They denied the request. I would have found a way to get you out of that clinic if I had known.”


It was a statement. It was an acknowledgment that she had needed help then. The humiliation drained out of her, but weariness seemed to set in.


“I made it out.” She didn’t want to talk about it. “And I don’t want to discuss that, Mac. But look at you. You filled out.”


He grinned. He was a few years older than she was, maybe seven years, she thought. That would make him thirty-two maybe. The last time she’d seen him she’d been sixteen and he’d been a wise, older twenty-two-year-old who had just joined the Army.


So many years. And they’d both changed.


“I’m not the only one.” He smiled down at her with wry amusement. “You’re looking beautiful. But didn’t I always tell you you would?”


“Yeah, after you made me cry by calling me the ugly duckling,” she pointed out without bitterness. It was impossible to stay angry with Mac for long, even then. He’d had a shy, touching smile and a way of telling you the way it was, no matter what you wanted to believe.


“I was right.” He nodded briskly. “You turned into a beautiful young woman, Risa.”


She shrugged, uncomfortable with that thought. She still saw the plain features; if there was any beauty there, it hid from her in her mirror.


“So what do you do in Iraq?” she asked, desperate to know more about one of the few friends she had had as a child.


“I work in Special Ops,” he stated. “We coordinate many of the missions that go out among the SEALs and Special Forces in the Middle East. Most of them make it through our command center eventually.”


“You should have met Micah somewhere then,” she told him. “He was a SEAL before returning to the states.”


He glanced at Micah, then back at her. “He’s not a SEAL, Risa,” Mac stated.


“Yes, he was.” Risa stared up at him in confusion. “He worked primarily in the Middle East.”


Mac shook his head as a touch of worry entered his expression. “I don’t know what he’s trying to pull on you, but I know damned good and well he’s not a SEAL,” he said again. “Not just because I don’t know him, but because SEALs carry themselves a certain way, even after they leave the Navy. If they ever do. That man has never been a SEAL. An agent somewhere perhaps, definitely not someone you want to mess with.” His gaze sharpened on her face then. “Riss, are you in trouble? Do you need help?”


Risa felt an overwhelming surge of affection fill her. That was Mac, always trying to look out for someone else.


“I’m fine.” She shook her head. “But trust me, Micah’s a SEAL.” Wasn’t he? She was desperate to convince herself that at least that much was the truth. That Micah’s entire personality couldn’t be false.


Mac shook his head again. “You trust me, Risa, if that man was a SEAL, then I would have met him. And I know SEALs. He’s nothing—” He broke off. “Riss, is that Ian Richards with him?”


She nodded; she didn’t have to look.


“Riss.” Concern colored his voice. “Sweetheart, what are you involved in?”


 


“WHO IS HE?” IAN moved in close to Micah as they watched Risa dance with the other man.


“Mac Knight, Special Ops in Iraq,” Micah answered. “And whatever he’s telling her isn’t setting well with her.”


“Fuck, I know Knight.” Ian grimaced. “Special Ops my ass, he’s deep level. Every damned mission over there goes through his office one way or the other. He could blow your cover sky-high.”


“Get Jordan on the line,” Micah ordered him as he straightened from the post. “Have him pull Mr. Knight out, ASAP. I want him unable and unwilling to open his damned mouth.”


Ian flipped open his cell phone as Micah tensed. Risa looked worried. She kept her expression turned from him, her body was tense, and Mac Knight looked thunderous.


Micah watched them, frowning. He didn’t like that proprietary look Knight had in his eyes any more than he liked seeing Risa in the other man’s arms.


“Give Jordan one minute,” Ian murmured. “He’s having him called into base. Jordan will be waiting there on him along with his CO.”


“If it’s not too late,” Micah growled.


They watched, and almost to the minute later the other man paused, his gaze slashing to Micah and Ian as he pulled his cell phone from his jeans, spoke into it, then glared back at them.


Micah smiled, a slow, triumphant curve of his lips that he made certain wasn’t there when Risa turned back to him.


The look in her eyes assured him that she had heard something that had upset her. Something that had most likely pissed her off.


“Ian.” Mac’s gaze was cool as he faced both Micah and Ian. “It’s good to see you again.”


“Mac.” Ian nodded, then looked at Risa before lifting his gaze back to the other man. “Leaving so soon?”


A mocking glint filled Mac’s eyes as Micah curved his arm around Risa’s stiff back and pulled her against him.


“Duty calls,” Mac stated, the mockery fully present in his voice. “I hope you’re looking after Risa,” he warned Ian then.


Ian tilted his head, looked at Risa, then at Mac, and let a smile tip his lips. “I let Micah take care of that, Mac. Since he’s living with her, I’d consider that his job, wouldn’t you?”


Mac didn’t answer. His yellow-brown eyes stared into Micah’s as Micah felt the overwhelming urge to show the little pup exactly who the big dog was where Risa was concerned.


“I’ll be talking to you soon, Ian.” It sounded like a warning as Mac turned to Risa, bent, kissed her cheek, and nodded in farewell before leaving.


“How very interesting.” Risa looked up at Micah with false brightness. “You’re a true man of mystery, Micah.” Then her eyes hardened as she stared at Ian. “I’m ready to go home. I’ve had enough for the night.”


She didn’t give either of them a chance to respond but moved away instead, her hips twitching with a snap. Micah grimaced. She was pissed.


“We’re in trouble,” Ian murmured.


“No,” Micah sighed. “I am. You’re not the one that has to live with her when she’s pissed.”


“True,” Ian grunted. “But I have to live with Kira. Ex-agent. Remember?”


“She’d just kill you fast,” Micah sighed. “I get to die slow.”


“There is that.” Ian was almost laughing. “There is definitely that, Micah.”













CHAPTER 18





BY THE TIME THE limo pulled up at the apartment building, Micah could feel the tension humming around Risa. She was silent, deadly with feminine rage. He could feel it pulsing in the air around them.


Ian and Kira pulled into the parking lot in front of the building, there more or less on Risa’s orders. With a sweet smile and a firm command she had posed it as a request, but Micah and Ian knew better. The invitation she had made for the other couple to return to the apartment was couched in gentle words, but they’d all seen the look in her eyes.


Kira had been amused but questioning as she looked from Micah to Ian, as though they should know exactly what Knight had said to her.


The hell if Micah had a clue, but he made a mental note to find the bastard himself soon and find out exactly what had happened.


“I’m surprised you wanted company tonight,” Micah observed as Travis opened the door and helped Risa out.


He noticed she released the other agent’s hand as quickly as possible.


“I’m sure you are.” Her voice was as tight as her body; a few times during the ride he thought he’d caught a shimmer of tears in her eyes.


“Risa?” He cocked his head and stared down at her as Ian and Kira moved across the parking lot. “Is there something I should know?”


Her smile was brittle. “I don’t know, Micah. Is there something I should know?”


He controlled a frown as Ian and Kira reached them.


“Risa, everything okay?” Kira looked around at the well-tended grounds, the small park across from the parking area, and the well-lit exterior.


“I’m fine.” Risa shrugged as she turned and walked through the door that Clive held open for her.


He nodded at them as she passed. Risa took the time to thank him, to bestow a sweet smile on him. She hadn’t smiled or even chatted since her dance with Mac Knight.


They moved as a group to the elevator. Risa remained silent on the ride up, the tension humming through her reaching out to the rest of them.


She moved up the hall, glared at the door opposite hers, then waited for Micah to unlock the door, check inside, then cover the hall as John moved quickly into the opposite apartment.


Risa stepped inside the apartment, wondering if she was going to strangle on her anger as she turned to the others and pasted a smile on her face. “I’m not much on wine,” she informed them. “I do have beer, though.”


“Beer’s fine, Risa.” Ian nodded, his gaze questioning.


“Great.” Okay, her smile was overly bright, but she wasn’t screaming at them yet. “I’ll get them.”


She moved into the kitchen, took four beers from the refrigerator, popped the lids, and returned to the other room.


When everyone had a cold brew and had found seats, Ian and Kira on the couch, Micah in one of the two easy chairs, Risa perched on the seat of the remaining chair and smiled back at Ian.


“So, how long have you known Micah, Ian?” she asked him.


“About five years.” His look was mildly curious. “Why?”


Why? As though he hadn’t been lying to her, as though he hadn’t been as much a part of the deceit as the others had been.


“You met in the Middle East?” she quizzed him, feeling the tension that threatened to tear her apart from the inside out. “Jordan mentioned that the morning I was told of this little operation. That Micah was a former SEAL. He’d worked with your team.”


Ian stared back at her for long moments before he leaned forward and set his beer on the table.


“Risa, why don’t you just say what’s on your mind?” he said gently. “Don’t beat around the bush with me.”


Her lips nearly trembled. She had to tighten them to hold back the need to cry. Jansen had told her that she was nothing but a crybaby. That she didn’t know how to handle reality or how to be an adult. That she would always deal with her problems by crying.


It seemed he was right. At least in this case.


“You were there,” she whispered. “In that hellhole Jansen let them take me to. You helped rescue me, Ian.”


He nodded as Micah cursed under his breath.


“I was there, Risa,” Ian agreed. “And I wanted to kill those bastards for what they did to you, Emily, and Carrie. If I’d known what happened later, I would have taken you out of that clinic and made certain you were protected. I would have killed Jansen myself.”


She nodded. She knew that. Ian was like that. He would always try to protect others; it was a part of him.


“I trusted you, Ian. You, Reno, Kell, and Macey. I trusted all of you with my life, because you were there.” Her breathing hitched as Micah jerked from his chair and paced closer to her.


“Risa, why don’t you just tell us what Knight said,” Kira stated then, her voice compassionate but matter-of-fact.


Risa turned to Kira and wanted to scream in rage. The tears were tearing her chest apart. They burned behind her eyes; they choked her as they rose in her chest.


She wanted to fold up into herself and escape. To hide as Micah had already accused her of doing. But surely hiding wasn’t as painful as facing the lies.


She wished she were as strong as Kira. As confident. For six years Risa had been so envious of the other woman. But she wondered at the hell it would have to take to find such confidence in her ability to survive. Risa didn’t imagine she could survive worse than what she had known herself, yet she had found no confidence in her survival.


“You didn’t have to lie to me to convince me to meet him,” she whispered, staring back at Ian. “And you didn’t have to lie to me after that, that he was a friend of yours. That he was a SEAL. I wouldn’t have fought this operation you wanted to use me for. All you had to do was tell me he was a friend, Ian. That was all.”


Silence filled the room as she rose to her feet and turned her back on the three of them. She felt as though she were going to shatter.


“You’d think I’d be used to the lies,” she mused roughly. “I should be by now, shouldn’t I? It shouldn’t affect me so much, that you had lied about something so small.”


She turned and faced them. No one said a word. They were watching her cautiously, as though they still weren’t certain exactly what she knew. Even Kira seemed to be on alert, watching her intently. Micah’s black eyes were penetrating, his brows lowered heavily as he watched her.


“Is he even American?” She turned to Ian as though she were only curious. “I could swear at times that he’s not. Can any of you even tell me the truth there?”


“Risa.” Ian cleared his throat.


“Please don’t lie to me again, Ian,” she said conversationally, as though the tears weren’t ripping into her soul. “I counted you and Kira both as friends. People I could depend on.” She almost snorted at that thought. “Perhaps I should have known better. The operation is more important, correct?”


“I warned you,” Kira said softly to her husband as her gray eyes stayed on Risa.


Risa hated the look in her eyes. She hated being watched as though she were a bug under a damned microscope.


“Why did you lie to me!” she screamed back at them, barely aware of the subtle flinch that jerked through Micah’s body as she glared at Ian and Kira.


“Because you needed to trust the man that was going to be sleeping with you, Risa.” Kira was the one who answered her.


The other woman rose to her feet, her look so damned pitying that Risa had to curl her fingers into fists to keep from going for her face.


“Look at you,” Risa accused roughly. “You feel so damned sorry for me, don’t you, Kira? I get sick of the pity in all your eyes. Try telling me the damned truth for a change and you wouldn’t have to feel sorry for poor little Risa.”


Kira winced. “Guilty as charged.” She nodded. “And you’re right: We should have been honest with you. But in our defense, Risa, we could never be certain how strong you were, or how you would have accepted the unvarnished truth.”


“And that truth is?” Risa laughed bitterly. “Let’s see.” She turned to Micah. “That first night he was your good and dear friend who fought with your husband in the Middle East. The next morning he was one of Jordan Malone’s agents committed to protecting me.” She turned back to Kira. “What is he now?”


No one answered her. They stared back at her as though she were demented, but there were no answers forthcoming. She could feel the bitterness tearing through her. It cramped her stomach, ripped at her chest. She felt as though her knees were going to give out on her and leave her clawing at the floor in pain.


She turned to Micah. “No explanations? No answers?” Her voice was grating as she shuddered at the look in his eyes. Part torment, part complete impenetrable male arrogance.


“I can’t tell you what you want to know,” he finally stated. “But know this, Risa: I didn’t lie to you. Nothing I’ve done, nothing I’ve given you, has been a lie.”


“Liar.” She wanted to scream, but the accusation was torn, ragged, instead. “You lied every time you touched me, Micah. You lied to me with every word out of your lips so you could see this mission through. At least admit that.”


“I didn’t have to lie, Risa,” he stated somberly. “Because you didn’t ask questions. And now, you’re asking questions I can’t answer.”


“Of course you can’t.” Her stage whisper was bitter and filled with pain. “Super-secret agents don’t answer questions, do they, Mr. Sloane?”


“This is ridiculous, Risa,” he accused her, his gaze snapping with ire now. “You knew this was a mission. You knew what we were trying to do. You can’t cry foul now. And you can’t expect me to endanger that mission by answering questions that contain information that could be dangerous in the wrong hands. Information that could only end up hurting you.”


She flinched at the anger in his voice and his refusal to answer something as simple as what the hell he was.


“Well, I guess I’m asking the wrong person.” She turned and swung for the door. “Let’s see what Jordan has to say.”


“No, Risa.” Micah jumped for her, but he was too late. She was out the door, across the hall, and pounding on the door where she knew the so-called agents lodged.


She wanted answers. She didn’t want more lies and she didn’t want more cover-ups. She wanted to know exactly whom she had given her body and her heart to. She wanted to know the man she was going to lose.


“Risa, not right now,” Micah growled, his fingers curling around her arm.


“Now.” She jerked out of his grip as the door swung open.


Jordan stared back at her, his blue eyes glowing with anger as he glared at Micah over her head. But Jordan wasn’t the one who held her attention.


She heard Micah’s vicious curse behind her, Ian’s “God, Jordan, what the hell are you doing?”


Her eyes were held by the man who stared back at her, his topaz gaze shattered as his head lifted from the pictures scattered over the table.


Mac Knight.


He had been her friend when so few young men would even take the time to speak to her. He had danced with her when she would have been humiliated at not having an escort for a particular part of an event.


He had been like a brother. He and his parents had lived on the estate next to the Clays’, so they had socialized often. He had taught her how to play poker one summer. He had slipped her her first bottle of beer.


He was one of the few good memories she had from her youth.


“Risa.” Mac rose slowly to his feet, his oddly colored eyes damp, filled with horror as he stared back at her with pity. “I didn’t know. God, Riss, I didn’t know.”


His voice was thick with anger, regret. And pity.


“I would have done something.” His voice was thick with emotion, with regret.


Risa ignored it. Her gaze was captured by the pictures spread out on the table.


Pictures of her.


She remembered the flash of lights as someone had taken pictures in the plane. She also remembered something about video. They always took pictures and video of their victims, she remembered distantly. Diego Fuentes had insisted on it. He’d had a very small supply of Whore’s Dust, so it was only used on victims who could benefit him. The sons and daughters of powerful men. Women who worked in sensitive or classified areas. They were predominantly the victims he’d chosen himself.


Sometimes, his associates had bought the Whore’s Dust from him and used it in other ways. But always there had been pictures and videos.


“It wasn’t exactly my best pose,” she said, staring at the top picture.


Her face was red, her eyes wild and filled with tears. There were more under that one. Vivid, shocking, explicit pictures.


She heard Micah behind her; it sounded as though he were ready to kill, but her gaze was held by the pictures.


“Riss,” Mac’s protest was swallowed by the roaring in her ears.


She hadn’t seen the pictures. She’d had no idea Jordan had them.


“They made you look at these,” she said as she gestured to the pictures, feeling the numbness in her lips before it moved through her body. “I guess you were being berated for telling on Micah.”


She slid a few more pictures free. They were grainy but explicit. Nothing was hid from the eye of the camera that night. It was all there in glaring detail. At least it wasn’t in color, she thought faintly.


She had to put her hand over her mouth to hold back her screams, to hold back the need to gag as she was greeted with the sight of her own nude body. Bruised, filthy. The canvas beneath her was smeared with her blood.


“How tacky, showing these to you.” She couldn’t breathe. She could feel the need to draw oxygen into her lungs, but she couldn’t seem to get enough inside her. “You should have shredded them for me.”


She could hear herself screaming. In the back of her head, she was screaming and begging Jansen. Daddy, please. Please make it stop.


You damned crybaby. Big girls don’t cry, you little bitch, he had accused her.


And she could hear his laughter. It raked through her mind like diseased talons and left her feeling feverish, weak.


She could hear voices behind her. She could hear Micah cursing Jordan, Ian, Mac, and anyone else he could curse. She didn’t see the tears Kira had to hide, or the redhead who had turned her face to the wall as her own tears began to fall from her eyes.


Risa lifted her gaze to Mac. “How sad,” she whispered. “Definitely the ugly duckling, aren’t I?”


Her expression was twisted in those photos. She was ugly, blemished, dirty. She had been a creature, an enraged animal, and it showed in the grainy photos that had been printed out.


“Stop this.” Micah jerked her around.


Risa stared up at him in shock. His black eyes were primal, sparking with bits of white light that almost held her entranced.


“Did Jordan show him the video as well?” She told herself she was merely curious. It wasn’t as though the video could be any worse than the pictures.


“Risa, stop.” Micah’s hand framed her face, his long fingers pushing into her hair as he stared back at her, his gaze tormented. “Knight refused to listen to Jordan’s explanations. He wanted proof. He wasn’t backing down without it, honey. It was give him proof or kill him.”


A smile curved her lips. She felt it. An automated response as something began to tear loose inside her soul.


“I think I would have preferred that you kill me,” she stated. “Have you seen them?”


“Risa,” he objected roughly. “Let’s go back home; we’ll talk about this there.”


She jerked her head from his grip and stared around the room. Ian and Kira; there was the agent John who stayed in the apartment. How interesting, the chauffeur who had driven them earlier stood in the doorway to a bedroom. Nik watched her with icy Nordic blue eyes. There was the redhead from the elevator. And lo and behold, why, there was Risa’s good friend Emily’s husband stepping into the room, Kell.


“Have all of them seen those pictures?” Risa turned back to Micah. “Did you have like a meeting? What do you call it? A mission objective where you looked at the gory evidence first? Did you get to see the video? I can’t imagine it was very interesting.”


She was talking too fast. Risa felt cut off, disconnected with herself, as voices echoed in the back of her head.


“No, Risa,” he bit out roughly. “The pictures were part of the file we had. I didn’t look at the pictures and neither did the others. We knew what had happened to you.”


“And you’re not a SEAL.” She knew he wasn’t. She leaned forward almost playfully; she felt like a wooden doll with no soul. “I bet that was Emily’s idea, huh? She knew I used to dream of a SEAL slipping into my bedroom and rescuing me when I was a child. Did she tell you that?”


“Risa. Baby.” Micah’s voice lowered, and she wondered if that was his hand that shook as he touched her cheek or if she was simply shaking that hard.


“No answer?” She felt weak. She felt as though she were being ripped apart inside and she couldn’t even let the rage escape. She couldn’t hit him; she couldn’t hate him. She stared up at him, and in that second of agony she actually realized she loved him.


She almost laughed at that thought. Poor ugly Risa. She thought she’d found a SEAL, and now she didn’t even know what stood in its place.


“Micah is former Israeli Mossad, Risa.” That was Jordan’s voice. It was low; it was wicked dark. Funny, she shouldn’t even care that he sounded as though he was in pain.


“Mossad,” she said faintly. “Yeah, it fits. Jewish. No bacon.”


“Risa, stop this.” His expression was worried, filled with pain. Tormented.


She turned her head and stared at Mac. His eyes were darker than she had ever seen them. “We were friends,” she whispered.


“We’re still friends.” He swallowed heavily. “We’ll always be friends, Risa. Do you think I’d blame you?”


She shook her head. “No friends, Mac. Don’t have friends, they just lie to you, don’t you know that?”


She heard someone sob and thought maybe it was the redhead.


“Micah, get her the hell out of here,” Jordan cursed. “I’ll call her psychologist and get her over here.”


Risa wanted to laugh at that.


She whirled on Jordan instead. “Don’t worry, Mr. Malone, I have medication, and I know how to take it if I need it.” She stared at him with cold, brutal anger. “Do you know, every time I’ve seen you you’ve been like the Grim Reaper of goodwill and cheer. You should find another profession.”


Surprise glittered in his eyes.


Risa shrugged off Micah’s hold and moved carefully, deliberately, across the room. She wasn’t going to cry here. As she reached the door, she turned and looked across the room to Kell. His green eyes were filled with regret.


“Tell Emily I love her anyway,” Risa whispered, as she had to clamp her lips together to keep from sobbing. “She lied to me, Kell. Both of you lied to me.”


She felt loss, and she felt alone. She stared around the room, realizing that everyone she loved had lied to her as though she were a child who couldn’t handle the truth, who couldn’t handle reality.


“All you had to do was tell me the truth.” She stared at Micah, her heart breaking as her first tear fell. “Just the truth.”


She opened the door. Micah was behind her, silent, as icy as death, as he walked her across the hall and back into her apartment.


The door closed behind them and she kept walking. She moved through the living room and into the bedroom before closing and locking the door behind her.


She moved through the bedroom and into the bathroom and closed the door there.


She looked different.


She stared into the full-length mirror.


She didn’t see the ugly duckling.


She didn’t see the woman enraged by Whore’s Dust or the desperate child who used to sit in front of her bedroom window and dream of a SEAL to rescue her.


She saw a young woman. She wasn’t ugly, but she wasn’t beautiful.


She wiped at her tears, but they refused to stop falling. She was a little plain maybe, but Micah didn’t need to put a bag over her face to fuck her.


He just needed to lie to her.


Her mascara was running, though. And the tip of her nose was red.


She reached out, touched the mirror that had followed her through her childhood into adulthood. The same mirror on its heavy dark stand.


She reached out, gripped a bottle from the cabinet, and with an enraged cry, threw it into the mirror.


She watched it shatter. Glass rained around her as she heard the bedroom door crash. A second later the bathroom door slammed into the wall behind it.


“There.” She turned on him.


Shaking in rage, the tears falling from her eyes, she faced him. “There’s your damned mirror. There’s your ugly duckling. I need you just about as much as I need that fucking mirror.”


Her fists slammed into his chest as she began to sob. She struck out at him. There was nothing else to strike out at. All the pain and rage of six years rose inside her until she was screaming with it, her head buried in his chest as he picked her up, holding her close to him, and carried her to the easy chair that sat in the corner of her bedroom.


He held her. One hand against her head to hold her screams against his heart. The other wrapped around her upper body as he tucked her close to his chest and rocked her gently.


She couldn’t hold it in. She couldn’t fight it. She’d fought for six years. She hadn’t cried; she hadn’t lost control. She had made certain she wasn’t the crybaby Jansen Clay had accused her of being over and over that night.


“Risa, baby.” Micah’s hand stroked down her back. “I have you, love. Right here against my heart. I have you, Risa.”


She felt his heart beating against her cheek, strong and sure, a heavy throb that had soothed her the only night she had allowed herself to sleep against him.


Into his chest she poured eight years of rage, grief, and pain. She poured the child she had been against his chest, and the woman who didn’t know how to be free. She held on to him with desperate hands, and she let herself be weak.


She let herself accept.


Friends would lie.


Sometimes, there was going to be pity.


She couldn’t always be strong.


And one day soon, Micah would leave.


She never saw the tears Micah shed as she sobbed against him. And she never saw the pain that burned in his soul for the woman he couldn’t have. The woman who was strong enough to cry, and strong enough to survive.










CHAPTER 19





SHE SHOULD HAVE slept the night and the morning away. By the time Micah stripped the beautiful silk dress from her and tucked her beneath the blankets, she was exhausted from her weeping.


She was aware of him undressing, and when he slid naked into the bed, she couldn’t help but curl against him.


“My mother once told me that when a woman sheds tears, the angels bring her strength,” he whispered into the darkness as he held Risa against him. “You’re not weak, Risa. And I have never pitied you. Not even once. I have always been in awe of your courage and your tenacity to survive.”


“I’ve hidden,” she whispered hoarsely.


“Yes, you hid.” He sighed. “From yourself. From the beauty that shines from inside you and fills the gentle curves of your face. You’ve hidden from a past that no one can blame you for not wanting to remember. And you’ve hidden from yourself, Risa. But you didn’t hide from life, and you didn’t hide from the knowledge of events you wanted to forget. You’ve always handled that with grace.”


“I’m tired.” She let her eyes close. “I just want to forget for a little while, Micah.”


His hand smoothed down her back before he tucked the sheet and comforter closer to her neck.


“Sleep, love. I’ll be right here.”


She was silent for long moments, staring into the darkness.


“I didn’t want you to see those pictures,” she said then. “I wanted to forget they existed.”


She felt his arms tighten around her and realized in that moment that she had never been held when she had cried. She had never been held, period, other than the few times her grandmother had hugged her.


“They won’t exist much longer,” he promised her. “The video was destroyed, though, years before. Jordan made certain that all the videos that were confiscated were destroyed. There’s no video out there, Risa. And I promise you, there won’t be any pictures much longer.”


She nodded, her lashes drifting over her eyes.


Sleep came over her swiftly. She should have slept for hours. She slept dreamlessly at least. There were no nightmares plaguing her as they had in the past nights. She slept, warm and comfortable against Micah’s chest, and came awake as morning light filtered through the bedroom curtains.


She was warm, cuddled close against his chest, her leg thrown over one of his as he wrapped himself around her.


Protecting her.


Her hand rested against his heart, just below her cheek. The slow, steady beat soothed her, relaxed her.


She had always wondered what it would be like to have someone to awaken to every morning. It should have cut at her, knowing he wouldn’t be there any longer than it took to catch a killer, and the pain was there. But it resided with weary acceptance.


Yes, he would be gone, but she knew now what it meant to love. She might not know what it meant to be loved, but loving was almost as good.


And loving meant wanting.


She could feel her body, each nerve ending awake and pulsing for his touch. Hunger gnawed at her senses, the memory of his possession heating her until her clit became swollen, her pussy wet and aching.


“You’re awake.” Micah’s voice wasn’t in the least drowsy. It was dark and hot with need. His cock was a thick wedge of flesh pressed against her stomach, throbbing with the same heady pace as his heartbeat.


Was that what had awakened her? The knowledge that he was waiting for her, hard and ready to pleasure her?


“I broke the mirror,” she whispered, horrified that she had done such a thing. “Grandmother is going to cry. She gave me that mirror when I was a little girl.”


As she spoke, she couldn’t help but rub her fingertips against his flexing abs, to feel the strength and the power that resided there.


“We don’t need the mirror.”


The sheet shimmied over her flesh, dragged carelessly from her body. A shudder rushed through her.


She couldn’t resist his touch, not when she needed it so desperately. When the pain and humiliation, the lies and the fears, twisted in her stomach like a feverish fist.


“Ahuvati,” he whispered, the desert-dark heat of his voice stroking over her as his palm caressed her stomach to her swollen breast. “My Risa. How I hunger for you.”


He rose over her, his head tilting, his lips settling over hers in a butterfly kiss that sent waves of heat shuttling through her body.


“Kiss me, Risa,” he crooned against her lips. “Take me.”


A whimper left her lips. Her arms circled his neck, her fingers burying in the short length of his hair to pull his head to her.


Her tongue stroked over his lips as an earthy male groan met the caress. He tasted of male heat and dark desire, an ambrosia she craved.


As she moved closer to the warmth of his body, her breath jerked in her lungs at the feel of his cock, heavy and hard against her thigh.


“My beautiful Risa,” he groaned against her lips as his head lifted from their kiss. “Sweet love. At yafa. You’re beautiful.”


She shivered beneath the midnight cadence of his voice, and the feel of his palm curling around her breast, his fingers moving to the distended peak of her nipple.


“The taste of you heats me.” His head lowered, his tongue stroking over the opposite nipple as his fingers plucked at its mate. “You make my blood heat with my hunger for you.”


She arched, the sound of his voice almost a physical caress over her senses before his lips parted farther and he drew the tight bud into his mouth.


As she pressed her head back into the pillow, her eyes flared wide at the feel of his teeth raking the tip, then closing on it, tugging it gently.


Little flares of pleasure that bordered pain tore through her and raced to her sex. Her vagina pulsed and spilled its slick dampness, while her clit swelled and throbbed with imperative need.


The feel of him, his lips drawing at her nipple, his hands stroking over her body, was life. It was the essence of pleasure. He touched more than her flesh, and she wondered if he knew. Did he know that when he touched her, he touched her soul?


“Micah,” she whispered his name, desperate to give voice to the sensations as they washed over her like a warm, silken wave. “Touch me. Let me feel, Micah. Just for now, let me feel.” Feel his body, his heart, his soul.


Just for this moment she wanted as much of him as she was giving him. She’d return it, she promised silently. She wouldn’t hold him prisoner to the needs or the emotions rising inside her. She’d give him the freedom he needed to walk away from her.


“Please.” Her head lowered until her lips could caress the hard muscle of his shoulder as his lips drew at her breast. “Let me feel you.”


“Ahuvati.” My love. The words slipped from Micah’s lips again as the throb of her need speared through his senses. He could feel the power of her desire, not just her sexual desire, but the bond he’d always sensed, even before he’d touched her. The desire to feel it, to touch it, even as they touched physically.


He was reminded of those visits to Atlanta when he would only glimpse her coming or going from one of the Durango team’s homes over the years. Her head had always been down, her hair shielding her face. But he’d felt her. He’d felt the glow of her spirit, a part of her reaching out to him even as he’d held back from her.


There was no holding back from her now. He was giving himself to her. He was aware of it. He couldn’t stop it.


She was his heart. She was every emotion he had never allowed himself to have. She was every touch he had never given another woman.


Silk and satin, heat and longing. All things he had never thought he would ever possess.


He cupped her breast in his palm, his mouth suckling at the hard tip of her nipple as his other hand caressed down her stomach, feeling the ripple of response just beneath her soft skin.


His fingers met the bare flesh between her thighs and he groaned at the sensation of heated, slick silk. Like syrup, sweet and hot, spilling from her body to coat the swollen folds of her pussy.


Micah groaned at the feel of her response. So unabashed, so innocent. She arched to him, obviously lost in the pleasure he brought her.


He sensed no fear, and the knowledge of that dug restless claws into his soul.


She gave to him without reservation. She came to him without motive, with emotion and with pleasure.


“I could spend eternity here, touching you,” he groaned against her breast as the need to taste her grew overwhelming.


Risa felt pleasure and need as it restricted her breathing. She stared into his dark eyes, mesmerized by the subtle flames that lit the black depths.


Her hands shook as she clenched her fingers against his shoulder and watched as his lips smoothed between her breasts, dropping little kisses along her flesh as he worked his way down her body.


“Micah,” his name sighed past her lips. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.” For eternity. She wanted his touch always.


Flares of searing sensation rocked her body as his fingertips glanced over her clit. He parted the sensitive folds, caressed through the narrow slit, and drew a startled cry from her lips as her womb flexed in response beneath his lips.


Their breathing was ragged. Risa could hear their breaths, her strangled moans as well as his. The room heated until perspiration seemed to drench her body.


“Micah.” She twisted beneath his hold, her hips arching as he rimmed the entrance to her vagina. His fingers were wicked, knowing, as they stroked the flexing entrance.


“Easy.” His teeth nipped at her thigh as he eased her legs farther apart with his free hand. “Let me taste you, love.”


The endearment had an involuntary cry leaving her lips. It seemed to stroke inside her, to stoke the flames of response burning through her system.


“I want to taste you,” he whispered against her thigh. “All that sweetness spilling for me. I want my tongue on you. Inside you.”


She shook her head desperately as she fought to hold on to enough of her senses to remember every touch, every sensation.


Her hands fisted into the sheet beneath her body as she strained to be closer to him.


His head moved, his tongue licked over her clit, at the same moment that he pushed two broad fingers into the needy depths of her body.


Risa arched and screamed with the pleasure. It was a bolt of lightning striking in a never-ending pattern, firing tiny explosions through her system as his fingers filled her, his mouth possessed her.


The pleasure was violent. The need for release was a driving, overwhelming sensation all its own. She strained toward it, fought for it.


“I love the taste of you,” he groaned before he licked around the throbbing bud of her clit again. “So warm, so sweet.”


He was patient. He took his time. He licked as his fingers stroked inside her slowly, stretching her, parting her until the wicked bolts of pleasure raced through her with unrelenting sensations.


She wanted him. She wanted more than simply lying there and taking her pleasure. She wanted to give pleasure.


Her head lifted, her eyes took in the sight of him, his eyes closed, his tongue working around her clit with delicious strokes.


“I want to touch you.” She struggled against him, the need destroying her. “I want you, too, Micah. I want to touch you, taste you.”


His forehead touched her lower belly as he took in a ragged breath, his head shaking slowly, his fingers pausing inside her.


“Please.” She pushed against his shoulders. “Show me how to touch you, too.”


“Risa,” he groaned. “Let me love you. Lie beneath me, love, and let me pleasure you.”


She shook her head. She wanted it all. This morning, as the room brightened around them, she wanted all of him. His touch, his hunger, even as she touched and hungered. She wanted to spill as much into him as he gave.


“No.” She shook her head. “Please, Micah. Show me. I want to touch you, too.”


Show her how to touch as she was touched.


His fingers slid from her snug grip. Eyes narrowed and glittering, he lifted himself from her.


“Are you sure, Risa?” His voice was dark, sexual, as he stared down at her with a dominance in his expression that should have frightened her. “The pleasure can get out of control, love. You can lose yourself in it.” His voice dropped to a whisper as the need for it seemed to glitter in his eyes. “You could get more than you may be comfortable with.”


It was a dare. A male-centered sexual challenge that filled her with excitement rather than fear.


“What will you do that you haven’t already?” She let a teasing smile tip her lips as she gave her own challenge.


A rough chuckle washed over her. “Your pretty ass will be bare to my hands, my fingers.” And hunger tightened his expression. “Give me a taste of power, Risa, and you may be surprised at the animal you release.”


Her lips parted. She drew in a ragged, rough breath. “Show me.”


She hungered to know. She craved each touch, each adventure she could find in his arms. She craved the man she could sense he held back.


“You’re going to steal my mind,” he groaned, but he moved, lifting himself along the bed until he lay back as she moved to sit beside him.


“Come to me, love.” He lifted his arms to her. “Take me, and I’ll take you.”


Could she? Did she dare not? These were the memories that would sustain her when he left, when it was all over. And if the worst happened and Orion won, then she would have her memories in death. She wouldn’t die regretting that she hadn’t taken every touch, every adventure.


Rising to her knees, she swallowed tightly, pushed back the hesitancy, the instinctive fear of the unknown. No matter how powerful the sensations, she knew Micah would ground her.


“Like this, baby.” He guided her. His hands on her thigh, her hip, until she straddled his face and stared down along his body.


Risa shivered at the unfamiliar position. Longing, excitement, and wariness surged through her at the sight of his erection, fully engorged and heavily veined as it rose along his lower stomach.


Exhilaration surged through her as well as tingles of awareness that not only had he opened himself to her touch, but she was more fully exposed to his as well.


“Go slow,” she panted as she leaned over him. “Let me pleasure you, Micah.”


His hips shifted, lifting to her as she gave in to her first impulse and licked down the long shaft.


“You’ll destroy me.” His arms curved over her hips, his hands gripped the cheeks of her rear and pulled her lower.


But he was destroying her. When she had asked for “slow,” she meant to ask for mercy, because his caresses had the ability to steal her mind. She should have asked him to have mercy.


She should lift her head and ask for mercy now, but each time her tongue stroked beneath the crest of his cock, she could feel the response of his body. His tongue grew bolder, his hands clenched her rear, separated the cheeks, and she felt a flare of response in nerve endings that should never be responding.


Gripping the heavy length of his erection with one hand, she lifted it until her lips could cover the throbbing cock head. He retaliated. His tongue speared inside her vagina, flexing and licking as a startled cry tore from her lips.


His fingers eased the dampness spilling from her pussy back along her rear crevice to the tiny entrance there. They caressed with diabolical precision until Risa became lost in the sensations, mindless to anything but the pleasure consuming her, even as she consumed him.


Risa filled her mouth with the heated male flesh, suckled the broad head, and caressed the shaft with her fingers. She worked her mouth along it, feeling him tighten, hearing his groan as his hips shifted sharply, burying a fraction more between her lips.


She felt the first clench of the hard flesh and knew he was close. She was affecting that amazing control he had.


She could have broken it, but at the moment she sensed he was ready to break, his hand landed on her upturned rear in a heated, heavy caress.


Her mouth jerked back to draw in precious oxygen as a cry tore from her throat. Every muscle in her body tightened as his lips covered her clit, sucked it inside with devastating results as his hand landed again.


Dazed, motionless, she let the sensations wash over her, through her. She accepted the results for the striking pleasure-pain now tearing through her.


As the fourth light slap sounded against her flesh, and fire poured through her senses, she heard the muted wail that fell from her lips. Ecstasy was so close. She could feel it pulsing through her veins, building in her womb.


“Damn you.” His lips jerked back from her clit as one hand slid up her back and pressed at her shoulders. “Suck me, Risa. Take my cock back into your sweet mouth, love, or we stop this here and now.”


Stop? If he stopped, she might die.


Her head lowered, but her hips did as well. She pressed the too-sensitive folds against his mouth, writhed her hips, and cried out around the flesh filling her mouth as his tongue sank inside the greedy depths of her pussy.


She was awash in sensations now. Waves of them rushed over her, through her. His hand landed against her rear again and sanity became no more than a memory of who and what she had once been. Frightened. Untouched by pleasure. She wasn’t the woman she had been then. She was Micah’s woman. She belonged, in this moment, for eternity, to this man.


Her hips churned into his caresses as her mouth sucked at the throbbing cock head. She tasted his essence as a sharp burst of it filled her mouth. She sucked him deeper, harder, and as he eased more of her juices back, she felt the tip of his finger enter her, working inside her even as his other hand landed on the cheek of her rear again.


Too many sensations rushed through her at once. His tongue pumped inside her in hard, driving strokes. His chin caressed her clit, his hand landed against her rear, and a finger slid inside the tiny untouched entrance he had found between the cheeks of her ass.


Her screams were muted around his cock. She tightened until she felt as though she were going to break. When she was certain she could bear no more, it exploded inside her.


Her hips bucked until he wrapped one arm around them, holding her to his mouth as his tongue pumped harder inside her and his finger delved deeper. Explosions of fire, sensations so sharp, so violently pleasurable, tore through her until Risa swore she felt her soul explode with the ecstasy of it.


Her mouth was filled with the taste of him. His release spurting inside the suckling confines as his hips arched to her.


She was lost in the wonder of him. Lost in the sharp, mindless explosions that tore through her own body until he finally eased her free of them and left her limp and panting as he shifted his hips and drew the still-engorged flesh from her lips.


She moaned as he moved her.


Opening her eyes, Risa watched as he laid her back against the pillows, his black eyes gentle and still filled with heat as he spread her thighs and moved over her.


A sharp inhalation jerked through her as the head of his cock pressed inside her pussy. His expression tightened, a grimace covering it as he worked his erection inside her.


This was more than simply pleasure. Watching him, feeling his hunger meld with her own, feeling his body become a part of her. The sensations wrapped around her, flooded her senses, and left her gasping with the sheer power of it.


“Just a little more,” he groaned, his hips thrusting slow and easy as he filled her with his cock. “Sweet Risa. I can’t get enough of you. I’ll never get enough of you.”


It was like flying. Risa had never known such freedom of pleasure, just intensity, as she felt in Micah’s arms. She watched, her gaze centered between their bodies as he took her. Her flesh parting, hugging the hard, flushed shaft as he filled her, then left her empty, only to fill her again.


Her hands gripped the hard biceps as he held himself up by his powerful arms. Thrusting against her, filling her with the heated power of his hunger, his thrusts.


The pleasure was never-ending now. She arched to each thrust, watching as he retreated, gasping each time he filled her. She was dying in his arms and she didn’t care. Flying until a ragged cry tore from her chest and she exploded around him again.


He lay fully over her then, his arms curling beneath her, his hands holding on to her as his thrusts increased, each driving stroke pushing her own orgasm higher until he gave a hoarse groan and spilled his release inside her.


Satiation held its own moments of peace. Those minutes spent drifting back to reality, where nothing mattered but the sensation of fulfillment, completeness.


Risa let herself luxuriate in that feeling. In the satisfying sense of being bound to someone else, if only for this moment.


She didn’t want to lose it. She didn’t want to let him go until reality and the danger surrounding her forced her to.


She wanted to lie, just like this, forever. She wanted to capture this moment within her soul and know that when the loneliness came, she could take it out and relive the feeling.


She let her fingers test the resiliency of his shoulders; she felt the morning shadow of a beard against her cheek.


“You make me damned weak, Risa,” he finally groaned, shifting from her but going to his side as he dragged her against his chest.


“You’re always strong,” she said softly, and she knew it was the truth.


But she had her own strength. A strength she hadn’t known she had. One she had found in the realization that nothing was as it seemed.


Perhaps, she thought, she had grown up last night when she had stepped into that room, seen her friends gathered there and the pictures that were laid out.


They had all seen the pictures. They had known her shame, and they felt pity for her. But she didn’t pity herself, at least not any longer.


“When you leave,” she whispered against his chest, “will I ever see you again?”


And she knew the answer to that.


“No.”


She hadn’t expected the truth from him.


“Risa.”


She moved, covering his lips with her fingers and staring back at him soberly.


“No excuses,” she said firmly. “No apologies. And no lies. Thank you for that.”


But she had to force back the tears, because a part of her had dreamed of hearing the lie.


Micah kept his lips closed; he kept his thoughts to himself when they threatened to spill from his lips with all the dreams he knew he wasn’t supposed to have.


Instead, his hand lifted, his fingertips caressing over her silken lips as he stared down at her. No promises, he reminded himself. No lies. From here on out, from this moment on, he could never lie to her. He could never do anything to make her pain greater.


He had to leave her. Soon, the day would come that he would walk from his other half.


That knowledge tore into him like dull knives. It ripped at his soul; it shredded the man he was and left only Risa’s man in its place.


“Belibi tamid.” In my heart always. He couldn’t give her what she needed, he couldn’t be the man she needed, but he had given her his heart. He knew it. He accepted it. Just as he knew he could never reveal that to her.


A smile trembled at her lips, a saddened curve as her blue eyes moistened with tears. As though she knew what he couldn’t speak.


Her hand cupped his cheek. “It’s day,” she said then, her voice rougher; the emotion that filled it had his jaw clenching with such pain that he wondered how he breathed through it.


“It’s day,” he agreed.


She nodded slowly, slid her hand from his cheek, then turned away.


Micah watched as she moved from the bed, her naked body graceful, beautiful.


“I’ll shower first,” she told him. “I promise to save you some hot water.”


Not that she had ever used it all. But he knew what her escape hid. It hid her tears.













CHAPTER 20





IT WAS NEARLY noon before Micah received a call from Jordan to meet with the team in the other apartment while Emily Krieger, Morganna McIntyre, and Kira Richards took bodyguard duty.


Risa watched as her friends stepped into the room and the door closed behind them.


“It’s too early for wine.” She shrugged negligently as she moved to her desk and began arranging the accounts still awaiting her. “There’s coffee though.”


She turned back to the other three women and felt her lips tremble at the sight of the tears on Emily’s face.


Damn, she loved Emily like a sister. Several years older than Risa, Emily had been kidnapped the night Risa had. She had been drugged. She hadn’t been raped, but Risa knew the scars ran deep in Emily’s soul from that night.


“You’re not allowed to cry.” Risa felt a tear track down her own cheek and swiped at it hastily. “The time for crying is over for me, Emily.”


Risa wanted it to be over. She needed these three women to believe it was over. When Micah was finished here and he left, then she would want solitude. She would need time for her tears, and she would need it alone. She wouldn’t shed any more before then.


“Does that mean we’re not friends any longer, Risa?” Emily asked, her voice strong despite her tears.


That was Emily. She was one of the strongest people, on the inside, whom Risa knew. Emily’s confidence had always been something Risa was in awe of, her inner strength something Risa envied.


Risa turned and braced herself against the desk.


“We’re friends,” she said simply. “Nothing’s changed.”


“Even though we lied to you about Micah? We set you up?” Yeah, that was Emily. She could go for the jugular when she needed to.


Risa’s lips quirked. “Yeah, well, I’ll just be sure to remember this the next time you try to fix me up with one of your husband’s friends.”


There wouldn’t be a next time.


“Coffee.” She cleared her throat as she turned and headed for the kitchen. “Micah drinks it faster than I do. He finishes the pot before I’ve finished the first cup.”


She was uncomfortable, and Risa hated feeling that way with the friends who had helped through the horrors of readjusting to life after nearly two years of drugged captivity in a private asylum.


She moved into the kitchen and begin preparing the coffeemaker. She wanted to turn back to them, to joke as they once had, but the time for joking was past and the future undecided.


“How long was this operation in its planning stage?” she asked the women as she finished and turned back to them.


She kept her fingers curled over the counter’s edge behind her as she watched them.


Emily breathed in deeply. “Kell told me when the information came in that you were in danger. They had a week to get a plan together.”


Risa nodded at that as her throat burned with a mix of humiliation and despair.


“Why wasn’t I told the truth?” She wasn’t angry now. The anger had been burned out of her by the truth that when this was over, Micah would be gone forever. “Did you think I couldn’t handle it?”


“We didn’t have time,” Kira stated as the three women moved to the kitchen table. “We got a workable plan together and arranged for you to meet Micah. Just meet him, Risa, to see if you could tolerate being around him. You’ve not exactly been agreeable to dating in the past six years.”


Risa’s gaze sliced toward the other woman as she smiled thinly. “Yeah, being the belle of the ball wasn’t high on my list of priorities. Could have had something to do with all those nasty little nightmares that kept plaguing me.”


Kira nodded at that. “You’re stronger than I ever believed you were. But we couldn’t risk telling you before you met Micah. We weren’t certain of your strength or your ability to handle what you were facing. That’s why it was agreed that we’d wait and have the federal attorney meet with you instead.”


“Probably a wise move.” Risa nodded.


“Risa, we lied to protect you,” Emily said then. “Micah truly is a friend, as you’re aware; he’s just not an active or retired SEAL.”


“Why Micah?” She stared at the three women then. “What did they do, draw straws to see who got to babysit the neurotic mark?”


She didn’t ask the question in an angry manner. Anger wasn’t simmering; it wasn’t even lit. She was curious, but the truth of the answer frightened her.


“Micah demanded this assignment,” Kira told her, a smile curling her lips. “After a few choice phrases in Hebrew concerning Orion’s parentage. He wouldn’t let anyone else take the job.”


“You know Hebrew?” Risa asked then, her heart pounding, the words Micah had whispered to her that morning still resounding through her head.


Kira nodded. “A bit. Not a lot. Enough to know that Orion’s parents are likely lame camels lying in their own waste. Or something to that effect.”


Risa grinned at the thought of that. For a moment, a brief moment, she considered asking Kira what the phrase Micah had whispered to her meant, then changed her mind. Whatever it was, it was something between the two of them alone. Maybe later, after he was gone, she would figure it out. Until then, she would let Micah hold his secrets.


“Risa, the lies weren’t so bad,” Emily said, her blue eyes somber and filled with regret. “It was for your life.”


Risa stared back at her friend for long moments before she nodded slowly.


“I would have done the same for any of you,” she finally whispered, knowing it was the truth. “The friendship wasn’t in danger, Emily.”


No, only her life was in danger from a killer who had never been caught, and one who had never failed.


“Coffee.” Risa turned as the timer went off. “We could have used the wine, but it’s a little early for it.”


“Hey, it’s five o’clock somewhere,” Kira drawled. “I say we do the wine first, then the coffee.”


“We’re her bodyguards,” Morganna reminded the older woman with a laugh. “We can’t have wine.”


“Sure we can.” Kira grinned. “We just can’t get tipsy. Well, except for Risa. And I think a little tipsy wouldn’t hurt her in the least.”


Risa laughed at that, though she got the coffee cups down rather than the wineglasses.


Tipsy wouldn’t hurt her, but she didn’t want to be tipsy now. She didn’t want to miss a single moment that she could spend with Micah by shadowing it with alcohol.


“So, what was so important that Jordan needed Micah?” she asked as she set the coffee on the table, grabbed her own cup, and took her seat. “He doesn’t normally call this early.”


“A CIA operative has been watching you and Micah,” Kira told her. “Nik managed to capture her just before daybreak, and they’re questioning her at the moment. Micah’s their interrogation specialist.”


Risa inhaled slowly. “The CIA? Why would they be watching me?”


“I guess we’ll find out when Micah’s finished.” Kira shrugged, though her gaze was distinctly wary. “Are you sure you don’t want that wine?”


At the moment, she really wasn’t sure.


 


MICAH RESTRAINED a sigh as he walked into the spare bedroom and stared at the captive bound, gagged, and blindfolded in the wooden chair that sat against one wall, devoid of the disguise she had used while watching him and Risa each time they left the apartment building. He was the team’s interrogation specialist. This was his job, and he had to do it in a way that would hide his identity from this woman—a cousin he was fond of.


They were all screwed now.


“Bailey Serborne.” He almost grinned as she remained completely motionless. “You’re slipping.”


He nodded to John; good old Heat Seeker grinned rakishly before pulling the tape from her mouth.


“Bastards!” The insult was a snarl of fury. “Do you think I don’t know what the hell is going on here? Every one of you will fry for this.”


Micah held back a chuckle. She was a wild one. She was enraged and with good cause. He had no doubt Nik didn’t play up the big bad Viking image that fit him like an old pair of jeans. Real comfortable.


Micah straddled the chair he had placed six feet in front of her and crossed his arms over the back.


“We’re in trouble here, buddy.” He looked up at John.


“Oh really?” Sandy blond brows arched in question. “How so? She looks dainty enough to me. I bet we could skin her out, chop her up in bite-sized portions, and sell her to the local dog food company. They’re always looking for cheap meat, you know.”


Micah winced. Cheap meat? he mouthed in amazement as he nearly laughed.


John grinned and shrugged.


“Cheap meat, your scrawny asses.” She fought the ropes holding her.


“Scrawny asses? She must be talking to you, Seeker,” Micah stated as he shook his head. “I have it on rather good authority that I have a nice ass.”


“Yeah, but your authority is prejudiced,” John snickered. “She’s not seen mine yet.”


“If you want to keep your ass, you’ll make sure it stays that way.” Micah frowned back at him. He didn’t consider that much of a joke.


But Heat Seeker only grinned.


“I’m talking to both you morons,” she screeched. “Let me the hell go.”


“Keep your voice down or the tape goes back over your mouth,” Micah warned her sharply. “Don’t forget, Ms. Serborne, you are the captive here, not the other way around.”


“Yeah, and the boss wouldn’t let me tie her down on the bed,” John grunted. “What kind of captor doesn’t tie his pretty captive to the bed, hm? I think we should file a complaint.”


While he spoke, John lowered his head until he was speaking against her ear, the smile on his face decidedly playful. One of these days, John Vincent was going to be forced to take something or someone seriously. Micah wanted to be there to see the fireworks.


“I’m not working alone.” She tried to slam her head into John’s. “I’ll be found.”


“Your partner’s dead,” Micah informed her. “He died in Russia in that little trap you laid for Orion. You haven’t been assigned another partner. Actually, you’re in rather a lot of trouble with your boss these days. Didn’t he tell you to back off in locating Orion?”


Micah knew the director had ordered her off the investigation she had taken upon herself.


She froze. “Sons of bitches,” she cursed. “Who the hell are you?”


“Tsk-tsk now, we’re asking the questions,” Micah chided her.


She snarled. Her lips pulled back from her teeth and the sound that came from her throat was pure throttled rage. He grinned at that. He knew how to push her buttons.


“I’m not answering your damned questions.” She struggled against her ropes again.


“I still say we sell her for cheap meat,” John reminded him. “We could get a few bucks out of her.”


“It would be tough for a Rottweiler to gnaw on,” he finally chuckled. “Our Ms. Serborne is rather stubborn.”


She was still now, her jaw working as she clenched and unclenched her teeth. He swore he could hear her molars grinding.


“She’s a pretty little thing,” John crooned, grinning wickedly as a growl sounded in her throat. “And she just makes the cutest little noises.”


Breathing roughly, shaking with anger, she remained still this time.


“You know, she took me away from a rather important day that I had planned,” Micah sighed. “I’ll tell you what, if I don’t get what I need in the next, oh…let’s say ten minutes, then you can skin her out and see what the going rate on cheap meat is today. How’s that?”


John laughed as he squatted next to her chair and checked the ropes holding her.


“Yeah, some old lady’s terrier will have a hell of a time chewing her up.”


“He’d just spit her out,” Micah laughed.


John wagged his brows and mouthed, Not me. Micah could only shake his head in amusement.


“Now, Ms. Serborne, I’m sure you wouldn’t enjoy the preparations to make you a dog treat. So why not just tell us nicely who you’re looking for? You’re threatening our own little op here, and we don’t appreciate it.”


Her mouth remained a straight, stubborn line. Micah knew that line. Strangely enough, his father had once had the same determined, hardheaded set to his lips when he was pissed off.


She was family, sadly enough.


Micah’s father, Garren Abijah, hadn’t been Israeli. He’d been adopted by the Abijah family when his parents had been killed visiting them.


Garren Serborne had become Garren Abijah, with no objection from the American branch of the family. The blond-haired Nordic giant who Garren Abijah had later become, raised amid a Mossad family, had been recruited by the CIA with Mossad’s blessing and worked primarily in Israel.


Bailey Serborne, the little witch sitting in front of him, had been the daughter of Garren’s favorite cousin. Once they had become adults, the two men had made certain they visited often.


Ben Serborne, Bailey’s father, Bailey, and her mother had been the only American family in attendance at both Ariela and Garren Abijah’s funerals.


Bailey had cried on Micah’s shoulder. Already an agent with the CIA, she had vowed to kill Orion. He had nearly killed her instead. Orion had killed her partner, then knocked Bailey unconscious and sliced her wrists. Not enough to bleed her out, just enough to scar her for life.


The bastard was taking a toll on his family, Micah thought furiously.


“Psst, I don’t think she can answer questions if you don’t ask them,” John reminded him long moments later.


As John spoke, he was rubbing a long swath of Bailey’s thick black hair between his fingers, pulling at it just a little and causing her to make another of those enraged little snarls of fury.


“You’re here for Orion,” he began.


“I’m not worried in the least about fucking Orion,” she snarled. “Not now.”


Micah’s brows lifted. “Why not now?”


“You’re the bastard sleeping with his mark, aren’t you?” A satisfied little smile curled at her lips. “I’ve been trying to figure out who the hell you were for a week. I finally recognized your voice. Where did you pick up your buddy?” She tried to slam her head into John’s when he blew into her ear.


“And you heard my voice where?” Micah asked, neither confirming nor denying the charge.


“At the nightclub the night you picked up the Clay girl,” Bailey sneered. “She was rather easy, wasn’t she, bub?”


It was a damned good thing Bailey was family; otherwise, he might have to kill her for that.


“Now, you should have warned me that you wanted to play hardball,” he said coldly. “I could have let my friend here take some hide off your arm just to prove he could do it.”


She stilled as John ran a finger slowly down her arm.


He was going to have to have a talk with John about his chair-side manner here any moment.


“Sorry. Maybe she wasn’t so easy after all.” Her smile was tight. “But you are the man that moved in with her. I know you are. You’re after Orion, aren’t you?”


“So what makes you think you shouldn’t have to worry about Orion now?” he quizzed her curiously.


“Micah Sloane, age thirty-two, Navy SEAL, my ass,” she snorted. “You’re a nobody, Mr. Sloane. You have a very impressive record, and you just happened to be listed as working with the Durango team in the Middle East. Sorry, sweetcheeks, that doesn’t jife with me. You’re no SEAL.”


“Then what am I?”


“A nightmare,” she said with a strange sense of private satisfaction. “I wondered if you were with Orion, or Orion himself having fun. But Orion doesn’t work with a partner.”


“Ow. Shit.” Score one for Bailey; her hard head met the equally hard forehead of Heat Seeker. “Now dammit, you didn’t have to do that,” the other man laughed as he backed away a safe distance.


“You’re working with a moron,” she sneered. “Couldn’t you find anything better?”


“Not on such short notice,” Micah said coolly. “Why were you checking me out?”


Bailey remained silent.


“Let’s not go through the whole song and dance again,” he sighed. “Just tell me.”


“Orion killed family,” she finally stated. “I want a piece of him.”


“You and about a dozen other families,” he grunted. “What makes you so special?”


“What makes you so special?” she countered. “How did you figure out where to get in and how so quickly?”


“My business,” he informed her. “Answer the question.”


Her teeth snapped together as John blew another puff of air at her ear.


Bailey had some damned sensitive ears, and Micah knew it. He’d watched her nearly break a man’s neck ten years before when he’d dared to blow in her ear.


“He killed my family, my partner, and he scarred me,” she raged. “What other excuse do I need?”


Did she need more? She had more than he did, but he knew Bailey. She had more.


He shook his head again. “I’m going to start skinning you myself,” he told her. “I’m running out of patience. Why do you want Orion?”


“Because he knows the identity of a monster,” she spat. “The doctor that worked with Clay’s father. A scientist. He’s responsible for the rapes and horrific mutilations of several teenage girls in Ukraine. Girls I knew.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Girls I promised to protect.”


Micah closed his eyes and breathed out roughly. He’d had no idea that Bailey had been part of the group of agents that had escorted four teenage girls to a private clinic on the Ukrainian border. Those girls had been taken from the clinic that night by a doctor who had “bought” them from the nurses there. The girls had been found three weeks later in St. Petersburg in a cold dark alley, naked, mutilated, tortured beyond belief.


“I’m sorry about that,” he said softly.


“We were supposed to protect them,” she breathed out roughly. “We swore we would. One of those girls was a damned genius in math. Another was an artist. The youngest wanted to be an astronaut; the oldest just wanted to be safe.”


Risa’s rapist definitely got around. “And how will killing Orion help you to find him?” Micah asked. “He was no more than an employer if he’s involved with Orion.”


“He’s involved,” she answered wearily. “It’s the same doctor one of my family members was tracking. Orion killed her.”


“Ariela Abijah,” Micah said softly.


Bailey stilled as John watched curiously.


“Yes.” She finally nodded, swallowing tightly. “He killed Ariela. Six weeks later my cousin Garren all but killed himself when he rushed a suicide bomber. Two years later, their son, David.” She pronounced his name “Da-Veed,” a sound Micah hadn’t heard for six years. “He was killed two years later when he tracked Orion down to a freighter off the coast of Tel Aviv. Two years later, Orion was hired to kill a Russian double agent I was protecting. He killed my partner and nearly killed me.”


“And six months later you lost the girls from Ukraine,” he stated.


She nodded wearily. “It’s the same man,” she breathed out roughly. “The doctor that hired him to kill Ariela is the same one that tortured those children. And Orion can lead me to him. I’ve been following rumors for two years. It led me here. I almost had him when he attempted to kidnap her.” She shook her head. “In the confusion another vehicle side-swiped mine and I lost him.”


Talk about the mother of all fuckups.


Micah wiped his hand down his face before turning and staring at Jordan where he stood in the open doorway. Jordan shook his head slowly. There was no pulling her in on this, but Micah knew there was no keeping her out of it, either. Bailey was as damned stubborn as her cousins were. She’d die herself before she gave up. Orion had taken too large a piece of her. He’d wounded too much of her for her to ever walk away.


“You’re going to have to let the doctor go,” Micah informed her coldly. “As well as Orion. I’m here to kill him, not question him.”


She laughed at that. A strangely hollow sound that sliced across his senses, it was so filled with pain.


“Liar,” she whispered. “You want both of them, Micah Sloane. Because I know what you don’t want anyone to know. You’re in love with the mark. That doctor raped your woman. Everyone in the community knows that Orion’s main employer worked with Jansen Clay and that he was there the night Clay had his daughter and the other girls kidnapped. He raped her, and you won’t rest until he’s dead.”


“Wrong.” It was the truth. Both of them would die before this finished; Micah would make certain of it. “You, Ms. Serborne, will be picked up by two of your fellow agents come morning. Your director will have you locked up for your own protection until this is over.”


He rose to his feet.


“No!” She tried to come out of the chair. Rage tore through her voice, flushed her face, and caused her to nearly topple to the floor as she fought the ropes. “You can’t do that. Don’t you dare. Let me help. I can help you.”


“I don’t need your help.”


“You need me,” she cried out roughly. “I know what you don’t know.”


Micah paused. He knew her voice; he knew when she lied, when she told the truth. He had known her since she was a child, and he knew she wasn’t playing games this time.


“What do you know?”


“An exchange,” she bargained, her breathing rough as she turned her head to his voice. “Let me in on this.”


Micah shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ms. Serborne. The family of Abijah has lost enough of its children. I’d just as soon see you live. You don’t know his identity, or you’d have already struck.”


“He wears a wig.” She spoke quickly, desperately. “I know this. I know how to tell. I’ve seen him twice. I know how he walks; I know his voice. Don’t you cheat me out of this!” she screamed.


“I can find him without your information,” he told her. “Give your director my regards when you see him, Ms. Serborne, and if you want to save your career, you’ll make certain you follow his orders while you’re with him. Because I can and I will have you taken out of that agency, are we understood?”


“I’ll kill you.” She jerked, fought her bonds, and forced John to catch her chair. He received another harsh head butt for his efforts.


“Hell!” John cursed, letting her go. The chair bounced, rocked, and tipped to the floor as she screamed out in rage.


“Gag her,” Micah ordered. “Take her to her friends. And make damned sure they know the consequences of allowing her out of their sight.”


He turned away from her, and turning away tore at him. If she ever learned who he was, she would never forgive him. David Abijah would indeed be dead, because Bailey Serborne just might end up killing him.













CHAPTER 21





HE WAS BALD.


Bailey knew his voice.


She knew his walk.


She knew how he moved. Bailey was the only person to have come against Orion and lived to tell the tale.


“She could be helping him,” John stated, keeping his voice low as they met in the living room of the apartment.


Jordan was silent, as was the rest of the team. Micah stood by the heavily covered windows, his arms crossed over his chest as he considered the suggestion.


He didn’t have the proof to veto it.


“She knows something about the doctor,” he said quietly. “She was too evasive. She kept attention focused on Orion. Whatever she’s hiding, though, we’ll not be able to extract short of drugs, and she’s trained to resist those.”


“How far could she resist them?” Jordan asked, and Micah knew what he was considering.


Micah breathed out roughly as he shook his head. “She was weak in that area. Garren Abijah oversaw a lot of her training. She tested in Mossad laboratories in that area, and we broke her within an hour.”


He watched John wince. They knew the training Mossad went through to resist drugs and their effects. It wasn’t pretty and testing was never easy. The fact that she had broken so easily wasn’t a sign of weakness, but it was a sign that she could be broken. The CIA had known that. They had kept her on assignments with the least amount of risk in that area. There were a lot of CIA agents who broke easily under Mossad testing, though. It was rigorous, and at times it had been deadly.


“It’s an option then,” Jordan suggested. “You could oversee it.”


Micah shook his head. He couldn’t oversee it. It just simply wasn’t in him at this point.


“She’s the last of my family, Jordan,” he told the other man roughly. “There’s not a chance in hell I could do that to her.”


“Were you there during the testing?” Jordan asked, his eyes narrowed.


Micah nodded. “I walked out halfway through it. Even Garren couldn’t stay for the full session. She’s like a sister. I won’t cause her to suffer in the ways it would take to break her and extract the information when I’m almost certain that what she’s hiding, she’s hiding so she can take down the doctor first.”


“What if she’s a liability?” Travis stepped forward, his brooding expression darker than ever as his blue-gray eyes flicked to the closed bedroom door.


“The CIA will control her until this is finished,” Micah stated. “Her director can determine after that what she is. I won’t be a party to her torture to find out one way or the other. Hold her until we’re done.”


“She knows more, Micah,” John argued. “You said it yourself: She kept the focus of the questioning off the doctor. What if she knows who Orion’s employer is? What if she’s in league with them?”


“Travis.” Jordan addressed the former MI6 operative though he kept his gaze on Micah. “Take her to our secondary location and get the information we need.”


“Jordan.” Micah stepped forward warningly.


“Is Risa’s life worth this risk, Micah?” Jordan asked, bringing him to a full stop. “Travis won’t kill your cousin, but he can and will get that information. It’s too important.”


Micah’s jaw clenched. Was it worth Risa’s life to let this go? It wasn’t. Risa’s life was everything to him, but Bailey was the last of the family of Serborne. Her parents were dead. Micah’s parents were dead. They were all gone but Bailey and Micah, and he could never claim that relationship again.


“Travis, John. Go,” Jordan ordered them. “Transport her to the secondary location and see what you can find out.”


“Travis.” Micah stepped forward, then stopped. His jaw clenched because he knew he was about to go against every iota of training he had ever been given with the Mossad. He was going to ask for mercy.


And he couldn’t.


“When this is finished,” he said instead, “if she carries more nightmares than she carries now, then I’ll know who to blame.”


Travis shook his head. “If she carries more nightmares, then it will be her own fault, Micah. She’s an agent. She knows what we need. I’ll make certain she’s given every chance to understand we’re on the same side. After that, whatever comes down on her is on her head, not mine.”


Jordan continued to stare back at him. Micah was the interrogation specialist. He knew the drugs needed. He knew her breaking point. What was more, he knew the drug required to break her.


He inhaled roughly.


“Now is the time to speak, Micah,” Jordan warned him.


“Traditional drugs won’t work,” he told Travis quietly before giving him the name of the hallucinogenic guaranteed to break her. She couldn’t fight its effects. She was particularly susceptible to the drug. It was her weakness.


Travis stared at him for long moments. “It’s a hard one,” he finally said. “Are you sure?”


Micah nodded. “Mossad doctors are damned good. It took them a week to come up with the drug that would break her the fastest. As I said, it took less than an hour.”


Travis nodded.


“John, call her director. They can pick her up when you’re finished at a location of your choosing. Get what you can as fast as you can.” Jordan turned to Micah. “You’re going out tomorrow. Risa has an invitation to a ball being thrown to raise money for area hospitals. She and her grandmother have yet to attend one of these parties because of Risa’s reticence. The two of you will be there. See if she recognizes anyone.”


Micah nodded. He dreaded it, but he realized the importance of it. There was no way to shield Risa from this, as much as he needed to for his own sake. When this was over, his time with her would be over.


“Micah.” He turned back to Jordan as the other man continued. “You’re getting personally involved here.” Jordan glanced at a silent Noah. “I thought we all agreed the rest of you were going to keep that from happening?”


Micah glanced at Noah as he watched Jordan silently. The commander’s nephew was no one’s fool, and he was one of the few men who had a chance of influencing Jordan.


“Dead men don’t have a weakness,” Micah said tonelessly. “But even dead men have a conscience, Jordan.”


With that, he left the apartment. There was no argument here, just as there was no denying the guilt Micah knew would lie against his soul for what Bailey would endure.


He stepped across the hall, knocked softly, then used his keys to let himself in.


He stepped inside, closed the door, and came to a stop. Kira was watching television, her weapon lying on the arm of the chair at her side. Risa was asleep on the couch. Morganna and Emily were stretched out on the floor.


“One of us should call Clint and Kell,” Kira said softly as she rose to her feet.


Micah nodded as he felt his throat constrict. Risa slept with comfortable innocence, her expression serene as she lay on her side, her head propped up on one of the small couch pillows.


As Kira made the call to the two men on backup, Micah moved to the couch, picked up his woman, and carried her to her bed. He tucked her beneath the blankets before returning to the living room in time to see Morganna rising groggily from the floor while Kell lifted his wife in his arms.


The two men nodded back to Micah soberly as Kira went to the door, checked the hall, and gave the all-clear nod. They moved from the apartment as Micah caught the door. Closing it behind him, he checked the locks, then made his way through the other rooms to test the windows and the security there.


He couldn’t still that ragged voice inside him that reminded him of Bailey’s grief at his parents’ funerals. He couldn’t still the memories of the child she had been or the decision he had made tonight.


He was getting old, he decided as he moved back to the bedroom and stripped his clothes off wearily. He had just spent the past eight hours tracking Bailey’s movements over the past few years, as well as any connection she could have had to Orion other than the Russian mission. Then, Micah had questioned her. His sin was in allowing another man to break her reluctance to tell them what they needed to know.


Why would she hide it?


Micah crawled into the bed, his eyes closing as Risa rolled to him, reaching for him even in sleep.


His arms surrounded her, his hold almost desperate as he buried his face in her hair and fought every instinct he could feel rising inside him to take her and run. He could hide her, he told himself. He was Mossad. He wasn’t just an agent; he was every second of training he had absorbed during those years. Every instinct honed to lethal sharpness. He could protect her.


Unless something happened to him. Unless he blinked and the worst happened. And then he would be without her.


He kissed her hair.


“Ani ohev otach, Risa,” he whispered on a nearly silent breath. I love you, Risa.


He loved her.


She was his heart.


And Micah feared he would never survive when he was forced to walk away from her.


“Micah.” She breathed his name against his chest.


Her hand smoothed down his torso until it lay on his abdomen, inches above the thickly erect cock that rose from between his thighs.


He ached for her; he hungered for her. But as much as he wanted her physically, tonight he simply needed to hold her.


There were things he had never expected to face when he had signed his life away to the Elite Ops. He hadn’t expected to find a woman who touched his soul, just as he hadn’t expected to face the last remaining blood relation he had or to allow her interrogation.


Now he had to face what he was losing, and he admitted the cost was much too high.


“Make it stop.” A whisper of fear in Risa’s voice drew him back to her.


She didn’t scream the words; she didn’t cry out in fear or in pain. The sound was broken instead, a drugged hiss of agony that tore through his soul. “Daddy, please, make it stop.”


Micah tightened his arms around her, desperate to awaken her but knowing that each dream could hold the key to saving her.


He clenched his eyes closed, held her closer to his body, and swore if he ever got his hands on the last living demon that had touched her, then he would kill.


Risa hadn’t dreamed much once Micah had invaded her bed. But as she slipped into the warm soothing tide that came whenever Micah held her, she felt her defenses against those dreams slipping.


She was safe in his arms. She could feel them surrounding her, his presence almost a shield between herself and the pain.


This time, when the dream came, it was as though she were watching herself, rather than being herself within the dreamscape.


She stared at the girl strapped to the gurney. Wild light blue eyes were wide, panicked, as the two male figures stepped to the narrow bed.


She saw Jansen Clay, his blond hair perfectly styled, amused derision on his face as he glanced at the man on the other side of the bed.


Risa couldn’t see his face from where she stood. Only his back. And no matter how badly she wanted to stare at him, to memorize whatever she could of this dream, still her attention was held by the woman who whimpered in distress.


“I don’t know why you don’t just kill her.” Risa flinched at the cold disgust in the other man’s cultured voice. He spoke as though his mouth was pursed and wouldn’t stretch around the words.


“She serves a purpose for the moment.” Jansen shrugged. “Besides, if I kill her, I’ll no longer have access to the trust fund her mother and grandfather left her. She does have an incredible amount of money. It returns to her grandmother if anything happens to her.”


“So kill the grandmother,” the other man ordered callously. “What good is she to you?”


“Matricide?” Jansen mused. “I’m not quite ready to step over that line as of yet.”


Yet he’d had no problem in his attempt to slowly kill off his daughter.


“Matricide would be the least of your crimes, Clay.”


Jansen laughed. “And what of your crimes, my friend? I may have no love for my daughter, but neither have I allowed her to become part of the horrific experimentations you so enjoy with the little girls you buy. Really, one shouldn’t cast stones.”


The other man’s back stiffened. “Science,” he stated. “I’ve made breakthroughs with those girls. They’ve contributed to science. Your victims have only contributed to your own wealth.”


Jansen’s expression was filled with skeptical mockery.


“Spare me the condescension and get on with this little experiment,” Jansen ordered. “I have a party to attend later and I’d prefer not to be too late.”


Large hands reached for her arm. Risa focused on those hands even as she tried to stare up into his face. She whimpered desperately as the girl in the dream tried to fight those beefy hands as they lifted her arm.


“I’ll remember you.” The dream Risa stared into his face. “I’ll remember you.”


He snorted as he laid the needle of the syringe against the vein in her wrist. “You’ll be lucky to remember your own name once we’ve finished this.”


“I’ll remember you.” Risa felt the words coming from her own lips even as she watched her dream self. “Your hands hurt me. They’re too big for surgery. Do you kill your patients?”


The hand paused. The syringe pricked at her flesh as the dream self glared up at him.


“If you do your job right, then she’ll never remember who you are,” Jansen chuckled.


“Do your job right,” Risa whispered as she stood behind him and focused on the hand, on the nipple. “Scars, like tiny lines in your hands. I know your hands. I’ve seen them before. They frighten me. I’ll remember you.”


She watched as her dream self tugged at the hold he had on her arm. The flesh trembled with the effort she exerted.


Yet she couldn’t escape. The syringe bit into her flesh and a second later boiling lava was fed into her veins.


She tried to scream. Risa watched herself. She didn’t feel the pain, but she saw it in the light blue eyes that suddenly rolled back in the dream Risa’s head. Her body jerked against the restraints that held her to the gurney as a strangled scream tore from her lips.


Risa watched herself. She watched as she bucked and heaved against the thin mattress. She couldn’t scream, but her lips parted as she tried. She fought to focus on Jansen. Risa knew she was fighting to beg, to plead with him for mercy.


“Daddy, please,” she wheezed. “Please, Daddy.”


And he laughed at her.


He was her father. He had never been a loving father, or an affectionate one. But until that kidnapping, she hadn’t thought he was truly a monster.


She watched, unaffected as her dream self writhed on the bed, trying to scream, lost in an agony Risa only dimly remembered.


“She’s in more pain than arousal, my good doctor,” Jansen drawled as they stood there forever, their attention going between her and the monitors that electrodes were hooked to. “You still have some adjusting to do, it seems.”


“Her heart is at critical level,” the doctor mused as he tapped her heart monitor. “You should allow me to open her heart, to see the damage it’s causing.”


“Much too messy.” Jansen shook his head.


Risa shook her head as she watched herself buck and struggle against the pain. She wanted to scream, to give voice to the silent agony her dream self was enduring.


“So much pain,” she whispered at the doctor’s back. “Why did you hurt me?”


“Adjusting the drug isn’t going to be as easy as we first assumed,” the doctor commented thoughtfully. “Fuentes’s scientist was rather advanced in the synthetic qualities used to create the Whore’s Dust.”


Jansen stepped back, a scowl on his face as the doctor shook his head. “Too bad she’s so damned ugly, Jansen. You could have at least sold her off. At this point, she’s only a liability to you.”


Risa turned then, her gaze lifting until she could see the back of his head. His hair. Dark mixed with gray. Her vision was suddenly fuzzy; she felt light-headed, so frightened.


Shaking her head, she jerked her gaze back to herself, only to find her eyes locked with her own.


“You know him,” the bound Risa cried out in agony. “You know him. Don’t trust him. You know him.”


She fought to regulate her breathing, her fear. She tried to look at him again and a flash of disorientation assailed her.


“Look at him,” the dream Risa cried out. “You know him. Stop him. Oh God. Please. Please make it stop!”


Risa could hear the screams now. They echoed around her, resounding with torturous pain as she moved slowly around the bed, her hands gripping the metal rails that shook with the force of the dream Risa struggling against them. She moved in front of Jansen and lifted her eyes—


“Wake the fuck up, damn you!”


Her eyes jerked open.


She was no longer in the dream. She was struggling against Micah, her own screams still filling her head as she fought him.


She was on her knees facing him. He was kneeling in front of her, a bloody scratch running down his cheek. He was dressed in jeans, his bare chest was damp, a smear of blood on his shoulder, and he wasn’t alone.


Panting, fighting to breathe, Risa stared wildly around the room. There was Jordan and the redhead. Risa couldn’t remember her name. Had anyone introduced them? Jordan and the redhead were watching her as though she were crazed. His eyes were narrowed; the redhead’s green eyes were damp, as though she was on the verge of tears.


“Why are they here?” Risa’s throat was scratchy, her voice rough.


“You were having a nightmare,” Jordan stated as Risa saw Micah’s lips part to answer her.


Micah didn’t appear pleased that Jordan had jumped in. Handsome, hard, cold. Jordan Malone had the ability to frighten her.


She turned her eyes back to Micah. “Can they leave now?”


She wanted Jordan out of her bedroom. She didn’t like strangers staring at her as though they were dissecting her and whatever she might have said or dreamed.


She was too shaken by what she had dreamed this time, the way she had dreamed it. For the first time she hadn’t relived those nightmarish memories; she had merely observed them.


“You saw the man that came to the clinic with your father,” Micah said, his own voice rough. “What did you see, Risa?”


Her gaze moved back to Jordan. He was still dressed in perfectly pressed black slacks and a gray, starched cotton shirt. Did the man ever have a wrinkle anywhere on him?


“I saw me.” She shook her head as she pulled away from the warmth of Micah’s hands and struggled to sit on the bed, her feet flat on the floor, her back to the others. “Tell them to leave, Micah. I’m not in the mood for company at three o’clock in the morning. For God’s sake.” She turned her head and glared at Jordan. “Don’t you ever sleep?”


A heavy black brow arched with a hint of mockery. “I just replace my batteries when they run down,” he remarked laconically. “It’s more efficient.”


She snorted at that, shaking her head as Micah moved from the bed.


“Tehya, get Jordan the hell out of here,” Micah ordered her roughly. “And next time he wants to barge in, do me a favor and chain him to the bed or something.”


“He would have to be in the bed first,” Tehya commented. “I think he’s frightened I’ll join him.”


Risa could only shake her head at the teasing going on behind her. She inhaled slowly and closed her eyes. She could almost see him, the man who had raped her, the one who had accompanied her father to the clinic and pumped her with that drug.


She knew him. Her dream self had screamed that knowledge at her. She knew him.


She knew his hands.


Those hands flashed through her head. They were large, dark. They looked rough, but the palms were baby-soft. So soft, it was creepy.


She shuddered at the remembered feel of them, holding her wrists to the floor of the plane as he raped her. Strange, she remembered the feel of his hands more than she remembered what he had done to her.


“Risa?”


She opened her eyes to see Micah kneeling in front of her, his expression concerned despite the glow of anger in his eyes.


“They’re gone.” He pushed her hair back from her face, looping one thick strand behind an ear. “Jordan called while you were dreaming. He heard your scream.”


“He was being nosy.” She shook her head. “What? Does he think you won’t tell him anything I remember in my dreams?”


His lips quirked. “He’s an impatient prick.”


She almost laughed, because that was just about the truth.


“Risa.” He cupped her cheek with his palm. “If I could wipe away the nightmares, then I would. If I could save you this pain, this fear, then I would take it all away.”


He would. She saw it in his face, in his eyes.


“It will be over soon,” she whispered, and regretted that it would be. She would live with the fear, she thought, the danger to herself, if it would mean holding Micah to her just a little bit longer.


“It’s almost over.” One hand threaded through her hair as the other tightened at her waist. “You’ll be safe soon.”


She would be alone soon.


Her hands lifted from her lap to his shoulders, her fists uncurling so her fingers could grip the hard muscle, feel the warmth and power beneath his skin.


“Why are you in jeans?” she asked breathlessly. “You were naked when you got in the bed.”


A smile tugged at his lips. “I pulled them on when I heard Jordan and Tehya enter the apartment. Couldn’t let them see my bare ass, darling. Tehya’s frisky. She would have patted it.”


Risa wanted to smile at his teasing. “I’d break her hand,” she promised.


“I knew I could trust you to help me hold on to my dignity.” His eyes smiled. She loved that. The way they lit up with amusement, with warmth.


She loved him. Loved being with him, touching him, the way he held and protected her.


“Thank you for keeping me safe.” She stared back at him, watching his dark eyes as they seemed to darken further. The pupils blended into the irises as her hands stroked over his shoulders. “Keep me warm tonight, Micah.”


Her hands lowered to the band of his jeans, where she pulled the snap free, then gripped the zipper and eased it over the erection swelling beneath the denim.


“Are you cold?” His voice was a rough whisper through the room.


“I’m very cold.” She lifted against him to brush his lips with hers. “And I’m very needy.”


“Needy, are you?” he asked as the hem of her shirt was pulled up, his hands gripping the cloth and easing it over her arms as she lifted them.


Her breathing was ragged now, rough.


“How would you take me, if you could take me however you liked?” she asked him then.


“Slow and easy,” he answered her without delay. “I’d lay you down and spend hours, days, years, learning your passion.”


A sob caught in her throat. She wanted years. She wanted the rest of her life spent in his arms, in his bed.


She lifted her hips as his hands tugged at the waist of her cotton sleep pants. He pulled them, along with her panties, over her hips and down her legs. As he tossed the material away, he rose to his feet and removed his jeans, revealing the hard, fully erect flesh her body was so eager for.


She couldn’t deny herself the needs rushing through her. She knew, sensed with every fiber of her being, that soon Micah would walk out of her life. She had so precious little time to store the memories she needed to carry inside her.


“I love touching you, tasting you,” she sighed as she smoothed her hands up his hard thighs.


“I love your touch,” he groaned. But the sound could have been caused by the sensation of her hand stroking down his cock.


It was heavy, thick. The broad head was tapered at the tip and broad at the flared base before it curved into the shaft. The flesh was dark, with thick veins pulsing beneath. As she stroked him, a pearly bead of semen formed at the tip, drawing her mouth.


“Ah, Risa. Sweet, sweet Risa,” he crooned in that desert-rough voice of his as her tongue licked over him. “Sweet love. How will I ever survive without this?”


How would she survive without it?


Her lips followed her tongue, covered the heated cock head and drew it into her mouth. He tasted like summer in the middle of winter. Addictive. Powerful.


Her tongue flickered over the underside as she sucked him in, loving the feel and the taste of him in her mouth. She hungered for him. It was a hunger she could only associate to Micah. Not to a drug. Not to anything unnatural. Needing Micah was as natural as the land needing rain, or flowers needing sunshine. It was imperative. It was the key to survival.


Drawing back, she surveyed the slick wetness she had left on the tip, laved over it again with her tongue, and gloried in the hard groan that echoed from his chest.


“I’m wet.” She lifted her head and stared up at him, aroused past the point of sanity. “I need you inside me.”


“Hell.” He knelt in front of the bed again.


The position was perfect. His hips were aligned with hers as he pushed her thighs apart. His cock pressed against the swollen bare folds of her pussy. The head of it had more of her juices flowing, her muscles convulsing in anticipation.


Risa watched, eyes wide, fighting to breathe, fascinated by the sight of that thick crest parting her folds and nudging against the entrance to her body.


For one incredibly insane moment she wished she weren’t on birth control. She wished for things she couldn’t have. She wanted his child. A part of him that couldn’t be taken from her.


“Slow and easy?” His rough voice distracted her. “Or fast and hard? Which do you want, baby?”


His hands framed her breasts, lifting them to allow his mouth to stroke over them. Fire erupted in her nipples and streaked to her belly. Her breath caught at the pleasure, at the incredible need surging through her.


“Fast and hard. This time,” she panted.


His lips quirked, an almost-smile that charmed her, that warmed her.


“Slow and easy next time?” He pressed in, the width of him stretching her opening, sending flares of liquid heat to streak through her veins.


“Oh God yes,” she cried out, leaning back on her elbows because she didn’t have the strength to sit up and she wanted to watch. She wanted to see him take her. “Next time, slow and easy.”


He paused, the heavy head alone lodged inside her as she felt her inner muscles suckling at it, trying to draw it farther inside her.


“Fast and hard?” he asked again.


She lifted her head, licked her lips, and said, “Fast and hard, Micah. Fuck me like you’ll never fuck me again.”













CHAPTER 22





MICAH PAUSED as Risa allowed the words to pass her lips. His eyes narrowed. “Naughty baby,” he crooned with a sensual little grin.


“I’ve said that word before,” she gasped as she felt his cock throbbing inside her.


“Do you want to get naughtier, pretty Risa?” His hands slid from her thighs to her breasts. He cupped them, shaped them, tweaked her nipples, then rubbed the little pain away.


“With you? I think I could be very naughty, Micah,” she breathed out roughly.


He rewarded her. One hard thrust buried his erection halfway inside her. It stole her breath, had her head tipping back and her hips writhing as her legs lifted, knees bending to clasp his hard hips.


“Ah, pretty Risa. Your sweet pussy is so tight, so hot around my cock.” His voice was darker, rougher, that hint of desert stronger.


“Oh God, Micah, you’re going to make me crazy.” Her eyes opened as her head lifted.


She stared down her body, her breath catching at the sight of her pinkened flesh parted and hugging the stiff shaft buried only halfway inside her.


“Is that all I get?” she breathed out in disappointment.


Micah groaned.


As he pulled back, Risa caught a strangled cry in her throat at the sight of her slick juices coating and clinging to the hard flesh.


“So hot and wet for me.” Micah ran his finger over the wet flesh, collected the moisture, and as she watched, brought it to his lips.


His hips slammed forward as he licked her taste from his finger.


Risa screamed out with the pleasure. The sight of him tasting her, the feel of him plunging full length inside her, was nearly too much. She could feel her orgasm swelling inside her, building, taking her over.


“Do you know what I want, sweet Risa?” His hands gripped her hips as she stilled, him buried inside her to the hilt, his cock throbbing against the tender tissue gripping it.


“What do you want?” she moaned. She knew what she wanted. She wanted him to move, to thrust, to stroke until she was screaming with the pleasure of it.


He leaned closer. His cock went deeper, flexing and throbbing as she fought to breathe from the pleasure of it.


“I want you to let me behind you, Risa,” he crooned. “I want to stoke your pretty ass as I fuck you. I want you to give me all of you, baby.”


She stared back at him in surprise, with a tingle of uncertainty and fear.


“Behind me?” She tried to think, to assure herself she could do it, but all she could do was feel him inside her.


He moved, pulled back, pressed back, and she moaned at the tingling rush of sensation.


“Behind you, Risa. It will be so damned good. I can stroke your pretty clit while I fuck you hard and deep, or play with your tight little nipples. You’ll love it.”


She shook her head. Could she bear it? Would the nightmares flood her? Would the fear rush in and overtake the pleasure?


“Micah.” She stared back at him in distress. She didn’t know if she should be turned on or terrified of what he wanted.


Then, he pulled away.


“No. Don’t stop.” She reached for him, desperate to bring him back to her.


“Come here, baby.” He pulled her up and turned her, pressing her knees to the bed as he placed a hand against her shoulders. “Just there,” he crooned as his hand slid over her shoulder and under her chin. “Now look up. See what I see?”


What she saw was her face, flushed with arousal, her eyes too large, darker than normal, as she stared into the mirror over the chest of drawers at the side of the wall.


Behind her, Micah looked like a conqueror. His dark face tight and honed with lust, his black eyes glittering in approval as he caught her eyes in the mirror.


Her lips parted in shocked surprise and wonder. She wasn’t ugly here. She looked like a woman, she looked unlike herself. The mask of passion and need that covered her face gave her a softer, gentler appearance.


“Fucking beautiful,” he groaned.


Risa stared at his image. The way one hand gripped the thick, dark cock as he held her hip with his other hand.


“Now, let me show you how to get naughty, sweetheart.”


He tucked the head of his cock between her thighs, pressed it against the swollen folds, and eased it just inside.


“Take me, Risa. Work your pretty pussy over my cock. Show me how naughty you want to get.”


How naughty she wanted to get.


Risa stared into the mirror, her gaze fixated on Micah. His shoulders flexed with power; a small rivulet of perspiration ran down his chest to be absorbed by the spattering of rich black hair that grew across it.


His abdomen flexed. His hands tightened on her hips, and Risa moved.


She watched her hips press back, felt the full width of his cock stretching her, overstretching her, taking her.


“Micah,” she breathed his name in a rush of exquisite pleasure.


She pulled almost free of him and watched the tight grimace of hunger that twisted his face. His lips were drawn back from his teeth; he looked wild, primitive. He made her feel wild.


“Touch your breasts, Risa,” he groaned as she stroked back on his erection. “Let me see you play with those tight little nipples. I love your nipples. Sweet little berries that taste like nectar against my tongue.”


She moaned and lifted one hand to play with a nipple. She gripped it, tugged at it, and worked herself on the stiff flesh impaling her.


She was becoming lost in the pleasure. She could feel it. With her eyes locked on his, she let her fingers trail from her breast to her stomach. Curiosity consumed her as deeply as the passion. Her fingers moved between her thighs, and she moaned at the feeling of her hot juices against her fingertips. Her lips parted on a silent cry as those fingers encountered the iron-hard flesh she was moving on.


A silent snarl curled his lips as his head tilted back on his shoulders, his eyes closing as pleasure tightened his face. The sight of it weakened her, threw her closer to orgasm, and strengthened her in the same wash of sensation.


Her shoulders collapsed to the bed as her fingers found her clit. The fingers of her other hand found a nipple and she knew he was watching. She could feel his eyes on her as she twisted her hips, pushed back, and took all of him.


She eased along his cock, pulling free of him only to push back with a desperate cry as her hungry flesh sucked him back in.


She was lost. Moaning, crying, filled with him and desperate for more.


“Open your eyes,” he ordered roughly as she felt him move over her. “Look at me, damn you. Look at me, Risa. See me loving you.”


Her eyes opened. His face was next to hers as his knees rested between her thighs on the bed now. He was taking her, his hips moving, churning, powering his cock inside her in hard, repeated strokes that pushed her higher, pushed her closer.


“Micah,” she whispered his name, feeling the explosion building inside her. “Oh God. It’s too good. It’s too good.”


“Always,” he groaned. “Ah God, Rissa. Ani ohev otach. Ani ohev otach, Risa.”


I love you. He loved. He was torn apart by the emotions pouring through him, tearing at him, whipping through his mind as he felt his balls tighten, felt the onslaught of release at the moment he felt Risa explode in his arms.


“Micah,” she screamed his name. “Oh God. Love me, Micah,” she cried the plea. “Oh God, please. Please, Micah.”


She bucked, then tensed; then Micah felt her. Her juices rushed around his cock as he felt his release crash inside him. Sensation raced along his spine, then back to his balls. His semen spurted from the tip, spilling inside her in a rush of heat as his hand gripped her head, turning it closer so his lips could cover hers. So he could hold back the vows that rocked him to his soul.


She was his forever. He would always be hers. Into eternity he would love her. And if he didn’t know to his soul that she was protected, then he would have sworn that a pleasure this deep, this profound, could have only one conclusion.


Shuddering against her, Micah released her lips and groaned at the final pulse of release that jerked from the tip of his cock.


He was breathing hard, heavy. He couldn’t seem to get enough oxygen to his brain; he couldn’t still the thunder of blood enough to make sense of all the emotions, all the sensations, that had crashed inside him in a wave of ecstasy.


She lay beneath him, sated, the tension slowly easing from her body, covered by him. The trust the position had taken rocked him to the core. He hadn’t expected it. He had expected her fear, perhaps a denial. But he hadn’t expected the trust she had given him.


“Ani ohev otach,” he whispered again. The words of love in his native language, in a language as old as time, with a love that filled his entire being.


He had never known love outside a parent’s love, or his love for his parents. He had never known the love a man felt for that one woman who would complete him.


“I love you, Micah.” He barely heard the words. Her face was pressed into the blankets; it was no more than a whisper of sound, but it crashed inside him with a power that rocked him clear to his soul.


God help him, how was he to let her go when this finished? And he knew, clear to his soul, in the warrior part of his subconscious, the end was coming. Risa would be safe. He’d have his vengeance, but when it was over, there would be nothing left to hold on to. Vengeance would be ashes in the wind, and his heart would always linger in the darkness, always following one woman, a shadow of her shadow.


“I could stay here, covering you like a blanket meant to protect, forever,” he whispered at her ear. “You are a light that will always guide me, a whisper I’ll always strain to hear.”


Her slender body shook on a sob as he felt her fingers digging into the mattress.


“Know that, Risa.” He kissed her neck, her shoulder. “Always remember, in my life I will never know a warmth as sweet, as giving, or as beautiful as you are.”


She shook her head as he eased from her, but she curled against him eagerly when he lay beside her.


“Talk to me.” Her voice was filled with tears. He felt the dampness of them against his chest and felt them in his soul.


“What should I talk to you about?” He let his fingers comb through the silken strands of her hair.


“What makes you happy? What memories are best to you? Just talk to me, Micah. Tell me about you.”


He breathed out heavily. She made him happy. The memories of being with her would always be the best to him.


“I remember the desert,” he whispered. “Israel is a place of many people and yet many beauties. The desert can bake a man in the day, freeze him when the moon rises high. It’s a place of brutal beauty and enduring strength. It nourishes a man, even as it challenges him.”


“It’s very violent,” she whispered. “I was there once, a long time ago with Jansen. I wasn’t allowed out of the protected house he’d been given use of.”


“You would love Israel if you had the chance to experience her,” he promised Risa. He would love to see her there beneath the blazing sun. To show her all the secrets Israel held, as well as the vast richness. “There can be violence; that part of Israel is splashed across television sets around the world. But you rarely see them show the ocean as it caresses a moonlit beach. Or the desert that shifts and changes on a daily basis. It’s secretive and resourceful. It respects strength and power, and gives it in turn.”


“What is the breeze like?” Her voice was honey and sweet pleasure. It was a light in the darkness, the promise of warmth in the winter.


“The breeze can be gentle with the heat of the desert filling it, sinking it into your pores as though it would sustain you with its earthy gift alone. Or it can be sharp and wicked; it can tear at the flesh and slash at the bone as though it were a woman displeased with her lover.”


He chuckled at the light pinch she gave his hard abs.


“See what I mean?” He caught her hand in his. “Wicked woman.”


Her soft laughter flowed over him like the desert’s gentlest caress.


“Do you have family that you left there?”


Micah stared at the ceiling before he shook his head. “I have only a cousin. A rabid little female as stubborn as the desert itself.”


“And you love her,” she said softly. “I can hear it in your voice.”


“Yes, I’m quite fond of her.” He would have smiled at the thought if he weren’t well aware of what he had left her to. The need to choose between Risa’s safety and Bailey’s comfort wasn’t a simple one. He consoled himself with the fact that both would survive in the end. They would have their lives ahead of them; whatever they desired could be theirs.


“When you leave, will you remember me, Micah?” Risa asked then, her voice in the darkness stroking over his senses.


“Even death could not steal your memory from me,” he promised her.


Silence filled the room. Dawn was coming and with it the knowledge that he would have to hurt her again. Her grandmother had told Noah that Risa had flatly refused to attend the medical banquet thrown each year. Medical professionals from around the world would be in attendance. The best and the brightest in the medical field would don their evening finest and mingle in an event created to allow each to make the contacts needed to access the myriad funds made available for medical research.


The ball would be held in a week, and until then, there were several parties thrown as individual scientists and doctors arrived in the city.


The first of those parties would begin later in the night. He would attend as Risa and Abigail’s guest, as would Ian and Kira Richards. Jordan and Tehya would be there as well, with the rest of the team providing backup and security.


And Micah knew Orion would make another move soon, most likely at one of those parties.


“I’m cold,” Risa’s soft voice dragged him from his thoughts.


Micah let his hand caress down her back before he dragged the comforter from their hips to her shoulders. The air was a little cool, he admitted.


She snuggled closer to his chest and was silent so long that he wondered if she had fallen asleep.


“I would have liked to have seen your desert with you.” When she spoke, the emotion in her voice seared his heart. “Will you think of me if you ever visit it again?”


“Always,” he promised her softly. “I will always think of you when I think of the desert.”


He would always think of her, no matter where he was, no matter what he did. He would always carry his memories and his loss along with him.


“Maybe one day I’ll see your desert,” she said softly. “And I’ll think of you, Micah.”


He stared up at the ceiling; he saw into the past, and he saw into the future. He saw the bleak darkness he had known before she came into his life, and he saw his return to it once she was safe.


And he saw himself, always watching her from afar. Always craving her.


Letting her go would be the hardest thing he had ever done.


 


RISA WAS SURPRISED that she was able to sleep at all. But sometime before dawn she drifted off in Micah’s arms and slept without nightmares.


She was aware of him, even in sleep. She knew when his breathing evened out; she dreamed he kissed her forehead and whispered, “I love you,” in the gentlest voice.


She dreamed of the desert awash in warmth, the sun shining down on them, and she dreamed he disappeared from her side to become a part of that desert.


When she awoke late the next morning, she showered, ate the breakfast he prepared, and went quietly back to work at her computer.


She couldn’t think about tomorrow today. She couldn’t let herself imagine him walking out of her life, even though she knew it was coming much more quickly than she had envisioned before.


“I have a couple of meetings scheduled today,” she told him as she booted up her computer and the reminders popped up on her monitor. “Several clients are stopping by to drop off some information I need for their accounts.”


“I remembered,” he told her. “Jordan completed their dossiers several nights ago. They all came in clean, so we’re good to go. I’ll be here with you just in case.”


She turned back to him with a frown. “Clients don’t like discussing their information in front of others,” she told him worriedly. “If you hang around here, they’ll be suspicious why. They’re regular clients, so they’re used to meeting with me alone.”


His hands propped on his hips as he glanced at the kitchen door. Risa knew she should be focusing on the problem of those clients rather than the jeans and T-shirt he was wearing or how sexy those jeans looked when paired with boots.


The man was definite eye candy. He wasn’t traditionally handsome; he was rugged instead. Rugged and sexy as hell. And right now, he had that dangerous glint in his eye that assured her that he was focused solely on ensuring her protection.


“I can go to the kitchen.” He nodded. “I’ll let them in, then retreat just inside the entrance. I’ll be close enough in case any of them pose a threat.”


A shiver raced up her spine as a surge of wariness raced inside her. She should have canceled the meetings. It was too late now, but she should have followed Jordan’s advice there rather than insisting that she had to keep those appointments.


“Don’t worry, Risa.” Micah soothed those nerves with his silky, dark voice. “Jordan and the others are just across the hall. There’s a listening device we’ll activate before the first meeting so Jordan will be aware of everything that’s going on, and I’ll be just inside the kitchen. You’re completely protected.”


She nodded firmly before turning back to the computer. She was protected, she assured herself. Everything would be fine.


 


IT WAS ALMOST time.


Orion surveyed the healing wound on his foot before shaking several pain pills into his palm and washing them down with water.


The medication helped dull the pain, but his senses felt fine. He was still in control; that was all that mattered.


Replacing the pills in the bedside table drawer, he pulled his laptop across the bed and clicked through the pictures that had come across through the night.


The camera he’d installed just across from the elevator on Risa’s floor ensured him the opportunity to at least keep track of her comings and goings.


She didn’t leave often. Traffic was amazingly light for the past few days. Risa’s lover was keeping her fairly close to home. Other than a night out at a club, they had stayed inside.


Mr. Sloane was on alert. He was a SEAL, which meant he could be a problem if Orion didn’t play his cards right.


He smiled at the thought. He had several aces, and he would play them.


Tonight was a swanky party she was to attend. A small ball for a scientist coming in from Germany. Orion almost laughed at the thought of it. The moment she saw his employer, all shit was going to hit the fan, and he knew it. He could feel it. And he had planned for it.


This was much better, he assured himself as the painkiller began to ease the ache in his foot. A man couldn’t plan his pinnacle job before retirement while in pain. He might miss something, or he could misjudge his timing. Orion couldn’t allow that.


In the past days he’d had to rework his original plan just a bit, but he was confident he could make it work. Whistling silently at the thought, he pulled up his e-mail and let a smile curl his lips.


Contacts. It was all in the contacts a man made throughout his lifetime and what he knew about them.


In the secured in-box was the e-mail he had been awaiting since beginning this assignment. The security code he needed to get inside.


He pulled up the e-mail, memorized the code, and then deleted it.


Soon. Another day or so and he could make his move.


This plan was much better than the last one, and it would afford him the security he had dreamed of having in his retirement.


He had even chosen the perfect little island to buy. It was nearly deserted; the previous owner had built a rather imposing mansion on the single mountain that graced it. The lagoon was the only access to the island. The cliffs that ringed it would make it impossible to breach any other way.


Orion would be safe there. He could play all he wished.


And Orion did so like to play.


He sighed at the thought of retirement. He wouldn’t miss his job, he told himself. He’d grown bored with the ease of each assignment. There was no challenge anymore. Until this one, his final job, everything had come so easy to him. Defeat wasn’t even a thought.


Until that SEAL had pinned his foot with a bullet.


Orion chuckled at the thought of the man. Micah Sloane. He still didn’t have enough information on the SEAL. He had definitely been in the Middle East, though. A little hack and look-see into security command in Iraq assured Orion of that. But even more, he had a few strings there he could pull. He’d called a certain friend who was aware of any and every SEAL that came through. Mac Knight. The bastard had a hell of a name. Orion had established that connection through a friend of Mac’s during one of his leaves several years before.


A friendly little call a few hours before had yielded quite enough information to assure Orion that his SEAL was no more than a SEAL. And not even one as effective as Orion had feared.


It seemed Micah Sloane was in a bit of trouble with his commanders because of insubordination. He might not even be a SEAL for much longer.


Yes, connecting with Knight had been a hell of a thought at the time. A man never knew when he would need information on a mission in the Middle East or a particular soldier. And Orion had arranged it so the somber Mr. Knight would owe him enough favors that he couldn’t exactly say no. It had paid off. Especially when Orion and his employer were required to travel there occasionally.


Orion breathed in with satisfaction.


Micah Sloane wouldn’t be a problem here. It was all in the timing and in the execution.


Orion pulled up his most recent picture of Mr. Sloane and Risa Clay. She had a pretty little glow about her. She was a woman being well loved, Orion mused. And Sloane was obviously enamored of her.


Beside Sloane’s picture was another picture. The face recognition program Orion used had consistently pulled up David Abijah’s face when the picture was placed in the search criteria.


He tapped his fingers against the bed. Micah Sloane couldn’t be two different men, could he?


Orion pursed his lips and shook his head. It shouldn’t be possible. He was going to assume it wasn’t possible, simply because he was very well aware of the guilt that raged inside him over the Abijah family.


Then, he pulled up the picture of his employer and grimaced.


Hurry. Hurry. It was the daily demand fracturing Orion’s nerves. He was going to hurry. It would end this week.


He pulled up the picture of his little island. Yes, by the middle of next week he’d be having fun in the sun. It was all coming together just as he had always dreamed.


 


JORDAN ANSWERED his cell phone on the first ring.


“It’s Knight.” The major’s voice was a furious growl across the line. “The call came.”


Jordan smiled. He’d known it. The moment he’d realized the threat Knight was to this particular operation, Jordan had known to pull him in.


“The name I know him by is Paul Blade,” Knight stated. “He’s CIA. Came through on a mission with another group a few years ago. A few months later he was in a little bar we had set up on base. We had a few drinks, talked shop. Couple of weeks later he started smuggling whisky in for me. My brand. He called in the favor tonight. Wanted to know about a SEAL named Micah Sloane. I gave him what you gave me.”


“He was able to track you down in the states. Interesting,” Jordan mused. “When do you return to duty?”


“Four weeks, and I want in on this,” he stated, his voice cold. “If he’s Orion, then Risa is in more trouble than you thought, Malone. The guys he went in with on that mission say he’s bad damned news. They were all scared as hell of him, and they were some tough-assed mothers.”


Jordan grunted at that. “Give me stats. I’ll contact my source and see if I can get an ID on him.”


“Last time I saw him, I’d guess forty or older, probably closer to forty-five. Stocky but muscular. A mustache and goatee sprinkled with gray. Shaven head. Broad face. His eyes were a little narrow, a little longer than normal. He gives off a very professorial air. Studied bastard.”


Jordan nodded as he made notes. “His cover was Paul Blade?” he verified.


“Definitely a cover,” Mac said firmly. “He’s deep cover, too. I knew his handler for a while before he was killed. I mentioned Paul to him once and his expression was very uneasy. Told me to steer well damned clear of him.”


“And did you?”


“Hell, Malone, I steer well damned clear of everyone. You know where I’m stationed. All I see are the teams going out or coming in. Not a lot of chances to get into trouble there.”


No truer words were ever said. And what a stroke of fucking luck. “Get over here,” Jordan decided. “I’m not going to risk tipping him off. We have pictures taken of every figure that’s passed the apartment building or entered it. We have stacks of the damned things here as well as pictures of everyone Risa associates with or will associate with. Let’s see if you can ID him for us.”


“On my way,” Mac promised.


“Use the stairs, not the elevator,” Jordan warned him. “We know there’s a security camera there that’s been wirelessly hijacked several times. We’re trying to get a GPS on the signal, but he haven’t managed it. We have more intel coming in and might have to move fast.”


The line disconnected as Jordan lifted his head and grinned at Tehya where she watched the monitors trained on Risa’s apartment door.


“Bingo.” He grinned with a show of teeth. “He contacted Knight wanting intel on Micah. Knight’s done drinks with him, talked to him. He’s in the bag.”


Tehya’s brow lifted. “Counting your chickens, Jordan?” she asked cynically.


He couldn’t help but laugh at her reply. “Praying the chickens are laying is more like it.” He pushed his fingers through his hair and repeated the prayer that the eggs all dropped in one place and that he was there to crack them.


“Call in backup. Let’s get a game plan together. Whoever he is, he’s CIA. That explains the leak in Russia. It also explains his employer’s ability to track investigations against him. A sweet little network, don’t you think?”


“Very sweet,” she agreed, her chin propped in her hand as she continued to watch the monitors.


Jordan glanced at them, then back at her. “Call in the backup, Tehya.”


She rolled her eyes, pulled out her cell phone, and made the call, all without taking her eyes off the door to Risa’s apartment.


“What the hell do you see?” He frowned at the monitors, then back at her.


“A casualty,” she sighed, and shook her head before turning her gaze to Jordan. “Are you going to tell him he doesn’t have to leave her?”


Jordan stilled and stared back at her. “He has no choice but to leave,” he told her, his voice turning cold. “You know the rules. He’s dead. His life is property of the Elite Ops.”


“Noah has a wife, a child,” she said softly. “Morale is going to seriously suck around here if Micah has to leave her.”


“He’s a dead man,” Jordan reminded her. “He knew what he was doing when he signed those papers. Noah’s case is different. It always was and they’ve always known that.”


She shook her head. “Big mistake, boss. Very, very big mistake.”


He waited until she rose from her chair and turned her back on him before he let a grin twitch at his lips. They’d see whose mistake it was, and Jordan was betting it wasn’t his.













CHAPTER 23





RISA STARED AT the gown laid out on the bed, then lifted her gaze to Micah.


“You should have warned me,” she said carefully. She was furious. He had sprung the information that she had to attend the ball on her. Micah had merely stated they were going; he hadn’t given her the option of refusing.


“You’ve avoided this party every year that you’ve received an invitation,” he stated. “Why?”


“Because I don’t like doctors,” she said between clenched teeth. “Maybe a better way of saying it is that I despise the bastards. I can barely tolerate my own. How’s that?”


“Not a good enough reason.” His smile was tight and cool, his black eyes flat and hard. “But no one else will expect you to be there either, especially the doctor determined to kill you.”


It was his determined expression, and she was growing to highly dislike it. It usually did not bode well for her.


“You’re trying to force me into remembering who did it,” she said angrily. “You’re trying to make me identify him.”


“Identify your rapist and we identify Orion when we question him. The most elite of the medical field in the world will be at these parties. Orion’s employer and your rapist was rumored to be one of the most advanced scientific minds in the world. He’ll be there.”


“Then why should I be there?” Risa could feel the panic building in her chest, along with the fear. She avoided doctors like the plague, just as she avoided anyone who had been associated with Jansen Clay. “You said it yourself; all you have to do is capture Orion. He’ll tell you who his employer is.”


“Or vice versa,” he said quietly. “If we identify the scientist quickly, then he can’t escape if he’s not American.”


“He’s American.” The words burst from her lips before she even realized the truth of them.


“You’re remembering more.” He stood across from her, watching her closely. “What have you remembered since the dream, Risa?”


She pushed her fingers through her hair as she turned from him, tightening them in the strands as she fought against the fear trying to overwhelm her.


“I don’t want to go to this party,” she breathed in roughly. “You can’t make me go.” She swung around to face him again, glaring back at him fiercely.


“No.” He shook his head. “I can’t force you to go, Risa. But if you let fear control you, then you’re never going to have the life you’ve dreamed of having.”


“What do you know about my dreams?” she charged him, her voice rough. “As far as you know, Micah, I don’t have a single dream.”


His lips quirked in an oddly sad curve. “I know you dream, Risa. You have the pictures and plans of the home you want one day. It even has a white picket fence around it. You keep the picture on your desk. I know you don’t splurge in your money, but you want to. You want the pretty, sexy clothes, but you’re afraid to wear them. I know you dream of a family. A husband and children.” Something flamed in his eyes then; some emotion flashed across his face that she couldn’t decipher.


“Every woman’s dreams.” She shrugged his perception off.


“You want to go to the desert,” his voice lowered. “You want to feel the caress of a breeze that feels as though it’s come from the sun itself.”


She turned away from him. That dream had come to her in the middle of the night as she heard him describe Israel to her. But it was only a part of the dream. She dreamed of being by his side as she felt it.


“You need to do this, Risa. You need to take your life back. Are you going to let Orion or the man that tormented you rule your dreams and hold them back forever?”


She hated his logic. She hated that look in his eyes, the one that said he knew she would do what she needed to when she wasn’t so certain herself.


She looked at the evening gown again. It was simply gorgeous. The dark gold and bronze beaded color shimmered beneath the light. There were bronze heels and a small clutch purse. There were even bronze panties.


The fabric of the dress shimmered with the tiny beads as it ran from dark gold and bronze, steadily darkening to a rich, vibrant black at the hem. It looked as though it glittered with stardust.


“You definitely intend to make me stand out,” she murmured.


“A woman learning her own sexuality and her effect on her lover would want to stand out,” he said, his voice dark, rough. “A woman of your courage, healing from the trauma you suffered, would become bold, adventurous, when her lover encouraged it in her.”


“You’re daring me,” she sighed. “I hear it in your voice.”


“Daring you to live?” he asked. “Yes, Risa, that’s exactly what I’m doing. I’m daring you to live.”


She wrapped her arms across her breasts and stared at the dress again.


“And if I break down?” She couldn’t look at him now. “If I see him, know him, and I break down?”


“I won’t let you break down. You’ll hold on to me. You will know you’re safe, in my care, and protected, Risa. You won’t break down. You’ll tell me who you suspect, and later he’ll be investigated and questioned. That simple. And he’ll break. Then it will all be over.”


Just as Bailey had broken, Micah thought sadly. His cousin was currently resting in a secured location. Jordan was reluctant to call her director now. The news that Orion was CIA changed many of the team’s options in regards to the assignment.


Bailey hadn’t broken easily. It had taken her longer to break than it had during her training. She had fought the drugs, she had cursed Travis. But in the end, she had revealed what she knew and why she was there.


She was definitely there for Orion, but only because she believed her cousin, David Abijah, would be tracking him. She was searching for her last blood relation. The one she had never believed to be dead.


His past was coming back to bite him on the ass, he thought as he watched Risa run her fingers down the shimmering material of the gown.


She nodded slowly. “What time do we leave?”


“We leave here at eight along with Tehya and Jordan. We’ll meet your grandmother, along with her escort, and Ian and Kira at the hotel where the ball is being held.”


“A matter of hours,” she murmured. “You didn’t give me much of a head start, did you?”


Micah moved around the bed then. His hands cupped her shoulders as he turned her to him.


“I didn’t give you time to worry over things that you shouldn’t worry over,” he said quietly. “You have time to dress. There will be a buffet dinner at the ball if you’re hungry.”


She shook her head; the multi-hued streaks of silken blond colors rippled around her shoulders. “I won’t be hungry.”


“Risa.” He lifted one hand from a shoulder and cupped her cheek.


Raising her head, he stared into her worried eyes.


“Do you believe I’ll protect you?”


She nodded. “You won’t let him take me.”


“I won’t let him take you,” he promised. “We’re going to make this work, you and I. And you’re going to shine at that ball like the beautiful, vibrant woman you are.”


“Beautiful to you,” she whispered.


“Beautiful, period.” He stroked his thumb over her lips. “You are pure beauty, Risa. And tonight, you’re my woman. My beauty. The woman who holds my entire attention.”


It was no less than the truth. She held every fiber of his soul.


“I need to shower.” She inhaled deeply, but her face was still pale, her expression tinged with fear.


How had she survived? he asked himself as she pulled away from him and headed to the bathroom. How had she endured the past eight years and still managed to retain that air of innocence and unaware beauty?


She wasn’t cynical. She wasn’t a coward. She was facing her fear, her demons, and the danger surrounding her with a grace that amazed him.


Breathing out roughly, he flipped open his cell phone and placed a call to Jordan.


“Yes?” Jordan answered on the first ring.


“She’s agreed to go,” he stated.


“Good,” Jordan murmured. “We have everyone in place. Mac Knight secured an invitation as well. He’ll let me know if he sees Orion. We have the information Bailey gave us on the doctor. It was scant. American, broad, large hands, according to a few reports of surviving victims. But she did remember the names of several doctors that the Russian double agent had been in contact with. James Walters was one of them. We managed to get confirmation from our contact, the man we suspect is Orion’s handler, that he has made plans to attend the party tonight. Everything will be in place.”


Micah shook his head. “It’s not Walters. She was too calm. Her subconscious knows who her rapist was. She hasn’t seen him or she would have remembered him already. We’re looking at a potential mess with Orion and the rapist in the same ballroom as well.”


“I agree,” Jordan stated. “But this is our best chance to acquire at least one of them. That’s all we need. Tehya and I will leave ahead of you. Travis will have your limo; Nik will be following behind you. We’ll meet in the lobby of the hotel along with the grandmother, and Ian and Kira Richards.”


“Check,” Micah murmured as he watched the bathroom door.


He wanted to shower with Risa. He wanted to watch her curvy body, love her to distraction, and ease the fear filling her. But there was no time. There was simply no time.


He had run out of time.


He disconnected the call before moving to the closet and pulling free the silk suit that had been delivered along with Risa’s dress.


He took it and the hunger to shower with her and left the room to retreat to the spare bedroom where he would shower. Alone.


He needed to remember what being alone was like. Soon he would be without her, and he needed to prepare himself for that. If tonight went as planned, then by tomorrow night, Risa would be safe.


And he would be leaving. Without her.


Without her.


It echoed in his mind, his heart, and his soul.


He would be leaving, without her.


 


THE GOWN WAS gorgeous.


Risa felt the swish of the skirts around her as she and Micah walked along the hallway to the elevator. He held her hand and kept her close to him. She could feel the warmth of him, the power, and the tension that radiated in his body.


It was a tension that seeped into her as well. She could feel her stomach tightening with fear, her heart racing with it as the elevator doors opened and they stepped inside.


The moment the doors closed, she found herself in Micah’s arms, against his chest, his lips on hers as he kissed her with a hunger that seared her to the bone.


“You’re making me crazy,” he groaned as he lifted her against him, pressing her hips into his so she could feel the erection raging beneath his slacks. “You look like a banked, glowing flame in that dress, Risa. So beautiful you take my breath.”


Her lips parted as she saw the hunger in his eyes, his expression.


“You should have built some time in for a nap before we left,” she murmured.


“Just a nap?”


“Well, we’d have found something to do in that bed if we didn’t sleep.” She tried to tease him; she tried to ease her fear and his tension.


“Many things,” he agreed as the elevator beeped a warning that it was reaching the lobby. “Things that would have made us incredibly late.”


He released her as the elevator doors opened, though he kept his hand on the small of her back.


“Ah, Miss Clay, you shine like the brightest star.” Clive Stamper was standing in the lobby, his smile beaming as she walked toward the door.


“Thank you, Clive.” She smiled back at him nervously as he held the door open.


“Have a very nice night, Miss Clay, Mr. Sloane.” He nodded as they passed.


“I don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered as the chauffeur opened the door and Micah helped her into the passenger area.


He moved in beside her, his arm going around her as he pulled her into his lap. The door closed behind them, and seconds later the limo was pulling away from the building.


“I’m here with you, baby.” He held her close to his chest, his hand stroking her back as he pressed a kiss to her neck. “Nothing or no one will touch you tonight but me. Okay?”


She pulled in a hard, nervous breath. She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to fight. She wanted to demand that he turn around and take her back home.


“Do you remember the night we met?”


She felt his breath against her neck and shivered with the pleasure. She nodded.


“I watched you walk into the nightclub. I was sitting at the bar when you entered. You looked around nervously. Your eyes were wide with fear, but you forced yourself to walk across the room. Your courage amazed me. Awed me.”


She shook her head. “That was different.”


“How could it have been different?” His nose brushed against the lobe of her ear in a curiously gentle caress.


She almost grinned. “I already knew I was going to go to bed with you. I decided before I ever arrived at that nightclub.”


He stilled against her. “You had already decided? You didn’t know me, Risa.” There was a warning edge to his voice that had the grin tugging at her lips.


“Emily told me you were completely handsome.” She looked up at him, her hand curling around the side of his neck as she took in his black eyes, his black hair. “She was right, Micah. You’re devastating to a woman’s senses.”


He grunted at that. “And you decided to sleep with me based on that?”


“Sorry.” She gave a small laugh. “I did. But when I saw you—” She swallowed tightly at the memory. “When I saw you, Micah, I knew I had to. I didn’t want to change my mind. I didn’t want to run from you. I just wanted you.”


She wanted him to hold her, to kiss away her fears, to show her what pleasure was, rather than pain.


“You terrify me with your courage, Risa,” he sighed as his lips whispered over hers.


“I don’t know about the courage part.” She looked outside; they were only minutes away from the downtown exit and then would be even closer to the hotel where the ball was being held. “I’m so scared, Micah.”


“There’s no reason for fear, sweet.” His fingers brushed back a few loose strands of hair that had slipped from the loose upswept style she had chosen. “Tonight, we’re going to mingle with our friends, we’re going to dance, and we’re going to people-watch. Nothing more.”


“Monster-watch,” she breathed out roughly.


She could feel it. She knew the truth. He would be there tonight. The man she fought not to remember. With his large, hurtful hands. His cold, precise voice. He would be there.


“We’ll monster-watch then.” He sounded unconcerned. “But it won’t touch you. He won’t touch you. We’ll identify him if he’s there; then you and I will leave him to the others. Agreed?”


She looked into his eyes. “You’re lying to me,” she accused him. “You won’t leave him to the others. You’ll kill him first.”


He stared down at her, his expression stilling before he nodded slowly. “I will kill him first,” he stated. “For daring to lay a hand on you, Risa. For that alone, even if there was nothing more, I will be the one to kill him.”


But there was more. There was the history he had with both Orion and the scientist. His friends who had died because of them. Or was it his friends? She watched him closely, saw the flicker of guilt and of pain in his eyes, and she knew the truth. She knew her lover. She knew he had once been Mossad. Mossad didn’t walk away from their culture or from their vision to work for an outside agency.


“They were your parents,” she whispered. “Weren’t they? And the son, he was your brother?”


He shook his head slowly as he watched her. “There was no brother. There was only a father, a mother, and a son. A man so bent on revenge that he accepted a life of the walking dead to draw the blood of his enemy.” He lowered his head, brushed her lips with his own. “And when this is over, he will be alone again, with more than the memories of the desert to sustain him. He’ll have the memory of a woman. A touch that burns with passion. A kiss that sustained his soul. He’ll have his memories of you, Risa. More than he ever believed he would or could have.”


She stared back at him in shock. He was David Abijah. The son who had supposedly died at Orion’s hands when he stalked him.


She felt her throat tighten in remorse, felt her heart ache for everything he had lost.


“You don’t.” She swallowed tightly. “You don’t have to leave, Micah.”


He laid his finger against her lips. “I’m a dead man, Risa. I made a vow. A promise. And I forsook any dream I may have wanted at a later time. I made a vow that I can’t walk away from now. Even for the most beautiful, the most courageous woman I’ve ever known.”


She felt her lips tremble. At least he didn’t love her, she thought. As much as she loved him, if he had breathed those words to her, she would have shattered apart. She could love him and lose him, but the thought of Micah throwing away a chance at love would have broken her.


“I’ll always be here,” she told him. “You can visit.”


He could hold her whenever he wanted to. She would be there for him. She would await him.


But he was shaking his head. “You have a life awaiting you, baby. I signed mine away. Live your dreams. Breathe in the desert air. Build the home of your dreams and fill it with children. Be the woman you dream of being.”


But she dreamed of being his woman.


She looked out the window and watched as the limo turned off the interstate and headed into town. They were almost there. She wanted to scream at him to turn around now, to take her home. Because when the mission was over, there was nothing left to hold him with her.


Instead, she slid from his lap, gathered the tattered remains of the courage he thought she had, and forced herself to be silent. To be dignified.


Only children threw tantrums, she told herself. But she wanted to throw a tantrum. She wanted to scream and rage. She wanted to fight whatever fate had decided that she couldn’t have the man she dreamed of having.


“We’re meeting Jordan and Tehya, as well as Ian and Kira Richards with your grandmother and her escort, in the lobby of the hotel,” he told her again. “We’re going to enter the ballroom, get us some drinks, and mingle. You’ll know many of the people there. You’ll introduce me as your friend. Look for the doctors you know. If you recognize the man that accompanied your father that night, and later to the clinic, then turn in to me. Don’t stare at him. Simply tell me you’re ready to leave, and we’ll leave. You can give me his name after we leave the ballroom.”


“Then what?” She watched as the lights of the hotel came into view.


“Then I’ll return to your apartment with you and the others will meet with me. We’ll work up a plan and we’ll go after him. That simple.”


“You’ll leave me alone?”


“Never.” His look was possessive, fierce. “You’ll be protected, love. I swear it. Are you ready now?”


The limo pulled into the front entrance of the exclusive hotel.


“As I’ll ever be.”


It came to a stop as the doorman stepped to it and opened the door with a practiced swing of his arm.


Micah stepped out, then reached in and took her hand to help her step free of the limo.


Risa drew in a hard breath.


She could do this, she assured herself. Micah was depending on her. Orion and the doctor he worked for had destroyed Micah’s family. For whatever reason, it had caused him to sign away his future. He deserved his chance for revenge.


She felt his hand on her lower back, a warm, comforting weight as he led her into the hotel.


Bright lights assaulted her eyes. She clutched at the small purse she carried and looked around frantically at the guests gathering outside the nearest ballroom. Faces blurred; the music seemed distant and far away. She felt as though she were suddenly outside herself and scrambling to find purchase.


“Risa. There you are.”


Her head jerked to her left. Her grandmother Abigail was moving across the lobby, her escort behind her. Dr. Oswald Heinrick was a family friend. She had tried to get Risa to let Heinrick see her after she was released from the clinic, but she had refused.


Heinrick, like James Walters, had been a friend of Jansen Clay’s.


Ugly little girl. The words clashed in Risa’s head as her grandmother’s voice seemed to fade. Damn you, Jansen, you promised one of these girls to me. I’ve risked my entire reputation for your fucking drug.


Risa shook her head.


“Risa, dear, are you okay?” Her grandmother hugged her.


Abigail’s now short, spiked hair brushed Risa’s jaw. She glanced behind her, looked up, and encountered Oswald Heinrick’s cold green eyes.


I know you! I know you! Her own screams echoed in her head.


“Risa, you look simply beautiful.” Her grandmother drew back and stared at Risa with a beaming smile before looking over her shoulder. “Isn’t she gorgeous, Oswald?”


“She’s simply beautiful.” His voice.


Risa shook her head. It wasn’t the right voice, was it? She remembered a colder tone. Didn’t she?


God, she couldn’t breathe. There were too many people surrounding her, too many voices. She couldn’t think.


“Risa, darling?” She felt Micah’s arm around her back as she stared up at Oswald Heinrick. His smile was warm and friendly. His eyes were cold. The thick beard and mustache that covered the lower part of his face distracted her.


It shouldn’t be there, she thought.


“You grew a beard,” she whispered faintly.


His eyes narrowed on her. Snake’s eyes. Small and mean. She remembered those eyes. Like ice. Hatred and disdain filling them.


“Actually, I did.” His smile was wide, disarming, as he ran his hand over his lower face. “Abigail isn’t quite used to it yet.”


Abigail wasn’t the only one.


“Micah, please meet Oswald Heinrick,” Abigail introduced them. “Oswald, this is Risa’s gentleman friend I was telling you about, Micah Sloane.”


“Mr. Sloane.” Oswald lifted his hand. “It’s good to meet the man that finally broke through our Risa’s reserve. Her grandmother has been worried about her.”


Risa’s heart was racing in her chest as she stared at his hand. It was large. Broad. It would be rough on the back. She wanted to know about his palm. Was it soft?


She could feel her stomach trembling. Her hand reached out, her fingers shaking as she gripped his wrist.


“Risa?” Micah’s voice was at her ear. She heard him, the tone dark, warning.


She wouldn’t break down. She was to turn to him.


She turned Heinrick’s hand over.


“Risa?” Oswald questioned her.


His palm was soft. She stared at it. She couldn’t bring herself to touch it. It was pale and white, without so much as a callus.


Against her hand she could feel the back of his. She felt the fine, almost invisible scars.


“I’m fascinated with hands,” she said faintly as she released him.


“Really, dear. You’re being a bit odd tonight, even for you.”


She tilted her head. There it was. The derision. The mockery.


She stared into his eyes.


I know you. She spoke the words silently and watched his pupils flare.


Yes, she knew him.


Her nails were biting into Micah’s wrist.


“I need to leave,” she whispered. “I’m not feeling well, Micah.”


That simple. That was all it took. His arm went around her and they were moving for the doors. She looked behind her to see Oswald’s eyes narrowed on her. Hatred flamed in them before he could hide it.


It was him. She knew it was him.


She heard Micah talking, but she didn’t know who he was talking to. She was filled with the images from the past. Those hands holding her wrists to the floor of the plane, his voice at her ear, telling her how ugly she was. How it behooved him to rape her. How she should thank him for teaching her how to be a woman.


“Because I was born to be used,” she whispered as Micah rushed her back into the limo. “I was born to die.”


“Stop it, Risa.” The door slammed behind them as Micah pulled her against him, holding her against his warmer body. “It’s over. You don’t have to remember this.”


“I should thank him,” she said tonelessly, repeating the words Oswald had thrown at her the night he raped her. “I should thank him for lowering himself to settle for me. At least I was a virgin.” She flinched at the sensation of tearing, ripping pain.


She could feel the sickness gathering in her stomach. It boiled and threatened to gag her as she fought it back.


“Stop it.” Micah jerked her face up to meet his black, enraged gaze. “It’s over. Do you hear me? It’s over. He’ll pay for what he did to you, Risa.”


“Jansen paid him.” She smiled mirthlessly. “He had to pay someone to fuck me after all.”


And he wasn’t the only one. Micah had fucked her to gain his way to the man who would lead him to Orion. Even Micah had an agenda.


She loved him, but there was no love for her.


She lowered her head and stared forward. She pushed back the emotion, the fear. She pushed away the pain. But nothing could still the betrayal.


Oswald Heinrick was a family friend. He had dated her grandmother for years. He had always been kind to Risa. Until the night he was with Jansen for the chance to molest a child. He’d wanted Carrie. Jansen had forced him to settle for Risa.


Micah wanted revenge, and he had taken Risa to get it.


She stared into the darkness, and for the first time, oddly enough, despite the rape and her confinement for nearly two years, Risa finally felt defeat.











CHAPTER 24





“HEINRICK IS IN the house.” John’s voice came across the receiver Micah had tucked at his ear as Jordan, Travis, Nik, Noah, and Mac all gathered in Risa’s apartment along with the Durango team.


Morganna and Kira were sitting in the living room with Risa. Micah stood at the doorway watching her, his brows lowered in a frown as he took in her pale expression, the dazed look in her eyes.


“Observation only, Heat Seeker.” Micah lifted his wrist and spoke into the small mic attached to the strap that surrounded it.


“Observing impatiently, Maverick. The bastard is getting ready to run.”


“If he tries to run, stop him.” Micah lowered his wrist as his jaw tightened with the effort to hold back the rage building inside him.


“We’re going to have to go in, take him out quiet, and transport him to another location for interrogation,” Jordan stated as the team watched him with clear, determined eyes. “We have a warehouse here.” He pointed to the location on the city map he’d spread across the table. “This will give us the privacy we need for interrogation as well as confinement.” He looked up at Macey March, the technical whiz kid of the Durango team. “Head out there with Tehya and get it ready.”


Macey nodded before brushing past Micah and leaving the room. In the living room he motioned Tehya to follow before they both left the apartment.


“John, Micah, Travis, and myself will slip into the house and take Heinrick. The Durango team will cover. Nik, you’ll cover here and keep Ms. Clay stationary until Micah returns.”


Micah turned to Jordan. “Send Risa along with Nik to the secondary location until we have Heinrick there. I don’t want her here without me.”


Jordan’s blue eyes looked like ice. “We can’t risk that.” He shook his head. “Nik will stay here with her and in constant contact with us. I need you on the team, Micah; you know that.”


Micah turned and stared back at Risa, willing her to look up at him.


She was curled in the corner of the couch, her ball gown swirling around her like golden to black flames as she clutched a lap blanket around her shoulders. Her hair shielded her face, but he could see enough to know she was stark white.


Morganna sat on one side of her, while Kira had pulled a chair close to try to talk to her. She wasn’t talking to them.


“Micah!” Jordan’s voice was a slash of command despite the softness of it.


Micah turned to Nik. The Russian’s face was devoid of expression, his icy blue eyes flat and hard as he stared back at Micah and nodded slowly.


“I don’t like it,” Micah breathed out roughly. “We don’t have Orion yet.”


“Heinrick is our key to Orion,” Jordan reminded him. “This is what we’ve been working toward.” He turned back to the other men. “We’ll weapon up in the vans; we have everything we need there. Heinrick’s estate is thirty minutes from here and secluded. He has no security or staff on-site. All we have to contend with is electronic security. Are we ready to roll?”


Micah turned back to Risa. She hadn’t moved, hadn’t changed position. He needed to talk to her before he left. He needed to take that look of dazed terror from her eyes before it destroyed him.


“Micah, are we ready to roll?” Jordan asked behind him.


He grimaced at the demand. It wouldn’t be much longer, he promised himself. Once Heinrick was taken care of, then he would be back. He could ease her pain then. It would be a matter of hours.


He nodded slowly. “I’m ready to roll.”


As the team shifted in the kitchen, Micah moved to the living room. Morganna and Kira were rising to their feet, their expressions worried as he neared them.


“Risa?” He knelt in front of her, taking her cold hands from her lap and staring into her dry eyes.


She looked shell-shocked. How the hell was he supposed to leave her like this?


“Nik will be here with you,” he said softly.


She shook her head quickly. “Go. I’m fine. Nik is fine.”


Her voice sounded hollow, distracted. Micah felt the fine tension that filled her body and he saw the pain in her eyes.


“A few hours, that’s all,” he promised.


She nodded sharply. “A few hours. I’ll be here.”


“Micah, we have to go,” Jordan spoke from the door. “Black Jack is waiting. It’s time to clear out.”


Micah breathed in roughly before cupping her cheek and staring into her ravaged gaze. “I’ll be back soon.”


Her lips twisted in a facsimile of a smile. “I’m not a child,” she informed him, her voice cool. “I’ll be fine. Do what you have to do.”


He was going to leave anyway, Risa thought as she watched him grimace. She accepted the brief kiss he brushed across her lips and stored it in her mental stack of memories. It was a lousy good-bye kiss, though.


She watched him leave. He was dressed in black. Black pants, black long-sleeved shirt and gloves. With his black hair and black eyes he looked like a dark avenger.


Finally, the apartment cleared out. She was left with the quiet, icy-eyed Viking-like member of the team, Nik.


She lifted her gaze to his. “Will he really be back?” she wondered aloud. “Does he return or just disappear into the sunset?”


Nik’s expression never changed. “If he’s smart,” he finally said, “he won’t come back. It would be better for both of you.”


Her chest tightened at the statement. Forcing herself from the couch, she got to her feet and moved for her bedroom. Nik wasn’t the talkative type, and that was okay, because she didn’t have anything to say. She’d asked her question and he’d answered her. The fact that the answer still didn’t tell her one way or the other if Micah would be back didn’t matter.


She locked her bedroom door behind her and moved to the dresser. She pulled a pair of lounging pants from a drawer and a matching long T-shirt. Socks. Her feet were cold. It was too bad she had nothing in her room that would warm the cold, empty places within her soul.


As she removed the beautiful dress she had worn for such a short time and dressed in the warmer cotton pants and shirt, she rubbed at her arms, hoping to chase away the chill taking hold of her.


She washed the makeup off her face, smoothed lotion into her cold skin, and tried to tell herself everything was going to work out as Micah had promised.


They would take Oswald Heinrick and question him. He’d tell them who Orion was, and they would capture the killer. She would be safe then. And Micah would be gone. He would never return.


She pulled the clip from her hair after smoothing the lotion into her skin and stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror.


She wasn’t ugly. She wasn’t a beauty queen. She would never stop traffic with her looks, or really even most men. But she wasn’t ugly. She was a little plain. She might have flashes of prettiness if she was lucky.


Micah liked her. He was attracted to her. He got hard for her more often than just for a pity fuck.


She touched her cheek. Her skin was clear. Her eyes were a little pale, but her nose was straight. Her fingers trailed to her neck where a faint red spot marred her skin. Micah’s mark.


Her knees went weak, a sob caught in her throat, and she had to brace her hands against the sink to keep from sinking to the floor.


He’d marked her flesh and her soul. And now he would make certain that demons from her past were eradicated.


He cared for her.


He might not love her, she thought, but perhaps he cared for her. She was certain he cared for her. It had been in his eyes before he left.


Caring wasn’t love, though.


She shook her head and forced herself out of the bedroom and back into the living room.


Nik was sitting in a large easy chair, but he seemed to dwarf it. The man was seriously large. His shoulders were heavy and broad, his legs long and powerful. The hint of a beard and mustache darkened his strong jaw and emphasized the slightest bit of fullness in his lower lip.


He wasn’t a handsome man, she thought. He was unique. Savage in his looks perhaps, with the prominent cheekbones and the dark tint of his skin.


He looked dangerous, with the same hard-eyed glint that Micah often carried.


Risa moved back to the couch, curled up in the corner, and dragged the blanket back over her. She was cold, though she knew the apartment wasn’t really chilly. It was an inner cold that she wondered if she would ever be free of.


The cold that came from shock and disbelief.


How was her grandmother dealing with this? she wondered.


Abigail had been through a lot. She had faced the truth of what her only child had become, and now she had learned that the man she had been in a relationship with for nearly a decade was a rapist and the sort who would hire a killer.


“Will the world ever be sane again?” Risa whispered.


“Was it ever?” Nik asked with cool curiosity. “Most people live in whatever dreamworld they build for themselves, Risa. The key to survival is to see the world as it is. It was never sane.”


No, it wasn’t. At least not during her lifetime.


She sighed wearily and watched the clock across the room. She watched each second tick by and held on to the thought that Micah wasn’t alone. He had a whole team as backup. He would survive.


He might not return, but he would survive.


 


MICAH WAS SILENT as the van pulled into place outside the brick wall that surrounded the estate on the back end. The van doors were thrown open, and like shadows he, Travis, Jordan, and Noah spilled from the vehicle. Behind the van Micah rode in, another eased to a stop and the four men of the Durango team joined them as they rushed the wall.


The six-foot perimeter stone wall was scaled in seconds as each man hoisted himself over it and dropped to a crouch before moving steadily for the three-story white brick mansion set in the middle of the five-acre property.


The house was silent. Oswald Heinrick’s sporty personal vehicle sat in the drive at an odd angle. He’d rushed home from the ball at the same time that Risa had left. He’d known she remembered him. Standing there in the lobby surrounded by all his medical buddies in their pristine suits with their noses in the air, he’d known he was finished.


“Maverick taking main entrance.” Micah spoke into the mic that curved along his jaw from the receiver at his ear as he eased up to the wide front doors.


“Black Jack back. Security disengaged,” Travis responded.


Travis was at the back door where the main security terminal was located and disabled.


Micah pulled the electronic lock pick from the belt at his side, slid the metal spike into the lock, and engaged it.


The sound of the tumblers disengaging had a smile pulling at his lips. Within seconds both locks were disengaged. He eased the door open, weapon in hand, eyes narrowed against the pitch-black recess of the entryway.


“We have no lights,” he announced quietly. “No sound.”


“Maverick, proceed with night vision,” Jordan ordered. “Let’s not spook him yet.”


Maverick adjusted the night-vision device over his eyes and scanned the entryway through the green haze that picked up each detail.


“Maverick moving in.”


“Heat Seeker moving in,” John announced through the receiver from the side entrance.


“Black Jack in,” Travis announced from the back door. “Silent as a tomb.”


“Team one, clear the way for teams two and three,” Jordan announced.


Micah moved into place, the lightweight P-90 held comfortably in his hands as he covered the main staircase.


“Main case covered,” he stated.


Two shadowed figures moved from the door and quickly up the stairs.


“Maverick scanning.” He moved from the staircase to begin a search of each room in his designated area of the house.


It was huge. There were more sitting rooms in the damned place than there was anything else. Heavy, dark wood furniture graced each room. The green aura cast over it by the night-vision device gave it an unearthly appearance as Micah felt the hairs at the back of his neck rise.


“Scanning floor.” Reno’s voice slid over the communications link as his team reached the second floor.


“Scanning three,” Clint announced as his team reached the third floor.


It was too damned quiet. The silence was heavy and filled with premonition as Micah moved through the rooms and headed for the kitchen.


“Maverick clear and moving to the kitchen,” he informed the other agents.


“Black Jack moving in to your left,” Travis informed him.


“Heat Seeker to your right,” John stated.


They met at each doorway that led into the huge dining room and came to a stop. Weapons raised, the clicks of the safeties disengaging echoed in the silence.


“Son of a bitch,” Heat Seeker breathed out roughly. “Live Wire, we have a small problem here.”


“Report,” Jordan demanded.


“Looks like Orion beat us to the bait. We have a hit, and it’s messy.”


Heinrick was spread out on his mahogany dining room table. His legs were chained to a heavy metal rod chained to a heavy hook in the ceiling above.


He was naked, his lower body lifted, his wrists chained to hooks at the floor, his head lying over the end of the table.


His throat and wrists were sliced. His eyes were opened wide, his expression one of horror as he stared back at them.


The scent of blood and death lay heavy in the room as the skylight painted a wash of moonglow over the macabre scene.


“Maverick?” Jordan snapped into the receiver. “What do you see?”


“Death,” he stated before looking around the room.


There was a painting propped on the floor; where it should have hung was an open safe that had been recessed into the wall.


Micah caught Travis’s attention and pointed to the safe.


“We have an open safe, digital code; it’s empty,” Travis reported.


“Teams two and three moving in,” Reno reported.


“Team one, secure the scene; I’m coming in,” Jordan ordered. “Pin lights only and watch where you step. Let’s not leave anything for the authorities to find when the body’s discovered.”


Micah stared at Heinrick, then back at the safe. The contact Jordan had used for intel on this assignment had said Orion’s employer had something on him, something that kept Orion from making his retirement plans. Evidently, Orion had found that information.


Was it the information that Orion was CIA? Or something more?


“Tehya, check in with Nik,” Micah ordered as Jordan moved into the room.


“Checking, Maverick,” Tehya stated.


Jordan eased in beside him and stared at the scene as Micah’s narrow beam lit the area.


“Hell,” he breathed out roughly. “Black Jack, you missed something. How did the bastard get in and out on us?”


“The same way we got in?” Travis asked. “Or he could have been waiting for him.”


“What the hell is going on here?” Reno growled. “Orion was supposed to be at the party. He can’t be in two places at once.”


“And now he’s gone,” Jordan stated.


“Live Wire, Maverick, I can’t raise Hell Raiser,” Tehya announced into the link. “I repeat, Hell Raiser is not responding.”


Micah froze. For the longest second, horror raced through him.


“Risa,” he breathed her name out in a sense of dread. “Son of a bitch, he’s gotten to Risa.”


He turned and was moving before Jordan could stop him. He heard Jordan bark a command for his return, and it was ignored. He rushed from the mansion, aware of others following him.


He couldn’t seem to run fast enough. Adrenaline poured through him, rage locked into every muscle and tendon of his body, and only one thought raced through his mind.


Risa.


 


RISA’S HEAD LIFTED at the firm knock on the door, her gaze turning to Nik as he moved from the chair, his weapon in his hands and ready as he moved for the door.


Risa drew the blanket from her shoulders as he motioned to her and moved to look into the peephole.


She sighed wearily at the sight of one of her clients.


“It’s just Mr. Banyon,” she told N.K. “I was expecting him. He’s dropping off his quarterly receipts.”


Banyon was quiet, professorish. A very distinguished gentleman who had always put her at ease.


Nik narrowed his eyes as he moved behind her. “Open the door easy. Don’t let him in.”


She disengaged the locks and opened the door a few inches.


“Mr. Banyon, I’m not really dressed—”


An explosion of light blinded her as she felt the door jerk out of her grasp, and she was thrown backward. There was no time to cry out. She felt the carpet burn across the side of her face as she was thrown into it, and then heard a thump behind.


Nik. She shook her head. He was huge. Banyon was shorter, softer. He’d never get past Nik.


She shook her head, her eyes tightly closed, as she fought the pain searing her head and tried to drag herself from the carpet.


“Easy, Miss Clay.” Banyon’s voice was cool, menacing, as she felt hard hands lifting her and placing her back on the couch. “The pain will only last for a few more seconds. Let me secure our friend here and then you and I will visit for a while.”


A whimper fell from her lips as she shook her head and fought not to throw up.


“I was really hoping your boyfriend had stayed to protect you instead,” he said as she tried to listen for his movements. “It took me a while, but I was finally able to figure it all out. Of course, Bailey Serborne helped. When this young man captured her in the back parking lot, I knew there was a bit more going on here than met the eye.”


Bailey Serborne? Who the hell was Bailey Serborne?


“I’m still amazed at the ability of your security force. I’ve only been able to spot two of them, though there must be more. This young man and your lover.” He seemed to grunt and then a thud sounded around her as the pain in her head finally began to ease.


“There we go,” he breathed out in satisfaction as she tried to blink.


Her sight was blurry and with each attempt to clear it, a spike of pain drove through the sockets.


“There now, he’s nice and trussed,” Banyon chuckled. “He’s an interesting fellow. Unlike your lover, I was unable to place his identity, but I guess the plastic surgeon took more care with his features than he did with Mr. Abijah’s. Now there is a worthy opponent. This is twice he’s nearly had me. We’re going to make certain there isn’t a third time. Aren’t we?”


She shook her head as she was finally able to open her eyes and focus on the man who had been hired to kill her.


He was unassuming, almost handsome with his beard and goatee and shaven head. His smile was comfortable, his gray eyes amused, as he glanced down at Nik’s fallen form. Banyon had a quiet, confident look to his face that had always drawn her.


God, she’d been doing accounting for six months for a man who had just been awaiting the order to kill her?


Nik was tied securely and unconscious. At least he wasn’t dead. Yet. She looked from him to the man who squatted beside him.


He was dressed to perfection, as always. A gray pin-striped suit, well pressed. Wing-tipped shoes. And he had a limp. That was why he was late bringing his accounts to her.


She glanced at his foot, then back to his face.


“Yeah, the foot is still kind of stiff,” he chuckled. “I have to give your boyfriend credit, Risa. Even half-unconscious he was still a damned good shot. Then again, Mossad agents can almost shoot straight from the grave. Damned hard bastards to kill, you know.”


She shook her head. No, she didn’t know that.


“His mother was the one death I regret.” Orion straightened and stared down at Nik with a thoughtful expression before looking back up at her. “Her name was Ariela Abijah. She was married to a CIA agent and her son was one of the best Mossad agents I’ve ever known. For a while, I guess they were friends.” He shrugged his shoulders heavily as he sat down in the easy chair and watched her. He held Nik’s gun comfortably and acted as though they were simply visiting.


The man had to be insane.


“You killed your friends?” she whispered. She wouldn’t have a chance, then.


He nodded slowly. “Ariela was beautiful. I hated taking that job, but I had no choice. One of my employers knew a bit too much information about me.” He smiled, a wide, satisfied curve to his lips. “He doesn’t any longer, though, so that rather changes the state of my employment.” He leaned forward confidently. “I’ve wanted to retire for several years and he kept calling me back.”


“Heinrick,” she guessed. “He’s your employer.”


“One of them.” He shrugged. “He’s the scientist Ariela was searching for, and the man Jansen allowed to rape you.” He shook his head at that. “In all the years I’ve killed, I’ve never raped. Masturbated to death, maybe.” He grinned at her shudder. “But I never raped.”


He was crazy. Risa could feel the icy chill of his insanity reaching across the distance between them, threatening to freeze her with its cold.


“Heinrick’s dead.” He tilted his head to the side when she said nothing more. “Does that please you?”


She licked her lips nervously. “You killed him?”


He nodded like a little boy desperate for approval. “I found the evidence he had against me. I knew if I looked hard enough, I would. He was stupid. He kept it in his home safe.” He shook his head then. “I should have thought of that, but I assumed he was more intelligent than to keep it there.”


“Why are you here?” Her voice shook. She could feel the fear, and a burning fury churning inside her. “If you killed him, why didn’t you just leave? Just retire like you wanted to do?”


His smile was amused and much too friendly. That was how he tricked her. He was able to fake a warmth and sincerity in his eyes, in his whole expression, that most people couldn’t fake.


“Because you are a liability,” he sighed. “Not that I’m worried about you seeing my face. Cosmetic enhancements are so reliable nowadays, but your boyfriend isn’t going to let this go, is he?”


“You killed his mother. You were the reason his father died, and you tried to kill him. I somehow doubt he’s going to let it go.”


“But I left his cousin living,” he sighed. “I could have killed her as well. I should have, she was CIA, another liability, but I allowed her to live.”


“You believed he was dead,” she argued.


“Well, that’s true,” he admitted with a light laugh. “But still, I let her live to atone for the death of the family of Abijah. And now, he’s alive, and he still hunts me. What do you think it would take to make him stop?”


Risa shook her head. “He’ll never stop hunting you.”


He grimaced at that. “Ah well. I had hoped that by my allowing you to live, he would see the benefits in allowing me to finish my days as a retired assassin rather than prey. Oh well.” He shrugged. “If nothing will stop him, then I can complete my assignment here and retire with a clean record.” His eyes narrowed. “I’ve never failed to complete an assignment, you know.”













CHAPTER 25





MICAH DIDN’T bother with the elevator when they reached the apartment building. He slammed through the door to the stairs, took them two and three at a time as the others followed behind him.


He could feel his heart pounding in his throat, fear clawing at his mind. He’d left her. He’d walked away from her when she had begged him with her eyes not to leave her. And still, he had gone.


How had Orion gotten past Nik? How could Micah have allowed this to happen?


He could feel a curious sense of disbelief and unreality filling him. He remembered racing in a similar manner for the location where his mother’s body had been. Running around pedestrians and cars, his heart in his throat, adrenaline coursing through his body alongside his fear.


He had found her dead.


He had watched his father break. Kneeling in her blood, Garren Abijah had screamed out in horror, calling out his wife’s name. Begging her to come back. Not to leave him.


Micah could feel a prayer burning in his head.


Be safe. Be safe. Ah God, keep her safe.


He pushed through the door to her floor and raced up the hall. He didn’t pause. He threw himself into the door, crashing into the room and taking in the scene in one horrified glance.


Nik was conscious and bound with chains in one of the easy chairs, facing the kitchen. He was fighting the chains, throttled yells sounding behind the gag.


His horrified gaze was locked on the kitchen entrance.


Micah could feel the blood congealing in his veins as he moved to the doorway. Behind him, the others were pouring into the room.


Micah stepped into the kitchen and felt his knees weaken.


Risa was tied to her table. Her arms were tied by the wrists and held pointing to the floor by two large hooks that had been driven into the floor.


Her ankles were tied to a mop handle, the handle secured by a chain to another hook in the ceiling.


She was dressed. She was crying. Behind the gag, muffled sobs sounded as he moved to her, slowly, barely daring to believe what he saw. Tears easing from her eyes as she watched him, her chest rising and falling with her breaths. There wasn’t so much as a smear of blood on her body.


“Risa.” He touched her face, then eased the gag from her mouth. “Baby.”


“Oh God.” She strained toward him. “Oh God, Micah. I thought you were dead. I thought he’d killed you,” she sobbed. “He said there was only one way to stop you and he’d do it if he had to. I thought he’d gone after you.”


He shook his head, cupped her cheek, and laid his lips to hers. She was alive. She was struggling against the ropes; she was breathing. She was alive.


He pulled back and had to draw in a long, slow breath to fill his lungs with air. “Let me get you loose.”


Jerking a knife from the sheath at his side, he cut her legs loose first and gently lowered them before bending and freeing her right arm. He moved to the left and stilled.


There, wrapped around her wrist by the leather choker that had always held it, was the pendant his father had given his mother at their engagement party.


The silver star was tarnished with age, but the golden teardrops in each point of the star still gleamed back with rich luster.


He released the ropes holding Risa’s hand and lifted her wrist.


“He gave this to you?” he asked.


Her eyes, wide and still filled with fear, flickered to the pendant as he helped her sit up, only to pull her against him with one arm.


“He said it was a warning.” She stared at the pendant before lifting her gaze to his face.


He lifted the pendant and turned it over. Ad olam ani ehye lach. I’ll be yours forever. The Hebrew inscription had been engraved in the silver by his father.


It was a warning. A message that Orion knew who Micah was, knew who his parents were, Somehow Orion had managed to figure out Micah’s former identity, and he had left the pendant as a warning that he knew who he was and knew how to hurt him.


Micah tucked the necklace into his pocket, then picked Risa up into his arms and strode through the apartment until he reached her bedroom and the bed they had shared.


“Did he hurt you?” He laid her on the bed, his hands moving over her arms before he lifted her wrists and rubbed at the reddened marks the ropes had left.


She shook her head quickly, her gaze locked on his face.


“Don’t leave me,” she whispered.


Micah froze. He stared down at her and saw the plea in her eyes.


He inhaled sharply before swallowing past the thickness in his throat and shaking his head.


“We’ll talk about that later,” he promised her.


He had no intentions of discussing it. There was only one answer, only one conclusion to this.


“I know what you’ll do.” Her breath hitched as her tears filled her eyes again. “You’ll catch me asleep. Or in another room, and you’ll just walk away, won’t you?”


Micah could feel pieces of his soul breaking away, like a glacier cracking apart, piece by slow, agonizing piece.


He touched a tear that fell from her eye.


“I can’t say good-bye to you.” His hand cupped her cheek. “I can’t walk away while those beautiful eyes are begging me to stay. And I have no choice but to leave. We’ve always known, since that first night, that an end would come.”


She flinched at the softly spoken words and Micah felt the pain of them resounding through his entire being. If anything in his life had ever been worth fighting for, then it was Risa. But there was no way to fight the agreement he had made. He risked her life by risking his own if he attempted to defy it. And he risked everything that she loved about him if he tried to break the one bond that was his alone. His word.


She trembled beneath his hand, her lips quivering as she tried to control the cries he could feel welling inside her. Could he walk away if she cried? Could he deny her anything when faced with her tears?


But she didn’t cry. She drew in a ragged breath and nodded.


“Go,” she whispered.


“Risa.” He frowned, desperate to touch her one last time. To get the team out of her apartment, to hold her, to listen to her voice one last time as she cried out his name in passion before he was forced to walk away.


“Just go now,” she cried out roughly. “Leave me my pride, Micah. Get the hell out of my life now if you’re going to go. Don’t sit here and make me beg you to stay.”


He could hear the Durango team and the Elite Ops teams in the other room. Jordan’s voice bled into the room. Micah knew he was needed. They were going after Orion’s handler before dawn to learn his location.


Jordan was already pulling in information, tracking the assassin. Mac Knight was waiting in the other apartment, going over the pictures that had come through from the security camera on the elevator. They would have another identity on Orion soon.


And Risa needed to be debriefed. Micah couldn’t do that. Jordan and the federal attorney would handle that. Micah could be in the room, but he couldn’t touch her, couldn’t hold her to comfort her as she was forced to answer the questions that would come.


“I could stay till morning.” His jaw clenched as emotion swamped him and he saw the answer in her face.


“If you stay till morning you’ll destroy me,” she answered, her voice thick with the sobs she was fighting. “Please, Micah. If you’re leaving me in the morning, then leave now. Don’t wait until I’m asleep in your arms, or feeling the hope that you’ll stay. I couldn’t handle it.”


She’d already been forced to handle so much. And she had endured it. She had held her courage and her strength, and she had fought to survive.


He tucked the loose strand of her hair back behind her ear to reveal the gentle slope of her brow, her cheek. He feathered the backs of his fingers down the side of her face and once again marveled at the smooth, silken feel of her flesh.


“Please don’t…”


His head lowered. He couldn’t stay, though he knew his heart would always linger with her. His lips touched hers and desperation slammed into his head.


He’d meant to kiss her with gentleness. He’d meant to only brush her lips with his. But her lips parted and a muted sob tore at her chest. He’d already lost his heart and soul to her; he may as well lose his mind.


His lips parted over hers, his tongue slid inside, and the taste of sweet heated passion and a woman’s tears exploded against his taste buds.


A heavy groan tore from his throat. One hand gripped the back of her head, the other pressed into her back, pulling her against his chest as her head bent back beneath the force of his kiss.


He wanted to devour her. He wanted the taste of her seeped so deep inside him that he was never a moment without her.


The feel of her arms tightening around his neck, the sound of her sobbing moan of hunger, tore through him. Her lips opened to him like the petals of a flower to the sun as he slanted his lips over hers and tried to kiss her deeper, tried to draw her taste further into his senses.


He couldn’t let her go. He couldn’t walk away from her.


He couldn’t live his life without the feel of this, her hunger and her need flowing into his until he couldn’t breathe without the taste of her.


He stroked his hands beneath her shirt, felt the silky texture of her back. He couldn’t touch her enough. He couldn’t get enough of her.


Groaning, desperate for the feel of her, he bore her back on the bed, his lips taking hard, quick kisses before they settled against her again for another of the deep, drugging caresses that fueled his desire for her to a blazing level.


He pushed her thighs apart, settled his legs between them, and pressed the swollen length of his erection, covered by the black pants he wore, against the center of her thighs.


Grinding his cock against her, his hips shifting, rocking the thick flesh against her cotton-covered pussy, he groaned into her kiss.


Her knees lifted, bracketed his hips, moved with him as a strangled cry sounded in her chest.


He couldn’t get enough of her. This was the last touch he would have, the last taste. He wanted every second of it, every flavor of lust, desire and hunger, and love, that he could draw from the experience.


He could feel her beneath his flesh. He tried to press himself into her.


“No!” she cried out as he tore his lips from hers and let them travel down the arched column of her neck. “Don’t leave me, Micah. Don’t…”


She shook her head as he pressed his forehead into her shoulder. Micah could feel her body trembling, shuddering as she fought to hold back her pleas.


“Ani ohev otach.” I love you. “Me’achshav ve’ad hanetzach.” From now to eternity.


He tore himself away from her.


His breathing rough, heavy, he watched as she rolled to her side, her back to him, her face buried against a pillow as her shoulders tightened, tensing against her tears, he knew.


“Risa…”


“Go!” she cried out desperately. “Just go. Please God, Micah. Just go.”


He slid the pendant from the pocket of his pants and laid it on the bedside table after running his thumb over it. Regret slammed inside him with a brutality that nearly stole his breath.


“Dream big, love,” he whispered as he gazed down at her. “Dream enough for both of us.”


Turning, he moved to the door, jerking it open, and strode into the living room. A heavy silence filled the room as too many eyes watched him. He stalked past the broken door and moved down the hall.


“Micah, we’re meeting here in five minutes,” Jordan’s voice carried to him as he neared the elevator.


Micah paused. He didn’t turn back.


“Find someplace else to meet,” he ordered his commander. “I’m out of here.”


He didn’t take the elevator. He pushed through the stairwell exit and took the stairs. Within seconds he was pushing through the back exit and entering the parking lot where the vans were parked. The vans and his replacement car.


He moved to the sedan, unlocked it, and settled into the seat as the overhead clouds opened up and rain poured around him.


He stared at the sheets of moisture washing over the windshield, unblinking. It reminded him of Risa’s tears.


It reminded him of dreams he hadn’t known he had, and ones he hadn’t imagined he would ever want.


He closed his eyes, and just for a second he let himself imagine. Imagine the house of her dreams, her laughter in the yard as he watched her, her body heavy with his child. She would glow like the brightest star. Her eyes would fill with love and laughter; her expression would be serene with the dreams that surrounded them. She would soothe him after a mission, be waiting for him, arms wide open.


He wouldn’t be a Maverick in her eyes; he would simply be Micah. Her husband. Her lover.


The image dissipated at the sound of a heavy knock on the passenger window. He opened his eyes, breathed out a heavy sigh, and disengaged the lock.


Tehya slid in.


She tossed the wet jacket that covered her head to the backseat and stared out the windshield as he had.


“We need a drink,” she stated.


“Why do we need a drink?”


She turned and stared at him.


“She locked her bedroom door and she’s refusing to speak to anyone until her grandmother arrives. Jordan is sending Noah and Clint after Abigail Clay.”


He nodded. She wouldn’t be alone. He didn’t want her to be alone. “That doesn’t explain why we need a drink.”


“It doesn’t explain why both of us are escaping Jordan, either,” she snorted. “For God’s sake, Micah, just drive around and find a fucking bar. Buy me a whisky and we’ll toast to a mission accomplished. How’s that?” Anger filled her tone.


Micah looked at her askance. He’d not seen her angry. Not that she had been with the group long, a year or so perhaps.


She was pale now, though, her deep green eyes distressed, her expression tormented.


“Did something happen after I left? Is Risa okay?”


She turned to him, and in her eyes he saw the same torment he felt in his soul.


“Let’s say, I may have seen my future,” she whispered. “And if I don’t get a drink fast, I just might lose what sanity I’ve managed to retain.” She shook her head wearily. “I think I want to get drunk.”


He started the car and slid it in reverse. “I think I’ll join you.”


And neither of them saw the shadow that watched from the exit.


Jordan leaned his shoulder against the narrow door frame and considered the couple as they left, the car easing through the pouring rain as he shoved his hands in the pockets of his slacks and lowered his head.


He stared at the cracked tile of the stairwell and breathed out roughly.


He hadn’t expected this. He shook his head and ground his teeth together. He’d expected many things from Micah, but Jordan had to admit he hadn’t expected him to walk away from Risa Clay.


“Are you going to tell him any differently?”


His head jerked up as his nephew’s ruined voice sounded from behind him.


Glancing over his shoulder, Jordan considered the younger man. Noah Blake. At one time Noah Blake had been Nathan Malone, a husband, a SEAL. Until an assignment went to hell and he had become the prisoner of a fanatical drug lord.


Diego Fuentes was still alive, currently working in deep cover with Homeland Security. Nathan Malone had been listed as Killed in Action. And Noah Blake had been born.


It had taken Noah six years before he returned to the wife he had left. But once he’d returned, there had been no going back. The papers he’d signed, turning his life over to the Elite Ops, hadn’t mattered. All that mattered to Noah was his wife, Nathan’s wife, Sabella, and the child they were now expecting.


“No, I’m not going to tell him,” Jordan finally answered, very well aware that Noah was talking about Jordan’s refusal to impose the strict guidelines set down for the Elite Ops agents.


No weaknesses. No wives. No lovers. No relationships. They were dead men, and at no time could they ever risk being more than that.


Noah had broken every rule in the book earlier in the year when he had taken back his life in Alpine, Texas. He was now Noah Blake, garage owner, husband, and upstanding citizen.


“You’d let him just walk away from her?” Noah leaned against the wall facing Jordan and pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “He’s crazy about her, Jordan.”


Jordan considered the question for long moments before asking, “Did you ask for permission to have your life back, Noah? Did you file papers, protest the guidelines, or ask for any quarter?”


Noah frowned. “I almost walked away from my wife the second time. I almost lost a chance to know my child. Those papers I signed, the decision I made when I pledged my life to the Elite Ops, wasn’t a joke, Jordan. Not to any of us. Especially Micah. We’re the men we are because of the code of honor we’ve always adhered to. That’s why you picked us up for this team. We took that decision seriously.”


Jordan tipped his head to the side. “You didn’t answer my question,” he reminded his nephew softly. “Did you ask permission?”


“Fuck no. Without Bella, you’d have a shell that didn’t care if he lived or died. That’s what you’ll have with Micah.”


Jordan shrugged. “Then that’s his choice. Not mine. Not yours. In this life, or death, Noah, every man has to make this choice himself. This won’t be an easy life for you, for Bella, Micah, or Risa. The twelve years you pledged to the Ops is non-negotiable. The rest is a solitary decision that each man has to make on his own.”


Noah’s eyes narrowed on him. “It’s a test.”


Jordan shook his head. “It’s not a fucking test. It’s a choice. If he’s strong enough to claim her, knowing what he’s facing, then he’s strong enough to keep her no matter the obstacles they face. That simple. It’s a decision each one of you makes, on your own, without help.”


Noah’s lips pursed thoughtfully. “He left with Tehya,” he said softly.


Jordan looked back to the parking lot and the rain pouring down. “Yes, he did.”


“Some men can find comfort in another woman’s arms.” It sounded like a warning.


“Then some men aren’t as smart as I originally thought.” Jordan shrugged and let the door slam closed, cutting out the rain, cutting out thoughts he was better off not thinking. “Let’s start cleaning out. I want Miss Clay transferred to her grandmother’s home after Abigail arrives here. Clint and Kell can return with them and debrief her; let the two of them know what can be discussed and what can’t. We’re still on a job. Orion’s still alive.”


“He won’t be for long,” Noah stated.


Jordan glanced at him questioningly.


“I saw the pendant Micah took off Risa’s arm. Orion left him a message. He knows who he is and he knows how to control Micah. Micah won’t accept it. It’s a threat to Risa. He’ll make damned sure Orion is eliminated.”


That was a problem. No one should know who any of Jordan’s operatives were in their former lives. Those men had to stay dead; the complications of their ever coming back to life were too extreme.


Jordan blew out a hard breath. “Let’s just hope Micah remembers the word ‘teamwork.’”


“Do any of us?” Noah asked then with a grin. “Really, Jordan, you act like a damned father. You should have gotten married years ago and had a passel of kids. It would have kept you out of other people’s problems.”


He snorted at that. He didn’t regret it. If he had lived that dream, he knew now, he would have lived it with the wrong woman.


But he couldn’t have the right woman, either.


Damned if he did, damned if he didn’t. It was the story of his damned life some days.


And it was raining to boot.













CHAPTER 26


Six Weeks Later
 Atlanta, Georgia






THE SUN ROSE every morning; it set every evening. Risa stared into the darkness each night; most mornings she greeted the dawn. She stared out the window of her bedroom in her grandmother’s home. Some nights Risa sat on the balcony and watched the shadows, imagining that she saw Micah in them. That he was watching her, that he lingered just out of sight and touched her with his eyes, caressed her with his thoughts.


How silly was she?


She touched her stomach beneath the cotton of her T-shirt and felt that surge of elation that she felt each time she thought of the child she carried there.


She was pregnant. She hadn’t believed it at first. The doctor had warned her that the birth control she was on might not be effective during sexual relations because of the weaknesses of it. She wasn’t using it at the time for birth control so much as regulation of her cycles. Evidently this was one of those pieces of information that she hadn’t exactly listened to.


She thanked God she hadn’t heard it, because she was carrying Micah’s child now.


She rubbed her fingertips against her stomach and gazed into the darkness. No one knew yet. She hadn’t told her friends yet, but she would soon. She would have to swear them to secrecy for a while. If their husbands knew, she knew Micah would soon find out. She didn’t want him to regret leaving her. She didn’t want his heart burdened more.


He loved her.


With her other hand, she touched the pendant she wore. She had finally found the nerve to do a search on the Hebrew phrases he had used.


How many times had he told her he loved her and she had never known? How many times had he whispered his regret that he couldn’t stay?


For whatever reason, he was unable to be there with her. She accepted that. If he could be there, he would have been. He wouldn’t have left her crying; he wouldn’t have left her bleeding inside.


And she still cried. She still bled. She still stared into the shadows of the night and imagined he was there.


“Micah,” she whispered his name, and felt the loss of breath, the weakness that assailed her as the pain washed over her. “I miss you, Micah. I miss you so much.”


She missed him until she was certain she couldn’t draw another breath without him. And then she thought of the child she carried and she found the strength.


Would it grow easier? she wondered. That lonely sense of bleak acceptance. The knowledge that a part of her was forever torn away from her. That the man who held her heart was out there, alone, fighting, in danger. Always in danger.


A tear slipped down her cheek.


“I love you, Micah,” she whispered into the night. “I hope you know, I will always love you.”


 


Two Weeks Later
 Off the Coast of Africa


 


The island was several miles off the coast of Africa. A rising volcanic mountain thick with trees and undergrowth that surrounded and protected the mansion that sat in the middle of it.


The moonless night was perfect for a landing by water, but it was damned tricky getting through the heavy forest that ringed the mansion.


The team was alone on this mission. Five men made their way through the junglelike growth while Jordan manned the beaten, rusted freighter they had hijacked for the trip to the island.


It was a four hour hike. The jungle was thick with crawling, biting, sometimes lethal vermin. Snakes were in abundance here.


Micah ignored the conditions, the snakes and the mosquitos that Noah swore were bigger than his grandfather’s cats.


Six weeks. They had tracked Orion for six long, unending weeks. He had slipped off the roster and gone cold a year before the rumored hit against Risa. The list of his aliases was two pages long; his ability to change his appearance was almost legendary. But after they’d found his handler, things had gone a little more smoothly.


The mousey little Cuban, Josef, had been their informant. He’d turned on Orion out of fear that with his retirement Orion would want to get rid of the last link to his former life. Josef had been right. Orion had blown the little Cuban’s villa to hell and back, thinking Josef was still in it.


No messy bloodletting here. Just a lot of explosives. Josef had been with the Elite Ops teams. His butler hadn’t been. Orion thought he’d killed Josef, while Josef was spilling his guts and every little secret he knew about Orion to the team. Those secrets had led them here, to an unnamed island, a whole lot of nasty privateers, and Orion.


Micah slipped up on yet another of the jungle soldiers Orion employed. His arm went around the thick neck, his hand braced against the other side, and with one sure movement, he broke another privateer’s neck.


Nothing messy. No blood, no guts. Just silence.


Another little pop to Micah’s side assured him that Noah had another of the bastards out of commission.


Hell, how many were there, anyway?


With the aid of the night-vision devices Micah wore, he picked out two more. He was on them like their shadows. Silent as death. He twisted the first neck, popped it, and before the other man could turn around, he was dropping to the ground as well.


They were close. The lights set around the mansion could be seen through the thick growth of greenery now. There were a few dogs barking; a soldier snapped a command to shush them.


Cheap dogs equaled nervous dogs, Micah thought with a grin. The guards were so used to the animals’ barking at shadows that they weren’t even aware of the danger approaching them.


Moving into position, Micah shimmied up the nearest tree and braced himself in the thick branches as he pulled the tranquilizer gun from the pack on his back.


It was quieter than a gun and at times more effective.


He tapped the mic to his communication device twice to signal he was in place.


Three more taps came through the receiver at his ear. Noah, Travis, and John were in place as well.


The fifth tap signaled Nik’s readiness to break the security on the gate once the guards were out of the way.


Micah took aim and began firing.


Pop. Pop. Pop. A series of muted shots seemed overloud in the silence surrounding him as he watched the first three guards drop. Three more shots and the dogs were down. If everything had gone according to plan, then the others were down as well.


“Heat Seeker clear.”


“Wild Card clear.”


“Black Jack clear.”


“Hell Raiser clear.”


Each obstacle was taken care of.


Micah climbed quickly down the tree, shoved the gun back into the pack, and sprinted for the front gate that barred the entrance to the estate.


They slipped quickly for the gate and ran for the guards’ barracks. There would be a few more sleeping in there. They were taken care of quickly. Wild Card and Hell Raiser stepped inside, back-to-back, and used the remaining tranquilizer darts on the six men sleeping there. They’d be sleeping for a while longer.


The guns were shoved into a single pack along with the night-vision devices. P-90s were pulled from another pack and distributed along with extra clips. Micah strapped on a Kevlar vest and utility belt loaded with other goodies. Once he was weaponed up he lifted his fist to his shoulder in a signal he was ready to roll. Within seconds the others gave the same signal.


There was no radio contact, nothing spoken. Black masks covered their faces, and thin gloves protected their hands.


As one of the five of them sprinted across the grounds to the back door, Hell Raiser split off to the garage to secure a vehicle.


Black Jack pushed in the security code they had acquired, and within seconds the door was clicking open. Micah slid the knife from its sheath at his thigh. No gunfire unless there was no recourse.


The light of the back hallway glinted off five blades as they moved silently into the house.


The cook was sitting at the kitchen table, his heavy body perched on a chair that looked too small for his girth as he flipped through a magazine.


He was sleeping permanently after Micah twisted his neck, then laid his head carefully on the table. Micah worked his way to the far entrance to the kitchen, checked the next hallway, and lifted his fist in an all clear as Black Jack did the same on the other end.


They split off then. Maverick and Wild Card took the back hall and rooms while Black Jack and Heat Seeker took the other side of the house.


Minutes later they met at the central staircase.


Wild Card was now sporting a slash on his arm from the soldier who had very nearly surprised them in one of the bathrooms. Micah was minus a blade after burying it into the bastard’s throat and leaving it there.


He jerked another from inside the Kevlar vest and started up the stairs, the others moving in behind him.


He had lived for this moment for six years. For the last six weeks he hadn’t even lived; he had merely breathed. Orion’s death was imperative. The message he had left with Ariela’s pendant around Risa’s arm had been unmistakable. He knew how to hurt Micah, and he would, if the team didn’t back off.


There was no backing off.


Stepping along the hall, each man split off and begin entering bedrooms. They were empty. Orion didn’t like guests, it appeared. At least not this early in his retirement.


Moving up the next flight of stairs, Micah turned and headed for the master bedroom.


He knew where Orion slept. He knew who he slept with. He knew that tonight one of them would die, and Micah had no intentions of being the one defeated.


He stepped to the door, then pulled free an electronic key from his belt. He inserted the key into the lock, pressed the activity button, and waited until the little red light turned green. A second later the tumbler snicked quietly, signaling the door was open.


He opened the door slowly, his eyes narrowed against the dim shadows of the room as he restrained his smile.


Orion.


He slept in the middle of the large bed. On each side a young girl slept. They couldn’t be more than fifteen. One looked as though she had cried herself to sleep. Both had been kidnapped several weeks before from their parents’ homes and brought here to Orion.


Micah stepped into the room.


It was definitely Orion. His features were the same as the ones that had been caught on the camera outside the elevator the night Risa was attacked.


He had an appointment to leave the island in the morning to travel to a Swedish plastic surgeon. It was a meeting he wouldn’t make.


Micah stepped to the bottom of the bed.


Only a thin sheet covered the assassin and his little beauties.


“Orion, wakey wakey.” Micah lifted the P-90 and waited.


Orion’s eyes jerked open, his gaze caught immediately by the gun aimed on him as the two girls cried out and rolled from the bed in terror.


“They are well trained,” Micah said quietly as he smiled back at Orion. “They know to run now when they see death coming.”


Orion glanced at the gun, then into Micah’s eyes. He sighed wearily. “David Abijah,” he said mirthlessly. “I did you a favor, and this is how you repay me.”


“David Abijah is dead, Orion,” he stated softly. “Don’t you remember? You put a bullet in his head and tossed him into the ocean.”


Orion frowned. “He lived.”


“He died.”


Micah fired.


He watched the hole that bloomed with blood in the center of Orion’s forehead, heard the whack of the bullet exiting and burying itself in the wall.


As Micah stared at the death mask that came over Orion’s face, Black Jack and Wild Card grabbed the girls, wrapped them in robes, and hustled them out of the room.


Micah stood there, and he stared. Orion was dead. What was there left now? His heart was no longer his. His soul searched constantly for something he could no longer touch.


I love you, Micah. Her words stroked over his senses, caressed his empty heart.


He heard that much too often, as though her voice drifted on the breeze around him.


“Maverick.” Heat Seeker tugged at his arm. “We need to roll.”


He nodded slowly, took one last look at the corpse of the man who had destroyed the life of David Abijah, then turned and followed the rest of the team out of the house.


A jeep squealed to a stop at the front door as they threw the door open and raced out. The two girls were being carried by Wild Card and Black Jack. Nik was barking the extraction code through the link to Jordan as they piled into the vehicle.


No one tried to stop their exit. The few soldiers left raced into the house instead.


Micah stared into the night as the jeep sped along the rough path back to the jeep where Jordan waited with the inflatable speedboats to return them to the freighter. Once they were back in international waters, a Navy warship was waiting, a helicopter prepped and ready to fly them to American soil, all without anyone knowing who they were or where they came from.


It was over. Micah had signed his life away for vengeance, and now that vengeance had been exacted, he knew exactly how empty his life had been before Risa.


The jeep braked to a hard stop next to the boat. They piled out and rushed for the black inflatable. Within seconds they were tearing through the water toward the freighter.


Within twenty minutes the freighter was slicing through the waves, bearing them to the warship.


Micah watched the sun come up, saw the light blue perfection of the morning sky, and felt Risa’s touch in his memories.


He had intended to stay as far away from her as possible, but he hadn’t kept that vow to himself. He’d returned several times, stood in the shadows of her grandmother’s property, and watched Risa as she sat alone on the balcony of her bedroom.


Some nights, he swore their eyes met. He wouldn’t have been surprised in the least if she had left the house and come to him. The bond they had created during such a short time felt that deep, that enduring.


But she had continued to sit on her balcony during those few, brief visits, and Micah had forced himself to stay hidden. There were things that had to be done, choices that had to be made. He couldn’t return to her as long as those obstacles still hung over their heads.


“It never goes away,” Noah said as he leaned against the railing and stared out to sea as Micah watched the sky. “You’ll always see her. In the sky, in the night, in a breath or a sigh. She’ll always be there.”


And Noah should know. He had gone six years without his wife. He had lived as the walking dead, eating, breathing, sleeping death. Until the day fate threw them together again.


Noah had taken what was his. He hadn’t demanded or asked. He had declared her his. He could have her and fight the battle he’d signed on to, or he could walk into true death from sheer grief.


The Elite Ops had a ton of money in their agents. They couldn’t afford to lose them to broken hearts.


But could Micah afford to take what he needed so desperately? Would Risa even want the man he was now?


He shook his head, unable to answer his own questions.


“Think about it, Micah,” Noah said softly. “Just think about it.”


Hours later he was still thinking about it. That evening as the helicopter flew them back into base in Big Bend National Park, it was still weighing on him.


His flesh felt too tight over his bones. The need for Risa’s taste, for her touch, was a fever burning inside him. Orion was over. He was gone. The nightmares of her past were finished; all that was left was any lingering nightmares she had.


And Micah wanted to be there. If she cried in the night, he wanted to be the one to hold her, to soothe her.


In the showers he washed the grime and blood from his body. He remembered her touch, her scent, and felt his cock thickening in torturous need. He spent too many nights like this, aching for her, needing her.


He laid his head against the cement wall of the shower and grimaced. He’d spent too many days and nights trapped inside this fucking mountain. He wanted to feel the sun on his face. He wanted to hold Risa in his arms, love her as the warmth of the coming spring days began to warm the land.


He wanted her. He was fucking dying without her.


He rinsed the soap from his hair and dried it quickly. He jerked his clothes on, his boots. In his locker he dragged out his jacket, wallet, cash, and credit cards.


“Going somewhere, Maverick?”


He turned his head and almost growled like a damned animal as Jordan leaned against the end of the lockers and arched his brow curiously.


“Jacket, wallet, cash, and cards. Looks like a long unauthorized trip to me.”


Micah shoved his wallet in his back pocket with the cards; the cash he shoved into the front pocket. The keys he kept in his hand as he pulled on the jacket.


“I’m due leave,” he informed the other man. “Six weeks’ worth. I’m taking it.”


“We have another mission going out in a matter of days,” Jordan stated. “We need you there.”


“Too bad. I remember the contract,” he snarled. “Six fucking weeks.”


Jordan pursed his lips thoughtfully. “You have to sign out and list your destination as well as your intended activities while you’re gone.”


“Guess,” Micah growled.


“It’s against the rules, Micah,” Jordan reminded him. “No weakness, remember? What is a woman if she’s not a weakness?”


Micah walked slowly along the corridor created by the lockers until he stood only feet from his commander.


“She’s mine.”


Jordan’s brows lifted. “Really? And the papers you signed state that you belong to the Elite Ops. Not a woman.”


“Don’t fuck with me,” Micah leaned closer and hissed the demand. “I signed the agreement. Twelve years or until death. You want your twelve years? Don’t stand in my way.”


“You’ll go rogue then?” Jordan asked dangerously.


Micah almost laughed. “No, Jordan, I won’t go rogue. I’ll catch a bullet and I won’t give a damn if I come back from it. I can’t fight without her. There’s your destination and your intent. See you in six weeks.”


“Say hello to Abigail for me,” Jordan called back. “Ask nicely and Reno might give you a ride in the helicopter waiting to take him home as well.”


Micah lengthened his steps, heading for the stairs that led to the ground level of the base. The helicopter was waiting to fly Reno back to Georgia, and back to his wife and son. That same helicopter would take Micah back to the dream that he had thought he could live without.


What fools men could be, he thought. To think he could live without his heart, without the part of his spirit that he gave to his woman. How insane had he been to believe he could ever live without Risa when in truth, he hadn’t known what living was until he learned what loving her meant?


 


AS HE ENTERED the ground floor of the base he saw Reno and Noah talking. Neither man looked happy. Micah moved down the stairs, aware of both of them watching him, glaring at him.


“I’m sharing your copter,” he informed Reno. “Are you ready to fly?”


Reno’s brows lifted. “I’m heading to Georgia, Micah, not the closest bar.”


Micah grunted at that. “Let’s fly, Reno, try not to piss me off.”


He strode past the two men and headed for the exit. It wasn’t as though he had become a drunkard. A bar was just more conductive to certain thoughts. When Micah felt as though his life had reached rock bottom, then sitting in the seediest, darkest bar he could find seemed the best option for those thoughts.


Not that he had done it often. But often enough, it seemed, that it had been noticed.


He pulled himself into the helicopter and watched as Reno followed in behind him. Reno gave the pilot the order to lift off and within seconds they were in the air and heading for home.


Once, Israel had been home. It was there that Micah’s heart had leaned during the empty dark moments of his life since he had joined the Ops. Now, Risa was home. It was her where his heart had stayed. It was her that every part of his being longed for.


“She might tell you to fuck off,” Reno stated as he leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest. He was still glaring at Micah.


“She might,” Micah agreed absently, more involved with his memories of Risa than he was with Reno’s advice.


But she would be there. If she told him to fuck off, he’d fuck her until she changed her mind. He hadn’t spent six hellish weeks tracking down Orion and dying for her, only to be turned away like a flea-bitten stray.


“She’s staying with her grandmother now,” Reno told him.


“I know where the hell she’s at.” Micah jerked his head around and scowled back at Reno. “Worry about your life, Reno; stop worrying about mine.”


Reno grunted at that and frowned. “She’s too good for you,” he snapped, obviously pissed over something.


Micah pushed his fingers through his hair and grimaced at that. “We agree there.” There was nothing that could be done for it, though. He ached for her. He fucking hurt for her. The pain was like a wound that went to the bone and refused to heal. There would be no healing, no ease, until he saw Risa again.


She wouldn’t turn him away, he thought. She couldn’t turn him away. He had been a dead man in name only, but without Risa he would become a dead man in truth. Everything inside him belonged to her. Being without her was killing him.


“Hurt her again and I’ll break your neck,” Reno informed him harshly.


Micah turned his head and stared at Reno again. His gaze was flat and cold, hard. “Get off my back, Reno, or I’ll toss you out of this helicopter,” he snapped. “I don’t need your threats or your advice.”


Reno’s lips tightened. “She’s a friend, Micah.”


“She’s my soul.”


Conversation ceased. Reno stared back at him for long moments before he finally gave a quick, abrupt nod. Micah turned his gaze back outside. He stared into the clear blue sky and saw Risa’s eyes. He heard the tears in her voice when he left; he felt the pain that had nearly ripped him in two when he had left.


He was going home. Now, he only prayed that she would give him another chance to love her. To touch her. To live within the warmth of her smile.













CHAPTER 27





RISA WAS SPENDING too much time at Raven’s and Morganna’s. She knew she was, and though that knowledge had her cringing a bit at the reasons, still she was helpless against it.


That evening after Raven had put Morgan to bed, Risa sat in the living room staring sightlessly at the wall, her hands twisting nervously in her lap.


She should leave.


She rose to her feet to do just that and the pain that bloomed in her chest nearly spilled the tears that seemed ever present from her eyes.


It was like tearing a piece of her body away.


Hugging her arms against her breasts, she paced to the large window that looked out over the driveway and told herself she had to leave. She’d been here for hours. Raven no doubt had things to do. Reno was due home today. She would want to get ready to greet her husband. He’d been gone for weeks this time.


Was Micah returning with him? Risa wondered.


She drew in a hard breath and shook her head. Turning quickly, she pulled her purse from the table by the couch and started for the door.


She wasn’t going to do this to either one of them. If Micah had returned with Reno, then it was because of his job, because of an assignment. Because he no doubt had things to do and one of those things was not seeing the woman he had walked away from.


“Risa, are you leaving already?”


She turned at the sound of Raven’s soft voice. Raven had piled her long dark hair atop her head. Her blue eyes were faintly alarmed, her expression anxious.


“I need to get back.” Risa shook her head. “I’m sorry, Raven. I’ve been taking up too much of your time like this.”


She had to stop talking. The pain rose inside her, searing her chest, her throat, as she fought to hold back the tears. It had to be the hormonal changes in her body, she thought. The doctor had warned her about the mood swings. With the absence of the small amount of Whore’s Dust that had once been present in her brain, and her current pregnancy, he’d told her that it would be as though she didn’t know which emotion she needed to feel. She would be learning herself all over again.


And maybe she was. She was definitely learning what it meant to hurt inside until she thought she was going to die from the pain. She was learning what it meant to miss someone, to watch for him everywhere she went. To cry for him each night.


She pressed her hand to her stomach and reminded herself that she wasn’t alone anymore. She had a part of that love inside her. It eased her, but nothing could erase the living ache that beat at her chest.


“I enjoy your company, Risa,” Raven said gently. “We’re friends; no apologies are needed.”


Risa shook her head and looked back to the window.


“I keep thinking he’ll be here,” she admitted, her voice hoarse. “That he’ll return with Reno. That all I need is to see him one more time, to know he’s safe, and I’ll be okay.”


“And you know better,” Raven finished for her. “You know if you see him you’re only going to hurt worse, and ache more.”


Risa nodded jerkily. “It’s not fair of me to put either of us in that position,” she told her friend. “He had to leave. Didn’t he?”


Of course he did. He wouldn’t have gone otherwise, she told herself. But the absence tormented her. If he loved her, how could he stay away from her? Risa spent more time at Raven’s, Morganna’s, and Emily’s than she spent at her own home now. Hoping to hear something. Hoping one of her friends would volunteer the smallest shred of information. And they never did.


“Did he?” Raven asked instead. “Only Micah knows that answer, Risa. Would he have left you if he could have stayed?”


Risa’s lips trembled. “He would have stayed.”


She had to believe in that. It was the only thing that got her through each night, the only thought she had to hold on to.


She almost laughed at the thought. “I’ve lost my mind,” she told Raven then. “I managed to survive six years of nightmares, and even then, the nights didn’t seem so long.”


She slept, but rather than having nightmares, she dreamed of Micah. His touch. His kiss. His arms wrapped around her. Only to awaken alone. Awake was her nightmare now, because she hadn’t yet learned how to survive without him.


“You haven’t lost your mind,” Raven sighed. “You lost your heart; there’s a difference.”


Risa shook her head. “No, Raven, I lost Micah.”


And that said it all. Shaking her head, she turned from her friend and moved once again for the door.


“Risa,” Raven stopped her again. “I wish you’d stay for a while.”


Risa shook her head. “I can’t stay,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t even be here for the reasons I’m here. I can’t do this to him, or to myself, Raven. Not anymore.”


She left the house, her head down, hoping her hair hid her tears, and moved quickly for her car. She had spent too much time in the past two weeks waiting for him, watching for him. She had worried, and she had paced the floors locked in a certainty that she was never going to see Micah again.


“Leaving so soon?”


She froze. Her head jerked up.


He was standing in front of her. His black eyes were as tormented as she felt; his face was lined with tiredness.


Her lips parted, her heart began to race in her chest.


Then he smiled. A crooked little grin that stilled the breath in her chest.


“You’re a hard woman to catch up with,” he told her as he straightened away from the side of her car and moved closer. “Reno called ahead. First you were at Emily’s. I got there five minutes after you left for Morganna’s. I went to Morganna’s, but you weren’t there.”


She shook her head. “We went shopping.”


“So then, Reno called home. You were going to leave before I arrived, Risa.”


She tried to swallow past her tears. She tried to tell herself she could get through this. That she’d wait, see why he was here, why he was searching for her.


Six weeks of loss locked inside her. Her hand moved to her stomach as she sought the connection with their child that had eased her for the past few weeks. Nothing could ease the pain of losing Micah, of seeing him, certain he’d walk away again.


“I shouldn’t have been here.” She shook her head again. “I’m sure you’re busy. Or something. I’ll leave.”


She moved for her car.


Micah stepped in front of her, his hands curved over her shoulders, and Risa felt her knees turn to jelly at the touch. Warmth flowed over her, inside her. It rocked her to her core; it stole her ability to breathe, to speak, to think.


“Come with me,” he whispered as her head lifted. “Just for a while.”


And she was supposed to refuse him? He made the request as though he expected just that.


She nodded and handed him the car keys. There wasn’t a chance in hell that she could drive in the shape she was in.


She moved around the car and slid into the passenger seat as Micah moved in beside her on the other side. The car started and he was pulling away from the house.


Risa told herself it was just another dream. As he drove through town and pulled the car into the underground parking lot of one of the nicer hotels, she continued to tell herself it didn’t mean anything. He just wanted to talk. Nothing more.


Six weeks. She had lived without his touch for six long weeks. Her hands fisted in her lap as she fought to keep her hands off him, to maintain her dignity, her pride.


He parked the car. When he got out, Risa drew in a hard breath, but she could sense the heady, rich warmth that flowed from his hard body.


“Risa?” He had opened her door and was waiting for her, his hand extended to her.


She lifted her hand. His fingers gripped hers, and when she was out of the car, he didn’t release them.


Suddenly Risa felt sensations she was certain she had never known in her life. The feel of the hem of her dress sliding against her legs. The cool air of the garage against her bare arms. She had left her sweater at Raven’s. She could feel her thighs, and the flesh between them. Her clit was swelling, aching. Her vagina was clenched tight in need and dampening with arousal.


Dampening nothing, she was wet. Slick, hot, and wet, and shaking with the need for his kiss.


The ride up the elevator seemed to take forever. When it stopped, the doors swishing open, Micah led her into a wide, elegant hallway and to the door of his room.


She stepped inside.


The door slammed closed and before she could speak, she found her back against it, his lips on hers, his hands touching her, and everything inside her exploded in pleasure.


Her hands slid up his chest, moved around his neck until she was holding him against her, straining to be closer as his head slanted and the already greedy, dominant kiss turned fiercer.


She couldn’t get enough of him. She needed too much. She ached too much.


“I’m dying.” He jerked back long enough to make the declaration in a hoarse, ragged tone. “Dying without you, Risa.”


She tried to speak, but his kiss stole the words. His hands stroked under the hem of her dress. Her panties were pushed down her legs, and she didn’t give a damn. She stepped out of them, her head falling back against the door as his lips moved along her jaw, then back to her lips.


His fingers slid through the slick folds of her pussy and he groaned into her kiss as she felt him struggling with the closure of his jeans.


He was here, in her arms. Warm and hard. She was lost in the sensations, the hunger. She was coming apart and she didn’t give a damn.


“Micah,” she breathed his name as she felt the buttons holding the dress together over her breasts pop.


The sensitive flesh was swollen, her nipples peaked against her bra. The dress and bra straps were pushed over her shoulder and a second later she was trying to scream from the pleasure as his lips covered one engorged peak.


At the same time, he lifted her, drew her leg to his hip, and tucked the fiercely swollen head of his cock into the wet folds between her thighs.


“I can’t wait.” He was panting; the muscles beneath his shirt were straining as Risa tore at the buttons. “I can’t wait, Risa. I’m dying for you.”


“Don’t wait. Oh God, take me, Micah. Take me….”


His cock pushed inside her snug entrance. Their cries mingled as he worked inside her. His hands were tight at her hips as her knees pressed into his. Her nails were dug into his shoulders, and pleasure consumed her with rapacious hunger.


“I have to have you.” He was taking her, thrusting inside her, his hips shifting, rolling, pressing his erection deeper inside her. “Sweet love. Lovely Risa. I can’t breathe for wanting you.”


Another fierce thrust and he was buried deep inside her, a groan tearing from his lips as her muscles enclosed him, flexed against him.


Risa was locked in unbearable pleasure. She could feel the perspiration beginning to build on her skin, felt the heat radiating from his cock, heating her from the inside out as she tried to arch in his arms.


She was so close. Just that fast. Just his kiss, and in a matter of seconds she was so hot and ready for him that he’d had no problem burying himself inside her.


“Oh yes,” he groaned against her neck. “Yes, baby. Take me. I’ve dreamed of this. Hungered for this.”


He was moving and she was dissolving inside. Deep, hard thrusts began to pound his cock inside her, stroking it over nerve endings that blazed to life as he stretched her pussy, stroked inside it, and excited normally hidden nerve endings to violent life.


Risa heard herself crying his name; she felt her nails digging into the cotton of his shirt and trying to get to skin.


A second later he’d ripped his shirt off. The front of her dress was ripped. His lips moved back to her nipples and he thrust, hard and thick, deeper and stronger inside her.


She was a mass of pleasure. She was blazing out of control. She tightened around the heavy length of iron-hard flesh, each stroke pushing her higher, harder.


She was going to come. She could feel it. It was tightening inside her. It was going to destroy her.


“Micah,” she cried his name weakly. “I can’t stand…” She arched again. “Oh yes. Yes. Like that.” He was pumping harder inside her. The slap of flesh against flesh echoed around her. Sensations, heated and too intense to survive, began whipping through her.


“Yes!” Her hands locked in his hair as he sucked her nipple, lashed at it with his tongue. “There. Like that. Like that,” she was crying out her need as he stroked inside her harder, faster.


Desperate, powerful. The pleasure became overwhelming. Spirals of sensations were whipping through her, swirling around her, burning her, pushing her, driving her closer to a brink so intense she was losing her breath in anticipation.


It was there. Building. Tightening. She clawed at his shoulders, strangled cries falling from her lips as his hands gripped her rear, held her in place, and pounded inside her.


When it exploded through her, the darkness she had once feared washed over her, studded with starlight, filled with heat. Her gaze dimmed. She heard the muted wail of her cry, felt her pussy tightening on his shuttling cock and then the wash of an explosion so intense, she wondered if she would lose consciousness.


She heard his broken cry, her name on his lips, then the heavy, fierce jets of his release spurting inside her.


She lost herself in the pleasure, but it was okay, because Micah was holding her. He knew where she was. He was holding her against his body, sheltering her inside the storm, and allowing her to lose herself in a pleasure that had at one time frightened her.


“I love you.” She heard the words at her ear. “Sweet Risa. I love you until I’m dying without you.”


She shook her head. He couldn’t die. He couldn’t leave her. She locked her arms tighter around his neck; she felt him moving her, felt the soft give of the mattress under her back as he rose over her.


Her eyes opened, she watched as he propped his elbows beside her, holding his weight from her as he stared down at her. He stroked her hair back from her face, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.


Was she dreaming? Was it only a dream that held her beneath him, that felt the fierce throb of his erection still buried inside her?


Her hand lifted, her fingers touched his face.


“You’re really here,” she whispered. “Please be here.”


His eyes closed for a brief, suspended second before they opened and she began to believe.


“No dream,” he promised her. “I’m here, baby.”


He drew back, causing her to gasp as he pulled himself from her.


“You have too many clothes.” His voice was whisper-soft as she watched him.


He pulled the tattered remains of her dress from her, then rose to the side of the bed and undressed himself. His shirt was ruined. Boots thumped to the floor; his jeans were disposed of quickly; then he was back, in the bed beside her.


He reached out, pulling her against him, sheltering her against his own body.


“You’re not leaving?”


“I’m not leaving.” He kissed her forehead, her cheek. His lips brushed over hers, as soft as a summer breeze, before he stared into her eyes. “I’m dying without you, Risa. I can’t do this any longer.” He swallowed tightly. “I wanted to protect you, love. From myself. From my past.” He gave his head a hard shake. “Walking away destroyed me, Risa. I was more a dead man then than I ever have been.”


Her lips parted on a gasp as emotion surged inside her.


“You love me? You’re not leaving?” She couldn’t believe he was back, that she was in his arms, that he loved her.


She touched his lips, her fingers trembling, heart racing.


“My heart was with you.” A broken sob left her lips as she took his hand and slid it to her stomach. “Both our hearts were with you.”


Micah felt a fist slam into his chest.


His eyes went from where his hand lay against her stomach and back to her gaze. Emotion swelled in his throat until he was certain he would choke from it.


“Risa?”


“Both of us, Micah,” she whispered. “I didn’t know. The birth control wasn’t very strong.”


He saw the uncertainty that filled her expression. The tinge of fear. He was shaking. He could feel himself shaking from the inside out.


“A baby?” He had to swallow past the need, the hunger rising inside him now. “You’re pregnant?”


Her lips trembled and the sight of it tore through him.


He shook his head. He was swamped with feeling. Overwhelmed by it.


“Risa.” His voice sounded broken even to him. “Sweet Risa.”


He couldn’t speak. He moved lower, his hand caressing her stomach before his head lowered and his lips brushed across the satiny skin.


His hand tightened on her hip as he fought to contain the emotions rising inside him like a wild wind across the desert. Blistering hot, surging through him with a force he couldn’t contain.


“I am yours,” he whispered. “I live to hold you, Risa. I breathe to touch you.”


He was shaking, almost shuddering as his head lifted and he stared back into her tear-drenched eyes. “I love you.”


“I love you, Micah.” Tears fell from her eyes. “Oh God, Micah. I love you.”


She was in his arms. He held her too tightly and he knew it. He couldn’t help it. He rocked her. He let her sob against his chest and had to battle the tears in his eyes.


He was a Maverick. An unknown force, a man who adjusted the rules of his world as he moved through it. Until Risa.


She re-created his world. She re-created him.


No longer was he a dead man. He was a living, breathing extension of every emotion that one small woman could instill within a man.


He was her lover. The father of her child. He would be her husband.


“Me’achshav ve’ad hanetzach,” he whispered. “From now until eternity, Risa. I will love you forever.”
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PROLOGUE

Brisbane,
Australia

 

 

LIGHT CRASHED AND THUNDER boomed. Rain poured down in sheets as Brisbane experienced one of its hardest thunderstorms in years. Inches of water fell, saturated the ground, and ran in streams along sidewalks and roads. The wind howled and raged, and inside the tiny bungalow just outside town, the woman who had always hated the thunder, detested the lightning, and scowled at the rain paid little heed to the storm.

Through slitted lids she watched as Trent Daylen, the tough, sun-darkened, laughing Australian Secret Intelligence agent she had been paired with on the mission they’d just finished, kissed the arch of her foot with greedy arousal.

Bailey wanted to moan at the sight. She’d never, at any time, had her foot kissed by anyone. It was almost like being a virgin all over again, because the sensations this man inspired inside her assured her that she had much more to learn.

“Like silk,” he whispered, the low, slow drawl of his accent sending shivers up her spine as his lips slid to her ankle.

Bailey fought to simply breathe. She hadn’t expected this. She’d wanted it, ached for him, dreamed of him, but she had never expected to actually find herself in his arms when the mission was over.

“Come on, love, let’s get those jeans off. Let me see those gorgeous legs.”

Legs he’d watched through the months, making her so wet she’d nearly had to change her panties several times. She’d worn short skirts and skimpy tops to play a waitress in a low-end dive in Brisbane as they searched for an Australian naval officer selling secrets of a top-secret military base both their countries were conducting operations out of.

They’d caught the officer. They’d celebrated with drinks. And now they were celebrating with each other.

Bailey watched as his fingers, long and strong, moved to the clasp and zipper of her jeans. They came loose easily, the rasp of the closure audible even over the storm that raged outside.

Her stomach clenched, her sex heated as the material parted and he gripped the hem, drawing the pants over her thighs and down her legs.

He was still dressed. She wanted him naked. But his lips at her hip bone stilled her hands as they moved for the buttons of his bush shirt. Her nails raked against the hard muscles of his shoulders, and the involuntary arching of her hips surprised her.

She could feel the dampness building between her thighs, soaking the sensitive folds there, sheening moisture along her thighs. She had never been so wet in her life, so ready for a man’s touch, his kiss.

“Trent.” She moaned his name. She couldn’t help it. She needed more, so much more that she wondered if her need would ever be sated.

“Patience, love,” he soothed her gently as he moved back up her body, one hand easing the fabric of her shirt up her stomach, to her breasts. “Let’s get these clothes off that gorgeous body of yours. I swear I’ve dreamed of kissing every inch of that perfect, silky flesh.”

There was nothing perfect about her body and she knew it. But he sounded as though he believed it. As though he saw perfection somewhere in her.

Heat sizzled under her skin when his palm raked over a tight, hard nipple as he drew her shirt farther up. Then he was gripping the hem, pulling it over her head. Before it cleared her head, his lips were back on hers and she was sinking into a morass of rich, sensual sensations, into a pleasure that rocked her, drew her tight against him.

Her arms wrapped around his neck as his lips took hers. His tongue pushed past, brushed against her own, then retreated. He sipped at her lips, caressed them, then came back with a hungry demand that had her crying out into the kiss.

Desperate fingers fisted into the material of his shirt as she tried to drag it up his body, fighting to touch his flesh. Hard, hot flesh that invited her hands, muscles that flexed above her.

Bailey writhed beneath him, her hands reaching beneath the shirt to clench on his back, her nails scraping against his flesh as she gripped her thighs tightly closed and fought for enough sensation against her clit to ease the ache building in it.

“Don’t stop,” she cried out as he drew back.

“Stop? Not on your life, sweetheart.” He tore his shirt over his head, his normally serene gray eyes stormy now as he revealed the dark blond scattering of hair that covered his hard chest and arrowed down the darkly tanned stomach and tight abs.

His own jeans hung low on his hips, teasing her with the bulge beneath them. It looked huge.

Shaking, Bailey reached out her palm, flattening it against the center of his chest and smoothing down the silky hairs that covered it. She felt him flexing beneath her touch, the hard muscle and tough skin reacting to the caress as his expression tightened with hunger. His gaze was murky, swirling with shades of gray and sexual power as her fingers caressed to the snap of his jeans.

Bailey couldn’t resist. She ached. She needed. She’d been working with him for months and all she’d been able to think about was the lean, muscular body and sensual swagger. How he would kiss, taste, touch. What it would be like to kiss, taste, and touch in turn. So far, it was like fireworks erupting through her system.

She fought to breathe. She fought to hold back, to enjoy every sensation, every heated touch.

She pulled at the snap as he rose on his knees above her, his gaze narrowed as he stared down at her. The zipper loosened easily, and Bailey felt her mouth go dry a second before it began to water in hunger.

Long, thick, the heavily aroused shaft throbbed, the darkened crest flared out and sheened with moisture.

“You make a man lose his mind.” His voice was rough, thick with arousal.

The sound of it sent a clench of desperate sensation straight to her womb. He sounded hungry, desperate for her. The thought that this man, so incredibly bold, so hard and rugged, ached for her sent the blood crashing through her veins and arcs of heated desire striking through the erogenous zones of her body.

“I’ve already lost mine,” she panted as his fingers curled around the mound of one breast.

Her nipple peaked hard, desperately tight and hot. When his thumb raked over it, Bailey felt her heart trying to come out of her chest.

Lifting herself until she was sitting in front of him, she gripped the edges of his jeans and dragged them down his thighs as her lips pressed to those tight abs. Parting them, she licked the tough flesh, nipped at it, and was rewarded by the harsh, male groan that tore from his chest.

That was what she wanted to hear. Those rough sexy male sounds that assured her it was good, that she was giving him pleasure. That he wanted her. That maybe he ached for her as desperately as she ached for him.

She curled her fingers around the silk-and-iron length of his erection, pumped it slow and easy, and watched as more moisture beaded the tip.

The flared head was just beneath her lips, enticing her, drawing her hunger.

“Little tease,” he moaned above her as his fingers threaded through her hair, tugging at the long strands, causing the ends to caress her bare back and send another sensual sensation arcing through her system.

“Tease?” she whispered. “I’m not teasing, Trent. I’m very damned serious.”

Her tongue licked over the moisture beading the tip of his cock, causing a husky grumble to leave his chest.

He liked that. His hips arched closer to her, his muscled thighs clenched violently, and the throb of his flesh beneath her fingers intensified.

He drew her as no other man ever had. He made her wish things, want things she had never wanted before. Need for him drowned out the loneliness and the sound of the storm beyond the windows.

Bailey parted her lips, needing more of him, aching for it as she had never ached for anything else. She covered the hot crest of his cock with her mouth, sucked him inside, and, through the strangled groan he gave, laved the sensitive head with her tongue.

He tasted hot and completely male. Like the storm outside, wild and untamed.

Trent Daylen was like a surfer boy mixed with a killer. A delicate balance of rakish charm and irresistible danger. And for tonight he was all hers.

“God, Bailey, your mouth.” His voice wrapped around her, urged her on.

With the fingers of her free hand she reached between his thighs, let the tips of her nails scour against the tight sac drawn close to the base of his cock.

His hands tightened in her hair. Bailey sucked him deeper, let her tongue lick over the engorged flesh, and felt her own pleasure rising.

Each suck of her mouth, each touch of her fingers brought a reaction for her. His hands tightening in her hair, his rough voice groaning her name, a sigh of pleasure passing his lips.

“Damn, you’re enough to make a man crazed,” he accused her, though he didn’t sound in the least resentful. He sounded sexy and dark, dangerous and playful. “Suck it, sweetheart. Steal my mind.”

What was left of it anyway. He was rakish, playful, an adrenaline junkie with a cause and she loved every facet of his personality.

She loved him.

Bailey almost paused. She almost hesitated in the pleasure she was giving him at the revelation that she could possibly love him.

She loved him. Over the months of working with him she had somehow managed to lose her heart to him.

“Damn, Bailey. Baby.” His hips pumping, he fucked her mouth with the hard, straining length of his cock as his fingers moved to her nipples, plucking at the tight points and sending pleasure rocking straight between her thighs.

She moaned around his cock as she sucked and licked the throbbing head. She tasted him and grew hungry for more as her hands stroked over his thighs now.

“Hell yes.” She could feel his gaze on her, watching her. Lifting her eyes, Bailey was caught by the storm swirling in the depths of his gaze.

“Let me watch you lick it, Bailey,” he commanded, his voice harder now, more dominant. “Use your tongue on me, baby.”

She drew back, her tongue extending, licking, stroking. God he felt so good, tasted so male. She’d been desperate to touch him, and now that she had him she was shaking with the wonder of it.

“Fuck me, yes,” he muttered. “That’s what I’m going to do to you, sweetheart. Lick your sweet pussy till you scream. Till you’re begging for more.”

She was ready to beg now. The very thought of his tongue stroking between her thighs sent her juices spilling from her sex to dampen the folds further.

“Suck me now.” The hands in her hair pressed her closer until her lips were parting, taking him inside the wet warmth of her mouth as his cock flexed and throbbed and spilled a precious drop of pre-cum.

Bailey licked at it eagerly, hungrily. She was lost in the moment, the pleasure, and the man. Nothing mattered outside the walls of the bungalow, nothing mattered except this. Touching him. Feeling his touch.

She filled her mouth with the engorged flesh of his cock, taking a small amount of it, suckling at the head, licking at it, and finding her reward in the hard, guttural groans coming from his chest.

She glanced up at him, saw the hard savage pleasure that twisted his expression, and the blood thundered through her veins in excitement. She was an admitted adrenaline junkie herself, but no high she had experienced could compare to this.

Taking Trent into her mouth, caressing him, seeing his pleasure in her. It made her feel beautiful. She felt desired.

“Hell. No more.” He was dragging her head back.

Bailey moaned in protest. She wanted more. She wanted to feel him exploding in her mouth, taking her, marking her.

“Enough,” he ordered, the rich velvet of his voice roughening as she found herself on her back once again.

He held her wrists in one hand, stretching them above her head as he stared down at her, the thick sandy blond lashes shielding his dark gray eyes as he watched her.

His lips were fuller now. A dark flush mantled his cheeks as the long strands of dark blond hair fell over his brow.

“I’m going to eat you up like candy,” he promised, licking his lips as Bailey fought back a sensual cry.

“I think you’re just going to talk me to death,” she accused him roughly.

His chuckle was dark and deep. It was filled with purpose and washed over her senses like a soft summer rain as his head lowered, his lips going to one plump nipple.

Bailey arched beneath him as the heat of his mouth surrounded the sensitive tip. Her fingers curled until her nails bit into her palms and she strained against his head.

“Oh God, Trent.” She wanted to scream his name but didn’t have the breath to do more than push out a whispered cry.

Her fingers fisted into his hair as he sucked at the hard point of her nipple. His tongue lashed at it, his teeth raked it. He tormented it, tortured it until she arched against him, strangled cries leaving her throat as she fought to hold him to her.

Perspiration sheened her flesh, desire dampened her thighs. She could feel the pulse and throb of blood inside her sex and the aching tightness of her clit.

She was on fire. Flames were racing across her flesh, tingling between her thighs. When he slid his leg between hers, the heavy muscle of his upper leg pressing into the aching folds between her thighs, she nearly came from the contact.

Arching into the pressure, her hips writhed as she rubbed the swollen knot of her clit into his hot flesh. She could feel sensation winding tighter in her womb, the need for orgasm becoming painful as his lips moved from one peaked nipple to the next.

When he moved back, his lips roaming down her body, Bailey was helpless against the desire tearing through her. Her legs parted for his shoulders, and when his tongue licked through the heavy juices built along the folds of her sex, she nearly came off the bed, the pleasure was so great.

It was like having a flame, sensual, wicked, laid to her flesh. His tongue licked slow and easy through the narrow slit; then his lips caught at the flesh, gave it a suckling kiss before moving to the sensitive folds on the other side.

His teeth rasped against the swollen mound, his tongue licking around her clit. And all the while his fingers played a rapturous, torturous little game as they circled and probed at the entrance.

“You’re the tease,” she cried out as her fingers clenched in his hair and she fought to hold him in place while he gave an exquisite little suckling kiss to her clit. “You’re killing me, Trent.”

“Loving you,” he muttered against her sex. “God, Bailey, you taste like peaches and cream.”

“Soap,” she moaned.

His chuckle sent pleasure tearing through her.

“That’s not soap.” He kissed her again, a deep tongue-licking kiss right into the center of her pussy. “That’s my baby. So sweet and hot I could melt right into her.”

Oh God. She almost dissolved herself then and there. When his tongue thrust inside her again she swore she was going to do more than melt. She was going to explode. She was going disintegrate right there in his arms.

“You’re killing me.” He rose between her thighs. He reach out to the bed table, retrieved a condom he had opened earlier, and rolled it quickly over his cock. “Come here, Bailey. Come on, love. Have me now.”

Have him now? She wanted to have him always.

Lifting her hips, she watched as the swollen head of his cock eased between the lips of her sex and nudged against the entrance of her vagina. She watched, wide-eyed, the breath stilling in her lungs as he began to ease inside her.

If she had felt on fire before, she felt more so now. With each shift of his hips, she could feel the burning stretch as her muscles fought to accommodate the width of his flesh. The folds of her pussy gleamed with her juices as the dark, heavy shaft parted them.

It was arousing, the sight of him taking her intensifying the pleasure until Bailey didn’t think she could take much more. She was burning in the center of a storm; lightning erupted inside her, thunder crashed through her veins. She was lost in a turmoil of sensation and had no idea how to hold on.

“Hold on to me, baby.” As though he knew what the pleasure was doing to her.

He took her hands and led them to his wrists, first one then the other. Her fingers wrapped around the strong breadth of them as her hips arched, a cry tearing from her as she took more of him.

“So sweet,” he murmured. “There you go, love. Watch me take you. I’ve never seen anything so damned hot in my life as the sight of you taking my dick.”

His hips bunched and moved, his cock stroked deeper inside her, sending her nerve endings into a maelstrom of sensation that whipped through her mind.

Nothing existed but the feel of him moving inside her, taking her, stretching her until she was crying out his name, begging for more. Deeper. Harder. The short delving strokes weren’t enough. She wanted all of him. She wanted to feel him taking her, stretching her, burning her alive with his possession.

“Damn, Bailey. Wait a minute.” His hands gripped her hips as he tried to hold her still.

Bailey’s head thrashed against the pillows. “No. Please, Trent. Don’t wait. Please don’t wait.” Her muscles clenched around him, spasming with the need she couldn’t control as he threw his head back and thrust his hips forward.

Time dissolved. Bailey felt it sliding away, receding with reality as the deep pleasure-pain of his possession wiped everything else from her mind.

In one hard stroke he buried himself inside her. His cock throbbed inside the clasp of her clenching pussy. Flexing and pounding in rhythm to their shattered breaths, she nearly came at the feel of it. Nearly. Not quite. She was desperate to come. She could feel her orgasm hovering just out of reach as her nails bit into his wrists and her hips writhed beneath him.

“Hell, we’ve had it now,” he panted. “Son of a bitch, Bailey.”

Her lashes lifted until she could stare into his eyes. The deep gray was nearly black. His face was flushed, his lips swollen and damp. He looked like a sex god rising between her thighs, determined to possess her soul.

She watched as he shook his head, obviously fighting for control as she fought to help him lose it. She tightened her muscles around his cock. Her hips shifted and rolled as her lashes fluttered with the pleasure.

“Fuck me,” she whispered.

His eyes widened as a sexy grin curled over his lips.

“Say it again,” he ordered.

“Fuck me, Trent. Fuck me until I’m screaming for you.”

It wouldn’t take him long to make her scream. She was already on the verge of it. Already needing it. Her nails dug into his wrists as he began to thrust, to move. Bailey’s legs lifted, curled around his thrusting hips. She tried to lift closer, to catch that last sensation, that last moment of intense, incredible pleasure that would send her over the edge.

Each thrust tore another cry from her, sent her flying higher. Heat tightened in her pussy, in her clit. It whipped through her, raced over her flesh, and finally detonated in her womb in an explosion so intense, so soul shattering that she could only cry his name.

Her orgasm filled every cell in her body and sent ecstasy tearing through her nervous system. It stole her breath, stole her mind, and left her a creature of sensation alone as she felt him thrust hard and deep before his body tightened and his release tore through him as well.

A moment out of time. That was what it felt like. Like a moment that would never return, and she was desperate to hold on to it. To hold on to him.

She was still fighting to catch her breath when he rolled beside her and pulled her into his arms. For a moment she froze, so unused to being held by another that for the slightest second it was completely alien to her.

She lay against his chest, listened to his harsh breathing, the thunder of his heart, and gave a desperate little prayer that she could hold on to it just a little longer.

“I knew you’d blow my mind,” he finally said with a sigh.

“You would have to have a mind first,” she quipped, suddenly uncertain of herself.

What did a woman do with a man like this? Did she try to hold him? Let him go? What? God, she had no idea how to play the most important game in her life, even though she had excelled at the other games she’d attempted in her career.

“I have a mind.” He rolled her to her back, rising over her as he gave her one of those rakish devil-may-care grins. “And I used to have a heart. I think you stole that, too.” He was suddenly somber.

Bailey stared up at him, her lips parting in surprised wonder.

“Your heart?” she whispered.

“It’s very probable.” He winked down at her before bounding from the bed and striding across the room. “Showering with me?” He glanced back at her as she watched his cute, tight ass.

“Later.” She shook her head. She needed to get her bearings, needed to figure out where she was supposed to go from here.

“Later then.” He nodded. “I’ll step out and get us dinner after I shower. I have to check on a few things with a contact then I’ll be back.”

She nodded then watched wistfully as he disappeared into the bathroom. The sound of the shower seconds later had her blowing out a hard breath before she flipped the sheet over her body. A quick nap might get her equilibrium back. Besides, she was worn out, more tired than she could remember being in years.

A grin pulled at her lips at that thought. He had worn her out. Sated her. Made her feel treasured. She definitely wanted to keep him.

Long minutes later she felt the kiss on her cheek and his quiet “Be back soon, love.” The door closed behind him.

She was sliding back into sleep when hell broke loose outside. The explosion blew out the windows, shattering glass over the bed and lighting up the stormy night as Bailey screamed in horror.

Jumping from the bed, she jerked the sheet around her and raced to the front door. Flames were licking up the side of the bungalow where he’d parked his Jeep. The vehicle was a mess of twisted metal. Flames greedily consumed it and destroyed the fragile dreams she had been building.

Neighbors from surrounding bungalows were running for the driveway. Someone was yelling for help. Someone else noted in hysteria that there was a body in the vehicle. And all Bailey could do was stand there, her fists clenched in the sheet, her soul shattered.

This was what she got for wishing, for hoping. This was what Bailey Serborne got for dreaming.

 

JOHN VINCENT STEPPED out of the bungalow, whistling quietly, a part of his soul lighter than it had been in years. The Australian night wrapped around his senses, a cool breeze riffling through his hair as a smile tilted his lips for a second.

As he moved off from the door, the smile eased away. A shadow stepped from the tree line and rushed across the short expanse of grass toward him.

The contact he was supposed to meet in town reached Trent’s Land Rover in the driveway, agitated and obviously frightened.

“Thank God you finally came out!” Timmons Lowen was shaking from head to toe. His limp brown hair was saturated and plastered to his skull, his normally dull hazel eyes wide and glittering with fear. “Mate, Warbucks is on to us. They’re looking for us.”

Trent grimaced as he jerked the man beneath the awning of the house and gave him a quick little shake.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Warbucks was a shadowy individual—or several individuals—acquiring and selling classified American information and hardware to terrorists. Part of that information was a list of Australian Secret Intelligence agents working with the CIA abroad. Agents who were turning up dead.

Trent’s investigation into the Australian connection to Warbucks was turning up some surprising results, and information that Trent knew was more than dangerous.

“Somehow Warbucks found out what I’ve been doing,” Timmons wheezed. “They sent a guy after me. He almost caught me in town. Listen to me, Trent, we’re screwed.”

“What the hell did they find out?” Trent felt like shaking the little man. Timmons was obviously losing his last grip on the fear consuming him. Hell, he should have known better than to use this man at the hotel where Warbucks was suspected to be meeting this month with a broker who would sell the new information Warbucks had. But Timmons was already in place, and the best pair of eyes he had.

“They found out about it,” Timmons cried. “That I was watching for you. Who you are. All of it, Trent. Warbucks knows everything.”

Trent paused. “How did they find out?”

Timmons shook his head desperately. “I don’t know, mate. All I know is that it was from the agency. While he was in the bar looking for me I trashed his car and found an agency ID and pictures and info on us. We’re tagged.”

He had to get Bailey out of there. Glancing around, he watched the sky light up with lightning, felt the power of the storm, and knew he had to get Bailey as far from this mess as possible.

“Take the Rover.” Trent dug his keys out of his pocket. “I’ll met you at the safe house in Paddington in three days. Stay there, Timmons. Don’t poke your nose out the door. Hide the Rover in the garage and play dead.” He shoved the keys in his hands and pushed him to the Land Rover.

“The safe house. God, Trent, I knew I could depend on you.”

Trent jerked the driver’s door opened and pushed Timmons in the seat.

“Don’t call me, don’t call anyone,” he ordered him. “Just lay low and don’t open the door for anyone but me.”

There was only one person who knew the details of the information Trent had been working on, as well as Timmons’s part in it. His partner, Guy Warner. Even Bailey hadn’t known who Trent’s contact was or that he was tracking the connections in Australia to Warbucks.

Timmons jammed the key into the ignition as Trent backed away. The ignition started as Trent turned away to run back to the bungalow. Then the night exploded around him. Trent felt himself being catapulted through the air, his body landing hard enough to drive the air from his lungs as he bounced into the mud and muck of the swampy canal that ran past the bungalow.

The night was ablaze as another explosion rocked the night, sending more fragments of the vehicle hurtling through the air.

He fought to breathe through the pain, to make sense of the blinding light and pyrotechnic colors that danced in front of his eyes.

He could hear screams. A woman’s screams, Bailey’s. The sound of her cries tore through the night as he dragged his eyes open and fought to roll to his side.

He struggled to turn, blinking against the mud that covered his eyes and rain that poured over his face. As his vision finally cleared, he focused on the hell that had been the driveway, and saw his partner, Guy Warner.

He was racing from his car to the Land Rover. The agent had a curiously smug expression on his face. And there was Bailey, wrapped in a sheet, screaming for Trent.

It was too late, Guy had already found him. He fought past the constriction in his chest, tried to think, to find the closest route to Bailey when he saw Guy move to her. She threw herself in his arms.

Trent blinked as his vision began to blur. He fought to refocus, then watched as another agency vehicle pulled up and one of the American SEALs who had worked this last op with himself and Bailey moved into view.

Jordan Malone.

His gaze blurred again even as he fought it.

The night began to close around him, to smother him in darkness.

“Easy there, Trent.” He was caught before he hit the ground and struggled to get free.

“Hold up,” a dark male voice hissed. “We’ve got this one covered, buddy.”

Trent tried to shake his head, to make sense of what was going on. He recognized the voice, he just couldn’t place it.

“Bailey,” he groaned.

“Bailey’s covered. Let’s move out.”

He couldn’t see. His vision swam with colors that didn’t make sense. His skin burned like fire, like acid. He felt singed from the inside out.

“Bailey.” He groaned her name again as he fought the hands that forced him to move.

Bailey. He’d left her there. He’d promised to return. The first woman he’d ever promised to return to.

“Bailey’s safe.” Reno. That was his name. Reno Chavez. Navy SEAL. Part of the SEAL team working within the joint American–Australian operation they had conducted.

Dizziness washed over him again. Darkness covered him like a layer of ice. He couldn’t fight it this time. He couldn’t halt the tide of nothingness that washed over him and dragged him under.

He could feel death moving over him despite his battle against it. The breath stilled in his chest, fury rocking through him. Warbucks. The bastard had managed to defeat him before the battle had ever begun.


Atlanta, Georgia

Five Years Later



Bailey Serborne fought until she was gasping for breath, until breathing actually seemed exhausting, uncertain. She jerked against her bonds, screaming through the gag and she refused to cry.

She’d been captured tracking the international terrorist known as Orion, but she hadn’t been captured by Orion. Oh no, even Orion wasn’t this damned efficient. She had been captured by the team of unknown men guarding Orion’s target, Risa Clay. The young woman had been marked to die by the bastard who had raped her eight years before. She was remembering who her rapist was: He had aided her father, Jansen Clay, in his white slavery operation and the kidnapping of a senator’s daughter.

Bailey had tracked Orion to Atlanta, tracked him to a small group of the wealthiest men in America and had been working tirelessly to connect the dots among Orion, his employer and the deaths of her own family members.

She had gotten so close, so very close, only to be captured by the unknown suspected agents currently protecting Risa. Agents who refused to share information or to allow her in on an operation that she could benefit.

The men were known in underground circles simply as ghosts. The research she’d managed to do, the answers she had come up with concerning them didn’t make sense. Among those men there was a former Navy SEAL, a former drug lord, an arms dealer, and a suspected terrorist. Of the five men she’d managed to identify, none was known as a good guy, but they were all surrounding Risa Clay. Which made her wonder at their covers.

Instead of getting answers, though, she was tied, gagged, and blindfolded as she was transported from the apartment building she had been in to an unknown location where she would be “interrogated.”

Her own agency, her boss, a man who had been a friend to her parents, had betrayed her. He had given them the secret to breaking her, to stealing the information she was refusing to give them.

As though she wouldn’t know that the men she was investigating were the same ones holding her. She’d been close enough to hear each of their voices. She was good at voices, good at identifying agents despite covers or alterations.

Bailey worked her hands against the ropes holding them, feeling the damp warmth of her own blood as her skin abraded. The thought of being drugged, of being forced, terrorized her. She was almost shaking with that fear. Being drugged by men she couldn’t trust was even worse. Men whose names were synonymous with blood and death.

She could hear them talking. It was a hollow sound, a sound that indicated a cavernous area, perhaps a warehouse. She was lying on a cot. The drug would be given through an IV. She remembered that. It had been part of her training when she had worked with the Mossad years ago. It was the drug known to break her the fastest.

Bastards! She bit back the tears, the fury. If she let it take her over now, then she was going to break before they ever inserted the IV.

“The drug will be here within the hour,” one of the men spoke up.

“I don’t like this,” said another, the one she’d heard called John. His tone was irate, and had been growing more so since they had arrived at the location.

“Chill,” another voice advised him softly. “There’s no pain involved. It’s humane and efficient.”

Why would killers worry about humane and efficient?

“Fuck your humanity and efficiency,” John growled, his voice still low. “Let her the fuck go.”

“Her people are on their way,” he was told. “We’ll wait for them outside, lead them in, then begin the interrogation. You keep an eye on her.”

Her would-be knight had also been the same interrogator who had called her “cheap meat” hours before. Threatening to sell her to the local dog food company. But she’d heard the amusement in his tone, heard the playfulness.

Nostalgia had almost washed over her at the sound. If he’d had an Australian accent. If he had light gray eyes rather than dark, if his hair was a lighter blond. If he were another man and another time, then she would have known she was safe. If he were the lover she had lost, Trent Daylen, rather than John Vincent, a suspected arms dealer and killer, then she wouldn’t fear the outcome here.

But Trent was dead. She had to force herself to remember that, to let that pain wash through her again. Trent had been killed in Australia.

Trent was gone.

She heard the men leave, but she was aware there was one still watching her. John. The arms dealer.

He was an agent, she knew he was. They all were. It was the only thing that made any sense. If they drugged her, she’d forget all this. She would forget their names, their identities, and the operation being conducted here. It would all be gone.

She felt movement around her, a brush of air against her cheek a second before the gag was dragged down over her chin.

She stayed silent. At the moment, she decided silence was the better part of valor. It could be her smartest move.

“Picked yourself a hell of a fight here, didn’t you?” His voice was low, filled with anger.

“What do you care?” She kept her own voice equally low.

He breathed out roughly. She felt a low sizzle of electricity as he gripped the back of her neck.

How odd. That reaction was rare. It was a reaction she had only known with Trent. She closed her eyes again and forced herself to breathe through the knowledge that she was truly alone. She had no partner, she had no agency backing. Hell, her own agency was turning against her for these men.

What the hell was going on here?

“I shouldn’t care,” he assured her. “You’ve asked for this. You could have given us what we needed and gone your way.”

“Bullshit.” She gave a hard mocking laugh. “Going my way wouldn’t have taken me very far. Orion is mine,” she hissed. “His death belongs to me.”

“That isn’t going to happen, baby,” he assured her. “The bastard nearly killed you in Russia. Let it go now.”

She couldn’t let it go.

“You’re lucky.” Orion’s voice washed through her memories. “The right people want you alive, for the moment. Don’t make the same mistakes your family has made, little girl. Go home. I cross you again, and I’ll drink your blood for breakfast.”

The right people wanted her alive. People she hadn’t cared to associate with since she was eighteen years old. The right people, those with too much money and too much power. People who hired this man’s services and gave him his orders.

“I can’t let it go.”

She should have lied about it. She could have promised him the moon; what the hell difference would it make in the long run? She should give him what they wanted and bargain for her release and just fucking run.

She’d been running for more years than she could count. A few more surely wouldn’t make a difference.

“What does the drug do to you?” he asked as she felt his fingertips running down her arm.

She wanted to smile. Trent used to do that when he wanted information from her, that or her attention, or just to touch her. The backs of his fingers over her arm.

These weren’t Trent’s fingers, even though the sensation was the same. There was a fine webbing against his flesh, as though his fingers were scarred or had suffered some trauma. He touched her as Trent once had, though, causing her chest to tighten with pain.

Her handsome, courageous Trent.

The blindfold eased slowly from her eyes and she found herself staring into the storm-ridden grays of John Vincent’s. They were eyes that swirled with turbulence, with anger and desire, with lust.

He was rugged, rough. His face was sun-bronzed with creases at his eyes as though he had once laughed a lot but rarely did so now. His upper lip was a bit thin, his lower lip a bit full. They were kissable lips. Lips that would know their way around a woman’s body. Lips that knew how to kiss, how to caress.

“Are you going to let me go?” Bailey could feel her heart racing in her chest as he hunched in front of her, staring into her eyes as though he were trying to figure her out.

“I shouldn’t,” he whispered. “I should never have walked into this little trap.” She could sense the but in that sentence and would’ve loved to have known what he was thinking.

“What trap?” she asked, wondering at the swirl of emotions in his eyes.

“The Bailey Serborne trap.” He sighed. “Big ocean-green eyes and the face of an angel. A face that traps a man’s soul and never lets it free.”

He sounded serious. Bailey wanted to sneer, but she couldn’t work up the mockery, the sarcasm needed. It wouldn’t slip past the pain that pulled at her heart and left it aching.

“I know who you are,” she whispered. “You’re no more an arms broker than I am.”

He laid his fingers against her lips. “You never want to say that again. Don’t even think it. Don’t become a risk, Bailey, or I’ll never be able to protect you.”

She tilted her head to the side. “Since when did I become your responsibility?”

Familiarity flickered in his gaze, confusing her. He watched her as though he knew her, as though he had touched her, and for a moment she could actually feel that touch.

His lips thinned, holding back whatever he wanted to say as he rose to his feet and dug his hand into the snug pocket of his jeans. He pulled free a small penknife, opened it, then moved around her.

A second later he was curling her fingers around it.

“I can give you five minutes,” he told her. “There’s a car parked at the back door, the keys are in the ignition. Drive out slow and easy and keep driving, baby. If you’re taken again, I won’t be able to save you. I won’t be able to keep this from happening to you.”

She stared back at him as he moved around her, her fingers gripping the knife as she made a decision she couldn’t have imagined making.

“The information you wanted,” she whispered.

His eyes narrowed.

She gave him the brief details he needed, most importantly the location of Orion’s handler, information it had taken her years to track down. She would have known his voice in a heartbeat, but she wouldn’t hear it again. She described the handler’s voice as well as Orion’s quickly while she worked the knife through the ropes. She ran through the list of details she had, reciting the last one as the ropes fell away from her wrists.

She dropped the knife and moved. Jackknifing from the cot, she swiped his legs out from under him and sent him rolling before sprinting to the back door.

She was almost there. Her hands were reaching for the latch when she was suddenly grabbed from behind and jerked around. She bounced against the cement wall. The only thing that protected her head was the hard male hand that covered it. The only thing that dimmed the shock of the impact was his lips suddenly covering hers.

The fingers of his free hand gripped her jaw, keeping her from biting the tongue that swept across hers. Not that she would have bitten. Not that she could have bitten. She was shocked, held amazed, lost in a riot of sensations that she had felt only once in her life, and only with one other man. A dead man.

“Try that again.” He jerked back from her, releasing her. “You can play dirty all you want to, baby, but remember, I’ve got your number, and I know damned well how to use it.”

She flashed him a daring smile. “I expect to hear from you soon then.”

Sliding the door handle down, she slipped out the crack she made in the double doors and escaped into the night. The car was waiting, the keys in the ignition. Within seconds she was pulling sedately down the alley and checking her rearview mirror.

He was watching her. Standing there beneath the moonlight, illuminated in an eerie glow cast by the nightly orb and the lights that struggled to ease the dimness in the alley.

And for a second, just the briefest second, it wasn’t the arms broker/unknown agent John Vincent she saw. For just a breath of time, it was Trent. For a single heartbeat she saw him, felt him.

“Trent.” She whispered his name as he turned and stepped back into the warehouse, dispelling the fantasy forever.

Trent was gone. He was dead. She couldn’t ever let herself forget that.

Or was he?

Her eyes narrowed as she pulled the vehicle into Atlanta’s traffic. She had her suspicions where her cousin David Abijah was concerned, because God’s truth, Micah Sloane could be no one but the Israeli cousin that she had believed was gone forever. She knew his voice, his movements, and the man who had interrogated her earlier could be no one else.

Micah Sloane was no more a former Navy SEAL than she was. He was a man without a true past. A man who moved like her cousin, a man who carried himself like the only family she could have called her own.

Bailey knew voices, she knew faces, she knew characteristics and movements. It was her strength as an agent. And she knew her cousin David, just as she had known her lover Trent. And now two men, one supposedly a dangerous criminal, both with the same characteristics, the same “feel,” and they were working together?

She didn’t believe in coincidence and she sure as hell didn’t believe in an overactive imagination. She wasn’t overly imaginative. She was fact-based. She knew herself. She knew the people she loved.

She was betrayed. It was a betrayal that struck into her soul and left her shaking in anger. A betrayal she wondered if she could ever forgive. John Vincent couldn’t be Trent Daylen, but she knew for a fact that Micah Sloane and David Abijah were the same.

It was a betrayal she drove away from, just as her cousin had walked away from her. Just as Trent had been taken away from her.

As the night wore on and the car ate up the miles to DC, Bailey knew where she was going from here. She had spent too many years fighting other people’s battles. It was time she fought her own.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 1

One years Later

 

 

IT WAS A WORLD BAILEY HADN’T expected to ever enter again. She had left home fifteen years before, vowing she would never return. After her parents’ deaths seven years ago, there had never been a reason to return.

She stood beneath expensive crystal chandeliers, outfitted in a brilliant emerald designer dress and high heels, with emeralds and diamonds at her throat and ears. Diamond pins held her hair in place and a single emerald ring graced her hand as she lifted a champagne flute to her lips to sip.

Not cheap champagne here. This was some of the best she had sipped in her life. Perhaps better than her own coming-out ball when she had turned sixteen and her father had definitely splurged on that.

She stared around the ballroom, let the orchestra’s music drift around her and pretended it was just another assignment. That she was still with the CIA, that the op she was on was blessed by its director, and that backup would be waiting if the shit hit the fan.

She knew better. In this world there was no backup. There was just Bailey Serborne, the Serborne heiress. The prodigal daughter without a family to welcome her back into the fold. Only the enemies surrounded her here.

“Bailey, how good to see you again.” She lifted her cheek and allowed yet another vapid smile to cross her lips as a kiss was brushed against her cheek.

Janice Waterstone. She was in her sixties and still looked forty. Plastic surgery and cosmetics could accomplish miracles.

Janice was one in a long line of welcoming elite in attendance at the Serborne mansion, which Bailey had reopened a year ago.

She’d returned home, supposedly with her tail tucked between her legs, her pride smarting from her dismissal from the agency. And the dismissal was nothing more than the truth; she could still hear her director screaming at her in his office. Milburn Rushmore’s face had been neon red, flushed and perspiring, he’d been so pissed at her.

“It’s good to see you again, Janice.” The smile was as patently false as the other woman’s.

Janice was no more happy to see her here than Bailey was to be here. It was the social lie that mattered, though, the persona, the facade presented to the world.

The Serborne fortune was one of the twelve largest in the world. In more than three hundred years it had never dwindled, only grown. And her family had always remained in the top tier of the social elite. The cream of the crop so to speak. American royalty.

She stared around the ballroom, remembering her mother’s balls here. The exquisite parties, the months of planning that had gone into them. Angelina Serborne had been an exacting hostess. Her parties were always enjoyed, and invitations were always envied.

“You have quite a crowd here.” Janice looked around with a smug smile. “I believe I even saw Sheik AbdulRhamadin and his bodyguard. Not to mention several of this year’s hottest actors.”

“Every invitation was accepted.” Bailey shrugged her bare shoulders.

“Of course they were.” Janice blinked back at her. “A Serborne invitation hasn’t been issued in seven years. No one was going to miss this party, even if it was such short notice.”

In other words, it hadn’t been planned a year in advance.

“I’m home. I wanted to remember the good times,” she stated simply. “Mother loved the parties.”

Janice paused at the mention of Angelina, then finally nodded as though her thoughts were pleasant for a change.

“Angelina and I used to plan her parties together.” Janice sighed. “I’ve missed her.”

Bailey finished her champagne. It was instantly snagged by a waiter and replaced with another. Reminiscing about the past wasn’t on her list of priorities tonight.

“Pardon me, Janice, I see someone I need to talk to.” Bailey excused herself before making her way across to the room to her nemesis.

Some men were so power-hungry that they would do anything to achieve the position they sought. One of those men was Raymond Greer, a former CIA overseas operative.

Raymond had managed to slide into the elite by the way of marriage to one Mary Grace Altman, a widow he’d met on a European cruise while undercover. Bailey wondered if Mary was aware that at one time, she was the former agent’s mark.

Raymond stood an easy six four, but he lacked the breadth and muscle that would have made his height attractive. His face was shaped rather like a weasel’s, and she could honestly say she had never seen a real smile cross his lips.

“Hello, Raymond, I’m glad you could make it.” She stepped up to the former agent and continued softly, “You’ve done very well for yourself.”

“Not all of us are born into wealth.” His smile was tight, almost angry, as he spoke back just as softly. “Some of us definitely have to work for our retirement.”

Bailey’s brows arched as she glanced several feet from where they stood from Raymond’s delicate wife.

Mary was one of the sweetest people Bailey knew and one of the few who understood the word sincerity. She was a sister to one of the men Bailey hated most in the world and the aunt to the girl who had once been Bailey’s dearest friend.

“Some things should never be considered work,” she stated softly as she turned back to him.

He glared back at her.

“Really, Raymond, I’m your hostess, don’t you know you’re supposed to kiss my ass.” She brought her glass to her lips to hide her own gloating smile. “You’re letting your roots show, my friend. That’s considered impolite.”

“What do you want?” He ran a hand over his thinning brown hair, and his hazel eyes flickered back to her in suspicion.

Bailey shrugged at his question. “We should be friends. We’ve come from the same world in some ways. The same dangers. We could trade war stories.”

Not in this lifetime and she knew it. Raymond despised her for her birth, just as she despised him for his arrogance. But that arrogance had been an inborn trait of his. He was finally where he had felt he had belonged all along. It didn’t matter how he’d had to lie, cheat and perhaps even kill to get here.

Raymond’s gaze narrowed on her at her suggestion. “Funny, you were never interested in discussing anything with me before.”

She smiled at that. “We never had anything in common before. We’re both a part of this society; we see each other often. We should make the best of it.”

“You’re not interested in returning to the agency then?” he asked her, a hint of calculation in his voice and in his gaze. “After a year I’d assume you’ve missed it.”

It was a question she had been asked several times over the past months since returning home.

“You don’t have to insult me,” she informed him coldly. “I think we’re both aware that’s never going to happen.”

Let him get his strikes in. She could handle them as she had never been able to before.

“Because you were fired.” He smiled in gloating satisfaction.

Bailey gave a low, light laugh. “I quit. Rushmore just felt he should fire me in retaliation. Haven’t you heard? He didn’t like having someone on his team who didn’t believe he had a direct line to God.”

Raymond’s brow arched curiously at that. She was repeating his own insults concerning Rushmore.

“Figured that out, did you?” he asked smugly. “I did warn you, Bailey. Rushmore believes he’s above the rest of us. One of these days someone should put him in his place.”

“Six feet under,” she muttered before directing another tight smile in his direction. “If you’ll excuse me now, Raymond, I need to mingle. We should talk again later, though.”

She moved away from him but glanced back, giving him the impression that she was considering more than a bullet through his head. She was considering much more.

Bailey had worked a year to incorporate herself back into the society she had run from so long ago. For twelve months she had lied, schemed and worked herself to the point that she knew Orion’s employer, Warbucks, would contact her soon. He would have to. Only Bailey could supply information he needed now. Information that would lead him to a prize she knew he had all intentions of selling.

As she greeted her guests and sipped at her champagne, the image of her parents flashed through her mind. Ben and Angelina Serborne had been gracious, enduring. Her mother had smiled with genuine amusement or fondness; her father had had a deep belly laugh that never failed to make others laugh in turn.

Her father had been a patriot. A man dedicated to his country and its freedoms. It was a dedication she knew had ended in his and her mother’s deaths.

She should have returned sooner, she thought as she stared around the ballroom, took in the bright colors of the evening dresses, the dark tuxedos. This was Aspen’s winter finest, and mixed with them were six families who were part of a very elite group of powerful men. The richest of the rich. The most powerful. The most corrupt. She should have returned years ago and learned the secrets she was only now beginning to realize. Secrets that would avenge her parents’ deaths.

There were reasons she had left home at eighteen, and turned her back on a fortune that would take four lifetimes to even put a dent in. She had walked away from her parents and everything she had ever known in her life because of the corruption and deceit she had seen here.

There were reasons why she was back now. One was to find the man responsible for the death of her parents. The man who had paid an international assassin known as Orion to kill them.

She couldn’t ask Orion himself; he was dead. Taken out by an unknown group of soldiers or agents and killed in his bed. A shadowy force that didn’t even have a name. The same group that had kidnapped her in Atlanta.

There were layers upon dark layers here, and she meant to uncover each of them. She would uncover them and learn Warbucks’s identity. When she did, then she would have her revenge. As she hadn’t had on Orion.

The thought sent a chill up her back as she forced it away from her. She’d walked away from Orion, knowing, even as she fought the knowledge, that she didn’t have a chance of taking him on her own. She would never get the information she needed without returning here. She just hadn’t expected exactly what she had found once she came home.

“John Vincent. What the hell are you doing in Aspen?”

Bailey swung around at the male exclamation. Ian Richards and his wife, Kira, were in Colorado for vacation. The ex–Navy SEAL had married one of the nation’s most sought-after heiresses, Kira Porter, giving him entrée into some of the most exclusive parties.

And there, shaking hands with the burly ex-SEAL, was John Vincent. Every background check she had done on him had shown him as shady in his dealings as well as his business. He was a suspected hardware, information, and arms broker to terrorists and drug cartels. A middleman who ensured a smooth and honest transaction among thieves. With that cover, it was only fitting that he would know Richards, whose father had been one of the most notorious drug cartel rulers alive until he was killed several years before.

Ian was accepted here because he was a SEAL, because drugs were as prevalent as the champagne that flowed like water, and because his wife was one very rich heiress.

“It’s been too long, John.” Kira was accepting a kiss on her cheek from lips that Bailey dreamed about much too often. “Where have you been hiding?”

Bailey watched as John’s head lifted, glimpsed his laughing gray eyes, and ate every detail with her senses. The strong slope of his brow, the bridge of his nose, those kissable lips and broad cheekbones. Sun-bronzed flesh stretched over the broad planes and angles of his face as a dark overnight growth of beard shadowed his jaw.

He looked like a pirate. Like a man who took what he wanted and laughed at the opposition. He looked like exactly what he was supposed to be. Dangerously charming.

“Bailey, there you are.” Ian turned his head to her, a smile lighting his handsome features as she moved toward them. “Come meet a friend of mine.”

Meet a friend of his. Ian had been part of the Atlanta operation, though Bailey had glimpsed him only once or twice in the operation itself. Kira had been there as well, but Bailey had always suspected that the other woman was much more than she had ever presented herself as being. So many layers, and they were all converging here.

“Ian.” She accepted his hand as she drew closer. “I’m so glad you and Kira could make it tonight.”

“We wouldn’t miss it.” He grinned as he turned back to John. “I’d like you’d to meet a friend of mine.” The introduction was done smoothly, casually, but Bailey could feel the hairs on the back of her neck rising in alarm.

She was being watched, closely. Someone was much too interested in this meeting.

“Mr. Vincent.” Her gaze was held by his as he took her hand and brought it smoothly to his lips.

A chill raced up her spine to explode at the back of her neck as electricity seemed to charge her entire body. She could feel her breasts swelling as his lips touched the sensitive flesh over her knuckles and brushed against them. Her nipples were hard, sensitive, and between her thighs she was growing heated and wet. Her reaction to this man was immediate, blazing and confusing.

“Miss Serborne,” he murmured as he lowered her hand. “It’s definitely a pleasure to meet you.”

She bet it was.

A smile curled her lips as she felt adrenaline pierce the haze of dark emotionlessness that had held her in its grip for too many months now. Suddenly she felt alive, she felt dangerous, she felt a thrill racing through her body that she couldn’t control.

“The pleasure is all mine,” she assured him, and it was. He was here for a reason, an operation. He was here, and she was laying money on the fact, to interfere in what she had begun just as he and his team had interfered in Atlanta. She was beginning to grow sick of all the noses continually poking into her business.

She was playing on her home ground now. No one was taking this from her, least of all a man who had already stolen the pleasure of Orion’s death.

“Ian, you didn’t tell me the scenery here was this exceptional,” John murmured aside to his friend as he kept his gaze on hers. “I would have visited sooner.”

“The scenery only acquired certain additions recently,” Ian assured him.

Bailey kept her smile pleasant as she glanced at Ian and his wife. “Ian’s being overly kind,” she stated lightly. “So tell me, Mr. Vincent, are you here for business or pleasure?”

“Well, I’m a businessman.” He grinned. “I like to combine the two whenever possible, but at the moment it’s definitely pleasure.”

It was definitely an operation. For a second, regret shimmered inside her before she pushed it back, ignoring it. She was nothing to him, and he was nothing to her, evidently. She had to remember that; to remember anything else only threatened her control.

Her suspicions couldn’t be proved, no matter the time and effort she had put into that investigation. It was wishful thinking, she continued to assure herself. She’d lost the man she loved and now she wanted nothing more than to find a way to bring him back when she needed him the most. There was no bringing back the dead.

“Would you like to dance?” Still retaining her hand, he stepped back from Ian and Kira.

Bailey allowed him to draw her onto the dance floor, holding her silence until she was in his arms, their bodies moving together to the slow, easy strains of the orchestra.

“What are you doing here?” She kept her lips against his shoulder to hide the words, her voice low enough that only he could hear her.

“We need to talk.” He didn’t answer her question, but she hadn’t really expected him to.

“Too bad,” she drawled. She luxuriated in the feel of his body against hers, even with the clothing that separated them. There was something about him that she couldn’t ignore, couldn’t forget. Something that drew her like a moth to a flame. It was a very dangerous position to be in.

“Come on, Bailey.” His lips brushed against her ear. “Just a few minutes of your time. I promise, you won’t regret it.” His hand stroked from her hip up, along her back, then back again.

“I regret meeting you to begin with,” she told him softly, noting the tension that tightened his body. “Why would tonight be any different?”

His hand tightened at her hip. “You never know, I could surprise you.”

She almost laughed at that statement. There was no surprise in store for her. The best he could do was manage to amaze her with the delivery of whatever he wanted from her. She had no doubt why he was here.

“You’re on my turf now,” she warned him. “I doubt there’s anything that you could do here that would surprise me, John.”

She surprised herself sometimes, though. Now was one of those times. She was amazed at her reaction to him, at the excitement that filled her. He had taken the prize from her hands last time, and he was no doubt determined to do the same thing this time. She should be outraged rather than aroused.

“It’s important, Bailey,” he told her. “We need to talk, after the party.”

“After the party I’m going to be incredibly tired.” The song drew to a close as she stepped back from his hold. “Maybe later. Leave your number with the doorman, I’m sure he’ll make certain I get it.”

He didn’t let her go. Surprising her, he caught her arm, as he drew her from the dance floor and to the wide double doors leading out of the ballroom.

She had a feeling he wouldn’t let this go so easily.

“I cannot leave my own party,” she protested with feigned lightness, her temper beginning to burn.

“Just for a moment, Miss Serborne,” he promised as they passed the wide doors and he headed unerringly to the back of the house.

Their progress was being noted. The tingling at the base of her spine was building, assuring her that whoever had been watching her for most of the night still had their eyes on her. She’d tried to pinpoint the sensation all evening and had yet to assign it to one particular guest, though she had her suspicions.

Whoever it was, they were good, better than she would have expected, considering the people she knew she was dealing with. Of course, they had been skating by for years now, they would have grown adept at hiding, she assured herself as John drew her straight to her own personal office.

The door had been locked earlier, but it wasn’t locked now. Her brows arched as he opened it and drew her inside before closing and locking it.

“Thank you for making such a spectacle of me.” She rounded him furiously. “You dragged me through my own party like a disobedient pet.”

“And you were growling at me every step of the way,” he glowered back at her. “What part of We need to talk didn’t you want to understand?”

“The needing to talk part?” She opened her eyes wide in false amazement. “Did you somehow manage to misunderstand me?”

She crossed her arms over her breasts as she lifted her brow in curiosity. “You don’t take no for an answer at all well, do you, Mr. Vincent?”

His lips twitched in amusement. Now, didn’t it just make her day to know she amused him in some small part?

“I must admit, I have problems with that word,” he finally replied. “Perhaps my mother said it too often when I was a child.”

She gave a short little snort at that. She doubted any woman had ever told him no.

“So what was so important that you felt the need to make a spectacle of me at my own party?” she asked coldly. “I hope it’s a matter of life or death, because really, there could be no other excuse for it.”

His brow lifted. The dark blond color against his sun-bronzed flesh was incredibly alluring. He could have been a fallen angel, too ruggedly handsome for words, and too charming for his own good.

“You play the part of the society princess very well,” he mused. “I wouldn’t have expected it of you.”

She gave a little shrug of her bare shoulders. “You could say it’s in the blood,” she retorted mockingly.

At least, that was what her mother had always assured her. That she had the blood of American royalty running through her veins and she should always remember it. There hadn’t been a single member of her mother’s or her father’s families who hadn’t married well, who hadn’t married into true blood, if not blue blood.

“It’s easy to forget when you’re trussed up, blindfolded, and gagged,” he murmured with a wealth of amusement now. “The society princess gets pushed behind by the gutter fighter then.” He rubbed at his jaw where she had managed to head-butt him months before in Atlanta.

“Back any animal into a corner and it’s going to come out biting,” she promised him. “Now, are you going to tell me what the hell you want or do I have to start guessing? I really don’t have time to guess, John.”

His lips pursed thoughtfully. “You’re still pissed over Atlanta, aren’t you?”

“And why would I be pissed over Atlanta?” she asked him. “You just kidnapped me and nearly drugged me. You were directly responsible for my release from the agency and you refused to help me in any way while I was there. So what reason would I have to be pissed?”

John nodded. “As I assumed, you really have no reason not to help me then.” His grin was confident and way too arrogant.

“And you live in a dream world that I can only envy, big boy. Someone should be kind and awaken you.”

His eyes narrowed warningly. “We have a situation, Bailey, a very delicate one.”

Now why didn’t that surprise her?

“Sucks to be you.” She wasn’t about to admit that she was blazingly curious about his situation. No doubt, knowing him, the men he worked with, and Milburn Rushmore, she could count on the fact that they wanted nothing more than to use her. Forget working with her, or her working with them. It just didn’t happen that way.

“You like pushing, don’t you?” he asked softly, dangerously.

“I like wasting my time as well,” she informed him haughtily. “Now why don’t you get the hell out of my way and let me get back to my party? I was rather enjoying it before you decided to intrude.”

She moved to grip the doorknob and slide the lock open when he shifted, turned—and before she knew it she found herself with her back against the panel, his large body pressing against hers, heating it further.

A sharp breath exhaled from Bailey’s lungs at the sensation of suddenly being flush against him, almost surrounded by him. It had obviously been too long since a man had touched her, too long since she had felt the warmth and hard thickness of an erection pressing against her, because her senses were rioting with it.

Bailey felt her knees weakening, her heart racing, her breath coming hard and fast.

God she wanted him. As though she knew him, as though suspicion were indeed fact rather than wishful thinking. Maybe she just needed an excuse. Maybe her brain just needed a reason to take what her body was demanding.

“Don’t do this,” she whispered, her hands pressing against his chest as his head lowered, his lips coming much too close to hers.

“Don’t kiss you?” His lips quirked with sexy humor and dangerous intent and an oddly familiar playfulness. “Afraid you might change your mind, Bailey?”

“You like messing with my head,” she accused him. “If you think you can use my body against me, John, then you’d better think again. It’s not going to happen.”

“Bet me.”

The hard growl that left his lips was the only warning she had before his lips were covering hers and reality began to recede. Wicked, driving hunger rose to the forefront of her senses, a starving need for touch that she couldn’t fight against, that her body had no desire to reject.

Need and knowledge warred inside her mind now. The need for this kiss that she couldn’t seem to get enough of, and the knowledge that he was going to do exactly what she had sworn she wasn’t going to allow him to do. He was going to use her body against her. He was going to make her hungrier, he was going to fill her senses with him and sap the strength to fight from her.

She’d known in that warehouse a year ago that he was dangerous for her. She had known that her best course of action for her sanity and her heart was to stay as far away from him as possible.

She’d run as far as she could run and here he was, exactly where he shouldn’t be.

Her arms twined around his neck as his hand gripped her hips, then slowly slid to her thighs while he pressed a knee between them. The hard muscle of his upper leg rode against the mound of her pussy, stroking the swollen bud of her clit as she fought for breath. Her hands speared into the overly long strands of dark blond hair, and she held on for dear life as her hips writhed against his leg.

The friction against that most sensitive part of her body was overwhelming. Lust clamored inside her brain; the need for release drove sharpened spikes of sensation racing over her nerve endings straight to her sex.

Her tongue rubbed against his, fought for dominance in the kiss, and finally conceded as he wrapped his fingers around the mound of a breast.

Bailey froze, her breath stilling in her throat as his thumb stroked over her nipple. She could feel the rioting pleasure rising inside her. She wanted to tear the material of her dress out of the way, she wanted bare flesh to meet bare flesh and she wanted to ride the wave of arousal surging through her.

In the arms of a stranger.

God, she had lost her mind. She had lost what little control she still had of herself, and finding it again seemed a lost cause.

He may be some super-secret agent. It could all be a game. He could be just what his background assured her he was: a killer, a terrorist, a monster. And here she was surrendering to him without a shred of certainty either way.

She was so desperate for the past that she was creating her own fantasy and she knew just how dangerous that was.

“No.”

She tore herself from his arms, stumbling away from him as she covered her lips with the back of her hand and stared back at him in horror.

He even kissed like Trent. Just like Trent. With the same voracious hunger, the same lustful intent.

“Get out!” she panted desperately. “Get out of my home before I have you thrown out.”

He looked as shell-shocked as she felt. Staring back at her, his gray eyes thunderous, his lips swollen from her kiss, he looked as though the pleasure had punched him just as hard as it had her.

“This isn’t over,” he warned her. “We will talk, Bailey.”

“When hell freezes over,” she snapped, furious with herself as well as him.

His lips thinned. “Invest in plenty of heat then,” he warned her. “Because it’s coming. And it’s coming fast, baby.”

He jerked the door open and stalked out. Every line of his body was tense and hard, furious lust practically sizzling off his body as he stalked down the hall and back to the front of the house.

Bailey followed behind him, her heels snapping against the marble floor as she silently cursed him, as well as herself.

She’d be damned if she was going to allow him to manipulate her or to destroy what she was working on here. She knew his kind and she knew him. He would take over, he would insist on dominance, and she had no intentions of allowing anyone to dominate her at this point.

He was too much like Trent. She had loved Trent, ached for him after his death, but she had always known that eventually they would clash. She could have handled it with Trent, but not with this man. She had loved Trent, she didnt love John Vincent.

Stepping into the foyer, she watched as he stalked past the doors the doormen pulled open for him. One hand pressed to her stomach, the other hanging at her side, she fought to find her equilibrium once again.

Breathing in deeply, Bailey licked her lips, then looked around, only to find her gaze caught and held by Raymond Greer’s. Her head lifted as her lips tightened. Just what she needed, for the bastard to see a weakness in her.

He was watching her like a beady-eyed cobra waiting to strike. Calculating, manipulating. That pretty much described Raymond to a T.

She nodded toward him sharply before moving quickly back to the ballroom and the party she had organized so painstakingly. She was on a deadline. She didn’t have time to be drawn into John Vincent’s games. She didn’t have time to allow her heart to be broken again. She had a past to put to rest, and trying to resurrect her lover in another man wasn’t part of the plan.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

JOHN STARED OUT INTO the Colorado mountains from the cabin Jordan rented for the time the team would be in Aspen. A frown pulled at his brows as the rest of the men began to gather in the room behind him, their images wavering in the glass of the window.

Jordan had arrived earlier and set up a situation room of sorts. There was plenty of hot coffee, computers along one wall displaying a multitude of images, and several communication bases staffed by the redheaded spitfire Jordan had brought in just after the inception of the Elite Operations Unit.

Tehya Talamosi Fitzhugh was the daughter of a white slaver whom Ian Richards, and the SEALs he’d worked with at the time, had brought down. She’d spent her life running from the Fitzhughs and once that was over, she had been unwilling to step into any life other than the one she had learned how to live within. One of danger.

“I’m going to assume last night went about as well as you expected it to,” Jordan announced as the rest of the team gathered around the large table set up in the room.

John turned away from the vista spread out beyond the cabin and faced a room filled with dead men. Noah Blake had once been known as Navy SEAL Nathan Malone. Then there was Travis Caine, a former MI-6 agent; Nik Steele, a former Russian intelligence officer; Micah Sloane, Bailey’s cousin and former Israeli Mossad agent; and Jordan Malone, Noah’s uncle and the commander who had fought to keep five dead men from living again. He had a hell of a job cut out for him, as two of them had already reclaimed parts of their lives.

“She’s uncertain and angry.” He shrugged addressing the question. “We expected that.”

“Then find a way to work around it,” Jordan ordered him. “We received word last night that Warbucks is getting ready to move on his next acquisition. We can’t afford to let that sale go through.”

“We’re certain he’s here?” Nik leaned forward, staring at Jordan intently. “There’s no sense in drawing her into this and endangering her further if we’re not certain.”

Jordan stared back at the six-foot-five-inch Russian coolly.

“Would we be here if I weren’t certain?” he asked.

Nik shrugged. “Knowing you, Commander, one can never be certain.”

There were a few chuckles from the other men, especially Noah Blake. They all knew Jordan. He was sharp as hell and one of the best commanders John had ever worked with, but he was a bit prone to go with his gut rather than proof. Not that his gut had been wrong yet, but there was always a first time.

“You’ve read the same reports I have,” Jordan finally grunted. “Code-named Warbucks, this individual or group of individuals is acquiring top-secret information and hardware and billions in sales on the black market. There’s rumor that Warbucks has acquired this.” Jordan turned to the large monitor on the wall.

The black screen flickered to show an image of a soldier holding a shoulder-mounted missile launcher. When he fired, they watched as the missile exploded from the barrel. Within seconds it took out a military drone flying above the accepted limit for commercial airliners.

“Code-named CROSSFIRE, the military’s new toy has exceptional speed and reach,” Jordan informed them. “But it has even more. It can be programmed to a specific aircraft either using a stealth transmitter that can be attached to the hull of the aircraft, or using the airplane’s electronics themselves. CROSSFIRE can be programmed to the transmitter, fired in Colorado, and take out an aircraft in the air or on the ground in Washington, DC. It can’t be tracked by conventional radar, and its stealth capabilities are exceptional. It’s easily transported, hidden, and completely undetectable. Last week a launcher and six missiles were stolen from a military depot in DC. Two days later John Vincent’s handler”—Jordan glanced to Tehya—“received a message that Mr. Vincent’s services were being considered for a unique sale. We suspect that sale is CROSSFIRE.”

“Several other messages went out to Libya, Syria, Iran, China, and Africa that CROSSFIRE had been acquired and bids would be taken,” John informed them. “One of the messages was received by a suspected general with al-Qaeda and money began shifting through several different accounts associated with the organization.

“In three weeks the president is scheduled to arrive in Saudi Arabia to meet with several dignitaries, princes and Middle Eastern factions in secret talks aimed at drawing support for a new proposal for a truce in armed areas. This new plan has drawn support from some surprising factions. It could actually begin an initiative that could signal a turn in the tide of terrorism in the Middle East.”

Micah Sloane, the former Mossad agent, got to his feet at that point. “This new peace plan has Jordanian, Israeli, and Iranian consideration so far. The talks are remaining highly secret until the meeting in Saudi, where all the area’s leaders will gather. Several terrorist organizations have already learned of the meeting and have been planning ways to potentially sabotage it. This weapon is all they need.”

“The planes will be checked for transmitters before lift-off,” Travis Caine interjected. “How much success could they have?”

“The missiles can be programmed to individual aircraft signatures,” Jordan answered him. “It can also be armed with a nuclear warhead large enough to take out the meeting area and anyone in it.” He stared around the room as tension began to thicken. “We have three weeks to identify Warbucks and find the location of the missiles and launcher,” he warned them. “John Vincent is being tapped to broker the sale.” He looked to John. “Our hard work in all your covers and our previous operations is finally paying off. Vincent as the broker, Caine his bodyguard. Nik our Russian terrorist will be in place at the ski resort for bidding. Micah is our Palestinian terrorist Jerric Abbas. Noah will be here at the cabin with me to provide backup and logistical support.”

John lifted his gaze back to the file footage playing on the wide screen and watched once again as the missile struck the drone plane. The warhead that could be attached to the missile wouldn’t be large, but it was big enough. Big enough that it could take out the heads of more than half the Middle Eastern countries without a problem, and they had only three weeks to stop it.

“Bailey is an important part of this operation why?” Caine asked. “A disenchanted CIA agent?”

“Much more than that actually,” Jordan answered. “Warbucks will choose his broker based on Bailey Serborne’s approval of him. She’s in whether we like it or not.”

“How do we know this?” John could feel the almost violent sense of protectiveness rising within him. This was new information, and it was information he didn’t like.

“This is via Warbucks’s contact,” Teyha informed him. “The call I received was quite specific. Miss Serbourne will choose the broker. Every broker contacted received the same message. This is now our best chance of identifying him.”

Warbucks’s connections and the information and hardware he was getting his hands on was beginning to concern not just the United States but also allied nations. The power behind Warbucks had already shown itself in previous sales. The theft of the items, their movements, and their subsequent sales over the years had led back to connections to six families. Families with enough power around the world to bring down any law enforcement agency that came after them. But even more, there was enough power that each investigation into Warbucks’s activities had been betrayed and/or stopped in its tracks.

High-ranking political officials had died searching for answers, as had agents, investigators, and bureau directors of more than one law enforcement agency across the globe.

That kind of power could eventually result in complete global warfare or financial meltdown if it wasn’t stopped.

“Bailey has connections into each of the six families,” John continued. “And we know for a fact that she’s running her own op into Warbucks. Her years at the CIA were peppered with various searches into each sale Warbucks made. We also have a file taken from Orion the night he was killed. That file included her picture and copies of e-mails sent to the assassin each time it was suspected he would cross her path. He was paid well to make certain he skirted around her rather than killing her. She had a no-kill order attached to her name that went out to not just Orion, but also several terrorist organizations. Warbucks is drawing her in. She knows it, and now we know it.”

“She could be involved,” Nik injected.

Jordan shook his head. “The families she’s tied to are the connection. The Serborne fortune goes to charity, billions and billions of dollars if Bailey Serborne dies without an heir. That’s the key to her good health and welfare to this point. She has no heir. That fortune is still up in the air, as well as the power that backs it. Until there’s a way to claim it, Warbucks will not allow her to die. Instead, its been determined that he’s going to partner with her, or develop a relationship with her instead.”

The monitor changed from the missile firing to a dozen pictures of the reigning patriarchs of each family Bailey was connected to.

“You’ll receive files on each family,” Jordan informed them. “But of the twelve, we’ve narrowed down what’s considered the four most likely, and we believe Bailey has narrowed that number down even farther. Read over your files, acquaint yourself with each family and their ties and connections into the Mideast deal coming up as well as their oppositions to it.”

“And if you can’t seduce Miss Serborne into helping you?” Travis Caine arched a blond brow as he stared back at John. “Just because she was enamored of Trent Daylen five years ago doesn’t mean she’s going to fall into John Vincent’s arms now.”

John scowled back at him. “She’ll do her part. She wants this as bad as we do. One of the men on your list is Ford Grace, the man she suspects played a part in not just her parents’ deaths but also a childhood friend’s some years before. Bailey wants vengeance. She missed out on Orion, so she’s now returning to the source.”

She had let them have Orion, hoping that when she returned to her former life and her place in society, no one would give it a second look. That she could find her own justice, in her own way. She had been drawing Warbucks in, waiting for this chance.

The satisfaction for her would have been much more profound. However, there was no way Bailey could have possibly been aware of the extent of Warbucks’s crimes or power. She was after the man who hired a killer, not an international terrorist.

“How much information are we giving her?” Noah asked, his blue eyes concerned as he watched John.

“Everything.” John glared back at Jordan, very well aware that his commander was opposed to that. “She won’t be aware of anyone involved but myself and Travis, but she’ll be aware of the operation as well as the implications of failure.”

The others nodded, though Jordan continued to stare back at him coldly. John wasn’t always in agreement with his commander’s tactics. Jordan liked to keep his secrets, and he liked to keep knowledge of the unit completely hidden.

He was still pissed that Noah’s and Micah’s wives were aware of not just the unit but also its operatives. He considered each one of them weaknesses. Which, in all likelihood, they were. But John often wondered if that wasn’t what made both Noah and Micah as efficient as they were. They had a reason to return from a mission, a reason the rest of them didn’t have or had lost.

“We have Ian and Kira as backup as well as Kell Krieger and Macey March,” Jordan informed them. “Ian and Kira are playing within the upper crust of the rich and famous while Kell and Macey are working within the security details of two of the families. I’ll make certain you get reports as information comes in.”

“Travis and I have checked in to one of the hotels in Aspen,” John told them. “We’ll be moving into Bailey’s mansion within the week.”

“Confident bastard, isn’t he?” Nik grunted, bringing a round of chuckles from the other men.

“Convinced,” John informed them all coolly.

He knew Bailey, he knew the desire was still there, just as strong and just as hot as it had ever been. It hadn’t gone away any more than his need for her had gone away.

It had begun five years before, only months before his “death.” When he had met Bailey on a joint US–Australian operation. He’d commanded the small team searching for pirates, and Bailey had been the CIA’s agent in charge. They’d struck sparks from the first second, and within days those sparks had grown to full-blown lust.

They’d had one night. One night that he had never forgotten, never gotten out of his mind. A night that haunted him until he wondered if it would eventually steal his sanity.

Seeing her in Atlanta had nearly destroyed him; letting her go had torn his heart out. He hadn’t told her in Australia what she meant to him—that he’d seen the end of his bachelor days in her eyes. And then fate had taken the choice from him. Trent Daylen had died and John Vincent had been created from the ashes. And John Vincent had no right to Bailey Serborne.

Fuck.

He clenched his fists and moved from the table once more as the other men read over their files and discussed various aspects of the operation as it stood.

Everything hinged on Bailey and her decision to accept him as her lover. She wasn’t an agent who would sleep with any man for a mission. She might pretend to, and she could be a damned good actress. But John didn’t want an act, he wanted the woman. Just one more time. Just a few nights to store inside his soul and hold him over in the bleak, lonely days to come.

She was like a ray of sunshine that he hadn’t known he’d missed until Atlanta. Until he had looked up and seen her haunted green eyes, her hollow expression as she watched Micah and Risa leave their apartment building.

He’d known why she was there. The assassin Orion had been hired to kill Risa, an assassin suspected to have been involved in her parents’ deaths, and proven to have been involved in her cousin’s death in Israel. She’d lost everyone in her life, and she had hungered for vengeance, for absolution. It had been a hunger he’d had to deny her.

Hell, he was fucked up here and he knew it. This mission had the potential to blow up in all their faces. The players involved weren’t just the richest men in the world, they were the most powerful. They seated politicians and had the ears of presidents and kings. They weren’t men whom any government agency dared to trifle with, which was why Jordan had taken the operation himself. It was one they had been working for years, gathering intel from various agencies, tracking movements, shipments, and weapons.

Warbucks somehow managed to steal the information or hardware. From there, he engaged the services of a broker to auction the items and transfer the goods. John had handled several smaller transactions with exacting detail. Whoever Warbucks was, John was a trusted entity to him, or them. John was also considered one of the most reliable brokers on the black market, where a man’s word was about as good as the spit on the ground at his feet.

He was careful, he avoided assassins and betrayal and he had the connections needed to get the highest dollar for each deal. And this deal would demand a hell of a lot of dollars. It wouldn’t be a simple transaction and transfer; even Warbucks would know that. The danger, the secrecy involved, and the weapon itself would require more trust than normal from all parties.

John had been contacted. The first move had been made.

“You going to be able to handle this, Heat Seeker?” Noah’s voice was low at his side.

John turned his head and stared back at the man who had become a friend in the past five years.

“I’ll handle her.” He shifted his shoulders, preparing for the battle ahead.

Noah breathed out roughly at the answer. “I didn’t ask if you could handle her. You going to be able to handle walking away again?”

John stared back at him for long moments, letting the question sink inside him before the anger that had once been carefully banked flared to the surface.

“Who the fuck says I have to walk away again? No one makes that decision this time but me.”

“What the fuck do the lot of you think this unit is?” Jordan broke in furiously as he came in behind Noah. “A damned matchmaking opportunity? I don’t send you on these missions to lose your damned hearts and create more risks than we need at this point. We have a job to do, Heat Seeker, try to remember that.”

“Fuck you!” John snarled. “You don’t own my fucking soul, you just bought it for a while.”

“And you damned well better remember that your time isn’t up yet.” Jordan flattened his hands against the table as he glared back at John. “Seven more years, that’s what you owe this unit and the men who gave you a fucking life back. Getting married and living happily-fucking-ever-after wasn’t part of the deal.”

“Putting up with your bullishness wasn’t part of the deal, either,” John sneered, the thought of walking away from Bailey a third time ripping at his soul as he shoved his finger in Jordan’s direction. “You don’t tell me what I’ll walk away from, mate. Not you, not anyone. Remember that.”

He turned and stalked from the room, then from the cabin. He’d had enough. Orders, missions, decisions always based on the good of the unit or the good of the mission. This time, this mission, there was a hell of a lot more at stake. This time, it wasn’t his life, it was his soul.

 

NOAH WATCHED AS HEAT Seeker stalked from the room and slammed the door behind him. Minutes later the Hummer he was driving started up and sped out of the driveway.

The Australian was pissed, and Noah couldn’t blame him. Hell, Bailey had already been taken from him once. In every man’s life there was one woman, one chance, and very few were given another shot if they fucked it up.

Noah had been given another chance with his wife, Sabella, and he’d almost fucked that one up. Now John was being given another chance with Bailey, and when it came to that Aussie, anything was possible.

“We’re going to have problems with him,” Jordan remarked as he neared Noah. “I’ll have to have Travis keep a close eye on him.”

Problems meant that Jordan was realizing the mistake it had been to bring John into this mission to begin with. Not that Jordan could have stopped Heat Seeker from being here, not with Bailey Serborne involved. But for some reason Jordan kept thinking he could control events. When it came to a man’s soul, Noah thought that maybe his uncle was finally realizing that once a man lost his soul to a woman, it was gone forever. And life wasn’t much worth living without her.

“Give him room, Jordan.” Noah shook his head. “Crowd him and you’ll regret it.”

“My operatives keep acquiring wedding rings and I’m going to end up with a bunch of useless men as well as an ulcer,” he grunted. “You guys get damned cranky when I pull you away from home and hearth.”

Noah grinned at that. He did get damned cranky. He liked being close to home and hearth and living again. He’d been “dead” for far too long without his Sabella. Being with her again, being himself, a husband, a lover, and a father, was a miracle for him.

Pulling his wallet from his back pocket, he flipped it open to reveal the latest pictures of his wife and son. “This is what you’re pulling me away from, man. It’s worth getting cranky over.”

For a moment Jordan’s face softened as he stared down at the infant. Thick black hair and vibrant blue eyes combined with the dark Irish skin tone that his father and uncle both possessed.

Jordan was damned proud of his little nephew. He’d been there when the baby had been born, and Noah could have sworn Jordan might have been hiding a tear or two when the nurse laid the baby in Noah’s arms.

“Gonna be damned hard to say that’s not Nathan Malone’s kid.” Jordan sighed as he shook his head in concern. “You’re taking a hell of a risk. We can’t afford to have others realize that Nathan Malone might not be fully dead.”

“He is Nathan Malone’s kid.” Noah grinned. “Sometimes we forget who I used to be, don’t we?”

Noah never forgot. His name might have changed, to some extent he might have changed, but Nathan Malone lived on within him.

Jordan shook his head at that, his expression becoming almost haggard. “I never forgot, I never forget. And by God, I never stop regretting.”

Before Noah could say anything, his uncle pivoted on his heel and stalked from the room.

Noah shook his head and replaced the wallet in his back pocket before breathing out heavily, his gaze connecting with Micah Sloane’s. Over the past months he and the former Mossad agent had found common ground that they hadn’t had before. Wives and children. Micah’s wife had only recently presented him with their first child, and both men worried incessantly when they were away from their families.

Both men recognized something in Jordan that even Jordan refused to admit to. A man fighting a losing battle with the woman he couldn’t stay away from, as well as a soldier’s battle to fight a war he felt he was losing.

Jordan’s responsibility for the operatives he commanded and the missions they took often weighed on his shoulders. If they failed, he took the blame. If they succeeded, he gave them the glory. He took nothing for himself, took no solace, and neither man could figure out why.

Noah knew his uncle hadn’t been like this before Noah had been sent on that near-fatal mission to uncover a spy who’d been attempting to aid a terrorist white slaver in using drug routes to smuggle terrorists onto American soil.

Jordan had changed during that time. Something had happened, had somehow scarred the soul of the man Jordan had once been, and Noah still hadn’t figured out exactly what. Knowing his uncle, chances were Noah would never know.

He just prayed his uncle found a way to ease it, because at the rate Jordan was going, he wouldn’t have a soul left when it was finished.

 

WARBUCKS.

John clenched his fingers around the steering wheel of the Hummer and felt his jaw tighten in rage at the thought of the elusive traitor stealing America’s secrets and selling them for billions of dollars at a time.

Whoever or whatever Warbucks was, he was the number one threat to national security at the moment as well as to Bailey. The missile launcher and accompanying missiles Warbucks now possessed, and the buyers eagerly amassing their money to pay for them, could wreak havoc on the world’s security. They could hold nations hostage.

How the hell that weapon had been stolen, they still hadn’t managed to track down. Whoever Warbucks was, he had power and connections that no man or group should ever acquire.

And he had no conscience.

John wiped his hand over his face and fought to hold back the rage that threatened his control. Warbucks had been responsible for several Australian Intelligence officers’ deaths before the strike that had ended Trent Daylen’s life and begun John Vincent’s. Several of those agents had been friends, just as Timmons had been.

Fucking bastards. John breathed out roughly at the fury pulsing through him. Warbucks had stolen John’s life, he’d stolen the chance he had at love when he’d ended his life as Trent Daylen. Warbucks had stolen Bailey from him.

He glanced at his reflection in the mirror, remembering the post-surgery pictures he had been shown of his face after that explosion. It had been ravaged. Deep cuts, burns, and shattered bones had required a complete reconstruction. The months of agony had built a hatred inside John that he feared he’d never be rid of.

Now his search for vengeance had brought him full circle in a way, back into Bailey’s life and whatever game she was playing here in Aspen. Whatever game Warbucks was playing with her.

John knew his lover. He knew Bailey in work mode, and she’d definitely been in work mode the night before. Somehow she had managed to convince the unidentified Warbucks that she could be an ally. The coincidence was too close, just as her release of the information in Atlanta had been too easy. She had tried to throw him off track. She had tried to help them acquire Orion, hoping she would throw them off the scent of past employers other than the rapist who had targeted Risa Clay.

Knowing Bailey and he did know Bailey, that was exactly what she had been trying to do.

Which meant she had more information now, information they needed even more desperately than they had needed the information on Orion.

She was a slick one, he had to give her that. Cool as a cucumber and just as dangerously calculating when it came to a job. Unfortunately for her, she was going to have to share this one. He had his own interest in Warbucks and he knew well just how far the traitor’s power extended. It was why the Elite Ops had been given the operation: because Warbucks had too many connections into too many law enforcement communities as well as underground and black-market sources.

Rubbing the back of his neck, he blew out a hard, rough breath. This wouldn’t be an easy one and protecting his identity from Bailey would be even harder. She was damned intuitive and if he knew her, then she knew the man he had been. And the man he had been wasn’t that far removed from the man he was now.

He was still the man who loved her, who ached for her in the darkest reaches of the night, his arms empty for the feel of her. He remembered her kiss, her touch, and relished each cry he knew he could draw from her lush lips. He was still the man who felt lost without her, and how the hell he had managed to let that happen, he still hadn’t figured out.

How long, he wondered, before he betrayed his former identity to her?

Hell, she was going to be the death of him if he wasn’t damned careful here. He had given her a part of himself that he had never given to another woman in his life, a part that still remained with her. His heart.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

BAILEY WAS AWAKE BEFORE sunrise the next morning. As the first spears of light began to spread into her bedroom, she was staring out the window, waiting, watching.

He was coming. She could feel him, almost as close as a caress against her flesh, she could feel John Vincent coming nearer.

Anticipation was sizzling just beneath her flesh. Her heart was beating faster, harder than normal as nervous excitement clawed at her nerve endings.

Her body was flushed, heated; damn, she was aroused. She could feel the damp warmth heating the flesh between her thighs, the spiked hardness of her nipples. She would have found it amusing if it weren’t for the fact that she knew next to nothing about this man, and what she did know, she wasn’t certain she liked.

Why, she wondered, was she letting him affect her like this? She’d met him once. Only once. In Atlanta, where he had helped steal the prize she had sought for so long. Orion’s head.

Where he had kissed her. Where he had touched her as though he knew her and her body had responded with a familiarity that made very little sense.

Turning away from the window, she shook her head as she drew the thick, heavy robe from the chair next to her bed and drew it over the silk nightshirt she slept in.

She didn’t have time to sit here waiting on a man who might or might not show up. A man she should pray never showed up. He could only be here for one reason, and that reason wasn’t her. He was here to steal the prize again.

Grinning at the thought, she left her bedroom and descended the winding staircase of the huge cabin-style mansion her parents had had built more than thirty years ago.

She had returned here a year ago and begun the very subtle game of drawing Warbucks into her own little web. Her life had been secured time and again by Warbucks for only one possible reason. The Serborne fortune. Now that she had revealed her disenchantment with her country, once she had proven it by looking the other way when several military items had been compromised at a Serborne research facility, she knew she was close.

Stepping into the foyer, she shoved her hands into the pockets of her robe and gave a soft sigh before turning and heading to the kitchen at the back of the house.

Entering the kitchen, she inhaled the scent of fresh coffee before moving to the coffeepot and taking a cup from the cupboard. Filling it with the aromatic brew, Bailey went to the breakfast nook, sat down in one of the opulently cushioned chairs, and stared outside the wide picture windows that surrounded it.

She knew he would be here this morning. Glancing at the watch on her wrist, she lifted the cup to her lips and sipped as she cast her gaze outside once again.

A shadow moved.

Bailey pretended she didn’t see it as she hid her smile behind the cup. It could be someone other than John Vincent, she told herself, but she doubted it. Only John sent this quicksilver punch of excitement rioting through her veins.

She watched the shadow shift again outside, this time closer to the house. Rising to her feet, she poured another cup of coffee and moved it to the table as those first fragile rays of sunlight lightened the snow-laden trees and evergreen shrubs that filled the property.

The mountain was beautiful in the winter. The snowy blanket looked pristine and untouched as it piled around the pine trees that surrounded the house.

There were bare spots beneath the trees, and if she wasn’t mistaken her shadowy visitor was using those bare spots to slip up to the house without leaving evidence of his visit.

She would have done the same thing. She’d actually helped her mother to plant some of the trees in the back when she had been a teenager. At the time, Bailey had been fascinated by the subject of slipping around undetected. Several of the trees had been planted with the idea of giving her an easy, untraceable route.

She’d left before she could try it, and now she watched as John used it instead, moving steadily to the patio and the French doors that were unlocked and awaiting his arrival.

She watched as the doorknob turned slowly, the door opened, and John stepped inside.

She was caught anew by the shock of primal awareness that surged through her at the sight of him. The dark blond hair that fell roguishly around his face. The high, almost flat arch of his cheekbones, his expressive dark gray eyes. The strong bridge of his nose.

“Coffee?” She arched a brow as he flashed her a quick, devilish grin and pulled off his leather gloves and ultra-thin protective jacket.

“It’s a bit cold out there.” He closed the door, locking it carefully behind him as he stared around the breakfast room and the kitchen.

“We’re alone,” she assured him as she indicated the coffee. “Have a seat, Mr. Vincent, and tell me why I shouldn’t shoot you for trespassing.”

She slid her Glock from the pocket of her robe and laid it casually on the glass-topped breakfast table beside her coffee.

His brow arched in amusement as he glanced at the weapon before moving to the table.

Bailey pushed out the opposite chair with her foot and waved her hand toward it.

“At least you’re going to allow me a cup of coffee before actually shooting me,” he said, chuckling. “How would you explain that to the authorities?”

“Explain what?” she asked with a shrug. “I’d simply hide the body. I wouldn’t have to explain anything.”

The dark, low laugh that vibrated in his throat sent a rush of sensation chasing up her spine. Damn him, she should shoot him for that alone.

“I knew you’d be trouble when I first saw you in Atlanta,” he told her as he wrapped one hand around the coffee cup and brought it to his lips. “Pure fire wrapped in the sexiest package I’ve ever glimpsed.”

She grunted at that as she leaned back in her chair and watched him cynically. He was definitely charming. Something about his smile, the movement of his body, invited a woman to trust him, to lean into him. She knew better than to trust or to lean into anyone.

“Compliments won’t soften you?” he asked as he set the cup back on the table. “For shame, Bailey. Are you a bit conceited?”

“A bit disbelieving perhaps,” she admitted, amused by him, turned on by him. “Now what the hell do you want? I have things to do today and I don’t have time for your games.”

“I don’t play games.” There was a glimmer of warning in his gaze.

“And I don’t play at all,” she told him. “So get to the point.”

She wanted him out of here. She wanted him out of her sight and out of her life before it was too late. Before she lost more of herself than she already had to a too-charming man and her own hormones.

“An impatient woman as well.” He shook his head as though he pitied her. “I had heard you were quite patient.”

“I don’t know where you heard such a thing.” She widened her eyes in false surprise.

“Orion.”

That shocked her for a brief second. Bailey could feel her training kicking in as she held her expression. Bland amusement, no surprise. She merely stared back at him with innocent curiosity, as though there was nothing Orion could possibly know about her.

She wondered if the bastard had actually kept files. How insane would that be for an assassin—to actually keep records? Of course, if he had, perhaps they held a clue to who or what Warbucks actually was.

“I rather doubt Orion had much to say about me,” she finally said quietly. “What could he know other than how deep to slice my wrists to keep from killing me?”

She heard the anger that filled her tone, the edge of bitterness. And she was angry, just as she was bitter. Orion’s death had been stolen from her. For so many years she had dreamed of being the one to pull the trigger and blow his fucking head off. She’d deserved the chance to do it. She had deserved the right to call his life her own.

“Orion wasn’t that easy to find,” he finally told her soberly, his gray eyes serious as he wrapped his hands around the coffee cup. “You couldn’t have done it on your own. He wouldn’t have allowed the payoffs to continue from whoever sent those deposits to assure that you weren’t killed. You were becoming a risk to him, baby.”

She had meant to become a risk. She had wanted him to come after her, to make that first move that she could have used to identify him and kill him herself. “What do you mean by that?” She feigned surprise at his statement.

John clucked his tongue as he shook his head at her. A smile tilted those beautiful male lips and for a second, all she could think about was kissing him, eating those lips until her need for him was sated.

“You knew he was being paid off to let you live, didn’t you?”

What to tell him, what not to tell him?

She smiled back at him. “Where did you get your information?”

“Why didn’t you tell me everything you knew in Atlanta?” he queried instead. “I helped you, Bailey, I got you out of there. You held back on me.”

“Information wasn’t part of the deal,” she reminded him coolly as she leaned forward and braced her arms on the table. “You released me without conditions, John, remember that. Now, how did you find out Orion was being paid off?”

He couldn’t know who had been paying the assassin to not kill—otherwise, he wouldn’t be here pumping her for information. He would be tracking another of Orion’s employers instead.

“Orion was a very expensive assassin,” he stated. “Only the richest of men, or women, could have afforded his services. He was careful. He was damned good at what he did and he wouldn’t have allowed you to live if he wasn’t being paid handsomely to do so.”

Bailey tilted her head to the side and watched him curiously for long moments. She’d been right last night: He was here to poke his nose into her business again.

“I have no idea who was paying him,” she finally admitted.

“But you knew he was being paid?”

Bailey tightened her lips for a second before nodding. “I knew. He told me in Russia, when he sliced my wrists. He warned me then to stay out of his way. That he wouldn’t let me live the next time.”

John’s eyes narrowed dangerously. For a second, just a second, a flashing memory of Trent with that same look on his face, his body tightening protectively when she had been threatened, flashed across her mind.

“And you continued to search for him?” His voice lowered, became almost guttural with anger.

Bailey smiled at the sound. “Of course I did. If I backed down every time I was warned to do so, then I wouldn’t have had a career for long, now would I?”

“You nearly didn’t have one the way it was,” he growled. “Orion was out of your league, Bailey. No lone agent could have taken him out, no matter how good they were. You didn’t have a chance.”

“So I let you have him.” She rose from the chair and moved back to the coffeemaker, where she collected the pot and returned to refill their cups. “What’s your bitch?”

She glimpsed the tightening of his jaw, the way his forehead tensed and had to force herself not to grit her teeth. Was it wishful thinking?

“My bitch is the fact that you haven’t learned your lesson,” he said dangerously. “You’re still trying to bite off more than you can chew.”

Now, this was just supposition, she thought in amusement. He couldn’t be certain why she had returned home, no matter what he wanted to believe.

“I was fired from the agency, John, or did you forget that little piece of information?” She shoved the pot back into the coffeemaker before turning to face him once again. “I’m not on assignment here.”

“You weren’t on assignment in Atlanta, either,” he grunted as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “Don’t play games with me, Bailey. We both know why you returned here.”

Bailey inhaled deeply, gritted her teeth and forced back the anger that rose inside her at his domineering attitude.

“This is my home, John. Where else was I supposed to go?”

“The same home you disowned fourteen years ago?” He rose from his chair now and faced her challengingly. “The same home you swore you’d never return to when your father refused to believe that his best friend had killed his wife and daughter? Is that the home you’re talking about here?”

Control, control. She breathed in once, twice. She wasn’t going to let him crack the shield she had promised herself she would keep in place.

“That was a long time ago . . .”

“Bullshit!” he snarled. “You came back one time, when your parents were killed. After that you began chasing Orion. You suspected he was involved in their deaths, didn’t you?”

“Was he?” What else had John found when his group had assassinated the assassin? What other files had Orion kept?

Bailey shook her head slowly. “He was here in Aspen the night they were killed, that was all I ever knew. What did you find?”

If he’d kept the information that he’d been hired to let her live, then perhaps he had kept other information as well.

“We found his kill book,” John revealed. “Your father’s name was listed.”

She swung away from him, her hand covering her lips to hold back the cry that would have slipped from them. She had known. She gripped the counter with her other hand to hold herself up, fighting the tremors that wanted to shake her body. She had known her parents had been murdered by Orion.

“Why?” She forced the word past her lips. “Why were they killed?”

She had to fight back the tears that filled her eyes, the pain that clawed at her chest as she felt him moving behind her.

“Bailey.” His hands gripped her shoulders as he turned her slowly to face him.

She couldn’t look up at him. Tears were a weakness. Never let them see you cry, her mother had always cautioned. Never show anyone your weakness.

“Why did he kill them?” She forced the question past her lips as she tried to pull away from him. “What did they know?”

“You know he wouldn’t have had that information,” he breathed out roughly. “No more than he knew why Warbucks wanted you to live.”

She froze. This time, she couldn’t hide her reaction, she couldn’t stop the stiffening of her body or the way her gaze jerked to his.

“That’s why you gave us the information on Orion,” he stated calmly despite the anger that brewed in his eyes. “Isn’t it, Bailey? You cut your losses in Atlanta. You gave us Orion so you could go after Warbucks.”

When she pulled back from him, he let her go. Shaking her head, she pushed her hands into the pockets of her robe and breathed out heavily.

“I didn’t know Warbucks was involved,” she finally told him, hating herself because she really hadn’t known. “I didn’t know until after I came back last year. I decided to return to find out who hired Orion. I found Warbucks mentioned in one of Father’s journals. No one knew he kept them, or where they were hidden. He mentioned in several of the journals that he suspected someone among his set of friends was a traitor. The last journal, he had the name Warbucks written and underlined with a question mark beside it.”

She should have come home sooner, she thought again. It had been a steady refrain since her return. She had come home to find out who had hired Orion; she should have known it was Warbucks. She should have suspected.

She turned back to John, wishing she could make sense of the need, the demand inside her that she trust him. She didn’t trust anyone; she had learned never to trust that anyone would still be with her tomorrow. They were taken, they were always taken away from her. Or they left.

“Warbucks is mine,” she told him softly, determined. “You took Orion from me, you won’t take this from me, John. I won’t allow it.”

“I don’t want to take it from you, Bailey. I want to share it with you.”

She almost laughed at the thought. “Share it with me? Like you shared with me in Atlanta?” she asked mockingly. “Really, John, what in the hell makes you think I believe you’d want to share anything with me? And even if you did, what about that snazzy little group you work with? I think I counted, what, four, five of you? How’s the Israeli doing, by the way?”

The Israeli. Her cousin. The bastard. David Abijah had been one of her best friends as well as her cousin. Until his death. Until he’d died and been reborn and hadn’t even had the courtesy to let the last of his family know he was still alive.

John’s expression never changed. He was good, damned good. His pupils didn’t even dilate.

“There’s only me,” he finally stated. “And John Vincent’s bodyguard. I’m a broker. I negotiate sales of sensitive information and unique acquisitions. There is no group, and there is no Israeli.”

“And there is no trust, and therefore, there is no sharing, period.” She smiled sweetly as she turned and walked back to the table to collect her weapon. “You can see yourself out. Please make certain you lock the door on your way.”

She moved to the doorway, intent on returning to her room and preparing for the day ahead. The life of an heiress wasn’t bonbons and soap operas or even a round of boring parties and expensive dresses. She had to actually shop and socialize with the very people she had grown up despising. That was more nerve racking than chasing spies or avoiding assassins.

“I could make it worth your while.”

She paused at the door at the suggestion. Turning her head, she stared at him, her eyes narrowing in consideration. “How so?”

“John Vincent was contacted several days ago to broker a sale, an acquisition Warbucks is eager to get rid of. I can let you in on this.”

“And why would you do that?” she drawled mockingly. John Vincent would just let her in on this. There had to be a catch.

“You’re bluffing.” Wasn’t he?

“Why else would I be here?” He crossed his arms over his chest, leaned back against the counter, and stared back at her knowingly. “I’ve been contacted, but the contract isn’t assured. Several other brokers have been contacted as well and there are conditions.”

“Then why do you need me?”

That one bothered her. If he’d already been contacted, if he was that close, then why bother even letting her know?

“Because the contract isn’t assured,” he told her again. “Warbucks will be careful about this transaction and who brokers it. Levels of trust that he has never been known to approach before will be required. And he made you a requirement. According to his offer to broker the deal. You’ll choose the broker.” Surprising. It wasn’t shocking, but it was surprising. She had been working toward this, but she’d had no idea she was so close.

Warbucks was here in Aspen—she knew that, her father had known it. He was part of a select group of men, men powerful enough that they didn’t have to worry about being caught. Rich enough that they could avoid the laws that governed others.

“You need an in,” she finally said softly. “A level of trust that the others don’t have. If you’re my lover, then you’re assured of the “in” you need.”

He inclined his head in agreement. “I need a lover that he trusts. Someone he’s certain wouldn’t betray him. Someone he believes wants vengeance against a government that betrayed them one time too many. You’re my ace, Bailey. But my question here is, why does Warbucks trust you now?”

Bailey licked her lips as she inhaled slowly, evenly. This was more than she could have hoped for. It was definitely more than she’d expected.

She had worked for this for a year. Days and nights of acquiring just the right information and placing it in the ears that she knew would lead to Warbucks.

She had no idea who he was, not yet. But she was getting closer. This was proof of that fact.

“Warbucks trusts no one,” she finally answered him. “If he did, he would have been identified by now. He doesn’t trust me. He’s testing me.”

“Why?” John leaned forward, his gaze intent, probing. “Why test you and no one else? Why has he focused on you?”

Pursing her lips, she leaned back in her chair before breathing in deeply.

“Because I have something he needs as well as something he wants. When you’re going fishing, John, you have to have the right bait. Right now, I have the perfect bait.”

Fate. Bailey believed in it as she believed in few things. Some things were just fated. From birth she had been destined to come face to face with Warbucks.

For years the traitor had paid to keep her alive. She wasn’t always certain why, but she had suspicions. Her fortune was part of it. The Serborne fortune was lost forever if she died without an heir. A husband or a child. That meant that somehow Warbucks was tied to the six men who were a part of the Serborne holdings, the committee her father had set up to run the business holdings for her. One of those men was Ford Grace. But there had to be more to it as well. It wasn’t just the money. It was the information and the protection she had provided over the past years. It was the game she had been playing with a traitor. A killer.

John shook his head slowly. “This is what you’ve been working toward for a year, isn’t it, Bailey? You’ve planned this.”

Bailey let a smile touch her lips. “Well, I have to admit, I was hoping for more than such an asinine test. Warbucks likes to play games, but this is going a bit far.”

She had no doubt Warbucks didn’t know exactly what he was doing, though.

John’s lips tightened in irritation. She could see the anger brewing in his eyes, building inside him. He looked like he was ready to explode. For a moment Bailey felt the familiar excitement surge inside her. It was sexual, sensual, dangerous. She had just pushed past a boundary she had somehow instinctively known had a limit. She had made herself a target.

Inhaling slowly, deeply, she watched as he rose from his chair, his expression hardening.

“Tell me, Bailey, exactly how did you convince a man like Warbucks to test you? To believe he could trust you?” His hands flattened on the table as he glared back at her. “What have you done, Bailey?”

The sound of his voice sent a rush of sensation tearing up her spine. It was like a ghostly finger of pleasure. It radiated to the back of her neck where it seemed to explode in pleasure and excitement.

“What have I done?” The words were pushed between gritted teeth. She smiled again. A tight, furious smile. “I found his weakness, John. Information. Contacts. The type that can lead him to prizes far richer than he’s had before. Prizes he can only obtain through me.”

“Prizes like CROSSFIRE?” he snapped.

Bailey blinked back at him in surprise. “CROSSFIRE? The missiles?”

“The missiles,” he snarled back. “Did you give those to him, Bailey?”

Bailey shook her head, realization dawning. “He has CROSSFIRE?”

“He does.”

She nodded slowly. “He has the missiles, but guess what?”

John straightened. “What?”

“Warbucks needs me now, John. He has the missiles, but only I can provide authenticity to the sell, lover.” Her smile was pure amusement. She had him now. Warbucks would be hers. “You see, he has the missiles, possibly the launcher. But what he doesn’t have is what any buyer will demand.”

“And that is?”

“The key to unlock the firing mechanism. And that is something that only I can get for him.”

Bailey rose to her feet. She could taste the triumph now. After all these years, the blood Warbucks had spilled, the deaths he had ordered. He was finally going to pay.

“You see,” she continued, “those missiles were developed originally as a toy for the CIA. I was there during its first test and I made sure I knew all there was to know about it. I have the code. And I’m the only one he can come to for it.”

“So why not torture you to get it?” The anger was barely contained now. Bailey could almost taste it, it was pouring from him.

“It doesn’t work that way,” she laughed lightly. “Remember that Serborne fortune? He can’t jeopardize that just yet. First he’ll see if I’m as good as I’m pretending to be. He’ll test me. He’ll see if I’m ready to join him or betray him. He’ll pull me in, implicate me, get me where he thinks he wants me. He thinks he has me where he wants me now. I guess he didn’t bargain on you, huh?”

She loved it. She had worked for it. So many years playing both sides, protecting a traitor, fighting to learn his identity before he decided to kill her.

“Do you know what you’ve done?”

Before she could avoid him, John moved around the table, gripped her shoulders, and jerked her against him. “Do you realize the risk you’ve taken?”

She stared back at him. “I succeeded.”

“Bullshit!”

Her eyes widened. “He needs me now. He had no choice but to let me in. He can’t kill me. There’s no way to get rid of me. You’re just pissed because you can’t have the upper hand. Admit it, John, you hate it because I did what you and your nifty little group of boys couldn’t do. I got close enough to Warbucks to tempt him. He’s mine.”

“He’ll kill you,” John snapped.

“Then I guess you’ll just have to protect me.” She moved against him, let her lower stomach cushion his denim-covered cock as her hands smoothed up his chest. “Wanna be my bodyguard?”

She hadn’t anticipated his reaction. Bailey had counted on his arousal, she knew it was there, but she had anticipated his anger rather than his lust taking control.

Before she could avoid his kiss, his lips were covering hers. Before she could pull back, his arms were surrounding her, lifting her to him as his tongue rubbed against hers.

Bailey felt the hand at the back of her head, holding her in place. His fingers rubbed at her scalp as his tongue licked at hers, his lips stroking against hers.

A second later his hand was at her hip, tightening, pulling her fully against him, his erection pressing fully against her now as she felt lust suddenly surging through her.

“You’re insane,” he growled, maneuvering her until her back was pressed against the wall and her senses were going haywire. “Damn you, Bailey, you’ll be the death of both of us.”

There was anger and lust surging between them, a fiery surge of intensity that poured through her system. Her fingers tunneled into his hair, gripped and held him closer. She fought to melt into his body, to consume his kiss as his hand gripped her hip and tried to drag her closer. They fought to get closer.

“John,” she moaned his name as he nipped at her lips before moving to her jaw, her neck.

He dragged the sleeve of her robe over her shoulder as his lips followed. With his other hand, he pushed beneath the material covering her thighs.

Bailey drew in a harsh, ragged breath as his fingers found the moist, slick flesh between her thighs. She stilled, her lashes flying open to stare back at him as he parted the folds of flesh and found the hardened nub of her clit.

“There, baby,” he crooned, his voice deep and dark. “Feel how fucking good it is. You want a bodyguard? Let me show you just how well I intend to guard it.”

His fingers moved lower. She felt the width of two of them suddenly pressing against the clenched, hot entrance before he surged inside.

Fire erupted through her senses, sizzled over her flesh. Tremors shook through her. Bailey heard her own strangled cry, felt the violent clench of her body around his fingers, and the orgasm threatening to tear through her.

“Feel it?” he growled as he rubbed inside her, stroked her. “Feel it, Bailey.”

She felt it. All of it. The hunger, the need, the racing sensations that threatened to tear her apart.

“John,” she gasped his name again, then cried out as he pulled slowly away from her.

“No.” Bailey tried to draw him back, fought to find the pleasure again as a chill of foreboding swept through her. “Why are you doing this?”

Why was he drawing away from her? He wanted her, she knew he did, wanted her with the same desperation she wanted him.

“You won’t work me like you’ve worked Warbucks,” he stated, his voice harsh now. “You made damned sure you’re a part of this game, but you’ll play by my rules, Bailey. And my rules include information. Now start talking.”

“Your rules?”

“My rules,” his voice hardened.

Bailey smiled. “Bodyguards don’t give the orders, lover. This isn’t your game this time. It’s mine. You can share it with me or you can get the fuck out.”

Evidently John’s rules meant he walked. She watched in shock as he turned and left the house.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 4

 

 

 

IT INCLUDED HIM WALKING away from her and leaving her aching. That evening Bailey was still irritated, more with herself than with her early-morning visitor. John was determined to turn her life upside down and turn her operation against her. She could feel it. Almost as though even before he made the first move, she knew what he was going to do.

He’d left the house that morning after stepping away from her. He’d walked out, locked the door behind him, and disappeared the way he had come as she stared at his back in surprise.

He wanted her, yet he’d turned his back on her.

So much for that hard-on he’d tried to claim was so serious. He was probably perpetually hard.

Pulling her BMW into the front of the hotel he was staying at, Bailey turned her keys over to the valet before entering the lobby and moving quickly to the elevator.

She wanted answers. He hadn’t returned to the house to provide those answers, so she was coming to him. It might not be one of her brightest moves. She was well aware of the fact that he had most likely maneuvered her into doing just what she was doing.

As the elevator slid to a smooth stop at his floor, she stepped out and came face-to-face with one of the men she had watched in Atlanta.

John had worked with five men on that mission against Orion. One of them was Micah Sloane. Middle Eastern, perhaps Israeli, six two, his black hair short and framing an imposing, arrogant face. If what she suspected was right, this was a dead man walking.

“Excuse me.” Aware of the other men standing behind him, Bailey pasted a polite smile on her face and moved to skirt around him.

“Ms. Serborne, yes?” He stopped her.

Bailey stepped back, staring up at him, her brow lifting as she detected a Palestinian accent.

“Yes?”

“Jerric Abbas.” He extended his hand.

Jerric Abbas, her ass.

She extended her hand. “I remember you, Mr. Abdul.” He did resemble Jerric, who had died in a messy little explosion several years before. If someone wanted to believe he was Jerric, it would work.

Come to think of it, there were a few slight differences in his appearance since she had seen him in Atlanta. It didn’t change the fact that she knew exactly who he was.

“I would hope that you would have no problems with my presence in your fair town.” His smile was shark-cold, rather like Azra’s had been. Of course, Azra had been a shark. Without conscience and without mercy.

She lifted her hands up, palms flat in a gesture of casual disinterest. “Stay out of my way, I’ll stay out of yours,” she promised before moving around him and walking quickly to John’s room.

She could feel the hairs at the back of her neck lifting in warning that “Jerric” and his friends were still watching her. She knew the other two men. They were a part of Samuel Waterstone’s security detail.

Interesting that good ol’ Sam, as patriotic as he purported to be, allowed his men to associate with suspected terrorists. Of course, Jerric Abbas had never been convicted. He was watched closely, until that explosion in which he was supposed to have been blown to bits.

Boy, there were a lot of men rising from the grave lately.

She stopped at John’s hotel room door and gave a quick knock, her back still to the men who watched from farther down the hall.

She was gaining a lot of interest these days.

Within seconds the door opened slowly. John stood in front of her, shirtless, the fine hairs on his chest glistening damply. He looked sexy as hell, mouthwatering and dangerous.

“You’re early,” he announced as he stepped back and welcomed her into the room. “Come on in.”

She stepped inside, feeling something shift inside her, some knowledge, a premonition that she had just entered something much more dangerous and deadly than simply a hotel room.

The door closed behind her, leaving her alone, defenseless, and suddenly feeling more determined and more confident than she ever had.

“So, lover.” She turned to him slowly. “What happened to my bodyguard?”

 

JOHN STARED AT THE VISION that entered his hotel room and wanted to growl like an animal in rut.

Son of a bitch, she was the most gorgeous woman he had ever laid his eyes on. Dressed in a snug sapphire evening gown slit up to her thigh, matching heels, and emerald-green eyes. Her shoulder-length dark chestnut hair was swept up on her head with sapphires and diamonds among the curls.

Full, firm breasts peeked above the loose material of the gown that draped over the mounds and drew instant attention to the tempting curves. Long legs made a man think of firm thighs gripping his hips and the treasures to be found beyond.

He knew the treasures between those legs. The soft, silky curls that covered her pussy, the sweet syrup that could dampen her flesh. The thought of it had his cock hardening further, his heart racing.

Damn, he was so fucking hungry for a taste of her that he wondered if he would survive the wait. She was hesitant, reluctant. He’d be madder than hell if she jumped straight into bed with him, but on the other hand, he was going to die of need if she didn’t.

He finally found enough of his senses to question her. “Weren’t you supposed to come across with information first?”

Her brow lifted as she glanced around the room, then turned back to him as though in question.

It took him a moment, but he finally got the hint. “Room’s clean,” he said quietly as he turned away from her and headed for the bar on the other side of the large sitting room. “Want a drink?”

He sure as hell needed one. He could feel the sweat popping out on his brow, his internal temperature rising in direct relation to the way that damned gown shifted and moved against her body.

At the rate he was going his self-control was going to be shot where she was concerned.

“I’m not in the drinking mood, John,” she informed him.

She followed him to the short bar across the room, though, and watched as he poured himself a drink. He could feel her behind him, the warmth of her body reaching out and stroking the bare flesh of his back.

Hell, he wanted to feel her touch so damned much that he could almost imagine what it had once been like.

“So are you ready to talk yet?” He turned to her as he leaned back against the bar nonchalantly.

Her brow arched. “I rather think you know what I want to talk about. In what way are you wanting to work together here and what assurances do I have that you and your team aren’t going to move in and take this away from me?”

He shook his head. “There’s no way to take this away from you, Bailey, and you know it. You’re the key to the operation, as you said. You have access to the code, Warbucks needs you, as do we. But I won’t work blind.”

She tapped her fingers against the small silk purse she carried in one hand.

“When did he acquire CROSSFIRE?” she finally asked. “My sources haven’t reported any attempts to steal it, now that it had been taken.”

“This doesn’t surprise me.” He shrugged. “A cap was placed on the information going out until the they could be found,” he stated. “That’s how we managed to finally track the traitor back here. It’s a very unique weapon. One Warbucks couldn’t resist once a weakness was inserted in the security surrounding it. We were hoping to catch the thieves before they actually got away with it. Unfortunately, they slipped by us. But we manage to track the lines of information to four families: Waterstone, Grace, Claymore, and Menton-Squire.”

They were names she knew, families she had grown up with and had suspected herself. “I’ve come up with the same names,” she said. “But I’ve also placed Raymond Greer high within Warbucks ranks. And only he would know that I have that code.”

“That leaves Waterstone, Grace, Claymore, and Menton-Squire.” he pointed out.

Bailey nodded at that. “Raymond Greer worked for Ford Grace before marrying Grace’s sister. I know he’s been involved in the brokerage of the sales in several instances. Myron Falks is Samuel Waterstone’s head of security. I’ve compiled quite a bit of circumstantial evidence against him as well. I know the two of them are involved, I just don’t know who’s giving the orders.”

That was more than the unit had. Much more. She’d obviously been working on this at a deeper level than they had imagined.

John tipped back his drink, finished it, and set the glass on the table.

“How did you manage to tie Greer and Falks into it?” He crossed his arms over his bare chest and watched her gaze caress the naked flesh.

“Tying Greer to it wasn’t that hard.” She shrugged, and the full slope of a breast flashed within the folds of material draping over it. “He’s ex-CIA. He has the contacts to know about classified research-and-development projects. He still maintains friendships with very high-level individuals, and with his marriage to Mary Grace Altman, he has the power and financial backing to aid many of those individuals. Falks was easier, actually. His alias Mark Fulton was tagged several years ago during a sale of advanced electronics on the black market. We didn’t have enough evidence for an arrest or conviction, but we know he was there.”

“And each family has the power or resources for transportation and delivery,” he stated.

Bailey nodded at that.

He blew out a heavy breath before wiping his hand over his face and staring back at her silently for long moments. He had actually expected her to know what was stolen. She had her own sources, her own contacts and assets. The fact that rumor hadn’t made it back to her was in a way an indication that this operation was much more high-level that any of them had wanted to believe.

“When was CROSSFIRE?” she asked.

He nodded sharply. “It was stolen during transportation to a secret military base in DC several weeks ago. Word went out to terrorist organizations and nations days ago that CROSSFIRE was coming up on the auction block and that you would choose the broker. We have a major situation here with limited time to track the weapon, considering there’s a highly classified multinational meeting in the Middle East in three weeks to discuss a new peace initiative that has garnered surprising support.”

“So we have three weeks to ensure that Warbucks approves of my choice of John Vincent as the broker,” she stated.

John nodded. “Considering the item, the price that will be attached to it, and the level of trust that will be required in this trade, any broker will demand a face-to-face with Warbucks as well rather than his middlemen, whom they’ve met with before. This is our chance to identify him and to take him out.”

He watched her expression turn somber, her green eyes losing a bit of their brilliance as bleak bitterness filled them.

“Warbucks was one of Orion’s employers,” she said. “I suspect he was hired to kill Ford Grace’s wife and daughter fourteen years ago and I know he hired out the deaths of my parents. I want him, John. I won’t be pushed out of this one. Try to take me out of it, and you and your entire team will regret it.”

He shook his head slowly. “This can’t be just your operation any longer, Bailey. It has to be a shared venture between you and me.”

“And your Jerric Abbas look-alike?” The tight, sarcastic smile she gave him was telling. “I met him outside the elevators tonight—with several of Waterstone’s security team, by the way. He made a point of letting me know he was here, to have me verify his identity as Abbas.”

John grinned. The identity of Jerric Abbas was the best cover they could have come by. Jerric had only been rumored to have been killed in that explosion; there was no proof. Several times after that explosion Micah had made forays into the criminal underground as the terrorist. The unit had decided that morning that Micah would make certain Bailey verified his identity. She’d come across Jerric several times in the field and she was the best verification he could have had.

“There have been some questions,” he finally admitted. “He was fingerprinted, DNA’d. We managed to get our own results into each test easily enough, but we thought a verification by you would go farther.”

She nodded at that. “The people you’re dealing with aren’t the most trustworthy. And arranging a meeting with Warbucks isn’t going to be as easy as you think. I’ve been working for more than a year to prove my discontent with the agency and my country in general. He’s only now beginning to test me.”

Returning amid a scandal had done some damage to her social life, but not to the certainty that she would turn against the CIA if given the chance. John knew for a fact that rumors were already circulating that Bailey Serborne was now a disenchanted agent and possibly available to the highest bidder.

It was information that the CIA couldn’t afford to act on, though, simply because of the power that backed her. They hadn’t even placed a watch on her, which was a testament to the financial and political clout that existed within the world she had been born into.

So how did a society princess, an heiress unlike any other he’d heard of, end up risking her life and fortune in a career that could end any day with her death?

What sense of honor, injustice, or vengeance had led her here?

There were so many secrets, so much of her that he was only now realizing that he didn’t know or understand. Parts of her that she hid, that she refused to share with anyone, man or woman. An intimacy she was determined to keep to herself.

“What proof do you have that Warbucks was involved in the death of your friend or your parents?” he asked her.

She shook her head. “I don’t have time to sit and tell you my life story.” She used a small flip of her hand to indicate the dress she was wearing. “We’re going to be fashionably late as it is. Get in your best evening suit and we’ll head out.”

“To where?” he asked curiously. She was obviously attempting to assert herself and her dominance in this. For the moment, he was allowing it.

“Samuel Waterstone’s get-together. He and his wife are celebrating their anniversary tonight. Forty-five years of marital bliss.”

There was a regret disguised in the bitterness of her voice that made something in his chest ache. Made him regret choices himself. Could he and Bailey have been celebrating an anniversary this year? he wondered. If he hadn’t “died.” If Trent Daylen hadn’t managed to get on the wrong side of Warbucks in Australia?

“The families we’re watching will be in attendance at this party?” he asked her.

“Every one of them plus several dozen more. Add to that list a few box-office stars, a couple of very dull television personalities and even some of Aspen’s finest political figures and you have a gallery of the rich and boring.”

She had little respect for the world she had been born within. But John had realized in Australia that Bailey never simply gave her respect or trust. Male or female, people had to work to prove themselves to her.

As Trent Daylen, he’d done that somehow. Through the months that they had worked together, he’d found some way to earn that respect and trust. A respect and trust that John Vincent wasn’t earning quite so easily.

“I’ll make certain I don my finest threads, then.” He quirked a smile in her direction and yet still received that strangely somber look in return.

He wondered if she knew what that look did to him. If she knew that he wanted to wrap her in his arms and protect her from the world when she looked so sad.

“That would definitely be a good idea.” She nodded. “Tomorrow you’ll come out to the cabin. I’ll have my father’s tailor there fit you with some new suits. You’ve done very well as a successful broker, but now you need to show your intent to rise higher in the world. You’ll have one of a very few of the richest heiresses in the world that you’re courting. You need to show your intent as well as your seriousness in the matter.”

His brow arched. “Should I be looking for engagement rings then?”

She tilted her head and stared back at him coolly. “Call Cartier’s in England, make an appointment with the manager to see his finest diamonds in, say, six weeks’ time. That will prove your intent as well as give you ample opportunity to complete your job here before you have to actually buy the diamond.”

He snorted at that. “I have my own diamond sources, my dear, I think I can take care of this on my own.”

She shrugged. “However you wish to deal it, as long as word leaks out. Now, we’d better be leaving soon or we’ll be more than fashionably late and end up insulting our host and hostess. That’s something we really don’t want to do at this point.”

Insulting the Waterstones wasn’t one of the things that was high on his own list of problems to avoid, but he would take her word for it.

“And once we arrive?” He moved from the bar, stepping over to her slowly, letting her feel the heat of his body as it mixed with hers. “Are we lovers, Bailey, or still tiptoeing around each other like a couple of teenagers?”

She inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring with a hint of nervous excitement as a glitter of hunger lit her eyes. She wanted it just as damned bad as he did. The need that had erupted between them five years ago hadn’t abated. If anything, it had only grown hotter.

As she stood still and silent, he let his hand caress her hip, feeling the heated flesh beneath the silk of her gown. Then looping his arm around her waist, he jerked her to his chest.

Soft, silken hands flattened against the bare muscle as her gaze widened and flew to his.

“This isn’t necessary,” she retorted breathlessly.

“Don’t think you can dominate me, Bailey,” he warned her carefully. “Don’t think you can dress me, or tell me how to conduct my part of this little operation. I’ve been handling my own tailors as well as my own jewelers for years.” His head lowered as he spoke until his lips were only a breath from hers.

Damn her. She was strong, resilient, but she hadn’t yet learned that he was stronger and a hell of a sight more stubborn. She’d learned that lesson about Trent; now she had to learn it about John.

“This isn’t a game we’re playing between ourselves,” he continued. “Don’t pretend that it is.”

“Isn’t it?” A challenge flared in her eyes, like fire inside the purest emerald. “Don’t lie to me, John. Don’t pretend it’s any more than it really is. It’s a job. One we’re both determined to complete, nothing more.”

“Like hell.”

He’d be damned if he would allow her to leave here, on his arm, believing that load of crap that she was trying to convince herself of.

She wanted to deny what was between them because she didn’t understand it, because she didn’t know who or what he was to her. He understood that. That didn’t mean he would tolerate it.

Using one arm to hold her in place, he gripped the side of her face with his palm. As she parted her lips to blast him with that sharp tongue of hers, he took possession of it.

Kissing Bailey was like being engulfed in flames. The damp heat of her tongue, the satiny softness of her lips beneath his, were like a narcotic that he couldn’t seem to rid himself of. The more he had of her, the more he wanted.

He felt her hands slide slowly up his chest, hesitant, trembling, her fingers stroking against his flesh until they clasped his neck.

She shuddered in his grip, as she had that first night in Australia. Tremors of need raced beneath her flesh as a soft, almost unwilling cry passed her lips.

John kept the kiss gentle. There was no need to take her roughly, to assert his dominance, his hunger. It was there in each lick of his tongue against hers, in the rub of their lips, the way her hands gripped his neck, the way he held her to him. Her body softened into his, as though it realized what her mind didn’t. That she was his. That her heart, her body, belonged to him.

That slender, sweet body conformed to his now. Her hands held tight to his neck as she leaned into him, burning in his arms like a flame as he began to kiss her with hungry demand.

She asserted her own demand. She took what he gave and then pushed for more until lips and tongue were working together with heated moans and hands that couldn’t stay still.

He wanted to slide the fabric of that dress up her thighs until he reached what he knew were the dew-shrouded folds of flesh between her thighs. She would be wet for him, hot. The remembered feel of her sweet pussy drove through his head and sent pulses of need clenching in his balls.

His cock was a wedge of pure steel, straining at his slacks as he lifted her closer, unwilling to release her for even a second, wanting more of her than he had ever imagined wanting of a woman.

She was his.

His hands tightened on her as he lifted her impossibly closer. His palms slid to her rear, tightened in the smooth, toned muscle as a groan tore from his chest.

His hips bunched, grinding his cock into the soft flesh between her thighs, feeling the heat of her pussy, flexing and throbbing for the remembered sensations of being buried deep inside her.

God, she had been so tight. She would be tight around him now. She hadn’t had another lover in five years, but soon, very damned soon, she was going to have him again.

“Call it a game now, damn you.” He tore his lips from hers as he stepped to the couch several feet behind him. Turning, he bore her to the cushions, pushing her dress up her smooth, silk-covered legs as he slid between them. “Tell me you’re not as damned hot for this as I am.”

He made the mistake of glancing away from her face. The draped material of her dress fell over one swollen breast, revealing the hard, velvet-covered tip. Tight and flushed, her nipple beckoned his lips, his tongue.

He felt starved for the taste of her, the feel of her.

“Look at you,” he rasped. “You want me just as bad as I want you, Bailey, and you refuse to admit it.”

“I don’t deny it.” Her breathing was rough, hard. “I never denied wanting you.”

She denied herself the chance to take it, though. He wasn’t denying himself.

Flattening his hands against her knees, he ran his hands up her thighs, feeling the silk stockings she wore until he reached the lace band.

She shook her head as he pressed her legs farther apart, her fingers clenched into the cushions of the couch, but she didn’t ask him to stop, she didn’t deny the touch.

Pushing the material of the dress higher, he finally found what he was searching for. A sapphire-blue thong, the small triangle covering her pussy already damp, the folds of her flesh outlined beneath the material.

“Spread your legs farther,” he ordered roughly. “Let me see, Bailey.”

Had it ever been this hot before? John knew it hadn’t been. Never had he seen her like this, watchful, waiting, uncertain in her femininity and her response to him.

Her legs parted, the silk tightening over her sex as he slid his fingers to the edge of the panties.

“This is mine.” His palm covered the mound and the feel of the wet heat beneath it nearly had him coming in his pants. “Mine, Bailey.”

She trembled beneath him as his fingers slid beneath the snug material and found the syrupy heat he’d dreamed of for five long years.

He couldn’t stop the touch. He couldn’t keep from dipping a finger inside the snug, clenched entrance or delving inside to caress the sensitive tissue inside. He couldn’t stop the hunger that dragged a ragged groan from his chest or the demand that he take more, that he have more of her.

Another finger. Pulling the panties aside, he watched as his fingers took her, thrusting, working slowly inside her as her hips arched and a strangled cry passed her lips.

She was tight around his fingers, her muscles fluttering, vibrating around his flesh. He tore the panties from her, the scraps of material fluttering to the floor as he gripped her thigh with one hand and watched as he possessed her. Fucking her with his fingers, loving her cries, the way she arched to him, and finally the way her body tightened, jerked, and heat surrounded his fingers as her orgasm rushed over her.

The folds of her pussy became flushed. Her clit stood out like a tiny dark pink pearl that throbbed and glistened as her juices coated his fingers and the swollen curves.

It was the most beautiful sight he had ever seen. This, watching the effects of her pleasure on her body, seeing her release, feeling it. Owning it.

“You’re mine,” he bit out roughly. “Mine, Bailey.”

She shook her head even as she shuddered through the final pulses of release.

“All fucking mine.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 5

 

 

 

ALL FUCKING HIS.

John’s words echoed through her mind that night and into the next morning as she fought her body’s demand that she give in to the utter possessiveness that had filled his tone.

He had been very un-Trent-like. Trent hadn’t been that dominant, that possessive. He had been more casual, more fun-loving. But hadn’t she always sensed a darker core in him?

Driving along the mountainous road that led to Aspen the next afternoon, she fought to put aside the conflicting feelings that were making her crazy. She couldn’t get her heart, or her body, to meet with her mind where he was concerned. Was he, like Micah, a dead man walking? A man much closer to her than he wanted her to know?

No, she didn’t believe in coincidence, but she knew that she couldn’t depend on her emotions right now, either.

That left the man and the mission. For the moment, those two things she could control.

As she reached the city limits her cell phone rang imperatively, drawing a grimace to her lips as she pulled it from the console of her Mercedes SUV. She checked the number quickly.

Her brows lifted. She’d expected John, not the man she had always considered her nemesis.

“Hello, Raymond,” she answered as she slowed down to weave into the mass of tourist traffic entering ahead of her. “What can I do for you this morning?”

“Good afternoon, Bailey. Mary was wondering if you’d like to meet us for lunch at Casamara’s. That is, if you have nothing else planned.”

Her brows lifted. “I’d love to. I always enjoy Mary’s company.”

He chuckled at that, another surprising reaction. “Perhaps we should allow the past to remain in the past,” he said smoothly. “After all, there’s no reason for us to remain at odds, as you said the other night. We’ve both learned our lessons the hard way where the agency is concerned.”

“Trial by fire is more like it,” she muttered into the link.

“Yes, the betrayal can often be a hard one,” he said sympathetically. “Meet Mary and me, my dear. I think you’ll find the afternoon a rewarding one.”

She thought perhaps it was very possible.

“I’ve just entered town actually,” she told him. “When would you like to meet?”

“Let’s say an hour,” he suggested. “That should give us plenty of time to arrive. I’ve already made reservations.”

“I’m looking forward to it then.” She added just the right touch of relief to her voice. “Thank you, Raymond.” And that last touch nearly choked her.

She hated thanking Raymond Greer for anything.

“In an hour then,” he reaffirmed. “It will be nice to merely visit rather than snipe at each other.”

But sniping at him was so much fun, especially considering that she detested him.

The call ended, and as Bailey flipped the phone shut she drew in a hard, deep breath. She was certain she should call John and let him know about the upcoming meeting.

She grinned at the thought. Maybe five minutes before she actually met with Raymond would work. It wouldn’t do to give him too much time to rush to the restaurant, not after last night.

Driving to the restaurant, Bailey left her car with the valet before entering and moving to the bar. Casamara’s was one of the more elite restaurants in the city, with a cozy little bar for customers who stopped in for a drink rather than a meal.

There were several couples sitting inside the intimate atmosphere of the bar. Coffee, hot chocolate and lattes were in heavy demand with tourists and residents alike. Moving to the back of the room, Bailey slid into a booth that afforded her a clear view of the entrance and ordered coffee as she watched the maître d’ greet guests and escort them into the dining room.

Casamara’s had been one of her mother’s favorite restaurants, she remembered. Shopping trips always began with coffee in the bar and then lunch in the dining room when she and her mother had been together.

As much as she hated shopping, Bailey had always loved shopping with her mother. Angelina had always made their trips fun, her witty asides about both friends and strangers, as well as her exceptional ability to convince Bailey to wear clothing creations she would have otherwise turned her nose up at, had never failed to amaze her.

She missed her parents. Ben Serborne had been loving and kind. He had seen the world clearly, but often ignored the parts of it that he didn’t enjoy. The dirty, corrupted parts. He had ignored those traits in his friends as well, she thought. If he hadn’t, perhaps he wouldn’t have died.

Lifting her coffee cup to her lips, she considered the meeting Raymond had called. His wife Mary would be with him. Frail and kind, Mary couldn’t possibly be a part of Warbucks’s circle. The other woman was like a child sometimes. She’d been ill for most of Bailey’s life, but she’d always been a gentle, guiding influence during Bailey’s teenage years.

It never failed to amaze her how easily Raymond had stepped into her life, though. Bailey had always thought Mary had exceptional taste in friends, until she had met Raymond.

Bailey wondered if her friend had ever realized that her meeting with Raymond hadn’t been an accident? Ten years before, Raymond’s assignment had been to find a way to get close to Ford Grace and to learn if his European transportation company had been infiltrated by terrorists. There had been suspicion that Grace’s interests there were being used to transport both people and weapons through Europe and into the United States.

It had been determined that the quickest way into Grace’s inner circle was through the sister. One of the few people in his life that Grace didn’t abuse.

Funny that, she thought. Ford Grace had terrorized his wife and his daughter, but he was known to spoil his sister outrageously and to worry constantly about her welfare.

Raymond had taken that assignment seriously. Within a year he had quietly resigned from the CIA and his engagement to Mary had been announced. An heiress in her own right, Mary had transformed Raymond from a stooped, studious appearance to a weasel in silk.

“Bailey. Bailey Serborne?”

Lifting her gaze from the coffee, Bailey felt a smile curl her lips as she lifted her head and met the frank, light green gaze of Wagner Grace.

“Wagner.” Sliding from the booth, she came to her feet, her arms wrapping around his neck as he lifted her from her feet in a tight, carefree hug.

She hated Ford Grace, but Wagner had been her best friend’s brother and the brother Bailey had never had.

“Damn, you’re looking good.” He laughed as he set her back on her feet and flipped the end of her nose gently. “Look at you, all grown up and pretty as a damned picture.”

“And you’re as handsome as sin.” Standing back, she gazed up at him, seeing the face of the young man she had once treasured.

At thirty-nine Wagner was trim and lightly muscular. Dressed in a heavy sweater and jeans, he was the epitome of the successful mature male. His light green eyes gleamed with laughter, his sun-darkened face was creased in a smile.

“Bailey, you remember Grant.” He moved back and only years of training kept Bailey’s expression friendly.

Where Ford was the epitome of a successful mature man, Grant Waterstone was the epitome of a spoiled little rich boy.

At thirty-five Grant was handsome in a clinical sense. With his black hair, blue eyes and broad shoulders, he gave all appearances of success. Jeans, a light pullover sweater, and leather coat completed the look. But there was something in his gaze that set off warnings in her gut.

“Bailey and I saw each other at Rhamie’s little party in Paris several months ago.” Grant smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “She’s looking as exquisite as always.”

“Isn’t she though,” Wagner chuckled before turning back to Bailey. “May we join you for coffee? We were getting ready to hit the slopes later. You should join us.”

Skiing was one of Wagner’s favorite hobbies. It had been one Bailey had never quite been able to enjoy.

“Of course you may.” Bailey smiled as she slid back into the booth, wishing the two would have continued on to the slopes rather than barging in on her thoughts.

“Father mentioned you were still here last night,” Wagner stated as the waitress materialized with extra cups and another pot of coffee. “Actually, I believe I heard him screaming it over the phone.” He winced slightly. “Still not getting along with him, dear?”

She shrugged easily as she sat back in her seat.

“Did Bailey ever get along with anyone well?” Grant asked then, his nasal accent grating on her senses. “Really, Wagner, I believe you’re the only one of us that she really cared much for.”

Wagner laughed as Bailey slid Grant a tight smile. “I guess Wagner just wasn’t as abrasive as the rest of you,” she stated coolly. “You should take lessons, Grant.”

He sniffed in disdain. “I rather doubt it, sweetheart. Perhaps you’ve simply been associating with commoners for far too long. They’ve rubbed off on you.”

She refrained from making a fist and ramming it into his face. The good thing about associating with real people was the fact that they were simply that, real. They might have an agenda, but it wasn’t nearly as corrupt and diseased as those she had seen when she was younger in the people who believed they were so much better.

“I’ll take that as a compliment, Grant.” She tilted her head as she shot him a tight smile. “The good thing about common people is the fact that they don’t pretend to be anything else, while I’ve noticed far more privileged people have a habit of being more common than those they look down their perfect noses on.”

“Still a bitch, aren’t you?” He glared back at her.

“Enough, Grant,” Wagner’s voice hardened with a snap at the insult. “If you want to be an ass, then you can head on to the resort and I’ll meet up with you later.”

Grant’s lips thinned for a moment as he shot Bailey such a look of dislike that she was certain it should have seared her. Unfortunately, she really didn’t care if Grant Waterstone liked her or not.

“I think I just might do that.” He slid out of the booth as his lips curled into a sneer. “The company here is growing a bit stale.”

He stalked away as Bailey refrained from calling out a “Good riddance.”

“He spends too much time with Father,” Wagner sighed as he lifted his cup and sipped from his coffee. “They’ve become rather close over the past few years.” There was an edge of sadness in Wagner’s voice, almost a regret.

“You never were much like Ford, Wagner,” she stated. “Be thankful for that. Unfortunately, Grant is too much like him.”

Wagner shook his head at that before staring back at her. “I’ve missed you, Bailey. It’s almost like having Anna back when you’re here.”

The pain at the mention of his sister sliced across Bailey’s heart.

“I miss her, too.” It had been so many years since Anna and her mother had been killed, but the anger and the hatred hadn’t dimmed.

Nodding slowly, Wagner finished his coffee before sliding to the edge of the seat. Before leaving, he paused and glanced back at her.

“Father wants you out of Aspen.” His voice was low, warning. “He’ll make things hard on you.”

“He’s rather good at that.” She smiled as though it didn’t bother her. “I’ve been back for a year now, Wagner. I’m certain he knows by now that he can’t run me off.”

“But he’s still trying,” he told her. “Be careful, darling, I’d hate to see him succeed.”

With that, Wagner left the table, stopping long enough to kiss her cheek before he left the bar. Bailey shook her head, wondering if Ford Grace had ever cared that his son was ten times the man Grant Waterstone could ever be.

He likely didn’t, and if he did, Bailey doubted he cared. Wagner wasn’t cold and power-driven as Ford was, or as Grant Waterstone was. It made sense that Ford was taking Grant under his wing and working with him. Not that Grant needed the help. His own father, Samuel Waterstone, thought his eldest son could do no wrong.

It was typical of those she had been raised with. It was typical of the society she had been raised within. The children were taught that they had no equals. They were superior, laws unto themselves. Those lessons had created adults with no compassion, no mercy, and even less honor.

Sipping at her coffee, Bailey bit back the anger that tore through her at the thought of the cruelty that existed here, thinly veiled and shadowed. She’d almost succeeded when she glimpsed Raymond entering the restaurant with his petite, smiling wife.

Mary was an attractive woman for her fifty years, much too attractive for the arrogant, cruel Raymond.

Rising to her feet, Bailey moved from the bar to the restaurant, keeping her stride slow and easy, taking her time. Glancing at her watch, she was pleased to see that she would be only be a few minutes early.

“Bailey.” Raymond rose politely to his feet as the maître d’ escorted her to the table several moments later. “Your timing, as always, is faultless.”

And what a change. She allowed him to grip her hands with his own cool, baby-soft ones and place a kiss on her cheek with his too-damp lips.

She had to force back a shudder of revulsion before drawing away from him.

“Hello, Mary.” Bailey turned to her friend and bent to kiss her pale face. “How are you doing?”

“Very well, my dear,” Mary declared, a genuine smile gracing her lips. “I hear you’ve picked up a beau since coming home. A very exciting one.”

Bailey glanced in Raymond’s direction, knowing he would be more than aware of John’s background and wondering how much he had told his wife.

“Mary enjoys listening to rumor, my dear.” He smiled indulgently at his wife. “I believe one of the guests at a party last night mentioned that he might have a shady past.”

“John, a shady past?” She grinned as though the thought amused her. “I’ll have to ask him about that.”

“There you go, spoiling all my adventurous tendencies,” Mary pouted in amusement.

Bailey forced a believable laugh from her lips and kept her expression light. Rumors weren’t circulating very well; thankfully, they remained for the most part contained. The families she grew up with gossiped among themselves, but it didn’t go farther. Rather like honor among thieves. Or what used to be honor among thieves.

“Mary has always been fascinated by our pasts.” Raymond’s tone was surprisingly affectionate, as was the glance he shot his wife. “She believes agency work was all danger and romance.”

“Boring background checks, stale coffee, and sweaty greasy-haired gunrunners and drug lords,” Bailey murmured with amused mockery. “Don’t we miss it so much?”

“Even after fourteen years?” Mary asked. “You must have enjoyed your work, dear?”

Bailey shook her head. Joy wasn’t a word she would have used to describe how she felt about her career. “It was a job no one wanted me to have,” she said, wondering if that wasn’t the real reason she had chosen it. “I realized too late what I was turning my back on.”

“Rebellion,” Mary sighed. “Your parents worried.”

“And Father screamed and yelled and totally disapproved,” she revealed with a fond smile. “It took me a while to grow up.”

She didn’t glance back at Raymond, but she could feel him watching her as he took in her words, her tone, her expression. For all her hatred of him, she knew he had been damned good at what he did at the agency. She wasn’t about to discount his instincts or training.

But she was damned good at what she did as well.

The conversation shifted to more general topics as drinks arrived. Bailey let herself settle into the routine of it as she forced back the revulsion she felt at sharing a meal with a traitor. She’d shared meals with worse, she assured herself.

“I hope you don’t mind, Bailey, but I invited a few other guests to lunch,” Raymond suddenly announced as the waiter appeared at the table. “It was rather last-minute.”

Turning to him, Bailey arched a brow. “Of course not, Raymond. It was very kind of you to invite me as well.”

His smile was more confident now and if she wasn’t mistaken the thin curve of it was more arrogant. She would have thought it would be impossible for him to display more self-appoval.

He nodded to the waiter, who hurried off as though he were carrying top-secret information on a deadline.

A few minutes later she looked up and had to fight to control her expression. She could feel the rage rising inside her fast and hard, like a tidal wave beating against a flood wall, threatening to overpower it.

Where Bailey controlled the rage, held it back and hid it, Ford wasn’t nearly as adept. He approached the table slowly, his weathered face tight, his dark gray eyes almost black with anger as he glanced between his sister and brother-in-law.

Slender, graceful male hands moved to the buttons of his silk jacket as he released them with an irritated jerk before he accepted his seat from the waiter with a brief “Thank you.”

Bailey inhaled slowly, evenly. It would seem odd if she didn’t show some reaction to his sudden appearance.

“You didn’t tell me you had invited anyone else, Ray,” he said stiffly to his brother-in-law.

“I’m sorry, Ford, Mary mentioned wanting to see Bailey. I felt the two of you should bury the hatchet, so to speak. This enmity isn’t conducive to good business relationships. Besides, I know how you hate gossip,” Raymond said evenly, smoothly. “People are beginning to gossip.”

Ford tightened his lips as the waiter brought their menus. He ordered a stiff drink, his gaze turning on Bailey once again as the waiter moved off.

“You’re not stalking off,” he said, his voice low. “Or spitting curses at me.” His gaze was calculating. Bailey imagined she could feel the searing presence of pure menace.

Bailey swallowed tightly. “Not yet at least.”

She turned her gaze to the menu, aware of both Raymond and Mary watching them. Mary’s gaze was concerned; Raymond’s, more determined.

“Your father would have enjoyed a nice lunch with you before his death.” Ford struck at the heart with the first parry and cut deep.

“So would I.” She looked up from the menu, remembering the fierce arguments she and her father used to have concerning his friendship with Ford.

The man was a wife beater, a child beater, and yet her father had stood by him at their funeral, clasped him as the fake tears fell from his eyes, and mourned with him.

“You broke his heart,” Ford muttered.

At least she hadn’t taken his life, she wanted to retort. Instead, she held back the accusation and stared across the table at him bleakly.

“We saw each other more than you know, Ford. Father knew I loved him, as I knew he loved me. He couldn’t live my life for me.”

His lips tightened.

“Ford, perhaps it’s time to let the past go,” Mary suggested gently. “Give her a chance to return home. You were her father’s best and dearest friend. He would have wanted you to embrace her return, not guilt her over it.”

Words of wisdom, even if Bailey’s return home was all illusion. This wasn’t her home, and these weren’t her people. There was no one here who knew her, no one here who had ever understood the fight she had tried to undertake when she had left home.

Even her father hadn’t understood. If he had, he would have never told his friends that she was working with the agency once he had learned what she was doing. He would have never interfered with her job and made certain she didn’t receive the assignments that would have allowed her advancement within the agency.

Her director, Milburn Rushmore, had ensured she was never involved in anything too dangerous, just as he had always rushed to pull her out of it when she managed to involve herself.

“Ford and I will always have our differences, Mary,” she told her friend as she glanced back at Ford. “I can live with them civilly, if he can.”

His jaw tightened as he stared back at her with an odd expression of relief, as though he had expected something else, which he should have. But his expression indicated that the small concession she had given mattered to him. Of course it did. It would be hard to conduct illegal business with her otherwise.

“Good then,” Raymond announced with a pleasant smile. “I’m still awaiting another guest if you’d like to take your time ordering. He mentioned he might be late.”

Bailey nodded back at him with regal haughtiness as she maintained her own shield of arrogance. There were certain rules here, unwritten and unspoken, that she had never minded breaking before. It mattered now that she regain the acceptance she had always turned her back on before. It mattered because she finally had the chance to attain the justice she had always sought.

Raymond was no doubt involved in this. One man couldn’t do it alone. Warbucks would be a group, a small one, with one man pulling the strings. She suspected the man pulling the strings would be Ford. But who else were they waiting for?

“Ah, and here he is now.” There was a tone of satisfaction in Raymond’s voice as he looked over Bailey’s shoulder.

Turning, Bailey hid her smile as she watched John make his way to the table. Dressed in black jeans and a white long-sleeved dress shirt beneath a long black leather coat, he looked like the devil he was. Wicked, charming, dangerous. He was breaking the unwritten dress code, and she could tell he really didn’t give a damn. Some rules were just made to be broken and he was damned good at doing so.

As the waiter pulled out his chair beside her, John leaned down to kiss Bailey’s cheek. “I was wondering where you got off to,” he commented just loud enough for the others to hear him.

“I wasn’t too hard to find, now, was I?” she said demurely. “And you never mentioned wanting to do lunch today.”

He took his seat slowly, his wicked lips quirking into a crooked grin. “It should have been understood.”

Her brow lifted. “You should have been clearer.”

“I’ll make certain, in the future, that I’m very clear.”

Bailey pursed her lips and held back a scathing retort. He was establishing possession and dominance and irking her independent streak almost past toleration.

“Bailey often disregards acceptable limits,” Ford informed John tightly. “She’s not quite tamable.”

“Taming isn’t what I’m after, Mr. Grace,” he assured Ford quietly, firmly. “I don’t want a servant, I prefer a partner.” His hand covered hers warmly, possessively. “I think Bailey and I make wonderful partners.”

She left her hand beneath his, cast him a sidelong glance and remained quiet. Silent assent. He had stated their position, he had made his own boundaries clear.

The game had begun.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 6

 

 

 

JOHN COULDN’T BELIEVE that Bailey had actually met with Raymond Greer and Ford Grace, the two suspects highest on her list, without informing him. If it hadn’t been for the late-morning call he’d received from Grace himself, he would have never known where she was.

The woman was going to make him crazy, that was all there was to it. If he let her. The problem was, he damned sure didn’t know how to stop her. She was independent, she wasn’t subject to anyone’s orders, least of all his and he doubted she would follow them if she was. She had her own agenda in mind and she hadn’t yet deigned to inform him of what it was, exactly.

That wasn’t going to be allowed to continue.

He had a pretty good idea of what she was doing, but it was time he heard it from her. It was time he got several things aired out with her.

If she was still the woman she had been five years ago, then ordering her wasn’t going to work. But he knew what would work. He had learned that little lesson in Australia.

Pulling into the driveway of the Serborne mansion, he stared up at the imposing two-story cabin, if you could call a fifteen-room mansion a “cabin.” Huge windows looked out on the driveway as weathered cedar siding gave the structure an aged, welcoming look.

It was a home she had turned her back on. She’d had a family she’d walked away from, a fortune she had rarely dipped into. Because her father hadn’t believed in her, because his friendship with another man had been more important than his daughter’s belief that his friend had murdered his family.

A wife and a daughter who had been trying to escape him. She suspected Ford Grace had hired an assassin to create a convenient accident the night Mathilda and her daughter Anna had tried to run from the Grace mansion.

She was still searching for proof, still trying to prove to her father that the man he had believed in was a killer.

Tightening his lips in frustration, he moved from the SUV he had driven back, just as the butler opened the door for her.

With a quiet “Thank you,” she moved away from the employee who’d helped raise her and entered the house. John followed closely behind.

“Upstairs,” he told her, making certain his voice carried no farther than her ears. “We’re going to talk.”

Talk wasn’t all he had in mind, but it would be a good start.

“Of course.” Her tone was agreeable, but there was nothing agreeable in the tension that tightened her body.

It was hidden very well. To the casual observer, she was relaxed and smiling—but he knew her. He’d worked with her enough that he recognized the signs of stress ratcheting through her system. Stress that he didn’t think was entirely attributed to their lunch.

Not that Raymond Greer and Ford Grace couldn’t give the hardiest system heartburn. They could. Their self-importance could be sickening at times. But she had been raised here, she knew them, she understood that attitude and had developed her own, which she used with amazing grace.

Hell, there had been times he wished he had access to the financial freedom she had, but he was beginning to rethink that wish. It took a type of personality that he didn’t possess, that he would never be able to acquire.

Moving into the bedroom behind her, John closed and locked the door before moving to her dresser where she had positioned a white-noise device. Turning on the small electronic bug neutralizer, he turned back to her and watched her silently for long moments.

She didn’t appear the least nervous. Pulling off her leather jacket, she hung it in the large walk-in closet at the side of her room, then toed off her sneakers and placed them perfectly alongside designer shoes.

Returning to the bedroom, she moved to her dresser, removed her jewelry, and placed it in a small engraved silver box. She was quiet, her expression clear. But he could feel the tension emanating from inside her. Like a string wound too tight and humming.

“You should have let me know about the lunch,” he stated as he leaned against the wall and simply watched her. “We’re supposed to be working together here.”

Her head lifted, and their gazes met in the mirror. “Like you invited me to the meeting you had with the rest of your team this morning?” she asked.

John hid his surprise. How the hell had she known he’d had a meeting with the team?

Bailey’s lips quirked into a sardonic smile. “Don’t expect concessions that I’m not given as well,” she told him coolly. “I can be a hell of a team player if the team I’m on actually understands working together.”

His jaw tightened at the statement. “You’ll be a team player on this one regardless,” he informed her. “You’re going to have to accept that the team surrounding you will remain invisible, Bailey. It’s the only way to do this. Don’t make things harder than they have to be.”

“Simply accept that I’m no more than an asset in this little game then?” she asked haughtily as she turned around, her movements slow and deliberate. “Do you really think it’s going to be that easy, John?”

No, he didn’t. He knew she was going to make it harder than hell for him to keep her away from the unit. That was the deal. She couldn’t be a part of the team as a whole; if she was, then she became a liability when it was over.

“It’s going to be that easy,” he said calmly. “We both get what we want this way. That should be enough for you.”

Her lips thinned in irritation as her arms crossed over her breasts and she glared at him from the other side of the room.

“So I’m to have no idea who’s friend or foe,” she stated tightly. “I’m to just follow your lead and be a good little girl when you need to take me out to convince the bad guys that you’re just as bad as they are?”

He stared back at her, mocking. “That would be classed in ‘only in my dreams,’ right?”

“Pretty much,” she retorted with false sweetness. “But even your fantasies couldn’t be that good, John. I think you’re smart enough that your sense of reality would intrude right into that little dream should it strike your mind.”

The sarcasm in her tone sent his blood pressure spiking into pure unadulterated lust. Damn her, she knew the buttons to push every time. She could spike his dick harder, faster, than any woman he had ever met with a simple arch of her brow and the gleam of challenge in those emerald eyes of hers.

And she knew it. He watched as her gaze flickered down his body before jerking back to his. Staring back at her knowingly, he watched the flush that mounted her cheeks and knew she was well aware of exactly what she was doing to him.

“That is not an acceptable response to an argument,” she informed him.

John grunted at that. “Since when does it have to be acceptable? And you’re changing the subject. We need to come to an understanding here and now, sweetheart. No more meetings, lunches, dinners, or conversations if you don’t invite me into your little loop.”

“Like I’m invited into yours?” She rolled her eyes. “We’re not a team until the rules go both ways, John. If you can disappear to one of your little meetings, then I guess you’re just going to have to trust me when I disappear into one of mine.”

Enough was enough. She was daring him deliberately, challenging him in an area where she knew he couldn’t back down and give her what she wanted. It wasn’t possible. He wasn’t working within an acceptable arena where the unit was concerned, and need to know meant people could die if they pushed and learned more than they needed to.

He was across the room before she could avoid him, pulling her to him, holding her to him. There were a lot of things a man could learn about a woman when he pulled her into his embrace. Especially a woman as willful as he knew Bailey could be. A woman as well trained.

She could have jerked away from him easily. She could have had him on the floor in a breath, groaning in pain. But the wide streak of femininity inside her, the arousal, the hunger he could see in her eyes pushed back the stubbornness. He could feel it in the subtle molding of her body against his, the way her hips melted against him, the way her lips softened beneath his.

The way she went wild.

John nipped at the lips that opened hungrily against his. His tongue licked against hers, twined against it. Lust, need, something dark, something too hot, too intense twisted inside him until he felt as though the sexual intensity were burning him alive from the inside out.

It had always been this way with her. From that first kiss in Australia to this moment, the arousal flared white-hot and intense, digging into his senses and tightening his balls until he wondered if he could stand the strain.

His hold loosened as he felt her clawing at the clothes he wore. She pulled at the shirt, jerking it up along his back until he pulled away, intending to unbutton it and shrug it from his shoulders.

She didn’t give him time to unbutton. Running her hands to his chest, she gripped the edge of the material and jerked. Buttons scattered across the floor as his chest was revealed. The cool air of the room didn’t have a chance against his heated flesh.

Dominance rose inside him, tightening his muscles and sending a surge of adrenaline tearing through his body. He jerked her back to him, because he had to feel her close to him. He needed more of her.

Gripping the hem of her shirt, he pulled back enough to rip it from her as she lifted her arms with sensuous grace, wrapping them around his neck and tugging him back to her for another of those heated, hungry kisses.

Damn her, she made him ready to howl with lust. It grew inside him with every stroke of his hands along her body, overtook him with each article of clothing that he nearly tore from her flesh.

Minutes later she was naked against him, her breasts branding into the naked flesh of his chest as he bore her to the bed. Nothing mattered but Bailey. Nothing mattered but touching her, tasting her.

Her arms wrapped around his neck, her lips opened to his. But it wasn’t submission she gave him. It wasn’t supplication. It was a woman demanding the man she needed, the man she loved. A woman who had lost too much far too long ago.

Standing on her tiptoes, for one precious second she commanded the kiss. Her lips parted, her tongue stroked over his, dueled for domination until with a harsh groan he took control. One hand threaded through her head, cupped the back of her skull, and held her still beneath his kiss. The other gripped her hip, held her in place, and guided the kiss.

For a moment.

Bailey wanted to laugh in joy as she felt his surprise when she nipped at his lips, stroked over them with her tongue, and refused to be dominated. Her fingers tugged at his hair as her nipples raked over his chest.

It was a passion unlike anything she had ever known, even with Trent that first night, so very long ago. It was a lust, an overwhelming hunger that she couldn’t fight. With each taste of him, with each touch of his callused hands she needed more, she ached for more until she could barely breathe for the ferocity of it.

Shudders of pleasure were racing beneath her flesh as his free hand began to caress her, moving up her back, over her waist, and up her side to cup her breast, his thumb stroking over an engorged nipple.

Bailey wasn’t to be outdone. Her hands lowered from his hair. She wasn’t doing very well at holding him to her anyway. He was doing as he pleased, sipping and nibbling at her lips, destroying her control with each deep, tongue-thrusting kiss.

It was like being submerged in pure ecstasy. She let herself become lost in him, this time, in ways she hadn’t allowed that first tentative night. The night she had thought she had lost him forever.

Tonight, she would take everything she could get from him. Tonight she would give him everything she had to give.

Her hands stroked from his shoulders, over his chest, to his hard abs. The feel of his hard muscles overlain with tough, sun-darkened flesh was like a narcotic to her senses. It infused the passion roiling through her and built the need for more higher, hotter inside her.

She could feel the heat of that need, that hunger as it spread from her sex, dampening the folds of flesh as it sensitized them.

Her clit ached. The swollen bundle of nerves felt too tight, too hot. The need for relief was like a biting inferno she couldn’t seem to assuage.

“Sweet love,” John groaned, that little bit of accent breathing against her ear and sending shivers racing down her back. “How I love your touch.”

His lips raked down her neck, his teeth nipped at flesh so sensitive that each caress brought her to her tiptoes and had a hoarse cry tearing from her throat.

She needed him. Needed him until she wondered if she could survive it. Needed him until it was like a conflagration burning through her body.

One hand slid lower, her fingers searching for and finding the heated length of his cock as it pressed high against her belly. Thick and iron-hard, throbbing beneath her touch, the silken flesh was like a flame in her hands.

“Damn.” He breathed hard against her ear as her fingers stroked along the shaft. “Sweet mercy, love, you’ll have me coming in your hand if you keep this up.”

She nearly came in his arms at the rough statement whispered against the sensitive flesh of her neck.

“Then you’ll just have to try to do it right the second time,” she panted, a smile tugging at her lips as his chuckle echoed against her flesh.

“Think I’d get it right the second time?” His hand moved from her waist then, curled against her hip, then pushed between their bodies to find the flesh beyond.

“Oh God.” Her head fell back, her hips arched against his touch as his fingers slid into the narrow slit and rubbed delicately against her clit. “I think we’d try the third time just to be sure.”

“Practice makes perfect?”

She would have answered him. She would have come up with half a dozen smart-assed remarks if he hadn’t chosen that moment to press his finger into the tight, clenched entrance of her pussy.

“John.” His name was a cry of demand as her thighs parted farther and she felt her juices easing along his finger, lubricating her more, increasing the pleasure tearing through her.

It was wild, the way the sensation thundered through her, throbbed in every beat of her heart, and kept her on a ragged edge of desperate hunger.

She needed his touch now, soaked it in with a desperation born of the reality of loss and being found again. It was wrapped in joy, speared with pain, and through it all was a hunger she had never forgotten. A hunger she couldn’t eradicate from her soul.

“Touch me,” she whispered, the need pouring through her, ripping at her. “Oh God, John. Touch me.”

Though how he could touch her more, deeper, or better than he was, she had no clue.

Then he did. His lips nudged against hers, rubbed against them, then opened them in a kiss so deep, so filled with wicked sensual hunger that it seemed to explode inside her.

She was on the verge of begging. The fingers of one hand stroked at the long, thick length of his cock as her hips writhed against the finger plunging inside her. First one, then a second, filling her, stroking inside her and caressing flesh rioting with such extreme sensation that she was shaking with near rapture.

The pad of his palm pressed against her clit, sending lightning bolts of fiery pleasure to tear through her nervous system.

She felt poised within the heart of a flame. Her vagina clenched around his fingers, fluttered against the rapid strokes that filled her, stretched her.

Five years was a hell of a long time to survive without touch, without affection. To exist within a void that was filled with nothing more than a memory.

She relished each touch now and reached for more. Her fingers stroked the hardened length of his cock, weighed the heavy sac beneath, and caressed him as she never had before.

“Baby, you’re destroying me,” he groaned.

She didn’t care. He’d already destroyed her.

“Don’t stop!” Her cry was a broken plea as his fingers slid from the aching center of her body.

“Just for a bit, darlin’,” he swore, his voice rough.

A second later she was in his arms, a step later and they were in her bed.

Rising to her knees, she met him as he came to her. Her arms wrapped around his neck as her lips met his. Lips and tongues battled, dueled as he pushed her back to the mattress. Pulling her thighs apart, he slid effortlessly between them, tore his lips from hers, and let them roam her body.

“Not like this.” She pushed against his shoulders, fought for supremacy.

His laughter was like a balm to the ragged edges of pain inside her. There was joy in the sound, playfulness. There was a willingness to tease, to tempt, not just to conquer.

Before she could process the sudden change in position he was on his back, his head moving between her spread thighs.

Bailey froze at the first stroke of his tongue through the swollen folds of her pussy. It flickered and probed, caressed and stroked, each lick light and easy, teasing and tempting as she braced her hands on his abs and fought to breathe.

Rising beneath her was the heavy length of his cock. The flushed, engorged crest throbbed, spilling a minute amount of pearly moisture that tempted her tongue.

She could barely think for the pleasure centered between her thighs. She could do nothing but feel, but ache for more.

Her head lowered, her hands wrapped around the base of the engorged shaft as instinct and hunger took over. Her tongue swiped over the head of the shaft, and Bailey began to give as good as she could get.

She filled her mouth with the heated width of the head of his cock, sucked it in, and laved it with her tongue.

John felt the first spear of sensation as her tongue swiped over his cock. Gripping her thighs and holding her to him, he speared his tongue inside the slick opening of her core, hoping to distract her. Hell, he should have remembered just how bold and adventurous Bailey could get.

But he’d never seen her adventurous in bed. That one night, a few fragile hours hadn’t been near enough to know what she could deliver, even as she received.

And God help him now, but his Bailey was sure as hell delivering. It was all he could do to keep his head together, to keep his senses intact enough to pleasure her as she pleasured him.

He ran his tongue through the wet folds of her pussy, tasting the sweet syrup of desire, feeling the heat and need in every clench of tender tissue as he pushed his tongue inside her.

The taste of her intoxicated him, the touch of her, her touching him, him touching her—it was like a high no drug could deliver, no amount of alcohol could provide.

He flicked his tongue over her clit and fought to control his spinning senses as her mouth worked over the head of his cock. She was sucking at him with sensual delight, each caress of her mouth a testament to the pleasure he was giving her as well.

Her fingers were caressing the base, then his balls. She weighed the heavy sac, then moaned around the thick crest as he licked inside her once again.

Sweet Lord, she was making him insane. His hips arched involuntarily, giving her more, filling her mouth until she was forced to draw back just a bit.

John could feel the sweat gathering along his body. The heat building inside him as he fought to hold back his release. He wanted to explode deep inside her. He wanted to feel her sweet pussy clenching around him, drawing him in, holding him inside her delicate little body.

He hadn’t realized how he’d missed her. Her touch, her kiss, all the sweet little tidbits that made up the woman. The way her hands stroked over his flesh, as though the touch of him was all that mattered to her.

As though touching her was all that mattered to him. His hands stroked over her thighs, her rear. He let his nails rasp against her flesh and felt the betraying little shiver of need it invoked as she moaned around the cock filling her mouth.

Each deep draw of her sweet lips, the suckling against the erect head was like shards of ecstasy raking through his cock. Blistering heat wrapped around him until John felt his body was close to exploding, disintegrating into fragments from the pleasure of her touch.

Cupping his hands over the curves of her rear, he brought her closer, licked around her swollen clit, sucked it into his mouth.

Distracting her from the deep, destructive suckling of his cock was becoming a priority. He was going to come in her mouth, and that he didn’t want. Not yet. Not this time.

Drawing the swollen bud against his tongue, he licked against it, rubbed it, felt it pulse and throb against him as she began to stiffen, her body tensing with the sensations clamoring through her.

Moving one hand lower, his fingers found the delicate little opening to her pussy. Sliding in slow and easy, John worked two fingers into the clenched tissue, feeling it flutter against him as her orgasm began to build inside her.

But that wicked mouth didn’t stop, didn’t pause. Her tongue swirled around the head of his cock, her moans vibrated against it.

He pressed his fingers deeper inside her, moving them slow and easy in thrusts calculated to destroy her control as he sucked at the hardened bud of her clit and felt her flying higher.

And still she relished the flesh she had in her mouth. She sucked at him until he felt as though his soul were being drawn from his body. She licked, her fingers stroked.

Their breathing was rasps of desperation in the stillness of the room, their moans filled with tortured pleasure.

John felt his heels digging into the mattress as he fought back his release. The muscles of her thighs were tight, her body vibrating with tension.

“Enough.” He moved quickly, lifting her from him and pushing her to her back. He jerked up the condom he had tossed to the upper corner of the bed and rolled it over his cock before he came over her.

“Like hell.” She moved before he could push between her thighs.

John almost laughed in sheer delight as she pushed him against the bed on his back and moved over him.

His hands caught her hips. “You damned little wildcat.”

“Remember it.” She panted as she straddled him, moving until she was pressing the hot, wet folds of her pussy against the swollen head of his dick, nudging it against the tight opening.

Gripping her hips, he grinned up at her as he held her back, making it harder for her to impale herself upon the heavy length of his shaft.

“Oh, I’ll remember it, love,” he assured her, barely able to breathe for the silky heat cupping the tip of his cock. “I’ll remember it very well.”

He loosened the hold he had on her hips and nearly threw his head back in ecstasy as she took him. Rapid bolts of fiery sensation tore through his cock, his balls. His thighs tightened, his hips arched, thrusting his shaft harder, deeper inside her as he fought back the release that nearly slipped his control.

God help him. Nothing in his life had ever been this good. Nothing had ever been this hot. Nothing had ever affected him as Bailey did.

“John.” She whispered his name, and he could do nothing to hold back the groan at the need to hear more, his real name on her lips, the knowledge that she remembered the man he had been. That she knew the man inside her.

Reaching up, he drew her to him, her lips to his, a kiss that fueled the hunger raging inside them as their tongues fought and dueled, licked and stroked.

Hips clashed, writhed, perspiration built. There was nothing between them, nothing held back, and it was unlike anything John had ever known in his life.

It was like nothing Bailey had ever known, either. She had slipped past simple pleasure; now each touch of his flesh against hers was torturous ecstasy. It was blending of fire and ice, desperation and rapture. She felt as though she were being stroked with pure lightning, hot flames that whispered over her flesh with rapture.

Tearing her lips from his she rose above him, her hands braced against his stomach, her hips churning, writhing against him. Her clit rubbed into his flesh as he filled her to overflowing, stretched her beyond pleasure.

Her head fell back as that pleasure began to tighten in her womb. Pinpricks of sensation began to dig into her flesh as her nails raked against his stomach.

She could feel the whirling sensation as it attacked her senses. The feel of his cock inside her, throbbing, shuttling in and out in deep, rhythmic strokes. The steel-hard, iron-hot flesh stroked tender nerve endings revealed for the first time in five years. It rasped over them, throwing them into a conflagration of sensation that she couldn’t control.

She had lost control long before this. She was riding a wave of such pure pleasure that control was impossible. It tossed her, churned around her, tore through her until she was crying out his name, begging for release, more than aware that he was controlling it, holding it back. Taking her into a maelstrom she had never known in her life until the explosion tore through her.

She was trying to scream his name, fighting to, but she couldn’t find the breath to force it free. His hands held her hips fiercely as he thrust beneath her, plunging into her, throwing her higher with each stroke into an orgasm that threatened to destroy her.

Bailey arched her back, trembled and shuddered and fought to be free of the intensity of sensation racking her body. She was only barely aware of John beneath her now, thrusting hard and heavy inside her until, with a shattered groan, he gave in to his own release.

And she felt it. Despite the condom separating them, she could feel the hard, heated throb of his release. The fiery sensation of his seed spurting against thin latex, barely held back, but still heating inside her as another wave of sensation ripped through her.

She was flying. Color exploded behind her closed eyes, lightning struck through her veins, thundered through her body. She was lost inside a pleasure she couldn’t control, lost in the man that no woman had a hope of controlling.

The ride was like being thrown into the heart of an exploding nova. Light and color, sensation and sound. Melding.

She felt melded to him. Inside his skin and sinking deeper by the second as she wilted against his chest.

His arms surrounded her, his hands stroked down her back as he whispered something at her ear. She couldn’t process thought yet. Hell, she didn’t want to process thought. She didn’t want to hear, think, or rationalize at the moment. She simply wanted to feel. She just wanted to be a part of him as long as possible.

“Easy.” She finally heard the soft word and realizing she was still shuddering, trembling in his embrace. “It’s okay, baby, I have you.”

John had her. She could feel him holding her, soothing her, wrapping around her from the inside out.

Her nails were still biting into his shoulders. Forcing herself to release that hold on him, she instead flattened her palms against his flesh, desperate to retain the feeling of being so much a part of him.

“You’re like a flame against me,” he whispered, brushing her hair aside and placing a kiss at the side of her neck. “So sweet and hot.”

She had to fight back the tears even as she forced herself to restrain the words that rose to her lips. Was he Trent? She could feel it, that same touch, his kiss, a suspicion that was destroying her from the inside out.

If he was, then he had deserted her. He had taken the emotion that had existed between them and he’d walked away with a part of her that she had never been able to replace.

And she had existed in a void that had been empty, without direction.

Until John.

In that second Bailey realized the mistakes she had made in the past five years. How Trent’s “death” had affected her. How it had nearly destroyed her own life.

She pushed herself from him and rolled to her side, eyes still closed even as she felt his hand stroke along her stomach.

Her skin was still so sensitive to the touch that a little shudder worked through her.

She had nearly destroyed herself because she had lost Trent. How weak was that? She, who had always thought herself so strong, so intent and determined. She had lost herself when she had lost Trent. Or John. Or whatever the hell he was calling himself on this operation.

“Bailey, stop drawing away from me.” His voice hardened at her side. “I can feel you doing it.”

She opened her eyes, turned her head, and stared back at him.

How ruggedly handsome he was. Dark blond hair, darker than it had been before, fell over his brow. The laugh lines at the sides of his eyes were always one of his sexiest features. His lips were swollen from their kisses, his dark gray eyes turbulent with emotion.

What emotion? she wondered. What was brewing inside this man she had given her heart to, and nearly given her life for?

Did he regret? Or did he justify his decisions?

And did it matter? If he was Trent, then the only reason he was here, with her, was to use her. Because he needed her to gain entrance into a society so elite, so powerful, that only a very few even knew of its existence.

She breathed in that truth.

No more lying to herself, she thought as she fought back the tears that would have fallen from her eyes. And no more weakness. She was a better woman, a better agent than she had been in the past five years.

Losing Trent had messed with her heart and her head to the point that surviving had been almost impossible. Moving on from his “death” had nearly destroyed her. She wasn’t going to allow John Vincent to destroy her now.

“I’m right here,” she finally answered. “It’s been a long day, and a very trying week.”

She forced herself from his side, sat up on the side of the bed, and willed her legs to hold her as she rose to her feet.

“Where are you going, Bailey?” Unashamedly naked, he watched as she snagged a robe from the chair against the wall and pulled it over her body.

The ultra-soft cotton enfolded her, but it wasn’t as warm as it used to be. She still felt chilled, empty without his touch.

How long would it last this time? she wondered. That sense of loss when he left her for another mission. Perhaps even for another woman.

“I’m hungry.” She forced a smile to her face as she moved for the door. “And I need coffee.”

“It’s late, and you didn’t sleep much last night,” he protested as he rose to his feet and snagged his pants from the floor. “You should be tired.”

She was exhausted from the inside out.

“Food, then sleep.” She shrugged as she headed for the door. “Care for a sandwich?”

She kept her back to him. He was too perceptive and he could read her much too easily. She had never been able to hide things from John and now she had a lot to hide.

The agent she’d once been had been so damaged when she thought he’d died, she’d barely recovered. She had forgotten her training in the past years and she’d forgotten how to use her instincts.

That wouldn’t happen again. She had a life outside John, just as she should have had a life outside of Trent Daylen.

She wasn’t losing this part of herself again. He owned her heart; he wasn’t going to own her life.

“Bailey.” He caught her arm as she opened the door. “Are you okay?”

She turned back to him and felt her stomach sink. What was that expression on his face? No, it couldn’t be love. She had fooled herself into believing that once before. The heavy, intent look in his eyes might be caring—she had no doubt he cared—but it wasn’t love. Love didn’t walk away for revenge. It didn’t desert the heart it had stolen and it didn’t return for a job. It returned because it had no other choice. Because life was empty without that heart that beat life inside it. She was very much afraid her life would be even emptier when he left her. Again.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 7

 

 

 

THINGS CHANGE. EMOTIONS harbored so long inside a woman’s heart can’t always be denied. The need, the hunger, the feeling of a connection, a bond—there was no way to turn away from it. No way to ignore it.

Bailey awoke the next morning with that knowledge burning inside her, driving her from an empty bed to the shower, where she fought back the tears that would have poured from her eyes.

She awoke alone. After the most incredible night of her life, she was alone when her eyes opened. Just as she had always been alone.

Gathering clothes together, she forced herself into the shower, forced back the anger and the pain as she got ready for the day.

John hadn’t made any promises and as much as she wanted to find ways to believe he was another man, as many traits as she could attribute to him, still more overshadowed them.

He was John Vincent, and John Vincent might not love her. He probably didn’t love her. She was an asset, just as she had always been. She had been an asset to her father, she was an asset to those she had grown up with and she was now an asset to an agency that she didn’t even understand.

Dressing seemed to take forever. It sapped the strength she knew she needed to face the man whose arms she had fallen asleep within just as it sapped the hope that had begun building within her. Not so much that he was Trent as that this emotion she felt inside would be returned.

Shaking it away wasn’t easy. Forcing back the weakness was almost impossible. It wasn’t permanent, she told herself. It was simply the afteraffects of a night in the arms of a very skilled lover and her own wayward emotions.

They had gotten her into trouble before; they had always led her onto the path of destruction. She was simply a magnet for heartbreak, it seemed.

A mocking smile tugged at her lips as she finished her makeup and flipped the brush through her hair one last time before surveying herself in the mirror.

She looked okay. She didn’t look as though her heart was breaking and she didn’t look as though another dream was slowly unraveling around her.

Vengeance.

She breathed in deeply, forcing that thought through her system, into her brain, into her heart. She might not have a chance at love, but she did have a chance at vengeance. For Anna and Mathilda, for her parents. Especially for her parents. She had a chance to make their murderer pay.

And for now, for a moment in time, she would have John. Not that it would ever be enough, but when it was over at least she wouldn’t have the regret that she hadn’t tried, that she hadn’t fought for what her heart had tried to claim.

She’d let months go by before she had ever hinted to Trent that she desired him. It was time she had no intentions of wasting with John.

He was a secretive bastard. He was dominant, he edged at being controlling, but they were all traits she had as well. They would clash while they were together, but the memories . . . She smiled at the thought. She would have the memories when it was over.

If they survived the mission they were on. And that brought up another point she hadn’t wanted to face. When all this was over, she was set to possess some very powerful enemies. The men in this little group liked to think that they policed themselves. That they kept themselves under control. They wouldn’t appreciate her stepping in. And there was always the chance that more than one of them was involved. She wasn’t overlooking that angle.

She hoped she wasn’t overlooking anything. She’d been tracking Warbucks and Orion for years. After she’d eliminated those who couldn’t possibly be involved, it had left her with four men who had the power, the resources, and the connections to accomplish the thefts and sales that had gone through.

Pushing her feet into a pair of well-worn hiking boots, she tied them quickly before heading downstairs for the coffee she knew the housekeeper would have prepared. Daylight filled the room, a cold dim light that sent a chill racing through her body despite the warmth of the house.

It would snow soon, she thought as she glanced out the huge front windows in the foyer. She could see the clouds lying over the mountains and bearing down on them. The forecast for the next week mentioned blizzard conditions nearing.

They had less than three weeks to accomplish the identification of Warbucks. The sale was coming soon. A broker would be chosen; within days negotiations would begin and a price would be set.

She had to ensure that John received the contract.

It amazed her how totally business-like these transactions now went.

Once upon a time things weren’t nearly so civilized and in a lot of ways it had been much easier then to track and to apprehend the traitors involved in such sales. Now they were shielded by brokers, middlemen, and a professional atmosphere including background checks, moles in law enforcement agencies, and negotiations for pending sales.

It was becoming a pain in the ass, more so than normal, to apprehend the criminals hiding behind third-world nations and international connections.

Shaking her head at the thought, she turned and headed into the kitchen. The scent of smooth, rich coffee wafted through the air, tempting her. But something more drew her as well: the sound of hushed voices, male and female. John’s and an unknown woman’s.

She drew closer on silent feet, edging to the doorway but still unable to hear exactly what they were saying.

Lips thinning, she checked the holstered weapon she’d clipped at her back, beneath her light sweater, before straightening her shoulders and sliding into the room.

John turned to her immediately, his expression closed as the redhead standing close to him hid a quick smile.

Slender, toned, her red-gold hair flowing down her back, her sea-green eyes both amused and cynical, the other woman appeared both worldly and innocent, as well as familiar.

Dressed in jeans, boots, and a heavy sweater, the younger woman looked like a tourist out for a hike rather than someone who would be involved in what Bailey had decided was John’s very dangerous life.

Tilting her head to the side, she stared back at the woman as she tried to ignore the stinging bite of jealousy. Though John seemed more irritated by the woman than aroused by her. Funny, but she could have sworn the curve of his lips, the way his nose flared, and the jut of his jaw were identical to Trent’s when he had been irritated.

“Hello, Bailey. I hope you don’t mind if I call you Bailey.” The redhead didn’t wait for an introduction. She moved across the room, her hand extended in greeting as a bright smile curved her lips. “I’m John’s handler, Tehya.”

“His handler?” Bailey arched her brow as she turned back to John, shooting him a curious look while shaking the woman’s hand.

Distantly, she noticed the less-than-baby-soft smoothness of Tehya’s palm, the firm grip, the warmth and lack of moisture. This wasn’t a woman who would show nerves easily, or even feel them easily. She was confident, determined, and showed no signs of an agenda.

“My handler.” He nodded. “Every good broker has one.”

“It’s what makes a broker good.” Tehya grinned. “Every good assassin has one as well. That was Orion’s weakness. His handler was frightened of him rather than confident in his area of expertise. He knew Orion would have him killed when he retired.”

“Seems like a good idea to me. When do I get to retire?” John snorted.

Tehya chuckled as she stepped back from Bailey.

“Last I heard, most handlers call rather than visit in person,” Bailey pointed out as she moved to the coffeepot. “When did that rule change?”

“A good handler knows when to call and when to visit.” Tehya shrugged her almost fragile shoulders. “Some information you don’t want tracked over open phone lines, and even secure connections can be hacked.”

That was no more than the truth.

“What was so important that you were forced to make the journey from England, then?”

Bailey timed the question perfectly. Turning, she caught Tehya’s surprised look and the flare of suspicion in John’s gaze.

Hiding her smile behind the coffee cup as she sipped at the fragrant brew, she let the knowledge that she had her own sources sink in.

“How did you find me?” Tehya seemed more curious than upset. “Better agents than you have searched for me.”

“You were in Atlanta as well,” Bailey stated. “Along with Jerric Abbas and Travis Caine. Once I tied you to all three men it wasn’t hard to connect the dots and find you. You should be more careful.”

“No doubt,” Tehya murmured quietly.

No doubt. Bailey could sense the growing curiosity inside the other woman. It wouldn’t be every day that she was tracked so easily. It was simply that Bailey had a driving reason to track the woman. The more she knew about the men she was tracking at the time, the better off she was. And sensing that Micah Sloane was her missing cousin had only given her added incentive.

She noticed the look Tehya and John exchanged then: Bailey shouldn’t have been able to track her. Tehya was actually hidden very well, and pulling out background on the woman was like pulling teeth.

“So tell me, how did you track me to England?” Tehya asked bluntly. “You shouldn’t have been able to.”

“It wasn’t that hard.” Bailey moved to the breakfast table and the bagels and spreads her housekeeper had laid out for breakfast. “Residents of the village you call home recognize you. It’s where you go when you leave there that I’ve had trouble following.”

“Well, as least some secrets are still safe,” Tehya quipped. “You’re dangerously good, Ms. Serborne.”

“She’s dangerous, period, to herself,” John grunted as he collected his own cup and moved back to the coffeepot. “What the hell were you doing tracking my handler?”

“At the time, I really had no idea she was your handler. She was tied to three men I was investigating; the connection points made her easier to trace.” Bailey narrowed her eyes on the other woman again. The more she interacted with her now, the more familiar Tehya seemed. There was something about the way she held her head—her almost instinctive attempt to hide her face behind the veil of her hair, or by staying in profile—that piqued Bailey’s memories. She just couldn’t place it.

“We’ll have to discuss that later, John,” Tehya warned him.

John nodded sharply, and Bailey could almost see his concern. Whoever led the team he was a part of wouldn’t be pleased with this information.

“So why is she here?” Bailey asked again.

Tehya slid into a chair at the table, crossed her jean-clad legs, and stared back at Bailey with a grin as John sat down in the chair between the two of them.

“It was business,” Tehya sighed mockingly. “As a broker, John Vincent is in high demand. Fortunately, he’s rather picky about the jobs he takes.”

“Is he really?” Bailey glanced over at him.

He was leaning back in his chair watching both of them with a slightly worried expression. Now, why would he be worried? Unless he knew as well as she did that eventually Tehya’s identity would come to her.

Bailey was drawing some amazing conclusions since Atlanta, since realizing her cousin was a part of the team John worked with.

If she wasn’t mistaken, if her memory wasn’t faulty, and it normally wasn’t, then she was betting Tehya was just as “dead” as Micah. Perhaps just as “dead” as Trent.

“He is.” Tehya nodded, obviously biting back a laugh even as she kept her voice low. “In this case, I felt it was in his best interests that I come to Aspen in case I was needed during the transaction.”

John shook his head. “What Tehya is beating around the bush about here is the fact that Warbucks has made contact again. He seems rather interested in the fact that we’re an item now. He contacted Tehya with a message that he’s rather enjoying the fact that I’ve taken such initiative.”

“He’s also rather confident of the fact that you’ll choose John over the others as well. He wanted to warn John that there would be no negotiation in terms of his payment, despite your relationship.”

“I take a straight fifteen percent per sale.” John shrugged. “I’m not willing to go lower. It’s not worth my time otherwise.”

Tehya shook her head. “Jerric Abbas is willing to go fourteen percent.”

“Jerric doesn’t have the connections I have, nor does he have the negotiating power.” John grinned as Bailey barely kept from rolling her eyes at the mention of the other man’s name.

“Jerric hasn’t been in the brokerage game long enough to develop a name for himself outside his security abilities,” Bailey stated. “He’s a terrorist, and that’s what he’s known for, not his brokerage background.”

“But his connections to the differing terrorist states could give him an advantage. Who do you think is going to be bidding the highest for the item?” Tehya asked.

“It doesn’t matter.” Bailey finished her coffee before rising and rinsing her cup. “Warbucks doesn’t care who is going to be bidding for it. He’s going to be concerned with the highest price and the most security. That’s what John is known for, whereas Jerric hasn’t had the time to prove he’s capable of providing the highest quality of those two resources.”

She glanced back at John in time to catch the surprise on his face.

She was revealing the time she had put into investigating him, as well as Warbucks. Jerric Abbas had never been known for his strength in negotiations before sixteen months prior, just after the explosion he’d supposedly escaped from.

Fortunately, Jerric hadn’t really escaped; Micah had simply taken his identity. A little cosmetic work here and there, and he had slid perfectly into Jerric’s life. So perfectly that there were moments even Bailey was amazed at her cousin’s effectiveness.

Oh yes, there was no doubt in her mind that Jerric Abbas, Micah Sloane, and the deceased Israeli Mossad agent David Abijah were one and the same. She just wasn’t so certain about John Vincent and Trent Daylen.

“You’ve put a lot of research into this,” John said carefully.

“I’ve had a lot of free time in the past year,” she pointed out mockingly. “And an overriding curiosity.”

“Curiosity can be dangerous in this business,” Tehya stated as she rose to her feet and carried her own cup to the sink. “I’d better be going now.” She turned back to John. “Warbucks is supposed to be making contact in the next few days. I’ll check in to a hotel in Aspen. I’ll text you my location once I’ve settled in.”

John gave a brief nod as she shrugged into the coat she had hung at the back door, then slipped out of the house. Bailey stared back at John silently for long moments, her eyes narrowed, her thoughts moving in several different directions. Overriding was the idea that John was still trying to keep secrets.

“Full disclosure,” she finally said firmly. “I believe we may have discussed this already.”

His lips quirked with irritating amusement. “I would have disclosed to you fully, sweetheart, if you hadn’t shown up.”

“But you weren’t about to awaken me and allow me to be a part of the full conversation,” she pointed out. “Possibly because more was discussed than simply Warbucks’s message.”

“Possibly.” His lips twitched. “Some things are on a need-to-know basis, Bailey, you know that.”

“Not in this game,” she snapped angrily. “I’m either a part of it or not. There is no middle ground in this, John, I’ve warned you of that already. If you’d investigated my work background at all, then you’d know that.”

His expression darkened. “I investigated enough to know that you drove the Australian agents crazy with your complete nosiness.”

Ah yes, she was wondering how long it would take him to go down this path.

“All of them?” She arched her brow quizzically. “Oh, there might have been one who handled it fairly well.”

She injected just enough sensual reflection in her tone to make her meaning clear.

“Trent Daylen.” There was nothing in his tone to indicate that Trent was more than a name, a face, associated with her past. “You were lovers.”

This was a hell of a game if he was truly Trent. God, she wished she knew one way or the other. She wished the suspicion would go away, leave her in peace. She wished the memories of her time with Trent would stop haunting her.

“We were lovers,” she answered quietly. “Until he was killed.”

He rose from his chair and paced back to the coffeepot, where he refilled his cup.

“Did you know Warbucks was behind Daylen’s assassination?”

He surprised her. Bailey froze as a stabbing pain struck at her soul, one that nearly took her breath and sent her stomach plunging.

She hadn’t known that. Her investigation had shown that his partner had betrayed his identity as an agent to former enemies, not that Warbucks had played a part in it.

“You didn’t know that?” He was watching her now, his gaze hooded, his thick dark blond lashes shielding his eyes. “He was investigating an Australian connection and the identities of several agents who had been sold on the black market by one of Warbucks’s brokers when he was killed. He and one of his contacts were killed the same night.”

Bailey stared back at him, fighting back the tears, the knowledge that Warbucks had taken more than she’d ever imagined from her life. She had placed herself in the perfect position, at first, to find the man who’d hired her friend’s death. Bailey had feared that the investigation had resulted in her parents’ deaths. And now to know he had been responsible for Trent’s death as well sliced through her spirit like a hot, dull knife.

The pain was nearly overriding. It tightened her throat, made breathing hard, and locked a scream in her chest. She was alone, so fucking alone that sometimes she wondered why the hell she made herself get out of the bed in the morning. So alone that she couldn’t forget the one night she spent with a man she had loved, even as another man filled her bed. Or was he the same man?

She couldn’t make herself believe one way or the other, and she feared it was because she was too frightened of what she could lose either way.

“I didn’t know.” She finally forced the words past her throat as she turned her back on him, still fighting the tears. “My investigation didn’t reveal that.”

Where had she managed to miss that?

“It was something he was working on covertly, even outside the ranks of his agency,” John stated.

“How did you know?” She turned back to him, the question snapping from her lips. “How could you have known if it was so secret?”

“His partner wasn’t killed that night.” John shrugged. “He was interrogated by an impartial group that had been investigating the tie themselves. Even the director of Australian Secret Intelligence had no idea what was going on. Trent hadn’t had time to relay the information when the hit had gone out on him.”

She hadn’t known.

She was shaking, rage and bitter fury tearing at her insides as she forced herself to breathe through the pain. She felt as though her guts were being shredded. Burning hot and filled with acid, the pain lanced through her senses and left her fighting back the tremors that would have shaken her body.

“You loved him,” John stated again.

Bailey shook her head as she turned back to him, wiping away the single tear that escaped her control.

“He was my life,” she said simply. “Yes, John, I loved him.”

“Do you still love him?” He paced closer, his expression closed, almost frigid.

“Do I still love him?” She wanted to laugh at the bitter irony of the question. “I love a memory, don’t I? Trent is gone forever. Dead men don’t rise from the grave, do they, John? They don’t come back to the lovers who weep for them, and they don’t hold the women who dream for them. They’re just gone. Aren’t they?”

She watched as he came closer, as his hand lifted out, his palm cupping her cheek as he wiped away another tear.

“They’re just gone,” he agreed quietly. “Except in memories. He’ll always live, Bailey, because he’ll always be a part of you.”

And what the hell did he mean by that?

“That doesn’t bother you?” She swallowed back the sobs that fought to be free. “It doesn’t bother you that you’re fucking a woman whose heart belongs to another man?”

“Don’t call it that!”

Before she could evade him she was in his arms again, his hold tight, almost punishing.

“Don’t call it fucking?” she cried hoarsely. “What is it, then? You aren’t jealous that another man holds my heart? Don’t you care that I want to call out his name when I’m coming around your cock?” Fury was enveloping her. She wanted to rage, fight. She wanted to smack the anger off his face, because he had no right to be angry. He had no right to stand and discuss himself as though he had truly died.

She was dying inside. She could feel it. The suspicion that he was Trent was eating her alive, and there was no way to stop it. It was destroying her. The knowledge that the man she had loved hadn’t loved her enough to come back to her without a mission backing him was ripping her soul to pieces one small bit at a time.

“I don’t have the right to be angry, do I, Bailey?” But he was. She could see the anger building in his gaze, flushing his dark skin. “I don’t have the right to care.”

It was stated so simply. It wasn’t even an answer. It was an affirmation that he would leave when this was over, nothing more.

“No.” She tried to push away from him. “You have no rights, period.”

“I might not have the right, but I have the fucking woman.” He jerked her back to him, holding her in place as he backed her against the kitchen island counter, keeping her tight against his body despite her struggles. “Deny that, Bailey. Deny the fact that you know exactly who’s holding you in that bed. Don’t you dare lie to me and pretend you’re thinking of another man. You know exactly who’s fucking you.”

Did she? Did she know? If she knew, then why, God help her, why couldn’t she stop suspecting he was another man?

“Is it enough for you?” she asked, her voice ragged. “Of course it is. You’re not here for love, are you, John? The woman doesn’t matter, just the mission.”

He didn’t have an answer for that. He didn’t argue with her, he didn’t deny it. Instead, his fingers gripped her hair, pulled her head back, and his lips covered hers with a desperate, painful passion.

She knew that passion, that desperation. She knew the pain that drove the senses to possess, to mark what belonged to her. It was the same intensity he used to mark her as his.

His tongue drove between her lips to tangle with hers. His free hand moved beneath her sweater, her top, pressing heatedly against the bare flesh of her back as his hips pressed into hers.

It was a kiss that seared the senses. A kiss that drove all thoughts of anything else, anyone else, from her mind. When she was in his arms, she didn’t torture herself with questions, she didn’t silently beg for answers. In his arms nothing mattered but this. The kiss, the feel of him, the driving need that shattered her control and overwhelmed her senses.

Nothing else mattered but this moment in time.

Her hands moved from his arms where her nails had bitten into his flesh. Hesitantly, almost warily they stroked up his arms, to the strong column of his neck.

Her lips opened beneath his as she began to mark him as well. Her tongue fought against his, licked and dueled until they were both moaning with the driving need tearing through them.

She wanted him again, here and now. She wanted to tear the clothes from his body and feel him hard and hot against her. She wanted the thick shaft of his cock pressing inside her, stretching her, burning her with the need that neither of them could deny.

She wanted so much and so much of what she wanted wasn’t hers. It couldn’t be hers. Because if he was Trent, the risk would be too great. And if he wasn’t Trent, then the love, the instinctive need that Bailey knew she couldn’t do without, wouldn’t be there.

She loved Trent. Totally. Completely. Surely a woman couldn’t love like this twice in one lifetime. It wasn’t possible, was it?

“That’s what fucking matters.” He jerked back from her, his breathing as rough, as heavy as her own. “Figure it out from there, damn you. And be very careful, because saying another man’s name in my fucking bed could get you a hell of a lot more than you want to deal with.”

With that, he stalked from the room, leaving her panting, aching, and almost certain. John Vincent was Trent Daylen.
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HE SHOULD HAVE KEPT HIS damned mouth shut. John wiped his hands over his face the next day as he stared out Bailey’s bedroom window. She was roaming the extensive back gardens while snow fell around her.

They’d spent the night further looking into the backgrounds of the suspects they’d both come up with. Ford Grace, Samuel Waterstone, Ronald Claymore, and Stephen Menton-Squire. Added to that list were Raymond Greer and Jerric Abbas.

She knew that was bullshit, she already had it out in the open. Micah’s portrayal of Jerric was excellent, though, she’d give him that. Few agents would have known the difference. But she had.

She had, and something inside him that warned him that Bailey was slowly figuring him out as well, even as he watched her.

The temperature was still fairly moderate, just cold enough for a thick, heavy wet snow. The flakes caught in her dark hair and glistened among the strands as she trailed her fingers over a winter-dead climbing rosebush as it hung tenaciously to its trellis.

She was thinking, and he’d learned in Australia that this was never a good thing, unless it involved a mission.

In his case, John knew it was a very, very bad thing. She was already suspicious. He’d slipped into her laptop enough times to know she was already aware that Micah Sloane was her cousin, David. She was too fucking intuitive. She’d pieced that one together with such accuracy that it was frightening. And she was piecing together the truth about him with the same accuracy.

He hated hiding it. Every time she stared up at him with those inquisitive green eyes, every time he saw the questions in them, the pain and the loss she felt.

She was getting closer to piecing it together. Not through investigation or proof, but through her own intuitive strength. It was one of the reasons she had made such an excellent agent. Bailey could see beyond most disguises. She studied body movements, expressions, and characteristics. Things that were much harder to change. She looked beyond the skin and that made her incredibly dangerous to the Elite Ops.

If Jordan weren’t being so fucking stubborn, she would have made just as strong an agent for the Elite Ops.

Shaking his head at the thought, he flipped open his cell phone and hit the secure line into headquarters.

“Morgan’s Meats,” Jordan answered on the first ring as John activated the added scrambler on his phone.

“Activate Black Jack,” John stated. “We’re moving.”

He cut the line before it could be traced or descrambled. To this point, he hadn’t needed backup, or hadn’t considered it important. If Warbucks was getting ready to move, then he wanted Travis in place. As his bodyguard, Travis wouldn’t be considered a threat or unknown. And if this was getting to move, then John would feel more comfortable with the knowledge that there was someone else watching Bailey’s back as well.

She might not be certain that he was Trent yet, but she wasn’t far from it. And the problem with that was, he knew he was slipping in front of her. Slipping in ways she couldn’t miss. It was almost instinctive, as if a part of him needed her to know, even though realistically he knew she would only end up hurt in the end. God knew, he didn’t want to see her hurt more.

Breathing out wearily at the problems he was facing, he turned and headed out to meet her. She looked like a fairy princess with the snow falling around her and hair lying about her shoulders like a cape.

He needed to be with her. Denying himself the pleasure of her warmth was more than he was capable of. He needed the memories when this was over. If he had to walk away from her or, God forbid, he didn’t survive this mission, then he wanted her to know he’d given her every part of himself while he could.

Moving down the stairs, he snagged his long leather jacket from the foyer closet and headed to the back of the house. Wide French doors led to the gardens and the snowy wonderland that awaited there.

He loved the snow, even the cold sometimes. Shrugging on the heavy leather coat, he moved through the massing snow, following the dim prints of her footsteps, moving deeper into the gardens toward the gazebo where she had been heading. The shelter was as large as some rooms, surrounded by latticework.

Stepping up to the doorway, he watched as she sat on the cushioned bench and stared at the open fireplace that sat in the middle of the structure.

A blaze leapt hungrily at the logs she had laid fuel to, illuminating her thoughtful face as she curled into the corner of the wide seat.

She wore a long, heavy sweater over her jeans and cashmere top. Heat radiated from the fireplace, painting a golden hue over her as her head lifted and her gaze met his.

They hadn’t discussed much other than the mission at hand since the morning before. She’d almost avoided him otherwise and she’d definitely avoided any references whatsoever to anything more personal than how to conduct themselves once they were back in the public eye.

“We have a party tomorrow night,” she told him as he stepped into the shelter. “Stephen Menton-Squire had invitations issued this morning. I received one by text. It’s formal—most of them are. His Winter Ball. His wife, Josephine, was one of my mother’s best friends. Her and Janice Waterstone.”

“Your mother enjoyed throwing parties as well,” he stated. “Your file is filled with references to her charities and the newsworthy balls she hosted.”

A small smile tugged at her lips. “Mother always grasped the opportunity to squeeze out donations to her favorite charities. Her parties were mere excuses to draw the most moneyed of her acquaintances into one place and ply them with good liquor or champagne. Then, while their defenses were down, she would sweet-talk them like the southern belle she was.”

He grinned at the thought. Her mother had been known as a kind, gracious lady who didn’t mind getting her hands in the dirt if she had to. She had planted the gardens here herself, working with a few landscapers for the heavier projects, but her hands had helped shape it.

“Mother was an angel,” she said softly. “Everyone loved her.”

Especially her daughter.

“I often wonder if the man who hired Orion to kill them gave any thought to what they were doing to someone who had most likely cared for him,” she said softly. “My mother knew the men we’re looking at, she was friends with their wives, their children called her Auntie Angie. She would have had him at her dinner table. She would have kissed his cheek and smiled at him the night she was killed.”

Benjamin and Angelina Serborne had died in a crash after leaving a party Ford Grace had hosted.

“You’re convinced it’s Ford, aren’t you?” he asked as he moved to sit beside her.

She rubbed at her forehead wearily. “He had the most reason. I didn’t know until after I returned home that Father even kept a journal. I was going through his things when I found several of them in a hidden safe that only myself and my parents knew about. The last week he was alive there were several references in his journal to business dealings he’d had with the four men we’re investigating. There was something shady about them, he noted. The last entry was titled ‘Who the Hell Is Warbucks?’ ”

He slid her a surprised look. “You haven’t told anyone else about this?”

She shook her head as she stared down at her hands in her lap. “Father never believed that any of his friends could possibly be a killer. I’ve always suspected Ford had his wife and daughter killed. Father and I argued about it often and loudly. He never believed me.”

“But you were certain,” he said.

“His wife was leaving him, and Anna went with her. Ford used to hit them. The last time, he beat them severely. Mathilda was trying to protect her daughter, and they were murdered as they tried to escape. Who else would have reason to kill them?”

“There was no evidence they had been murdered,” he pointed out. “The official report is that the car skidded on ice.”

“There hadn’t been snow for weeks.” She sighed as she leaned back and stared up at him. “Orion’s handler confirmed to me that he’d been hired for the hit.”

“Did you ask him about your parents?” He watched her more closely now. He knew she’d made contact with the handler; he hadn’t known how in-depth that contact had been.

She shook her head. “I haven’t been able to find him. Someone hid him, and they hid him well.”

John knew exactly where the handler was, and he made a mental note to get the answer to that question. If Ben Serborne had somehow suspected who Warbucks was, then Orion would have been called in. It made sense. Just as it was beginning to make sense why Orion had been given orders not to kill Bailey.

Until she became a personal risk, she was still a part of a very elite group. A group known for its loyalty to one another. Once it was proven that Bailey would strike against them, then she would be in danger as well. If they didn’t identify and eliminate Warbucks during this mission, then she would never be safe again.

“Would he have confronted Warbucks without letting you know something was wrong?” John asked curiously.

“Of course he would have.” Her smile was sad. “Father would have never told me, because he knew I would have done something about it. He hated my job and the danger involved in it. It was something else we fought about.”

As John knew he would protect his own daughter if he ever had one.

“Your father was on to Warbucks, then. It would make sense. He was a closely knit part of the group. They could have been courting his membership if it’s a group, or his help if its an individual.”

“Or he could have been checking into something himself,” she breathed out roughly. “Father was an armchair investigator. He loved solving puzzles and he was incredibly nosy. He could have become curious about the wrong thing, or the wrong person. Which makes more sense.”

John could hear the grief in her voice, the need for answers, for vengeance.

“Warbucks has stolen so much from me,” she went on. “My dearest friend. Anna and I were like sisters. My parents.” She shook her head. “Trent.” Her gaze deepened as she stared back at him. “I can’t let this go, not until I find him. I won’t let it go.”

He reached out to touch her cheek, needing a connection to her, to comfort her. She had no idea how deeply she was entrenched in his heart.

“He won’t take anything more from you,” he promised, hearing the roughness in his own voice, the need. “I won’t let him, Bailey.”

It was a promise he meant to keep, even though realistically, he knew it could be beyond his own control.

She shook her head at the promise. “Tell me, John, what happens when this mission is over?”

“What do you mean?” He had a bad feeling he knew exactly what she meant.

She moved then, slowly, sinuously, like a lazy cat shifting in the sun until she was moving over him, straddling his lap as he leaned back, his hands cupping her ass until he could grind her against the hard length of his cock beneath his jeans.

“What happens when we’ve identified Warbucks and neutralized him?” She leaned forward and touched her lips to his. “You’ll leave.” It wasn’t a question. “You’ll ride off into the sunset and the next time I see you I probably won’t even know who you are. I’ll look for you in every man I meet. In every kiss I share with another. Because you can’t stay, can you?”

He stared back at her, wishing he could deny it.

“Warbucks will have taken you away from me. Because of him, you came here, to me. And once he’s gone, there will be no reason for you to be here any longer.”

Because the mission would be over. Because he had sold his soul for vengeance against the shadowy traitor.

“Don’t.” She laid her fingers against his lips as he started to speak. “No promises, John. I don’t want any. All I want is the truth. I don’t want to ever believe in something I can’t have again.”

He moved her fingers from his lips, gripped the back of her head, and pulled her to him as he took in a kiss as gentle as the soft fall of snow outside the shelter that surrounded them.

It was like being surrounded by a dreamscape. A moment out of time that existed for them alone. Here, no one could touch them, nothing could threaten them. Right here, they were simply a man and a woman, aching, needing. There was no past, no future, only the present.

“You deserve better,” he whispered as he brushed his lips over hers, then sipped at them delicately.

“I deserve what I want.” She sighed, a hint of desperation filling her voice and cutting at his soul. “I want you, John. Here. Now.”

With the firelight flickering over her, he could imagine her naked, stretched across the lush cushions of the bench, her naked body warm and inviting. The image was so strong his cock jerked in his pants, becoming so hard, so tight, it was agony.

Gripping her back he turned until she was lying back against the cushion. He lifted one leg, unlaced her boot, and removed it before taking off its mate.

Her feet were slender and delicate, the nails painted a rich, lush berry red to match her fingernails.

Lifting one, he kissed the tips of her toes, watched her eyes flare, then moved to the arch. Her feet were incredibly sensitive. He remembered that from the night they had spent in Australia. How her foot flexed, as it did now, and a low moan whispered from her lips.

That moan struck his senses like a match to gasoline, flaming through his body and erupting like a starburst in his balls. He was nearly coming in his jeans just from stroking her arch with his lips.

Lowering her leg, his fingers moved to the clasp of her jeans, released it, and slowly lowered the zipper. He wanted to undress her slowly, to bare each bit of flesh to his gaze like the most special present.

Leaving her jeans loosened but still in place, he moved to the sweater. Lifting her, he pulled her arms from the sleeves, left the cashmere beneath her, then pulled her shirt from her.

Her breasts were unbound, golden from the light tan she carried, her nipples hard and cherry red. John licked his lips with the need to taste her, to draw that delicate, tempting fruit into his mouth with greedy hunger.

As he drew back, he watched in amazement as her hands lifted. She cupped her breast, her fingers gripping the hard points of her nipples as her hips arched and her face flushed with arousal.

“You’re so damned beautiful,” he groaned as he practically tore the leather coat from his shoulders and tossed it aside.

He jerked at the buttons of his jeans, tearing the metal disks from their moorings before jerking his own shirt over his head without bothering to unbutton it.

He could feel the sweat beading on his forehead as she moaned with lush hunger and caressed the tight buds of her breasts.

“Feel good?” he asked her roughly.

“Not as good as your hands.” She sighed in longing. “Do you like watching me?”

“God, I love watching you,” he groaned. “I could watch you for hours.”

A sensual smile twisted her lips as one hand lowered from her breast, her fingers trailed down her abdomen. John watched hungrily, with mounting excitement, as those delicate fingers pressed beneath the jean material, moving for the sweet, wet flesh beyond.

He gripped the waist of her jeans and pulled them over her hips. He nearly lost what was left of his mind as he watched her fingers circling the damp bud of her clit. The glistening little pearl peeked between the folds of her pussy, gleaming with arousal as she rubbed at it, stroked it.

He managed to get the denim off her legs, jerked a condom from his back pocket, thanking God that he’d pushed one in there earlier, just in case.

Oh yes, he remembered how sweet and hot Bailey could get. How many times in Australia had he missed out on that sweetness because he hadn’t been prepared?

Rising to his feet, he toed his boots from his feet and stripped his jeans, barely aware of the chill in the air as the heat from the fireplace licked over his flesh and the heat of lust licked inside him.

As he lowered himself to one knee between her spread thighs, his gaze was glued to the journey her fingers were making from the tight bud of her clit to the slick entrance beyond.

He could barely breathe for the need striking inside him. His muscles were clenched from the effort to hold on to his control as he watched, his fingers massaging the muscles of her thighs as he watched her fingertips sink inside the delicate opening.

“Beautiful,” he whispered, his voice guttural.

Pulling her fingers back, her juices glistening on the tips, he watched as she lifted them and stroked her lips.

Lust tore through him like a punch to his gut as he watched her juices glisten on her lips a second before her tongue swiped over the lush curves.

He could barely breathe now. He could feel the need for oxygen tearing at his chest as he panted, fighting to retain the mental capacity to hold on to his control.

His fingers were shaking as he tore open the condom and worked it over his cock. The flesh was so swollen it was painful, so hard it was like iron. The need to thrust inside her was a primitive, primal response that he could barely hold back.

Leaning over her he licked over her lips, moaning at the sweet taste as he let his fingers move between her thighs to tangle with hers. He stroked the silken flesh to feel the heat of her. He dipped his fingers into the tight entrance, stroked and caressed her as her hips arched to him and her moans filled his ears.

Her fingers gripped his wrist while her thighs fell farther apart, welcoming his fingers into her as a strangled cry tore from her chest.

She was burning alive beneath him. Sweet and hot, stealing his mind as he fought to hold back. Just a few more minutes. Dear God, just enough to imprint the memory of this into his mind forever.

 

BAILEY STARED UP AT JOHN, watched the firelight flicker over the dark, savage features of his face, and felt her heart expanding in her chest. There was nothing so sexy, so completely filled with driving lust and sensual excitement as this man.

As he kissed the arch of her foot, she saw Trent. As his lips grew heavy, his gaze flickered with need, and his expression tightened in the lines of a man intent on mating, she saw the lover she had thought was dead forever.

This was Trent, yet he wasn’t Trent. He was different, harder, hungrier, but still the same man she had loved for five long, lonely years.

A part of her was crying out in joy, another part filling with pain. He was alive. He hadn’t died. He had deserted her instead.

No matter the pain, she couldn’t pull away from him. This memory, this short time spent with him was all she was going to have. She couldn’t bring herself to make him stop. She couldn’t bring herself to deny him.

As his lips came to hers in a kiss filled with passion and torrential need and his fingers began to slide inside her, filling her, stretching her, she knew that a part of her would always belong to him. A part of her would never let go of the lover who had stolen her heart so long ago.

“You make me insane to have you,” he groaned against her lips as she arched closer, driving his fingers deeper inside her.

“Not insane enough,” she panted. “You’re not taking me.”

“Are you sure?” Two blunt male fingers thrust inside her, sliding through the slick juices that eased from her pussy and pushing past clenching, desperate tissue.

“Oh God. John.” She was ready to scream out in need. It wasn’t enough. She needed more of him. She needed all of him.

His fingers weren’t enough, his kiss wasn’t enough.

As his lips moved from hers to her jaw, her neck, and then lower to her breasts, she could feel her temperature rising, the need growing inside her to an inferno level. Her hips arched closer as his fingers began to fuck inside her with steady strokes and his lips closed over a too-sensitive nipple.

The suckling heat of his mouth, the lash of his tongue against her nipple, and the smooth, driving strokes of his fingers fucking inside her were too much. The pitch of excitement was rising, growing to a degree that she couldn’t bear the sensations. Her stomach contracted, her muscles tightened and she could feel her orgasm growing, just out of reach.

Wrapping her arms around his neck she arched and writhed against him. His name was a ragged chant on her lips, drawn from the growing desperation building inside her.

Lightning-hot bolts of sensation tore across her nerve endings, whipped through her body, and sent waves of clawing hunger washing through her.

She couldn’t bear it. The need was tearing at her like a ravenous beast, filling her with a desperation she couldn’t fight or control any longer.

“Please, John,” she cried out, fighting to breathe through the hunger that tore at her senses. “Take me now. I can’t bear it. Please.”

“God, I can’t let you go yet,” he groaned against her breast as he licked at her nipple before turning to its mate. “Not yet, Bailey.”

His fingers worked inside her, stroking and caressing tender tissue, stoking the fire burning inside her until she could feel the flames licking at her soul.

“No. No. Now.” She arched, the muscles of her pussy tightening around his thrusting fingers. “Now, John. Please.”

She couldn’t bear much more. She needed so desperately to feel him inside her that she couldn’t bear the sensations.

“God, you’re killing me.” His fingers slid free of her as he rose between her thighs. “Sweet sweet Bailey, you’ll be the death of me.”

She watched, licking her lips in anticipation as he stroked the sheathed flesh of his cock and moved closer to the aching center of her body.

She reached for him, gripped the hard shaft herself and lifted to him, drawing him to her and tucking the head of his erection into the clenching entrance of her pussy.

“Love me,” she whispered. “Just this once.”

His expression tightened, his gray eyes darkened to nearly black as he froze against her for one long moment. Their gazes locked, Bailey watched as something akin to grief swirled in the hungry depths of his eyes.

“Forever,” he whispered, the word almost soundless, almost broken as his hips moved.

Bailey cried out, her hands flying to his hips while he thrust against her, pushing inside her, working his erection desperately into the tight depths of her sex as the world began to explode around her.

She saw stars. She saw a sunburst explode inside her mind as he thrust to the hilt, stretching the sensitive tissue as she clenched in reflex around him.

His groans mixed with her cries as he began to move. There was no time for slow loving now. They needed too much, had too many memories, too many sensations to store up inside their souls.

John felt as though his soul were pouring from his body into hers. He couldn’t hold back the emotions any more than he could hold back the need that tore at him.

His balls were tight with the need for release, his cock flexing, clenching as he felt her pussy tightening around him and the hard arch of her body when her orgasm flooded through her.

His name was a steady chant on her lips. Love filled her voice, her hold, it wrapped around him until he could feel nothing, sense nothing but Bailey. Until nothing mattered but the woman, until he released inside her with a hard growl, his body arching, tensing until he felt as though he had been shattered from the inside out.

Until he knew, without Bailey, he was nothing. Pleasure would be a thing of a past. He would be like a ghost, haunting the world for the love of a woman.

God help him, how was he was supposed to walk away from her now?


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 9

 

 

 

THE NEXT EVENING BAILEY stood amid the bright chandeliers, surrounded by the slow, sweet strains of orchestral music, and watched the eleven other couples in attendance at Ford Grace’s dinner party.

These dinner parties were always excellently timed to coincide with other parties being held through the night. Tonight the couples in attendance would leave to attend a fete held in honor of one of Hollywood’s leading men, who coincidentally was staring in a major production by a studio that Stephen Menton-Squire and his wife, Josephine, held major interest in.

Bailey had never enjoyed the rounds of dinner parties, despite her mother’s attempts to instill a sense of excitement about them. They were boring, the food was too rich, and the guests were too self-involved. She had never understood why her parents had enjoyed them so much.

After-dinner drinks were served in the large family room of Ford’s mansion. The chandeliers overhead were dimmed. Tastefully arranged lamps were set in place around a large seating area, which faced a crackling fire. Conversation flowed as freely as the alcohol.

“Interesting group,” John murmured from where they stood next to French doors that led to an evergreen garden beyond.

It was an interesting group. Every suspect left on the short list that had been compiled was in attendance. Was it possible that Warbucks wasn’t one man, but a group of four?

“There’s Raymond,” Bailey said softly as John drew her onto the dance floor. “Whoever or whatever Warbucks is, he’s here tonight. All the major families are in attendance.”

“As well as a few well known criminal elements,” John pointed out rather sarcastically. “Amazing the clout a few good drugs will get you.”

It was amazing the amount of drugs that actually flowed in a party such as this one.

“No one has yet approached me,” she kept her voice low, her lips close to his neck as she spoke. “Considering I’m the one that chose the broker for this deal, and the one with the code needed, you would have thought I would be approached by now.”

“He’s waiting to see what you’ll do when confronted with the choice,” he told her. “No doubt he’s well aware of the fact that the brokers will let you in on the secret. Better you have one of them arrested than one of his men.”

“True,” she murmured. “Still, not exactly the wisest course of action where I’m concerned.”

“There’s no way he can know that one of us isn’t who we seem,” he told her. “My background is solid, darling, stop worrying. I’ll be fine.”

“Maybe it wasn’t you I was worried about.” She smiled before nipping his neck with her teeth. She was rewarded by the tightening of his hand at her hip and the hardening of his cock against her lower stomach.

That was how she liked him. Hard for her, hungry for her.

“I’ll make you pay for that comment later,” he assured her.

“Excuse me, Mr. Vincent, but perhaps you should give the rest of us a chance here.” The deep, dark male voice at her side had Bailey lifting her head from John’s shoulder to encounter the snake-mean gaze of an American broker known for his penchant for sexual torture and terrorist connections.

Ralph Stanford was the only son of a very successful Texas rancher. He had married an international model whose extremely good looks had withered away within years of her association with him.

“Ralph.” John stepped back with smooth grace as the other man laid his hand on Bailey’s hip. She almost felt her skin crawl.

“We could skip the dance.” She smiled tightly as he began to lead her around the room. “Why not get a drink and have a seat?”

He chuckled at the suggestion. “And miss a chance to rub against you as Vincent was doing? For shame, Bailey, knocking the rest of us off the playing field so easily isn’t exactly sportsmanlike.”

“I never claimed to be a sportsman, Ralph,” she drawled, well aware of the fact that John was watching the other man closely.

Tall, almost gangly, with rather long brown hair and fierce hazel eyes, Ralph Stanford could have been handsome if he didn’t work so hard at being the bastard he was. The corrupt soul of the man seemed to darken his expression, his eyes, even his smile.

“I would have thought you’d at least be required to be impartial,” he stated with no small amount of malice. “Fucking one of the competitors just seems a bit like foul play to me.”

“I didn’t see a rule book with the job,” she murmured. “I’m well aware of all your reputations. I’ll make certain the best man gets the job.” She’d already made her choice as far as she was concerned. Warbucks was wasting his time with this little game.

“We were assured of impartiality,” he stated, a glimmer of anger showing in his eyes.

“And I’m being very impartial,” she promised. “If you don’t like how I do things, then perhaps you should take it up with your potential client. I only make the suggestion, I’m sure he’ll make the final choice.”

Personally she would have preferred to have been asked to take the position, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The past year had been spent trying to convince Warbucks that she wanted her chance to get back at the government that had betrayed her. He was giving her the chance. Now, she had to play the hand she was dealt until the time came to cash in on her own vengeance.

Ralph’s thin lips nearly disappeared into his face as he pressed them together in irritation. “I’ll be certain to do that,” he informed her coldly. “Until then, Ms. Serborne, I’d watch my back if I were you. You could acquire several very dangerous enemies with this job.”

He walked away from her, leaving her in the middle of the dance floor as though he had cast her aside. Bailey let a rueful smile tip her lips at the curious glances from the other dancers.

“Were you deserted, darling?” John’s arm wrapped around her as he pulled her against the strength and heat of his body once again. “For shame. Some men just have no manners.”

Delight spread through her body at the feel of herself against him. She hadn’t realized just how good his body felt against her own. Even clothed in the finely cut evening suit, the hard muscle hidden from view, she could sense the strength and the heat of him.

“I considered it a favor,” she laughed lightly as he led her from the dance floor.

“I’m certain you did,” John agreed. “But while you were away, I received a very interesting message.”

He slipped the paper into her hand. Turning against his body to use it as a shield, she opened the folded note and read it quickly.

Ms. Serborne’s choice is noted. Not that it had been approved, simply that it had been noted.

Refolding it, she tucked it into her purse, noting the narrowing of his gaze as she did so.

“Well, it seems we are indeed being watched,” she murmured.

“Did you doubt it?” he asked her.

“I never doubt it, I simply hoped to figure out who it was rather quickly,” she sighed, though she knew she should have known better.

“Several other brokers are here as well as Stanford,” he noted. “Abbas and his former mistress are here.”

Former mistress, her ass. She knew exactly who Catalina Lamont truly was. The same redhead posing as John’s handler. A few cosmetic alterations to her face, a lighter rinse on her hair, and perhaps some padding at her breasts, but it was definitely the woman she had met as “Tehya” the morning before.

Catalina Lamont had been caught in the explosion with the real Jerric Abbas. They had literally died in each other’s arms. After the explosion, and the revelation that they had survived, the two had very publicly, and vocally, broken off the affair. They were now rumored to be mere business associates, nothing more.

It seemed Tehya was playing a variety of roles and ones she appeared to be well adept at playing.

“We also have a European arms broker in the mix, Terrance Dupuis,” she pointed out. “And a Saudi sheik who often brokers deals with the various terrorist groups. A Russian mafia figure arrived in Aspen earlier today as well.” She shot him a sidelong glance. “Ivan Olav. He’s gaining a name for himself with his negotiations on stolen Russian military weapons to terrorists.”

It all came down to terrorism. The various factions and cells in an age of terror and political and religious factions vying for supremacy however they could acquire it.

“We have quite a little mix,” John murmured. “And we’re about to add to it. Greer is coming up to us.”

Bailey turned as Raymond stepped closer, his expression unreadable.

“Bailey, could I drag you away from Mr. Vincent for a bit? Mary was feeling poorly and wanted to visit with you before we leave.”

“Of course.” Bailey turned to John and saw the edge of worry in his gaze. No one would have realized it, or would have recognized it. But the familiarity to Trent slammed inside her. The same light in his gaze, the way the shade darkened even as she watched him, the slightest tightened curve to his lips.

“I’ll be back soon,” she promised. “I saw Ian and Kira arrive earlier, perhaps you could take the opportunity to invite them to lunch tomorrow as we discussed.”

She hadn’t discussed it, but she knew Ian was part of the group that John was working with, as was Kira. It was time to draw the players together and force the answers she needed.

“Don’t be long, sweetheart.” He lowered his head, kissing her cheek gently. “You know how I worry.”

He had every right to worry, as they both knew. Turning back to Raymond, she gave him a slight smile before moving with him across the ballroom.

It wasn’t an odd request. Mary often had bouts of weakness and retired to a bedroom or sitting room where she visited with her closest friends during the parties she attended. Crowds often made her jittery anyway.

“This way.” Raymond stepped into the foyer and led the way to a short hallway that led from it. “Ford was kind enough to loan us his sitting room.”

Kind enough. “Ford” and “kind” weren’t words that she thought would be synonymous with the man. He was kind to his sister, he loved his son. His grandchildren treasured him. But he had terrorized his wife and daughter, and, she suspected, had ordered their deaths.

He was the same man who had cried at her parents’ funeral and went to their graves on the anniversary of their deaths. The man whose servants had gossiped that he’d nearly destroyed the inside of his home the day his wife and daughter had been buried.

He played a damned good game, she had to give him credit for that.

Opening the door to the sitting room, Raymond showed her inside, but no one was there. Bailey turned quickly to find Raymond closing the door before clicking the lock slowly into place.

“Where’s Mary?” She gripped her purse loosely, her finger lying on the trigger of the weapon within the silk folds of the small bag.

“Stand down, Bailey.” He shot her a disgusted look as he moved for the bar, his stooped shoulders rigid with either tension or anger, it was never easy to tell with Raymond. “I’m not going to have you killed while your lover is waiting in the ballroom.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time you arranged it.” She didn’t move her finger, but she relaxed marginally as he fixed himself a drink.

“Whisky and Coke?” He turned back to her, his heavy brow lifting in question as he gestured to the drinks.

Bailey nodded carefully. “What’s this about, Raymond?”

He finished fixing the drinks before moving back to her. “Have a seat, my dear.” He nodded to the chairs that sat in a small grouping to the side of the bar. “We need to talk.”

“Do we now?” She took her drink and accepted the chair closest to her as she watched him curiously. “And what do we have to talk about that would require such a private setting?”

Sitting down, Raymond leaned back in his chair, sipped at his own whisky, and let a smile touch his lips. “You’re rather good,” he stated after long moments. “I have to admit, even I had my doubts that you would turn your back on your own country until you covered our tracks in Iraq as you did just before your retirement.”

“You fucked up,” she snapped. “Damn, Raymond, I never thought you would have let yourself get burned so easily.”

She hadn’t been certain he had been involved until now. All she had known was where the trail had led, and the prints that had been lifted from the secured Army barracks that had held the confiscated plutonium found in a hidden, underground vault beneath Saddam Hussein’s castle.

“Very nearly,” he agreed. “We were working within a tighter schedule than we had assumed. Unfortunately, the prize wasn’t nearly as rich as we had assumed. The plutonium was unusable, I’m afraid. Saddam, it seemed, wasn’t nearly as bright as he led some of us to assume.”

Bailey sat back in her chair, forcing herself to keep her expression enigmatic, not to give up the fact that she had never truly been certain that Raymond was involved.

“Warbucks appreciated your efforts,” he murmured, watching her, his gaze narrow, thoughtful.

“That’s always nice to know.” Leaning back herself, she watched him for long moments, seeing a side to Greer that she had only suspected existed. She had always known he was cold, hard, superior, but what he was showing now was a casual confidence, a self assurance that attested to the fact that he now had the upper hand.

“I haven’t figured out exactly what you’d hoped to gain in the past years though,” he finally sighed. “We’ve watched you, of course, especially since I took over the day-to-day operations of the ventures he partakes of. You’ve gone to great lengths to protect him. Why?”

Bailey crossed her knees, rested her elbow on them, and sipped at her whisky as she considered the question.

“Whoever he is, he’s someone I’ve grown up with.” She finally shrugged. “Father didn’t completely fail in raising me, Raymond. I understand my duties to the men who have always watched my back. I looked after Warbucks’s interests, and he kept me alive. It was a beneficial arrangement.”

Raymond’s lips quirked in amusement. “How did you know he kept you alive?

“Orion had a big mouth,” she sniffed. “He warned me several times that he was being paid not to kill me and that one day there wouldn’t be enough to walk away from the temptation.” She grinned ruefully.

“You were rather a thorn in his side,” he sighed. “We paid quite a bit of money to ensure he didn’t harm you. Perhaps you could have done us a greater favor and let him be,” he suggested.

Bailey leaned forward. “He killed my family. My cousins suffered at his hands. There was no amount of money that could have made me turn back. And evidently it wasn’t too large a price to pay or Warbucks would have made the request that I back off.”

“And would you have?” Raymond asked.

“Probably not. It would have been according to how strenuously he had asked.” She lifted her glass to her lips and took a fortifying sip as he grinned back at her in amusement.

“That’s rather what we assumed.” He finally nodded. “Your past endeavors to protect him have always surprised him. Because of this, he’s decided that perhaps you would make a worthy partner.”

A worthy partner? Oh now, this was much more than she had ever hoped.

“He’s looking for partners, is he?” Bailey let her surprise show, to do otherwise wouldn’t have been in her best interests.

“Not just any partner,” he assured her. “You have contacts, Bailey, many that I can only guess at, you’ve proven that over the years. But even more, you’re his equal in ways that no one else could hope to be or to become.”

“Is he looking for a partner or a wife?” she sniffed.

Raymond laughed, a low dark chuckle that sent a chill racing up her spine. “He’s not in the market for a wife, my dear, though you’d make an excellent one. What he is in the market for are your invaluable services in several endeavors he’d like to undertake in the future. Your help with this one in particular is greatly appreciated.”

Bailey sipped at the whisky again before setting her glass on the table. “No broker that he’s contacted is going to take CROSSFIRE without a meeting first,” she finally assured him. “Warbucks has so far managed to keep his identity a closely guarded secret. The days of that are at an end if he’s not extremely careful this time.”

Raymond nodded. “We’ve discussed this at length, which is one of the reasons we’ve given the choice of brokers into your safekeeping. You know the risks he’ll be facing as well as the brokers most likely to secure the job and to secure it correctly. We ask that though it seems you have chosen a worthy lover, that you give due consideration to the other parties as well.”

Bailey stared back at him, knowing how she appeared to him. Her gaze was flat and cool, assessing.

“It would have helped if I had known that I would be choosing from the parties concerned before they arrived,” she stated.

Raymond tilted his head in agreement. “But in doing so we would have lost the element of surprise as well as our own strength in assessing your true intentions.”

“In other words, you had everything in place to see if I went screaming back to the agency.” She gave a light, amused little laugh. “Tell me, Raymond, did you ever regret your choice to work with Warbucks?”

“Never.” His response was instant.

“Then I suspect, neither will I.” She lifted her glass, finished her drink, then stared back at him questioningly. “Do we have any other business to conduct?”

Raymond arched his brows, his lips tugged into a reluctant smile.

“Very well, then, we’ll discuss fees,” she suggested. “The brokers you’ve chosen all charge a fifteen percent rate of the total sale. Though I’m certain a few will go a few points lower, Vincent won’t. I wouldn’t suggest using anyone willing to take a cut on their pay at this point.”

“And your fee?” he asked.

“Partners don’t charge a fee.” She rose to her feet and stared down at him with the assured self confidence and feminine arrogance she had learned before leaving this world. “I expect to see Warbucks at the point of sale. I don’t partner with men, or with women, that I don’t know or can’t put a face to.”

A gleam of amused respect seemed to lighten his gaze. “I’ll be certain to pass that along.”

“Do that.” She nodded. “Because it’s non-negotiable. And I’ll need his answer before the process goes much further. By the way, I’d drop Stanford if I were you.”

“And why would I do that?” he asked, his gaze narrowing.

“Because he’s an informant to several individuals within certain law enforcement agencies, namely the FBI, when the price is right. And I would assume they would pay quite a hefty price for information on this sale. Discretion is called for at this time, I believe. I’d mark him off your list and send him home.”

“We could kill him,” he suggested.

“We could.” She lifted her shoulder in complete unconcern. “But his death would raise questions. Better to wait until after the sale to do that. In the meantime I’d place a tail on him and see if he runs his mouth. It’s always better to know who to watch out for than it is to kill the competition.”

He rose slowly to his feet, a smile once again tugging at his lips. “I’ll be sure to bring the matter to Warbucks’s attention. Until then, enjoy the party tonight. I’m sure I’ll be in touch again soon.”

“I look forward to it.” She nodded briskly before turning and moving for the door.

Unlocking the door, she left the room without looking back, the sense of watchful eyes raising the hairs on the nape of her neck.

She was being watched, and not just by Raymond. Someone had been listening in, looking in on that meeting. She had been dissected, every word, every expression, every shift of her body analyzed.

Warbucks had made his move and she had stated her conditions. Now, she hoped he accepted them, rather than having her killed as he did others who had had the temerity to make demands he didn’t like.

Entering the hallway, she watched as John straightened from the wall, his arms falling from their crossed position against his chest. Eyes narrowed, his taut body filled with tension, he watched as she made her way to him.

“Mary okay?” he asked as his arm curled around her waist and they headed back into the foyer.

“Mary’s fine.” She felt the subtle shift of his body, the silent sign that he knew she wasn’t merely talking about Raymond’s wife. “You?” she asked. “Are Ian and Kira okay for lunch tomorrow?”

“They appreciate the invitation,” he told her. “Ian has a bit of business he wanted to discuss anyway.”

She certainly hoped so. After tonight, both John and Ian were going to come across with information, details and plans. She was not going to be kept in the dark at this stage of the game. Warbucks wasn’t just testing her, he was seriously considering a partnership, which meant the stakes had risen in this little game.

“Good.” She nodded thoughtfully, glancing around and wondering once again who was watching, who was listening.

“Are we ready to leave this little get-together yet?” John lowered his head to caress the shell of her ear sensually. “There’s a light snow falling, a full moon. We could have the chauffeur drive us around for a while.”

In other words they could discuss whatever had happened in her meeting with Raymond.

“That sounds nice.” She turned her head, lifting it, and smiled as his lips settled on hers for a light, affectionate kiss. “Shall we say goodnight to our host?”

“Definitely.”

Their host, Ford Grace, was thankfully just entering the marble foyer from the ballroom. John made their apologies with a thoroughly unapologetic male grin that he wanted to enjoy Bailey on a long romantic ride in the snow.

Bidding them a goodnight, he turned back to the couple who had followed him out as John collected her cloak and settled it over her shoulders.

The doorman opened the wide double doors, and to Bailey’s delight, the snowfall was just as beautiful as John had proclaimed it. Large fluffy flakes fell in a slow-motion drift that gave an airy, gentle feel to the air around her. Lifting the hood of her cloak, she held on to John’s arm as they stepped from the house, lifting her face to allow the cool weight of the ice crystals to melt against her flesh.

She needed the sense of innocence, of unhurried beauty that came with the night and the snow around them.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered as her head lowered and her gaze was momentarily blinded.

Blinking, a sudden knowledge shattered into her brain at the same time as a red laser dot settled on her chest. Slow motion. She could feel every heartbeat as she cried out, pushing John aside at the same time that the blast of a rifle shattered the stillness of the night.

She felt him dragging her down, pushing her to the icy, snow-covered stones of the steps. Her hands slid across the surface, a burning sensation covering the tender flesh as the world around her seemed to erupt with sound.

Another sharp retort of gunfire shattered the night as screams filled the air. Other screams, feminine cries, and male shouts as John jerked her across the steps to the relative safety at the side of the limo.

“Stay here,” he yelled at her as the chauffeur slid around the vehicle and shoved a lethal, black MPA Defender at John.

“Like hell.” She grabbed at his arm as he moved to jump from her side. “You’re not going anywhere. They’ll be after you as well. Let Ford’s men take care of it.”

Those men were moving around the house now. Black-clad, faces impassive and dangerous, they tore across the yard toward the woods where the blasts had come from.

“Get her back in here.” Raymond was suddenly at their sides, his expression furious as he grabbed John’s arm. “She’s safer in the house.”

With the two men flanking her, she felt John’s arm curl around her waist again, lifting her as he pulled her back up the steps and into the house.

They didn’t pause. Leading the way, Raymond rushed them through the foyer and back through the hall to the small office he had taken Bailey to earlier.

Once the door was closed and locked behind them, John set her on her feet, and for the first time she caught a glimpse of his furious face. His eyes were like thunderclouds, his face set into a dangerous scowl as he turned on Raymond.

“What the fuck is going on here?” he snarled in Raymond’s face.

Raymond, surprisingly, seemed to have paled. Concern marked his expression as his gaze roved quickly over her.

“I’m fine,” she snapped, glaring back at him as he moved back marginally. “Damn. You two act like I’ve never been shot at before.”

“Not here, not like this.” Raymond shook his head in a quick, jerky motion. “You should have never been targeted.”

“Well, she was,” John snapped. “And I want to know why. Now, Raymond.”

“We’ll know why.” Raymond stepped back as his cell phone rang. Jerking it from the pocket of his jacket, he flipped it open before pressing it to his ear and turning his back on them.

“She’s fine,” he said quickly. “I have her secure. Have they found the shooter yet?”

Bailey glanced at John as they listened to the conversation.

“How the hell am I supposed to know who it is?” he snapped suddenly. “My best guess would be one of the competitors. I warned you they wouldn’t take kindly to losing out on the deal so quickly . . . Fine. I’ll take care of it . . . Just let me know.”

He disconnected the call before turning back to them.

“Professional brokers don’t attempt assassination because they lost out on a deal,” John snapped, his gaze thunderous as he rose to his feet, glowering back at Raymond. “If anything happens to her, Greer, you can bet your ass that the loss of reputation that your employer will suffer won’t be easily regained. I’ll make certain of it.”

“Don’t threaten me, Vincent,” Raymond warned him, his voice deepening in anger. “This is a risk you take when you play the game. She knows it as well as you do.”

“Like hell.” John was in his face as Bailey rose to her feet.

She almost rolled her eyes at the testosterone filling the room as well as the male posturing going on here. As though they thought yelling at each other would actually solve the problem here.

“John, enough.” Bailey stepped between them before the confrontation could actually turn to blows. “Raymond.” She turned to the other man. “Check Ralph Stanford’s whereabouts. If he’s in the mansion, then have your men question if he was here during the time of the shooting. I would bet he’s your shooter.”

Both men turned to her now.

“What the hell makes you think it was Stanford?” Raymond snarled.

She did roll her eyes at that. “You should check the reputations of the men you’re considering.” She shook her head. “Stanford doesn’t like games of competition. He’s prone to even the playing field with a bullet whenever possible.”

“He was warned,” Raymond growled.

“Perhaps not strenuously enough,” she pointed out as she turned back to John. “Please inform the chauffeur that we’re heading out, again. I’m not standing around here and waiting for the bloody little show sure to be played out if they actually manage to catch him.”

“You’re as stubborn and hard-headed as ever,” Raymond accused her as she and John headed to the door.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She waved her hand over her shoulder. “Goodnight, Raymond, and please inform your boss that I haven’t left happy tonight. He owes me.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 10

 

 

 

BAILEY LAY STILL AND SILENT in the bed when John entered the bedroom. She watched him, her gaze devouring him as he stood at the foot of the bed and stared back at her. There was a darkness to his expression that didn’t make sense, a heavy brooding silence that surrounded him.

As though he was holding back some part of himself, unwilling to allow her to see it, or to see the implications of it.

He had been quiet since leaving the party. His entire demeanor had shifted, turning dark and dangerous in the wake of the attempt on her life.

“Did you call your buddies and inform them of tonight’s events?” she asked him, careful to keep her tone casual.

“Not yet.” There was a growl in his voice, an underlying tone of warning that she was certain she was going to ignore. As she watched him, her heart clenched, emotion welling inside her as she fought to hold back years’ worth of grief and loneliness.

Staring at John now, the pieces of the puzzle that had been laid into place clicked. There was no suspicion, no coincidence. She knew. With the heart of a woman who had only loved once in her life, Bailey knew who her lover was, and she knew he would never reveal himself to her.

So many years alone. She remembered those first weeks after he had “died.” She had existed in a place of such dark grief that she hadn’t known if she could pull herself out of it. She had only just recovered from her parents’ deaths. Hell, she hadn’t even recovered, but Trent had helped her to focus, he had helped her to live again. Then he was gone.

And now he was back.

She had to blink back the tears at the feeling of betrayal, even as she wondered if she wouldn’t have done the same. When he had informed her that Warbucks had been behind Trent’s death, he had been telling her why he had left.

He’d had no choice. Warbucks wouldn’t have rested until he was dead. There would have been no safety for him, no way for him to escape the powerful reach of the criminal whom no one could identify and therefore no one could watch or catch.

And Trent alone wouldn’t have been in danger. Anyone he loved, anyone who could have been used as a weakness against him would have been in danger.

“Ralph Stanford was in the ballroom at the time of the shooting,” he told her as he paused at the bottom of the bed. “Greer is still searching for him, but I’d say we’ve lost the trail for tonight.”

“Whoever it is will try again,” she stated. “There’s a lot of money hiding in this deal. They won’t like losing out so quickly.”

The house party would pull the players into place. Whoever or whatever Warbucks was trying to maneuver, this would allow him to place everyone in a controlled area where he could watch and wait.

“Last year, Raymond Greer hosted this same party at the same time. It coincided with the sell of a list of agents working a delicate operation in Europe. Two weeks later, those agents were dead,” he told her.

“Operation Seascape,” she murmured. “The agents were in place to watch and track a terrorist cell that was using England’s coast to smuggle in people, supplies, and weapons. They were waiting for the arrival of one of the organization’s leading generals when that list was sold.”

John nodded. “The general made it into England, and he was lost after that. He’s still on the move rather than neutralized as he should have been.”

It wasn’t the subject that was truly on both their minds. Bailey could feel the tension, the emotions that swirled in the air around them, that infused them, that burned inside her chest with the force of a wildfire.

Tears threatened to fall as her heart actually ached with the knowledge of everything she had lost, everything she couldn’t have. She wanted to be in his arms, she ached to feel him against her, and yet a part of her refused to bend or to ask for what she needed most.

“I’m going to shower.” He moved away from the bed and turned toward the bathroom. “We can talk later.”

Later. There was always later.

She watched as he disappeared into the other room, noting the stress in his voice, in his shoulders. There were still so many things that she didn’t know about him, that she hadn’t known about him five years before.

They’d had so little time together. Not nearly enough time to know everything they needed to know about each other.

She lay in bed and stared at the ceiling as she heard the water in the shower turn on. She imagined him stepping beneath the spray, water pouring over his body.

She didn’t want to imagine.

Flipping the blankets away from her body, she moved from the bed and on silent feet entered the bathroom.

Shedding the long T-shirt she had worn to bed, she watched through the shower doors as he put his head back and let the water run over his face and head. His dark blond hair plastered to his head and neck. Water streamed over his hard, muscular body, giving it a golden sheen that tempted her hands to touch.

She watched, simply watched as he kept his back to her, poured shampoo into his palm, then replaced the bottle before working the gel through the thick strands of his hair.

Thick, heavy lather streamed down his back and buttocks, sliding down like a lover’s caress before slipping to the floor of the shower.

Bailey reached out, touched the glass as though she could actually feel the warmth of his flesh, and felt the need exploding inside her. Just to touch him, to taste him, to kiss the bronzed flesh and feel the flex of muscle beneath. To feel him against her, inside her.

She licked her lips as he stepped beneath the water once again, the suds flowing down his body, disintegrating beneath the force of the water as she slid the shower doors open.

He had known she was there. She watched him tense as she entered the cubicle and glimpsed the heavy length of his erection.

Warm flesh met her palm as she reached out and touched the flexing muscles of his back. His head lowered beneath the spray, one hand reaching out to brace against the wall.

“Wrong time, Bailey.” His voice was rough, guttural. “Go back to bed, baby.”

She paused, hearing something in his voice that she had never heard before, something she had only sensed in him a few times in Australia. Those had been the times he had simply disappeared a day or so before returning with his familiar, ever-present smile.

“Go back to bed?” She slid the door closed behind her, enclosing them in the heated moisture of the shower.

His other arm rose, his hand bracing against the shower wall as he drew in a hard, deep breath.

“Why would I want to go back to bed?” She let her fingers trail down the tense muscles of his back. “What are you hiding from me, John?”

She knew parts of what he was hiding. He was hiding who he was, what he was. He was hiding the man he had been, not just the man he was.

“Maybe I’m trying to protect you.” His voice was a rough growl.

She stared at his profile. His eyes were closed, his thick, long lashes spiked from the water as he obviously fought for control.

“It’s too late to try to protect me,” she whispered as she leaned her head against his shoulder. “And protection isn’t what I want from you. It’s not what I need from you.”

Before she could finish, he moved. One arm snaked around her waist, jerking her in front of him before he pressed her back into the shower wall.

His expression was tight with lust, his gray eyes nearly black with it. The erection that pressed against her belly was steel-hard, iron-hot.

Water flowed around them now, washing between their bodies, over their shoulders, enclosing them in a heated world of hunger and need.

She reached out to the side of the shower cubicle, her fingers closing around the bottle of shower gel that sat on the narrow shelf.

“Don’t, Bailey.” His arm tightened around her back as she snagged the clean cloth hanging on a ring to the opposite side.

“Don’t what?” she asked as she felt his cock throb against her lower belly. “Don’t be here with you, John? Don’t touch you when you can feel everything you want or need slipping through your fingers? Or are you just too damned scared to reach out and touch it?”

She poured the soap onto the washrag, staring into his eyes as she worked up the lather. There was something tormented, something desperate in his gaze as he stared down at her.

“Don’t you want me, John?” she asked him then. “Did you ever truly want me?”

There was an edge of pain in her voice, a shadow of it haunting her gaze, as though she were asking not just about the present, but a past she couldn’t know that they shared.

John stared down at her, feeling the dark, overwhelming lust that rose inside him for this woman. It was a hunger, a need he had always had to force himself to combat. From that first meeting with her, from their first kiss, it had risen inside him like a fire he couldn’t control.

It had been like this before. There had been times in Australia that he’d had to simply walk away from her, to put distance between them as he fought the unfamiliar hunger that he couldn’t name and sure as hell didn’t understand.

It had grown worse, he admitted. Five years ago, it had been like an ache he couldn’t put a name to. It wasn’t an ache now; it was a tide rising inside him, filling every part of his senses and demanding more from him, from her, than he had ever expected.

Being someone else hadn’t helped. He had thought it would. He had believed that coming here as John Vincent rather than Trent Daylen—working with her on his terms, with the knowledge between them that when the mission was over, they were over—would ease the desperation inside him.

It hadn’t. In ways, he believed it had only made it worse. She looked at him as though she knew who he was, what he was, and he couldn’t allow her to ever know.

Tightening his arm around her he jerked her to him, felt her indrawn breath, and watched the excitement that lit her green eyes.

“You should have stayed in the bed,” he growled as he felt that hunger ripping through him.

“Why, so you could stay in control?” The rasp of the lathered cloth moved over his shoulder as her nipples stroked against his chest with every breath she took. They were silken fire against his chest, burning into his flesh with sensual destruction.

“Control can be a good thing.” He proved his point by pressing a thigh between hers and pressing it tight against the heated mound of her sex.

He could feel the heated slide of her slick juices, feel them searing his skin as she drew in a hard, deep breath.

Taking the cloth from her hand, he shoved it back into its ring, then caught her wrists, placing them in one hand and holding them over her head.

“What are you fighting, John?” she whispered. “Me? Or yourself?”

He stared at her, wondering himself what he had always been fighting, even though he knew. He had fought the bonding, the need, the hunger that he was trying to hide from now. The certainty that life without this woman wasn’t worth living.

It was the reason he had tried to leave her in her bed, alone and escape to the shower. To hide from himself. To escape the need to give her more than he had thought he had to give to any woman.

“You don’t know what you’re doing to me, Bailey,” he rasped. “You don’t know what you’re doing to both of us.”

She was breathing heavily, her breasts rising and falling against his chest as he moved back from her slowly. But not to let her go. Hell no. There was no letting her go now.

“What am I doing to us, John?” Her soap-slick hands flexed within his grip as her hips arched to press his cock tighter against her belly.

“Destroying us?” he asked her softly, because he knew that was exactly what she was doing. Destroying them, one soft caress, one heated kiss at a time until he could feel his soul unraveling.

“Destroying us? How can touching you destroy us worse than this situation could?”

The question of the ages, a question he couldn’t answer because no other thought could penetrate the hunger growing inside him.

His head dipped, his lips taking hers in a kiss that only fueled the flames tearing through him. Looping her arms around his neck, he gripped the back of her head to hold her in place and fought himself, fought the impulses tearing through him.

It was like fighting a demon inside his soul. It refused to allow him any peace, refused to release him.

And this was the part of himself that he hadn’t wanted her to see. The dominance, the hunger, the sheer desperation for her touch that ruled his every sense.

“Damn you, I warned you not to be here,” he growled, fighting back the hard rumble in his voice, a flavor of an accent that he didn’t dare allow her to hear.

Throwing his head back he gripped her hair, moved her lips to his chest, and fought back the compulsion to simply take her.

Her hands caressed from his neck to his chest, then to his abdomen. The muscles of his stomach clenched almost violently at the feel of her silken fingertips tickling over them, moving lower.

Breathing in roughly, he stared down at her now, watching as he guided her head, watching her go lower, her swollen lips working over his chest, brushing his hard male nipples before angling to his abs.

As though she moved in slow motion, each caress took forever and seared into his soul as he watched her. Her lashes lifted, beaded with water that made her green eyes brighter, more brilliant than ever before.

“You know what I want,” he groaned. “Give it to me, Bailey.”

His fingers fisted in her hair as he pressed her lower and felt her hot breath against the swollen crest of his cock. Her fingers gripped the shaft and held it along his lower belly.

Violent sensations of pleasure racked him at the feel of her moist breath, the knowledge that her lips were so close, that pleasure was just a breath away.

She stared up at him, watching him, snaring his will with her gaze as her head moved lower, her lips parted, and the sweet, heated caress of her mouth struck a bolt of ecstasy hard and deep inside the taut sac of his balls.

“Fuck.” One hand slapped against the tile shower wall as he blinked water from his eyes. “Suck me.”

Her lips closed over the brutally sensitive crown as her tongue swiped over it, caressed it and stole his mind. He could barely maintain a semblance of control, so fiercely did the pleasure resound inside him.

God help him. He needed her in ways that he didn’t understand himself. He needed to possess her, to own her sexuality, her sensuality. Her heart.

His hips jerked, driving the iron-hard crest deeper into her mouth as her cheeks began to flex and the suckling motion of her mouth sent white-hot flares of sensation tearing through his senses.

There was nothing else quite like Bailey’s lips at his cock, sucking him into her mouth, taking him with an intimacy, a silent promise that weakened any resolve he had to hold himself distant from her.

He could do nothing but let the lust have its way now. She stripped him of control. She had followed him when he had warned her to stay away. She had continued touching him when he had warned her she might be getting more than she was bargaining for.

Need was like a ravening beast inside him now. It was a hunger he couldn’t hold back.

He watched as she took the head of his cock into her mouth, laved it with her tongue, sucked him deep within her hot little mouth.

His hand clenched tighter in her hair as he fought to hold back the impulse to spill his release in that moment. God knew he wanted to enjoy this. The feel of her sweet mouth, so hot and snug as she sucked at the crown of his cock.

The sight of her, lashes half closed, lips reddened from sucking at him; the sight of his cock thrusting shallowly between her lips. It was the most erotic vision of his life. Bailey had the ability to do that. To make each encounter with her more erotic than the one before.

Fire whipped over his nerve endings, surrounding his cock and tightening in his testicles. The muscles of his thighs were so tight they ached, his arms bulging as he fought to hold on to just enough control to enjoy this a few moments longer.

To feel her mouth suckling him, her silken palm cupping his balls as she moaned against his overly sensitive flesh.

It was destroying him. He watched the shallow thrusts he made between her lips, the way her expression shifted, the pleasure on her face.

“Sweet Bailey,” he groaned as her tongue swiped over his dick. “Ah love, you’re destroying my control.”

She was destroying him, inside and out. He couldn’t hold on. He could feel the need boiling in his veins, his cum rising through his cock.

He couldn’t hold on. His fingers clenched tighter in her hair, his teeth clenched, and before he could pull back, a shattered groan tore from his throat.

His release tore from him. He felt it shoot from the tip of his cock, filling the inside of her hot mouth as he felt her take him, swallowing the essence of him. He groaned her name, not caring how it sounded or what it gave away.

All he cared about was Bailey and the arousal that kept him brutally hard. As her tongue gave another long, delicious lick over the head of his cock, he pulled back, jerked her to her feet, and lifted her to him.

Bailey cried out in surprise and pleasure as she was lifted against John’s chest. His head lowered, his mouth covering a hard, sensitive nipple before sucking it into his mouth. Wicked hot and brutally ecstatic, each hard draw of his mouth sent shards of sensation striking through her womb before it wrapped tightly around her swollen clit.

She could feel each stroke of his tongue over her nipple, first one, then the other, as he kept the firm, suckling pressure on the tip.

Her head fell back on her shoulders as she gripped his hair and fought to hold on. To keep him to her, just for a little while. To make enough memories to hold her through the rest of her life, to keep her warm at night when he was gone again.

“Fucking beautiful,” he groaned as his head lifted.

Pressing her back against the shower wall, Bailey felt his lips move lower. She felt his tongue between her breasts, running down her belly. As he dropped to his knees in front of her and spread her thighs, his lips moving to the swollen, distended bud of her clit, Bailey felt her senses exploding.

Heated water showered around them as the hot warmth of his mouth surrounded her clit.

His tongue was velvet heat as it licked around the swollen bud, worked it against the underside, and laved it with hungry strokes.

He kissed it. Sucked it inside, then licked again and again, until Bailey was fighting to hold back her screams, pleas that he give her what she needed, that he sent her spinning into the star-studded void she could feel awaiting her.

“John!” His name was a shattered cry on her lips as his tongue stroked, his lips sucked. His fingers moved between her thighs, two sliding high and deep, filling her, working inside her with tight, heavy strokes.

He stretched her, burned her as he filled her. Bailey spread her thighs wider, panted his name, and fought to breathe just enough to make sense of the sensations tearing through her.

It hadn’t been like this before. It had never been this hot, this vibrant before and she found herself at once frightened and exhilarated by the sensations tearing through her.

Excitement wound in her chest. Blood thundered through her veins. Pleasure tore through her senses.

She couldn’t hold on to her senses like this. Was she supposed to? Was anything supposed to be this good, this hot?

Pleasure wound inside her, tightening in her womb, her pussy, swelling her clit and sending pulses of sharp electric sensation tearing through her.

Bailey felt her hands latch into his hair, her nails digging into his scalp as the tension escalated, tightened, and exploded into a starburst of rapture so sharp and intense that her knees weakened, her legs collapsed.

And he was there. John caught her, held her close to him, lifted her as he wrapped her legs around his hips and pressed the heavy tip of his cock into the violently sensitive tissue beyond.

“Ah yes.” Her lips moved to his shoulder, his throat. “Oh God, John. Like this. Just like this.”

Hard and deep. There was no control left for either of them. His hands cupped her rear, his fingers clenched there as he began to thrust inside her. His groans and her cries filled the shower, wrapped around them, bound them.

She could feel the bond as it began to tighten, felt it settle inside her, tighten through her as her orgasm rushed over her again.

She tightened around his thrusting flesh. Her legs gripped him harder, her fingers dug into his hair and her back arched as she felt his lips at her neck. And she felt his release. Unbidden, unsheathed, his cock throbbed, swelled, then sent his seed spurting deep and hot inside her.

Bailey’s eyes flared open to stare into his eyes. Feeling the last pulses of his release, the last echoes of her orgasm, their gazes connected, held and they both stared into the face of reality.

It wasn’t the release, it wasn’t that she wasn’t protected, because she was. Bailey didn’t leave her protection in any man’s hands. It was the knowledge that this intimacy had never been shared with another. Not even Trent.

She had felt this, known this. She had never given this to another man, until now.

John held something Trent hadn’t.

Her soul.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 11

 

 

 

MARY GREER’S MOUNTAIN cabin was a twenty-five-room three-story mansion set in a pristine valley surrounded by aspen, oak and huge fir trees. A large lake bordered one side of the property while stables and a snowmobile shelter bordered the other. A huge evergreen garden maze stretched out behind the house, while the front and side were reserved for the driveway and a multicar garage.

Limos were lining up in the huge circular driveway as the Serborne vehicle pulled in. Chauffeurs, butlers and housemen were carting luggage into the house and following the directions of Mary’s excellent staff in the placement of guests and their possessions.

There were more than two dozen couples attending. Invitations were much sought after and prized, even among the social elite who spent most of their winter in Aspen.

Dressed in winter-white cashmere pants, sweater and long coat, Bailey allowed John to help her out of the limo two days later as she stared up at the imposing structure overlooking them and wondered once again whatever possessed these people to live their lives as they did.

Bailey would be bored silly within two weeks and she knew it. A life of balls, parties, social luncheons, and shopping had never been her thing, as she’d proved when she left home just after she turned eighteen.

It had been her mother’s life, though, as well as that of her mother’s friends. They had lived for the next party, the endless rush of social functions and were crushed if invitations to their own weren’t accepted.

Security had been doubled from previous years, Raymond had assured her on the phone that morning. Every precaution had been taken to make certain that there would be no risk to her.

Bailey was beginning to believe that Raymond was truly upset over the attempt to kill her the week before. He had placed a security team outside her cabin, while inside both John and his bodyguard Travis ensured her protection.

Living under the constraints of that “protection” was starting to get on her nerves. She wasn’t a hare-brained debutante, she had assured them. She knew how to take care of herself.

“Nice place,” John commented as he let his hand linger at the small of her back to lead her to the open double doors to the marble foyer of the cabin.

“Do you think so?” she muttered. “I always felt it was a bit ostentatious. Too large and much too glitzy. It’s the one piece of property that Mary owns that causes me to question her taste.”

No one else heard the muttered insult, though John doubted Bailey would care if it had been. It was rather a known fact that Bailey shared housing and clothing tastes with few other people.

He could hear something more in her voice, though, a sense of disappointment, a soul-deep ache as she stared at the glittering, glitzy dwelling and those who were entering it.

Chauffeurs and house staff called back and forth. Luggage by the ton was being hauled in for a two-week stay, and many of the twenty-four guests had retreated to the ballroom and the buffet and drinks provided there.

“Ms. Serborne. Mr. Vincent.” Raymond and Mary’s butler met them at the door. “The Greers have requested your presence in a private gathering in the library. If you’ll follow me.”

Nose in the air, highbrow, and definitely status-conscious, the middle-aged gentleman led the way through the foyer to a marble-floored hall that in turn led to another wing of the house.

“Mr and Mrs. Greer.” The butler opened the door with a flourish before addressing his employers. “Ms. Serborne and Mr. Vincent.”

John placed his hand on Bailey’s back as they entered, felt the fine tension that held her muscles tight, and ached for her. She hated Raymond Greer. There hadn’t been a single noted confrontation between the two when they had been in the agency that had ended with anything less than animosity. She had known her former boss was on the take. Had known it, and had been unable to do anything about it.

Until now. But the road to the final goal was paved with heartache and pain for her. He had seen it in her eyes before their arrival, and he felt it now emanating from her body.

“Bailey, John.” Dressed in black silk pants and a matching black sweater, Raymond rose from where he sat with his wife in front of the fireplace and approached them with a friendly smile.

“Greer.” John accepted a hearty handshake and watched as Raymond turned to Bailey, gripped her shoulders, and gave her a warm kiss to the cheek.

A smile curled Bailey’s lips, even sparkled in her eyes, but it was no more than a testament to how hard she was reaching inside herself to carry on the charade.

“Call me Raymond, John.” Raymond clapped him on the shoulder as he turned back to Bailey. “Let me get you a drink. What are you having?”

Bailey’s voice was soft, gentle, so sweet it was almost enough to give him a toothache. Raymond’s smile was pure charm on a weasel’s face as he turned back to John. The illusion the man presented was almost amusing.

Requesting a straight whiskey, he kept his hand at Bailey’s back as Raymond motioned them to the small gathering. Ford Grace and his ex-model mistress Rose sat on a love seat parallel to the fireplace. Mary sat on the love seat directly in front, which left another free for Bailey and John.

“Wagner.” Ford nodded back at Bailey almost hesitantly.

“It will be good to see him,” Bailey stated. “I haven’t had much time to spend with old friends.”

Ford nodded. “I’m glad to see you survived the last party well,” there was a hint of concern in his gaze. “I worried your past would follow you when you left the agency.”

Ford glanced at Raymond, then back to Bailey. “Your father worried constantly that one day you wouldn’t return home,” he stated as Raymond handed them their drinks.

Bailey stared back at Ford, hiding the hatred that welled inside her, that threatened to damage the goal she had kept in the forefront of her mind for so long.

She hated the sincerity he faked so easily. The concern that darkened his gaze and gave his expression the appearance of affection. She wanted to scream at him, to rage over the elaborate game he was playing and force him to admit to being the cold-hearted son of a bitch that she knew he was.

“If my past is returning to haunt me, then I’m certain I’ll have it dealt with soon,” she assured Ford before glancing at John with the confidence of a woman who knows her lover is taking care of the matter as they settled on the love seat in front of Mary.

“I’ve hired extra security staff for the party, dear,” Mary expressed, her concern genuine. “We’ve had to do this several times when Ray’s enemies have found him as well. It’s a shame that serving your country comes with such risks right when you should be able to relax and enjoy your lives.”

“It would be far easier to tolerate if the country you risked your life for gave a damn,” Ford injected smoothly, critically. “I’ve not seen a time that Raymond’s life was in danger that the agency gave a damn.”

Unfortunately that was true. Bailey wished she could argue the fact that more was done to protect retired agents, but she knew her argument would sound hollow at best. Besides, arguing for her country would do very little to engender the trust she needed to draw Warbucks further into this little partnership.

“The agency barely gives a damn when you’re active,” she lied. She knew better. She knew the extremes that went into trying to protect agents, both active as well as retired.

“A shame,” Mary sighed, her delicate face creased in sympathy.

“Raymond, I believe Rose and I will see our way to our room now.” Surprisingly, Ford rose to his feet and extended his hand to his mistress as she joined him.

“And I believe I will as well.” Mary lifted her hand to Raymond, allowing him to help her from her seat. “I’m certain you and Bailey would like to discuss old times and those tales simply give me nightmares.” She grimaced.

Living those times still had the power to give Bailey nightmares.

Saying goodbye to Mary, Bailey restrained her own desire to escape to the privacy of her room with John. The sitting room felt stifling, the very air within it heavy with deceit.

“Bailey, would you mind if I talk to John alone for a bit now?” Raymond surprised her with the request. “I’d like to discuss a few security details with him, if you don’t mind.”

She narrowed her gaze at him. “John and I are partners, Raymond,” she reminded him coolly.

“And I understand that clearly.” He nodded. “Unfortunately, your choice of broker is going to have to prove himself to me, as well as to Warbucks, to gain approval, Bailey. John won’t be accepted instantly simply because he’s the one you chose.”

Of course, it couldn’t be that simple, could it?

Staring back at Raymond, her gaze cold, she rose slowly to her feet. “Very well. I’ll leave you two to discuss whatever manly things you have to discuss without me.”

Raymond appeared a little too amused by her statement. Comedy wasn’t exactly her forte, so she wasn’t a bit pleased by it.

“We do appreciate your patience with us, my dear,” Raymond drawled. “I promise I won’t keep him long.”

John had to restrain a smile as Bailey shot him a worried look from beneath her lashes. To give her credit, she didn’t argue further. Rather she donned the polite, femininely arrogant look that made him hotter than hell before she turned and left the room.

He knew the interrogation that would come later. She didn’t like being cut from any phase of this operation. The fact that she hadn’t been involved during his meetings with the team pissed her off enough. Now, he was going to have to deal with her anger toward Raymond. And she did know how to get pissed at the other man.

As the door closed behind her, Raymond followed and locked it quietly before turning back to John.

“You’re taking control of things nicely,” John told the other man as he stared around the sitting room. “I hope your marriage isn’t too constraining.”

“My marriage is the one thing in this farce that gives me any pleasure.” Raymond grimaced as he moved back to his drink and tossed it back, then narrowed his eyes on John. “Does Bailey suspect my involvement with the unit?”

John shook his head. “Not at all. Does Warbucks suspect your involvement?”

Raymond gave a hard shake to his head as he rubbed his hand over his face and breathed out roughly. “It’s a dangerous game we’re playing here, John.”

“But a necessary one,” John murmured. “How close have you gotten?”

“His second in command is Myron Falks, just as we suspected,” Raymond answered him. “I haven’t pieced together the rest of the group yet, though.”

“It’s a group rather than an individual, then?” John probed.

Raymond shook his head again. “At this point, I don’t know. I’ve managed to move in close enough in the past years that Myron trusts me implicitly with everything but Warbucks’s identity. I’m wondering if he even knows himself. As you know, I’ve identified several of Ford Grace’s security personnel, as well as at least one of Waterstone’s and Claymore’s. There’s no way to track exactly who it is, because no one singularity ties any of the men.”

“But he trusts you enough to interview the broker involved with this sale,” John stated.

Raymond nodded. “I was put in charge of brokers three years ago, as you know, until Warbucks focused on Bailey. I’ve tried to make certain I’ve shown no preference for any one broker. Several times it’s been noted that each transaction you’ve overseen has been equated with greater financial benefits as well as discretion. Jerric Abbas, as you also know, despite his lack of expertise in the area, was running a close second.”

John nodded. Raymond was unaware that Micah Sloane was now Jerric Abbas, and part of the unit. John didn’t always support Jordan’s decisions on keeping relevant information from the players involved in missions, but in this case he agreed.

If Bailey knew Raymond was a part of the mission, then she would spend the majority of her time trying to prove he was betraying them. Raymond wasn’t betraying them. He had too much to lose, and his hatred for Warbucks matched Bailey’s.

“Just ensure that I get the contract on this,” he told Raymond as he rose to his feet. “Let’s make certain we get him this time, Raymond. We may not get another chance.”

Raymond rose to his feet with a sharp nod. “You and Bailey seem fairly close. Will she end up hurt when this is over?”

Was there any way any of them could end up not hurt? John wondered.

“I’ll worry about Bailey,” he informed Raymond. “You worry about your end.”

“Is she still determined that Grace is Warbucks?”

“What are the chances that Ford Grace is involved with this?” John asked, his eyes narrowing on the other man.

Raymond breathed out roughly. “About as high as the chances any of the other men we’re looking at are. Warbucks is well hidden, John. He’s surrounded himself with men who guard his identity like junkyard dogs. Our only chance to find him out is full disclosure on this deal. Thankfully, it’s something Jerric Abbas seems to be demanding as well. The sensitivity of the item, the amount of money involved in the transaction and the risk factor are all things Warbucks will have to look at as he makes his decision.”

“Make certain Myron understands that neither myself, Bailey, nor Abbas will accept anyone but Warbucks,” John told him as he headed to the door. “Let’s not fuck this up at this stage of the game.”

“Now.” John leaned forward, feeling the rage he had been trying to contain for a week now bubbling to the surface. “Who tried to kill Bailey?”

“God, I don’t know.” Raymond grimaced as he dragged his fingers through his hair, frustration lining his expression.

John could see the concern that marked the other man’s face and for just a second, fear for Bailey flashed in his eyes. She thought Raymond held her in such contempt, that his attitude toward her had been one of dislike.

It was an impression Raymond had worked to convince Bailey and others of, but the fact was, the other man held her in very high regard. Most people who truly knew Bailey did care for her.

“Warbucks went through the roof with that attack,” Raymond continued. “Surprisingly, I believe I heard a note of fear in his tone during the conversations we’ve had. For the first time he hasn’t gone through Falks, but came straight to me instead.” His gaze turned thoughtful. “A few times, John, I could have sworn I recognized his voice.”

They had known going in that whoever Warbucks was, he was a member of this particular society. Raymond had worked these past years to infiltrate and work himself into a position of trust to learn the identity of the traitor.

“Not enough to be sure, though?” John asked.

Raymond shook his head. “Just enough to make me crazy trying to figure out who it could be. He has Falks running himself ragged trying to secure Bailey while still working for his employer. I think Falks is a man ready to break. Too many years of trying to please too many masters maybe.”

“That will do it to you,” John sighed.

“He’s a scared man, John,” Raymond stated thoughtfully. “Warbucks keeps Falks with Waterstone, me with Ford, and several other men with the other families in security positions to draw suspicion from him. But in doing so, over the years I’ve noticed that the strain is beginning to show on the men he’s using. They can’t quit, or he’ll kill them. Mess up and they die. They’re stuck between a dagger and a grenade and they know it.”

“Interesting analogy,” John grunted. “Makes sense though. His men are divided.”

“Exactly.” Raymond nodded before glancing at the clock above the fireplace. “We better cut this short. Falks will be arriving soon and I’m supposed to be available as soon as he arrives.”

Of course, Myron Falks would want an update as soon as possible, John thought as he rose to his feet and headed to the door.

“Keep me updated,” he ordered. “I want to know what’s going on immediately.

Raymond nodded before moving to the doors and opening them with a flourish. The arrogant persona was back the second he gripped the doorknobs. Nose high, his expression pinched and self-aware, he stared down his nose at John.

“It’s been a pleasure getting to know you, Mr. Vincent,” he expressed in stilted tones. “And it’s a pleasure to know our lovely Bailey will be so well taken care of.”

Several couples were milling in the hallway as they shook hands. John moved from the room to find his lover. At least two of the men standing in the hallway were on the unit’s suspect list: Stephen Menton-Squire and Samuel Waterstone. Both men had the connections, the background and the ability to acquire the weapons now coming up for auction.

He nodded to the couples as he moved past, aware that behind him guests were moving toward Raymond, greeting him in friendly tones.

Raymond had settled into this society nicely since the operation that had placed him in sight of Mary Altman six years before. The widow had been ripe for a love interest, but had made a point of steering clear of any man her brother set before her. She had expressed an interest in dangerous men. In men who walked a darker path than those she knew. Raymond had been placed in her path. They had married a year later.

Not that John didn’t see genuine affection between the couple. He did. And Raymond had a flair for business that had cemented Mary’s interest in him.

Raymond had been more than a CIA agent, even then. He had been part of a very select group of covert Internal Affairs agents searching for a link between Warbucks and the CIA. Bailey had been under suspicion immediately. It was a suspicion that had been quickly terminated and later used to benefit the unit. Her refusal to pull back on Orion had worked perfectly. It had led to her disenchantment with the agency as well as the renewed inner-agency suspicion that she was indeed working for or with Warbucks.

She was their ace in the hole, but in ways, she would be to Warbucks as well. Because of her close association with all the men involved, as well as her contacts, it was hard for her to suspect anyone outside Ford Grace.

Moving to the opened doors of the ballroom, he caught sight of Bailey at the other end, engrossed in conversation with Kira and Ian Richards.

“Ah, Mr. Vincent. There you are. It seems you and Bailey brought a bit of excitement into our little group.”

If you call attempted murder excitement, John thought.

John turned to face Samuel Waterstone and Ronald Claymore. Claymore was watching Bailey broodingly. Turning back to John he glared at him in disapproval.

“How so, Mr. Waterstone?” he asked curiously.

Samuel winked back at him subtly. “Did you think you could sweep one of our heiresses off her feet without an investigation? A very thorough investigation, I might add. Then the attempt to kill her last week? Be careful son, we would not appreciate losing her.”

John arched his brow. “Neither would I.”

“He’s a smart boy,” Ronald commented with a hint of ire to the other man. “It’s not as though Bailey really gives a damn what we think, anyway.”

John’s brow arched in question. “Should she?”

“You’re a bit unsavory, Vincent,” Samuel stated. “Not exactly unacceptable, though you’ll need a bit of polishing if you know what I mean. We can’t allow one of our group to be caught up in anything illegal, you understand. Discretion is always the key word. And only then if you protect what you’re responsible for.”

“Discretion?” John asked. “You mean as discreet as you and good ol’ Stephen here were in that trade scandal last year?”

Ronald Claymore glowered, though Samuel Waterstone grinned in pride. “Well, a bit more discreet, but in all fairness we did skate by that one fairly well.”

The US government had nearly brought the two men to trial for their involvement in trading delicate national secrets with China. The charges had been dropped for lack of evidence, and the two men had retained their government contracts with their companies simply because they’d been too powerful to warrant pulling them. The pressure that had been brought to bear on several senators, as well as the president himself, had been extreme.

“I’ll be certain to be just as discreet,” John murmured. “Though I’m not certain how my business dealings could come under the same scrutiny.”

His cover had always remained cohesive: He was an international negotiator between American and foreign interests in various business dealings. The less savory side he was always careful to deny, even to those who knew the truth.

Samuel grinned at his response. “Sticking to your story, huh? My contacts say you’re a bit more extreme than you let on. That perhaps you negotiate more than international contracts. I could use a man like you. We should talk business sometime.”

“Really?” John murmured. “Business in what fashion?”

Samuel glanced around in concern.

“The kind of business that isn’t discussed in company,” Ronald grunted with a fierce frown. “Let’s say Samuel and I have a few business dealings that could require a bit of a rogue. The sort of rogue we understand you can be.”

John stared back at them as though assessing his chances of a true business deal. This weekend was designed for Warbucks to size up the buyers he was considering. John and Abbas were there, obviously the two major players in the running. He’d expected to be contacted, though he doubted these two men were going to hand over information on the CROSSFIRE contract.

“I’m more than happy to discuss business at your convenience,” he stated. “You can contact my assistant for scheduling.”

Samuel’s brows lowered at the information. “There’s no sense in dragging anyone else in on this,” he argued. “We can deal with this among just us men. No sense in dragging in that female. She demands too much information.”

Which meant they had already been in contact with Tehya at one time or another.

“That’s an assistant’s job,” he reminded them.

“Could be dangerous considering your line of business,” Samuel suggested quietly. “For you and her. Possibly for Bailey.”

The thinly veiled warning had John smiling back at them coldly.

“Your influence and power don’t extend to my world, Samuel,” he stated calmly, his tone dangerously quiet. “Remember that before you make the mistake of threatening me, my assistant, or my lover. It could be a fatal mistake on your part.”

He turned his back on both of them, found Bailey again and headed across the ballroom to join her. He didn’t move angrily; he showed no visible signs that he was within seconds of turning this little house party into a brawl.

He had his reputation, just as Warbucks did. His reputation involved taking no bullshit, no threats, no matter the client. He’d stared down men more dangerous than Warbucks had proven himself to be, many times over. Men who would rather shoot him in the back than look at him. And he’d survived it.

Warbucks didn’t trust or deal with men who catered to his ego. He liked a challenge. He enjoyed forcing those he felt beneath him to recognize that he was the superior being.

It was a readily known fact that John considered no one but God as his superior. He wasn’t a humble man and he didn’t pretend to be.

“John, we were getting ready to send a search party out for you,” Kira laughed as he moved in behind Bailey. “Raymond’s known for holding interesting guests for hours at a time in that library of his.”

He moved against Bailey, let his arm circle her waist, pulled her to him, and tucked her against him.

“Raymond enjoys retelling his former adventures.” John grinned easily. “And I enjoy listening.”

“Raymond led such an exciting life.” Mary Greer sighed in delight. “And he gave it up to spend his days with me.” It was obvious she was extremely proud of her husband.

“At least he talks about something other than stock interests and the falling dollar,” Janice drawled with an air of boredom. “Which are the only tall tales I get to hear.”

As the group laughed, John lowered his head to Bailey’s ear.

“Are you ready to retire to our room with me?” he asked her, though he was pretty damned certain she was more than ready.

“Surely you aren’t stealing our girl away from us so soon, Mr. Vincent?” Mary smiled with no small amount of affection as she stared back at Bailey. “It’s so rare I get to spend much time with her.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Greer,” he apologized with what he hoped was the greatest sincerity. “She’s not been sleeping well this last week and I thought she’d enjoy a nap.”

“Oh dear, yes.” A frown instantly marred Mary’s expression as she leaned closer, her arms going around Bailey. “Go rest, dear. We’ll see you at tonight’s party.”

Bailey accepted Mary’s hug and returned it with one of her own as she shot John a reproving look. It really wasn’t nice to lie to such a gentle creature, she thought with a flare of amusement. Trust John to be the one to do it. He was smooth, sincere, and completely unrepentant.

Accepting his hand, she allowed him to lead her from the ballroom and the buffet that had been set up there. It wasn’t as though she had been able to eat while he had been locked in the sitting room with Raymond.

She was just about fed up with being locked out of meetings. John slipped off while she was asleep to meet with his team, Raymond so very politely ordered her to leave the room. As though she were the little woman without a brain in her head to protect herself.

“I’m not happy with you,” she stated with a soft whisper as they moved up the stairs.

“Should I be upset?” She didn’t like the vein of amusement in his tone either.

“You should be scared,” she informed him. “Very scared.”

Rubbing his fingertips against the small of her back, his head lowered closer to her ear as they reach the landing. “I’m trembling in my briefs.”

Damn him, he didn’t wear briefs and they both knew it. He was blissfully naked beneath those jeans he was wearing.

“You should be,” she muttered as they reached their bedroom door.

Handing him the key, she waited until he unlocked the door, then with a smile, stepped back so he could precede her inside.

The laughing glance he shot her was wicked, sexy, and filled with sexual intent.

She’d learned in the past week that he could be incredibly sexual, even more so than she had imagined. It never failed to amaze her just how inventive he could get, how hot he could make her while he was doing it.

Suddenly, the need to be alone with him was like a fever in her blood. The minute they were inside and the room was swept, she had half a mind to demand what she wanted. All of him. Inside her, around her, burying himself deep between her thighs while the world around them simply faded away.

Just a few more seconds, she thought. Just a little longer, and then she could escape the games, the lies and the reality she knew she was going to have to face soon.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 12

 

 

 

AS THEY STEPPED THROUGH the bedroom door, Bailey came to a stop and stared at their visitor as John locked the door behind them.

Tehya was now in disguise as Catalina Lamont, Jerric Abbas’s ex-lover and partner. Her red-gold hair was now a dark, stunning brown, thicker and longer, falling nearly to the middle of her back. Her eyes were a dark chocolate brown, her eyebrows more defined, her cheekbones higher and sharper, her lips a shade plumper.

Dressed in a snug bronze silk dress that barely passed her thighs, with matching heels, she looked like the seductive, dangerous woman she was, both as Catalina and as Tehya.

“Room’s clear.” Tehya held up the small electronic bug sweeper and waggled it in her hand as she propped the other hand on her hip and stared at them with raised brows. “I would have expected them to at least leave one bug. I mean, hell, how else are they supposed to know what the two of you are up to?”

“Give them time,” Bailey snorted as she stepped out of her high heels and moved to the small seating area where a white-noise box was activated. The small black box emitted a low-level static that would interfere with most listening devices.

“Give you time to get lazy?” Tehya harrumphed as she took the chair across from the love seat that Bailey was sitting in. “John doesn’t get lazy.”

“No. John does get irritated, though,” he stated.

Bailey glanced up at him, seeing the irritation that did fill his gaze now.

“Samuel and Ronald?” she asked.

He gave a brief, hard nod before relating their conversation to her and Tehya.

Bailey watched as he spoke and wondered if Warbucks would have approached him so blatantly.

“They approached Jerric in a similar manner,” Tehya revealed when he finished. “They could be fishing to see who snaps up the job faster.”

Bailey shook her head. “It would be a test, no more because I still have to submit my choice. It follows Warbucks’s methods, though. He’s been known to approach potential brokers with other jobs, especially new ones to test them on reliability as well as their ability to avoid any traps he sets for them.”

“We’re not playing that game here,” John stated as she watched him shed the jacket he had worn and lay it across the back of the love seat. “Jerric can play the games if he feels the need to. In the end Warbucks will go with Bailey’s choice.”

Bailey stared at him, seeing the confidence and lack of concern in his expression.

“How can we be certain?” she asked. “Warbucks always tests the brokers he has lined up. If they don’t play the games, then they’re out of the running for the job.”

John shook his head. “I have you. As you stated, you have yet to submit your choice, but all the players here know you’ll choose your lover.”

“I expect Raymond or Myron to make their move on me soon,” she mused. “They’ll need to test my loyalty in some way, whatever choice I make.”

“We have another problem as well.” Tehya leaned forward and stared back at Bailey. “Do you remember Alberto Rodriquez?”

Bailey stared at her in surprise. “Alberto is a major Colombian drug runner. Very fanatical, a psychopath. He was captured about three years ago by the Colombian police and imprisoned.”

“Well, he’s out of prison,” Tehya said. “He’s in Aspen and looking for you. Somehow he discovered your identity and decided you’re going to pay for the death of his brother.”

Bailey was aware of John leaning forward almost protectively as she stared back at Tehya.

“Alberto should have never been able to discover who I was,” she said quietly. “No one there knew, not even the authorities. His brother, Carlos, was a bloodthirsty son of a bitch who deserved to die. He killed two young mistresses in two months and he was working on a third when we moved into the hut he’d taken her to in the jungle. He was killed when he turned his weapon on us.”

“He’s blaming you for the hit.” Tehya shrugged.

“Where was he sighted?” John’s tone was clipped now.

“In town last night, flashing Bailey’s picture and asking her whereabouts at a little diner there called Casamara’s.”

Bailey nodded. “It’s one of my favorite restaurants. It won’t be hard to find me.”

“We sent out two of our backup teams to locate him, but he disappeared around daylight,” Tehya reported. “As soon as we know more, I’ll get that information to you. Keep your sat phones on you and keep them turned on just in case.”

“Alberto could throw a kink in the plan here.” She turned to John as she sat back in the couch and breathed out warily. “He’s a true killer. Unlike his brother, he doesn’t let himself be ruled by anger, only cold hard determination. We were on his trail for more than a year before we captured him in Colombia. He won’t be easy to track, especially in these mountains. The good thing about him, though, is that when he decides to kill, he doesn’t do it from a distance. It’s face-to-face.”

“Well, bully for him,” John muttered darkly before turning back to Tehya. “I want him found, now. We don’t have time for this.”

“We believe he was given a bit of help in breaking out of his Colombian stronghold,” Tehya told him. “And he obviously has help here.”

“Warbucks?” Bailey asked. “What would be the point?”

“Unless it’s another test,” Tehya said, shrugging, “we’re not certain at this point, though we’re pulling in new intel at the present. We also have a buyer named Jaeko in Aspen. He’s rumored to have been sent to be in place for the auction when it begins and to verify the product for sale before bidding begins.”

Jaeko. Bailey narrowed her eyes and thought for long moments. “Jaeko doesn’t have the connections or the money for this. He’s a low-level buyer with little or no backing. He mostly buys guns, grenades, and ammunition for rebels.”

“He began branching out about three years ago,” Tehya stated as she glanced at John. “Rumor has it that Jaeko made some high-level friends while he was incarcerated in a Russian prison for a few months before he escaped.”

“There was also a rumor that he was killed by his American wife four years ago,” John said slowly.

“Rumor.” Tehya waved it away. “We have definite sightings of Jaeko after that, and none of them was in a body bag.”

Just as there were sightings of Jerric Abbas and Travis Caine—Caine being the bodyguard and chauffeur who worked for John Vincent.

Travis Caine was once an international two-bit assassin whom no one had ever been able to gather enough evidence against. About seven years before, rumor had circulated that he had attempted and failed to kill the wrong victim. A drug lord, Diego Fuentes. Diego had sent his own assassin after him and that assassin had supposedly returned with proof of the kill. Caine’s head.

Weeks later Fuentes’s assassin was dead and Caine had popped back up, alive and well.

Suspicion began to pound at Bailey’s head and suddenly, she was very interested in meeting Jaeko again. There was no way John or Tehya, or their little group of agents, could know that at one time, Jaeko had been one of Bailey’s Russian informants.

What the hell kind of team was John involved in? She glanced over at him as he and Tehya discussed the various players involved in the upcoming bids. Rumors of terrorist cells, terrorist leaders, and terrorist countries that were getting their money together to bid on the product of a lifetime.

“Do we have everyone in place?” John was asking as Tehya rose to her feet long minutes later.

“Everything’s ready.” Tehya nodded. “Jerric is pacing the floors waiting on a phone call . . .”

“Jerric doesn’t pace,” Bailey murmured as she looked up at Tehya.

She watched as John stilled, suddenly becoming dangerously wary.

“Really?” Tehya looked down at her, her brown eyes narrowing. “Are you certain?”

“Jerric Abbas doesn’t pace and Catalina Lamont has a jealous streak a mile wide. Don’t forget that when the two of you are playing your little game here. Because trust me, everyone else of interest will be watching as well.”

“Catalina and Jerric are no longer an item,” she stated with a smile.

“Catalina and Jerric haven’t been an item several times,” Bailey said with a shrug. “Catalina still cut off a woman’s earlobe for allowing him to whisper in it. She’s sworn she’d never let him go short of death and he has yet to kill her. That means they’re still an item.” She rose to her feet and stared at John, then Tehya. “I wonder how Jerric’s new wife feels about his new lover?”

She turned to head for the shower when John caught her arm, pulling her to a stop. “Meaning?” he growled, his voice dark, warning.

Bailey widened her eyes innocently. “Oh, do I have my information wrong?” “Jerric isn’t married? How bad of me.” She shook his hold loose. “Excuse me while I go shower. This game makes me feel dirty all of a sudden.”

John watched as she stalked through the bedroom and into the shower before he turned and stared back at Tehya.

Tehya sighed. “It’s a good thing Risa trusts Micah and likes me, huh? Otherwise, we’d be having problems with this mission.”

John pushed his fingers through his hair wearily. “She knows who Jerric is. I don’t have a doubt in my mind that she’s also piecing together other bits of information we don’t want her to know.”

Teyha shrugged. “She thinks she knows, John. Without proof or someone to verify it, then she’s still in the dark.” She gave him a warning look. “Just make certain you aren’t the one providing the proof.”

John shook his head as a mocking smile crossed his lips. “Jordan thinks he can control this, doesn’t he?”

Tehya rolled her eyes. “Jordan thinks he can control many things. Whether or not he can is another thing.” She glanced around the room, her expression sobering as a hint of wariness crossed her face. “I’d better go. I have to at least pretend to be Jerric’s mistress. Do you have any idea what a bitch he can be when it comes to working with a woman? You’d think he’s possessed by his wife rather than married to her.”

“He’s possessed by his love for her,” John said quietly. “There’s a difference.”

“He’s still a bitch to work with.” She shrugged. “I’ll keep you up to date on Alberto, and you keep an eye on her.”

“I have her back,” he stated as he moved to the bedroom door. “Do you have a viable cover for being in our room?”

A faint grin touched her lips. “Several people heard Jerric more or less order me to come here and attempt to negotiate with you to drop out of the running. Simple business transaction.”

He nodded at that and opened the door, aware that the cameras aimed at the hallway would monitor her exit from the room.

Bailey was getting fed up with the lies, he could see it in her expression, sense it in the tension that was tightening within her day by day. Bailey didn’t suspect anything. Hell, no. She knew . . .

Running his fingers through his hair, John moved to the door, turned the knob easily and stepped into the steamy confines of the bathroom before closing the door behind him.

He could see her through the glass shower doors, her head braced against the tile wall, her shoulders hunched against the anger. The knowledge. And the pain.

This was destroying her, it was destroying him to watch her hurt like this. Like a beast digging in sharpened claws, the knowledge that the end was coming soon tore at both of them.

Shedding his clothes, he moved to the shower, slid open the doors, and watched as her head jerked up.

John saw the betrayal in her eyes, the fear, the need to know that something, just one thing in her life was a constant. That it was real.

“Come here.” He pulled her into his arms despite her attempt to turn away from him. “Come here, baby. I have you.”

He felt the sob that racked her body as he closed his arms around her, and felt the feminine need for comfort, for security, that she so rarely showed.

Bailey was used to dealing with everything on her own. She wasn’t used to sharing her pain or leaning on anyone. Right now he needed her to lean on him. He needed to protect her against something, he needed a dragon to slay for her, because God knew he couldn’t find a way to slay the situation they were in, or the lies he was forced to live.

He cupped the back of her head and stared across her head, feeling the anger rise inside him that she had to hurt this way.

He kissed her forehead, beside her eye.

She shook her head. “I hate the lies, John.”

She stared up at him, anger vibrating in every line of her body. “I know you’re lying to me. I know Jerric is a lie, just as I know Travis Caine is one. I know it. And I still have to allow it to continue. I hate it.”

Bailey knew how to lie. She knew how to deceive in her job. If there was one thing he knew about her though, it was that outside that job, Bailey was as honest as the day could be long.

This was tearing them both apart.

“There are lies we have to live, for one reason or another,” he said. “That still doesn’t mean the reality is what we want it to be.”

He couldn’t tell her the truth. God knew he wanted to. He needed to. But right now the truth would be more dangerous to her than the lie was painful.

“I’ll end up hating you,” she whispered fiercely.

“And I’ll always dream of you,” he sighed as he lowered his lips to hers.

His hard shaft pressed against her belly, though it was a need he could control now. He needed to comfort her just as much as he needed to love her.

“Did I ever stop dreaming of you?” She cried softly as she melted against him.

He ran his hands down her back, holding her close to him as he felt her hands stroking around his back, her sharp little nails probing at his flesh with slow, sensual rasps.

He could feel the heated hunger rising inside her now. It was there in the prick of her nails, in the feel of her hot tongue licking against his chest.

Oh yeah, he liked that. His hand cupped the back of her head as he lifted his face and blinked against the water flowing around them.

“I need you.” The sound of her whisper against his flesh tore through his senses. “I need all of you, John. Everything. Just this once.”

Just this once, and she wanted things he was sworn not to give her. Things he knew better than to give her—and yet he knew he would.

Simply because she asked for it, because she needed it. Because she was immersed in a world that he could see was destroying her.

“You have me, love.” He kept his voice low, let the Australian flavor of his natural accent free, and gave her all of him.

He stared down at her as her head lifted, her eyes filling with tears, her lips shaking as she parted them to speak.

He couldn’t let her speak. He couldn’t let his soul break apart any more than it already was for her. His head lowered and he stole the words in a kiss that immediately sparked a conflagration of heat.

Her hands buried in his hair, fisted in it, and tried to pull him closer as he cupped the rounded globes of her rear and lifted her closer.

Her legs twined around his hips, her ankles crossing at the back as he braced her against the wall and stared into her exquisite, hungry expression.

“I remember, love,” he whispered as a soft sob tore from her lips. “I remember every touch, every kiss. I remember you like a dream that saves my soul.”

Her head rolled against the shower wall as her hips lifted against him, rubbing the slick folds against the head of his cock.

The sensation was sharp, fiery. Like a thousand pinpoints of pleasure racing over the hardened crest. He felt the silken folds of her pussy part for him, felt the heat of her as he nudged inside.

Snug, clenching tissue surrounded the tip of his cock as he fought to breathe through the pleasure. Being with her like this, holding her, feeling her acceptance of him tore through his senses like wildfire.

“Hold on to me, babe.” His voice was thick with passion, with an accent he’d sworn he’d never use again.

She needed all of him, he would give her all of him.

Pressing inside her, he worked the hard flesh of his cock deep as he held her gaze. Heavy-lidded and intense, her emerald eyes glittered as water condensed on her lashes.

“We’ll never speak of this again,” he insisted roughly, his own heart breaking as her eyes filled with tears again. “Tonight, Bailey. Just tonight, we forget where we are, who we have to be. Just for tonight.”

“Just for tonight,” she agreed, her voice filled with tears. “Just for tonight.”

Gripping her rear tighter he lifted her to him, braced his feet against the shower floor, and began to lower her again. Each blistering inch of velvety female flesh that gripped him sent a lance of sensation tearing into his chest.

As though she were firing barbs into his heart, tying her to him forever in ways that she hadn’t already.

How could one woman have such a disastrous effect on a man?

How could one woman fill so much of a man’s soul, even as he knew that the day could come when he would lose her?

He was risking everything for her. To give her this one night. To give her a few moments of comfort that would eventually do more harm than it could ever do good.

But he couldn’t resist her. He couldn’t resist the need, the hunger, or the plea she had whispered.

She had known, in her heart, in her woman’s soul, she had always known who he was, what he was, and what he was to her. There was no denying it any longer, just as there was no denying the need clawing at his balls.

Hips straining, he thrust deeper inside her, feeling her clench and tighten around him as a muted cry fell from her lips.

“I dreamed of this,” she whispered on a sob as she buried her lips against his neck. “I dreamed of you touching me, holding me again. Loving me. Love me, Trent. One more time.”

Trent. The forbidden name, a man who was dead, the man who had claimed his woman so many years before and had never been able to let her go.

“Shhh.” He breathed the shushing little sound against her ear as he pressed deeper and deeper inside her. Taking her by increments until he was lodged to the hilt, stretching her, feeling the erotic bite of muscles that were stretched to their limit.

The feel of her was like heat and lightning surrounding his dick. It was the most erotic, most sensual sensation of his life. The feel of Bailey taking him, loving him, each feminine clench of her sheath rippling over the too-sensitive flesh.

“I can’t wait,” he groaned as he tried to hold still inside her, tried to hold on to the sensation of her clenching and stroking his cock with delicate internal muscles.

It was a sensation unlike any he had ever known, even with other women. Women he had cared for, had at times perhaps even loved. Still, none could compare to taking Bailey naked, without a condom, with nothing separating their flesh, nothing standing between them physically, or emotionally.

In that moment, with the water pouring around them, he could touch her heart, her soul. Just as she touched his.

“God help me, I love fucking you,” he groaned, watching as a flush worked over her face and her eyes darkened in arousal.

Around his cock he felt her pussy convulse, felt her heated juices pressing around his engorged flesh.

“Fuck me some more,” she whimpered.

His hips jerked involuntary, thrusting against her, lodging his shaft deeper inside her as they both groaned with the gathering firestorm of sensations.

It was going to blow his mind, taking her like this. When they were finished he would drown beneath the spray of water because he’d be too damned weak to push himself from it.

Bracing her more firmly against the wall, his hips moved. He pulled back, swallowing tightly at the feel of her pussy gripping him, trying to suck him back in as he forced himself to withdraw all but the engorged crest. Breathing in deep, he fought for control. Staring into her heavy-lidded eyes, he lost it as her grip tightened, rippled and she moved, driving him inside her once again.

He couldn’t hold back. There was no way to recapture his control after it splintered, no way to halt the tide that rose inside him, spurred him, demanded that he take all she had to give. That he give everything that she demanded of him.

Moaning her name, he braced one hand against the shower wall and held her to him with the other wall. His hips thrust and churned, shafting inside her with hard, brutally exquisite thrusts that had them both panting, fighting to hold back, to hold off a release that he knew would drain him not just physically, but emotionally.

He wanted it to last forever. He wanted to hold himself inside her until the world itself disappeared and there was nothing but the man and the woman, hearts pounding, souls merging. Until nothing mattered but the pleasure, and the pain washed away with the water pouring around them.

“I love you. Oh God, Trent. Trent. I love you so much.”

His name on her lips sent a shaft of ecstasy tearing through his testicles as he groaned in near rapture.

“I love you, babe.” Thick and heavy, the rough drawl of Australia in his voice whispered around them, bringing back a past neither of them had been able to forget.

As the words whispered past his lips, he felt her lose control. A low, fierce tremor began in her hips where his arm braced her to him. That tremor built, grew in intensity as it raced through her pussy, worked over his cock, and tore through her senses.

He felt her orgasm ripping through her, felt the clench of her body, heard the cry of pleasure that mixed with the sound of the water, and he lost his mind in the rush of her juices around the thrusting length of his cock.

He lost his mind and his control.

Throwing back his head, he gave himself to his own release. He felt it tear through his balls, drawing them tight to the base of his cock as his seed began to spurt from him, filling her, mixing with her release and searing his flesh as he groaned her name and poured himself into her.

It was like dying inside her, becoming a part of her, melting so deep inside her soul that he knew neither of them would ever be free.

It was like finally finding the home he hadn’t believed truly existed for him. And in that moment he knew why his fellow agents were so damned possessive and particular about assignments such as the one Micah was working. He belonged to Bailey. He belonged to her, body and soul. And he knew from that moment on, never again could he allow another woman to touch, to take what was Bailey’s alone.

Clenching her rear in one hand to hold her to him, he fought to press his hand tight enough against the shower wall to keep himself upright.

Bailey’s legs were tight around his hips, shudders still working through her body as he fought to catch his own breath.

“I will always love you.” He couldn’t hold the words back. “Until my last breath, sweet Bailey. I’ll love only you.”

She sobbed against the pleasure, against the pain. Her eyes locked with his now, her body melded to him. She whispered, “I’ll love you forever.”

John only prayed that somehow, some way, they could have forever. Together.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 13

 

 

 

RAYMOND AND MARY GREER knew how to throw a house party, Bailey had to give them credit for that. The next afternoon as she eased away from the ballroom where a full buffet lunch and champagne bar had been set up, she marveled at the massive amount of money that had to have gone into the catering of the affair.

Chefs had been flown in from France, Greece and California. Fresh produce and seafood was brought in, as well as superior wines and champagnes. No expense was spared for this once-a-year party that Mary so enjoyed throwing. The fact that her husband used the event for his criminal activities was evil, in her eyes.

Mary was one of the gentlest ladies Bailey had ever known. During her childhood Mary Altman had been a strong guiding force for Bailey and Anna. She had taken the two girls under her wing, guided them in their coming-out balls and taught them how to laugh at themselves when their parents had exhibited disappointment or disapproval in them.

Slipping out of the ballroom, Bailey made her way through the foyer and away from the clash of voices. She couldn’t handle the crowd of overgrown teenage females any longer. That was what they reminded her of. They were mothers and grandmothers, yet they seemed to think they were still eighteen. The petty backstabbing and social climbing sickened her. Being a part of it was something to avoid at all costs.

As Bailey escaped the ballroom and moved quietly through the house, she was aware of the security cameras that followed her progress. Raymond had spared no expense in the security of his home, or his secrets. It seemed that every room she had been in so far, except bedrooms and bathrooms, were equipped with the electronic devices. Some of the larger rooms contained several of them.

Movement through the house was tracked diligently, the images displayed into a secure room in the basement level that was manned by several security guards.

Outside was no less secure. The evergreen maze was filled with them, the only privacy to be found there was in the sheltered, private grottos that Mary had insisted on and had spared no expense in creating.

The place was a virtual fortress, leaving her very little opportunity to slip into Raymond’s office and rifle through his papers. The good ol’ days of the spy game that her cousin Garren Abijah had once talked about were well and truly gone.

Everything was electronic now. Gadgets and sensors, virtual access and computer viruses. One damned near had to be a rocket scientist to figure out how to slip into secured areas undetected. That or have a team with varying skills covering every move.

She wasn’t a rocket scientist and she didn’t have a team. That left her at loose ends as she roamed the house and eventually made her way outside.

John was with the men, most likely pursuing much more interesting activities this afternoon. Shooting pool, playing poker, possibly out hunting. She would have given her eye-teeth to be socializing with the men rather than the women. Buying jewels and clothes wasn’t exactly her idea of a fun time. She wasn’t there to have fun. She was there to catch a murderous traitor and she had to admit, at least to herself, that she was beginning to grow impatient.

Her world, unfortunately, was still a man’s world. They conducted business, made financial decisions and ran the vast array of companies beneath their personal umbrellas. The women spent their days with their charities, their shopping, lunches and social calenders. God, could that life get any more boring?

Moving through the house, she found herself drawn to the library. The intimate, cozy room was filled with books, reading nooks, and a fire that crackled cheerily in the hearth.

The warmth of the fire sent a soft glow of heat to the seating arrangement in front of it. As Bailey entered, her only thought was to curl up on the comfortable couch she and Anna used to share when they had slept over at Mary’s and reminisce on a childhood friend who should never have died.

Her hopes were doomed to disappointment. Moving toward the fireplace, a slight movement to her right had her swinging around, her hand going to the small of her back, beneath the cream-colored cashmere sweater she wore for the weapon hidden there in its butter-soft leather holster.

“Ease up, Agent Serborne.” From the shadows, one of the brokers invited to the house party stepped forward.

“Landon Roth.” She kept her hand on her weapon. “No one told me you had been invited.”

A wide toothy smile in a less-than-charming face was her answer.

Landon was one of those plain little men that one met sometimes. If you didn’t know him, didn’t know the pure genius and pure evil inside him, then he was so easily overlooked and underestimated.

“I rather had a feeling you would be drawn here.” Plain hazel eyes glanced around the room as he straightened the edges of his charcoal-gray jacket over his white shirt. Finely pleated pants and black leather shoes completed his appearance. He wasn’t short, he wasn’t tall. At five feet eight inches, he was just the right height to blend in. Neatly trimmed hair a shade of dark blond or light brown, she had never really determined which and thin wire-rimmed glasses.

“And what made you think I’d be drawn here?” she asked, careful to keep an eye on him.

He looked around again, a smile playing at his lips. “I think a library rather becomes you, Agent Serborne,” he stated. “Classy, refined, quiet. An oasis of peace.” He clasped his hands in front of him. “I always rather saw you as a woman of class and refinement, though I must admit I never made the connection to the Serborne fortune until I arrived here. The CIA omitted that from your file, I do believe.”

She arched her brows. “I’ll have to remind them to correct that oversight.”

He chuckled at her response as he wagged a finger at her. “Very deceptive, my dear. Very deceptive. The past they created for you was quite inventive, I must say. Kansas farm parents, dead. No living brothers or sisters. An orphan with no family. Very, very good.”

“Thank you.” Bailey watched him carefully as he moved to the seating arrangement and took a seat in one of the comfortable wing-backed chairs.

“Do have a seat, Agent Serborne,” he invited as he waved his hand toward the couch. “We need to discuss a few details if you don’t mind.”

“And if I do mind?” she asked archly.

He smiled, a rather chilling curve to his lips that she knew was designed to inspire fear. She wasn’t afraid of him. Fear of Roth wasn’t something she had ever known. She was wary, though.

“I do believe as Warbucks’s emissary you are required to consider all brokers invited to this little get-together in the hopes of convincing you that they are the best man for the upcoming auction,” he pointed out. “I’d have to have to complain that I wasn’t given a fair and impartial chance at the job.”

“Last I heard, Warbucks didn’t exactly follow traditional employment guidelines.” She almost rolled her eyes at his statement. “Really, Roth, do you believe there’s an argument you can give that would convince me that you should have this job over John Vincent?”

“Your lover isn’t exactly the best man for the job.” His lips twisted into a curve of distaste. “If you were looking for a business partner, my dear, I’m certain you could have found a much better match. One who at least understands the world you were born within.”

And of course, Roth would understand it. He was a distant runner in line to England’s throne, and raised amidst the pomp and arrogance of European royalty. His parents were aristocrats, cold and brittle, but even they were wary of the child who hadn’t seemed to have an ounce of mercy, compassion, or warmth.

He’d poisoned his nanny when he’d been no more than five. At ten he had nearly killed a playmate, a boy several years his senior. At sixteen he’d been under suspicion for the murder of his lover, who had been pregnant at the time. At the same time he had been suspected of cheating on finals at the prestigious school he’d been enrolled in.

At eighteen his parents had died in a suspicious vehicle accident. Roth had believed he would inherit the vast fortune his parents were thought to have had, only to learn that they had been little more than paupers living on the charity of friends and family.

“I’m quite satisfied with the lover I’ve chosen,” she assured him as she took a seat in the corner of the couch, watching him closely.

His lips twitched as he propped his elbow on the arm of the chair and ran an index finger over his upper lip.

“He’s a bit common, don’t you think, my dear? He doesn’t exactly have upper-class connections or a background that could complement yours. There are surely men much closer to your stature.”

“Men such as you?” she queried lightly.

“Precisely.” His smile was knowing, condescending. “I would be a much better choice. We could move mountains with the power we could attain.”

“I can already move mountains.” Bailey could also feel her skin crawling at the thought of this man touching her.

His lips pursed as dark hazel eyes narrowed on her.

“Even out the playing field, Agent Serborne,” he ordered her, his voice lowering, becoming rasping, a serpent’s hiss of fury. “I don’t relish the idea of losing the particular contract.”

“The contract hasn’t been given yet,” she pointed out. “Warbucks makes the final decision, I only suggest the best man for the job.”

“The best man being that upstart Vincent?” he sneered. “He’s a worthless piece of white trash, and you know it as well as I do.”

“He’s worth quite a bit to me.” She eased to her feet, straightening as she watched him carefully. “The best man for the job is the one who can get the job done and done correctly. Unfortunately, your record doesn’t speak nearly so well for you as John’s does for him. You leave a trail of blood and a wake of suspicion in your path. We don’t need that.”

He pushed to his feet, a wave of red anger rushing over his cheekbones as he glared back at her.

“I get the job done.”

“John gets it done efficiently, without suspicion and without a mess. Sorry for your luck, but you’re falling way behind in the quality department here.”

She turned to leave the room. She’d had enough of his attitude and superiority. Landon Roth was known for his ability to get a job done, there was no doubt about it. He had the contacts and the reputation to make the sale. But he clearly wasn’t the best choice.

Turning her back on Landon Roth wasn’t the wisest move she could have made either. She knew his reputation, but she hadn’t truly believed he was stupid. Until she felt his knife at her throat.

“You’re a nasty little bitch,” he hissed at her ear as the cold steel caressed her neck. “I never did care much for you. Despite your vast fortune, you have no breeding whatsoever do you, you little whore?”

“Bitch and whore, your vocabulary is improving.” She drew in a hard breath as the razor-sharp blade bit closer to her flesh.

“I could leave you on this floor bleeding and go straight to dinner,” he snarled. “I’d relish the feel of it flowing over my fingers simply because you’re trash. Just as your whore-mongering little boyfriend is trash.”

Bailey lifted her eyes to where the all-seeing eye of the carefully hidden camera looked down on the library from above the door.

If security was watching, how long did she have? she wondered. If they weren’t watching, then she was simply just screwed.

“You won’t get away with it,” she warned him.

“Of course I will,” he laughed. “Warbucks can’t afford to have me arrested because then it would bring his own activities to light. And he would have to catch me to kill me, wouldn’t he, darling?”

“You’ll never make it out of here.”

Would she make it out of here? She felt the cold steel pressing into her skin and knew that if she even breathed the wrong way, then she was going to die.

“This is no way to convince me to use your services, Landon.” She kept her voice calm, cool. “Actually, it’s a damned good way to become a casualty to this game. Because I promise you, even if Warbucks allows you to live, John won’t.”

She felt him pause behind her.

“No woman is that important to John Vincent,” he snickered. “It’s a proven fact, Agent Serborne.”

“Until this woman.”

Bailey’s eyes flew to the door where John stood. At his sides were Raymond Greer and John’s rarely seen bodyguard, Travis Caine. Behind them were three of Greer’s security personnel.

“I kindly ask you to release Ms. Serborne,” Greer gave a grade-A impression of arrogant superiority with a commanding sneer. “You’ll receive a six-hour head start before Warbucks sends a man after you.”

Roth stilled behind her. The knife seemed to tighten against her throat and she could almost feel Roth’s intent behind the blade. If he was going to die anyway, he might as well take her with him.

Her gaze connected with John’s then. His gray eyes swirled with fury, his body was taut, controlled, his fists clenched at his side.

“Don’t do it, Roth,” John stated quietly.

“Warbucks would kill over this?” Anger vibrated in Roth’s tone. “His rules are fairly simple, Greer. There are no rules in business. Isn’t that the message he sends out when he begins his competitions?”

“No message was sent other than an invitation to appear and to be considered for the contract,” Raymond informed him coldly. “You have stepped over the line. Release Ms. Serborne, or I promise you, you’ll die hard.”

The knife wavered at her throat. Bailey didn’t dare swallow, she could barely breathe. She had assumed Roth wouldn’t attack her here, she had been wrong. Perhaps fatally wrong.

“Release me, Roth, and I’ll discuss this with Warbucks,” she stated. “Perhaps a small fee for my trouble can be arranged rather than your blood.”

“I’d listen to her if I were you,” Greer informed him. “Because only she could convince him to rescind this order.”

“Whore, your time will come,” he hissed in her ear before jerking the knife from her throat and pushing her roughly in Greer’s direction.

Turning, Bailey’s foot flew out and up, the heavy pad of her boot striking him in the jaw, sending him careening across the room before he tipped over the back of the couch and landed on the coffee table with a resounding crash. The legs buckled, toppling him to the floor as a heavy groan spilled from his lips.

“Stay back,” she ordered Greer and his men before moving to Roth, jerking the knife from the floor and gripping his hair, pulling his head back and letting him feel the blade on his throat for a change.

“You’re fucking messy,” she snapped as she stared into his suddenly horrified gaze. “A brainless little viper without the means or the ability to perform reliably on any job. I wouldn’t let you walk behind my dog and clean up its shit, let alone handle a contract that I direct.”

She let the knife bite into his neck enough to draw blood, to have his eyes widening in fear.

“Let me see you again, and I’ll make certain you’re skinned before you die. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.” The word was barely a breath.

Sneering back at him, she pulled back, still holding the knife, and tossed him a contemptuous glance. “You’re not worth killing. Get the hell out of here now and make damned certain I don’t ever have to look at your plain little face again.”

She turned her back on him, this time confident, knowing he wouldn’t dare move on her.

As she neared John, she tossed her head to dislodge her hair as it threatened to spill over her face, then nearly gasped as his fingers gripped her arm.

“Raymond, take care of this,” he snarled back at Greer. “I expected better security and I sure as hell expected better taste in the candidates chosen for this game your boss enjoys playing.”

“It will be taken care of . . .”

“And don’t kill him.” She glared back at Raymond. “Don’t make me break my word. That son of a bitch will give me his prized Monet he stole last year if he wants to live.” She turned back to Roth and smiled in triumph. “You have two weeks to arrange delivery or you won’t have to worry about it any longer.”

She didn’t have a chance to say much more. With great subtlety and no small amount of fury, John directed her out of the library and through the foyer to the stairs that led to their room.

“Ease up,” she muttered, jerking at her arm as they started up the stairs. “What the hell is your problem?”

“Not another word.” His voice cracked like a whip despite the quiet tone. “Not one more, Bailey. Don’t argue with me, don’t struggle against me. Just keep your damned mouth shut.”

She glanced at him in disbelief before being forced to watch where he was dragging her as they went up the stairs.

“I don’t know what your problem is,” she snapped. “He was bluffing.”

“Roth doesn’t bluff,” he snarled.

“Of course he bluffs,” she hissed. “If he wanted to kill me, he would have gone ahead and sliced my throat rather than waiting. He was fishing and he caught a prize fish with your and Raymond’s reaction. Now the entire criminal element is going to know that both John Vincent and Warbucks place value on my life.”

That could be a hazard. They had enemies. Warbucks’s identity wasn’t known, but neither were his perceived weaknesses. Until now.

“Your logic completely pisses me off.” He paused long enough to unlock their bedroom door before pulling her through it and slamming it behind them.

“My logic is perfectly sound.” She rounded on him furiously as he released her, anger surging through her veins at his pure, high-handed, male-superior arrogance. “And what the hell makes you think you can drag me around like this?”

“This.”

He moved faster than she could evade him. Between one breath and the next, she was in his arms, her head pulled back by the simple expediency of his fingers tangling in her hair.

His lips covered hers, his tongue pushing fiercely between her lips as he kissed her with a hunger and heat that shocked her, scorched her to the tips of her toes.

If there had been any doubt in her mind that John hadn’t placed some emotional claim on her, then it was gone in that second. Pure male possession marked his kiss. As his tongue pumped between her lips, stroked along hers, and his hands jerked her closer, she knew in that moment, that with his hunger, his need, he was branding her. Her senses, her flesh, her very femininity were being marked by this man’s kiss, by his touch.

“Damn you.” He jerked back long enough to grip the hem of her sweater and push her arms up.

It came over her head before she could even consider fighting him for possession of it. Tossed to the floor, forgotten, his lips moved down her neck, nipped at the flesh and sent her senses reeling with pleasure.

Anger and lust, need and hunger burned through her now, burned between them. She could feel the desperation in his touch, in the stroke of his lips and his harsh breaths.

Danger was a spike of adrenaline, but only emotion could spike a lust and a hunger that raged this hot, this intense. Perhaps, she thought, only love could spike the white-hot desperation that began to whip around them.

Only love.

John felt Bailey’s breath hitch, heard the excited little whimper that left her lips, and had to fight to keep from jerking their jeans down, turning her, and taking her immediately.

Something savage, something burning and primal had torn through him the second he had seen that blade at Bailey’s throat. The second he had realized he could lose her.

For a second, one heart-stopping second, he’d seen a glimpse of what she must have felt when he had “died.” Pure, unadulterated fear had surged through him. For the first time in his life, he had known what true fear felt like. What it tasted and smelled like.

It was wrapped around his senses now and nothing could pull him free of it but this. Her kiss and her touch. Marking her body as his. Branding her senses with his touch, with a pleasure they could only find with each other.

He released her long enough to allow her to tear the shirt from his shoulders. Picking her up in his arms, he moved to the bed, tossed her to it, and moved his hands to the snap of her jeans.

She hadn’t worn a bra. The smooth, unblemished mounds of her breasts were topped with tight, delicate pink nipples that stood tight and hard. They tempted his lips, his tongue to taste them.

Pulling her jeans down her long, exquisite legs, he stopped long enough to jerk her boots from her feet before removing the denim quickly.

Silk covered the wet folds of her pussy. Damp silk, proof that she was as aroused as he was, as ready for his possession as he was to possess her.

The panties tore free of her easily.

Watching her face as he ripped the fragile silk from her, he saw the widening of her eyes, the flare of excitement that flushed her face.

“You turned your back on him,” he snarled suddenly as he tore at the belt cinching his hips. “You knew not to turn your back on him.”

“So punish me.” She stretched her arms over her head and arched, thrusting her breasts out to him. “I was a very bad girl, John.”

Damn her. Damn her for being the only woman in the world who could make him crazy, make him insane to have her.

“He could have killed you.” He rid himself of his boots and jeans, his hand gripping the base of his cock as he fought to hold back the need to thrust inside her.

Her gaze fell to where he held himself, her tongue swiping over her lips sensually. Lips swollen from his kisses, reddened from them.

“If I thought it would make you think twice, then I damned sure would,” he bit out roughly as he pulled her legs apart, gripped her hips, and pulled her to the edge of the bed.

Pushing her legs back, John bent his head to the dew-glistening folds of her pussy and swiped his tongue through the narrow, syrup-laden slit.

God, she was as sweet as an early morning rainfall. Her pussy was heated, her clit standing out hard and glistening, need tightening every muscle in her body.

The taste of her was pure nectar. Stiffening his tongue, he pushed it into the velvety grip of her vagina, feeling it clench around him, shuddering with pleasure.

Her juices spilled to his tongue, filling his senses with the addictively sweet taste of her. He could take her like this for hours. Fucking her with his tongue, tasting her pleasure and her hunger, searing her taste into his senses.

“Oh God. John,” she called out his name, her voice husky, vibrating with sweet sensual intensity. He could hear the surrender in her voice, feel it in her body.

Fucking his tongue deeper, harder inside the snug grip of her pussy, he couldn’t help but moan at the liquid passion that flowed from it. Licking at the soft fall of juices, caressing her, tasting her, he grew drunk on the very essence of her.

Lifting his lips he bestowed a swift, hard kiss to the plump, swollen folds before his tongue found the distended little button of her clit. His fingers moved to the soft folds his lips had left, parting them, finding the soft entrance to her body that his tongue had raided moments before.

He sent two fingers working inside her as his lips covered her clit. Sucking it inside his mouth he let his tongue play with it as his fingers stroked past the tight grip of tender muscles that clenched around them.

Her pussy was hot, gripping, tightening on the digits as he sucked at her clit, licked at it, felt it swell and throb beneath his tongue.

She was close. So very close. Fear and danger had spiked sensation. Need and hunger had intensified it until John felt as though he were burning in the center of a white-hot flame.

She was his. His woman. His life.

Flicking his tongue faster over the distended bud, he claimed with his mouth, he felt her arching in his grip. Her hips writhed, impaling her snug pussy on his stroking fingers, working her clit against his tongue until he felt her exploding around him.

Groaning, forcing himself to bite back his own cries he jerked back, positioned his cock and as her pussy vibrated with the force of her orgasm he began penetrating her.

His eyes focused on the center of her body, watched as the soft, sweet folds of her flesh parted for the flared head of his cock, watched her body take him. With quick, desperate thrusts he worked his way inside the shuddering entrance, groaning now as she took him, inch by inch, her cries echoing in his head until he was seated to the hilt inside her.

And then he just let himself feel. The way her pussy rippled around his cock, milked it, clenching on it with a fiery suckling sensation that had him shaking his head as he fought to hold on to his control.

“Never again.” He lifted his gaze, staring into her eyes as he fought to hold on to the need to spill inside her. “Never again, Bailey. Never do that again. Never risk yourself like that again. Do you hear me?”

She stared back at him and for a second he saw the flash of pain in her eyes.

“Like you did?”

His jaw clenched. His hips moved. He couldn’t hold back the need to thrust inside her, to force her to acknowledge, if only to herself, that she could never risk her life like this again. Never again.

“Never, Bailey.” Pushing her legs back again, he worked his cock inside her, hard, filling strokes that had her lifting to him, had her crying out his name, begging him, pleading.

“Never again,” he snapped as he began to lose control.

He couldn’t lose her. As long as she lived, he breathed. She was the light in a world of darkness. He couldn’t survive if she wasn’t in it.

She shook her head. Her pussy clenched tighter, rippled around his cock, stroked him with fingers of flaming sensation that nearly destroyed his mind.

Control was shot.

Groaning her name, he moved over her, his lips burning against hers as he began to fuck her with deep, fierce strokes, thrusting inside her as she cried out beneath the kiss and exploded in his arms.

Her orgasm rained liquid fire over the violently sensitive head of his cock. It clenched and tightened, sucked at his shaft, and tore the final threat of control from his grasp.

When he came, he felt as though a part of himself, his soul, shot inside her with his release. He couldn’t hold back the throttled groan, her name, a prayer. Ecstasy blistered his senses, tore through his soul, and left him gasping in the wake of sensations he couldn’t describe. All he knew was that this was why he lived. For Bailey. For her touch, her kiss.

He lived for Bailey.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 14

 

 

 

“EXCUSE ME, MR. VINCENT, but Mr. Greer has asked for a moment of your time.”

John turned from his perusal of the poker game playing out in the billiards room the next afternoon. He hadn’t joined the game yet himself, mostly because he’d already caught two of the other players cheating. Not that he couldn’t cheat, or wasn’t better at it; he was simply watching how they cheated to give himself an edge when he did take a seat at the table.

“Of course.” He turned from the poker table and followed the house man through the room and out to the long hall that led from the recreational wing of the first floor toward Raymond Greer’s office in the far wing.

The cabin was huge. It was a monstrosity, just as ostentatious as Bailey had accused it of being.

“Here we go, sir,” the house man announced as they stopped at the door of the office. He gave a brief, firm knock.

“Enter,” Raymond called out, his voice muffled by the door.

The house man opened it with a flourish before nodding back to John.

Entering the room John was aware of the door closing behind him, but he was more aware of the two men watching him from across the room.

Raymond sat in a high-backed chair, close to a bank of windows that looked out on the snowcapped forest beyond them. Myron Falks sat in a matching chair to his side, which left the third chair to face the two men. A low marble-topped table sat in the center of the arrangement with a coffee tray service waiting in the center.

“Have a seat, John,” Raymond invited, his expression stern as he extended his hand to the empty chair.

“Thank you.” John arched his brow as he moved to the empty chair and took his seat.

The pair facing him were dressed in dark business suits. Jeans and a loose sweater weren’t exactly business attire, but neither did John feel in the least beneath two men outfitted for an office.

“You have a quite a background, Mr. Vincent,” Myron began with a dour expression.

John’s brows arched. “As do you, Mr. Falks. Or should I say, Mark Fulton?”

The alias wasn’t well known. It was a name that John Vincent shouldn’t know, unless he had gone beyond the normal channels to find the other man’s identity. Channels that only a CIA contact could have had. A contact that the most powerful in underground circles trusted.

Falk’s eyes dilated in surprise before he glanced quickly to Raymond Greer.

“Very impressive,” Raymond drawled, and John had to give him credit for his acting abilities. The fact that he was still alive and working for Warbucks attested to those skills.

John tilted his head and glanced back at Falks. “You’re not the only one who insists on knowing who he’s working with,” John informed him. “Only a stupid man doesn’t ensure his own survival.”

“And as we already know, you’re not a stupid man,” Falks stated coolly. “I have to admit, though, I didn’t expect that Bailey would have taken you that far into her confidence.”

“Bailey and I are more than lovers, Falks, we’re partners. Evidently you missed that part somewhere.”

Falks shrugged at that. “As I said, she surprised me. It’s a rare occurrence, and I’ll ensure it doesn’t happen again.”

“Myron has often wondered over the past years, when Bailey has covered up for various little gaffes Myron’s made, if she was sincere in protecting her friends or merely baiting them. She does have an odd sense of humor.”

“I haven’t heard her laughing about it,” John shot back with a sharp look toward Falks.

Falks’s brows lifted. “With Bailey, you can never be certain.” He waved John’s ire away. “She can be a bit of an enigma.”

“I have to agree with him, John,” Raymond inserted. “We’ve all had our doubts about Bailey at one time or another. And I must say, I myself was a bit surprised when she began a relationship with you. Bailey normally avoids the criminal element.”

“Bailey’s been up to her neck in the criminal element for years,” John said. “CIA agents don’t exactly socialize with the upper crust. Even agents with Bailey’s background.”

“He does have a point,” Falks drawled with a snicker. “We expected her back in the familiar embrace of family and friends within the first year. She stuck it out longer than I imagined she would.”

“I warned you that Bailey wasn’t easy to predict.” Raymond smirked back at Falks.

“So you did.” Falks smiled at the comment before turning to John. “I imagine you know why you’re here at this moment?”

John sat back in his chair and stared at the other man quietly for long moments. “The same reason Abbas will be here later?” he asked. “Warbucks likes to interview his potential brokers before he chooses which one to assign the job to. Been here, done this, though I have to admit I’ve never warranted executive-level attention before.”

Falks’s chest seemed to expand in pride at the comment. “The item up for auction is rather expensive, and demands a certain amount of discretion if we’re going to keep various law enforcement officials from turning their attention to us. You’ve come highly recommended and several past engagements that you’ve conducted with lesser liaisons have proven your reliability.”

“It doesn’t hurt that you’ve partnered with a favorite daughter of our inner circle,” Raymond pointed out. “We owe you a debt of gratitude for reinforcing the beginnings of trust that we were extending toward her.”

“Think nothing of it.” John smiled. “As long as I get the job.”

Falks chuckled at that. “There will be several conditions to the assignment. One is that Bailey will be present during the auction you’re conducting. We would hate for her to later decide that she wasn’t a part of the event.”

Trust came in many forms, John thought.

“She would actually demand to be a part of it,” he informed them both.

“Verification of the product will be arranged once Warbucks has made his final decision on the broker,” Raymond informed him then. “You’ll be taken to the storage point, but you won’t be given its location. You’ll be permitted to verify the product and ascertain its legitimacy, with Bailey at your side. You’ll be given the same opportunity just before the auction.”

“The product will be in my possession once the auction begins,” John stated. “It won’t leave my sight. If it does at any time, or if the buyer doesn’t receive final confirmation from me after the sale before the transfer of funds, then the buy will be invalidated.”

Falks’s smile was slow, confident. “We’ll abide by that. The buyer will immediately transfer half of the funds; the other half we’ll accept on delivery of the product.”

“I’ll be with the product at every stage from the time the auction begins until delivery.” John nodded. “Bailey will be handling the exchange of money between the two accounts as well as communication. I’ll provide all protection and transportation.”

“Your men are highly rated,” Falks replied. “You have an exemplary record, Mr. Vincent.”

John inclined his head in acceptance of the compliment as Raymond poured coffee and set John’s cup before him. The rich, black liquid steamed invitingly.

“My men know what they’re doing,” John continued. “Just as I do.”

“I have to admit, I’ve been in favor of your particular talents since the beginning,” Falks informed him. “You’re one of the more reliable brokers. Abbas doesn’t have the experience I feel this product deserves. But I’m only the employee, not the employer. Warbucks will make the final decision.”

John shrugged. “There will be other jobs. Should your employer decide to accept my services, my fee is fifteen percent of the agreed price of the item. A third at the time your employer makes the decision in my favor, a third at sale, and a third at delivery.”

Falks’s brows lifted. “Abbas has agreed to drop his terms to ten percent.”

“Abbas can afford to drop his terms to ten percent.” John grimaced. “He hired mercenaries rather than keeping a team he can trust and men he knows. That’s how rumor begins and how transactions get fucked up. He has very little overhead and he doesn’t rate his time as valuable as I rate mine.”

A glimmer of respect began to gleam in Falks’s gaze. It was hard to impress men of his ilk, men who followed someone who’d been as mysterious as Warbucks over the years. John had worked the past five years on a reputation that had begun close to ten years before he took John Vincent’s identity. The broker had been killed in a freak accident on a mountain road while under surveillance by the first two members of the unit, Micah Sloane and Nik Steele. His body had been buried, and his identity stolen.

John didn’t mind taking a dead man’s name or building his career in the interest of breaking the bastard who had taken his own life.

“Your time is very valuable, I agree,” Falks stated as he lifted his coffee cup to his lips. Setting it back down, he turned to Raymond. “Please ensure that Mr. Vincent is compensated if Warbucks does decide on Abbas. Future goodwill is immeasurable.”

It was an attempt to put him back in his place.

John rose to his feet without invitation, causing both men to glance at him in surprise.

“I don’t need your future goodwill,” he stated. “Or your charitable contribution toward my financial stability.” He let a grin touch his lips. “Financial stability is now the least of my worries. My reputation, though, is very expensive. My terms are as stated, gentlemen. I await word on your decision.”

He didn’t give them time to argue as he moved for the door and left the office.

He knew how to handle deals and he knew the man he had fashioned John Vincent into. The once-struggling broker hadn’t had the charisma or the daring that John used after his transformation.

As he left the office and moved through the hallway to the main portion of the cabin, he pulled his cell phone from his jeans and tapped in a text to Bailey.

Your friends are a bit arrogant, he texted with a grin.

Seconds later she came back with the prearranged response. You don’t need them. Just me. Wanna mess around?

He didn’t answer the question. Instead he headed to the back entrance of the house and the evergreen maze that made up the gardens behind the house.

The maze held a variety of small sheltered grottoes with gas fireplaces, each creating an enchanted private atmosphere that guests were invited to partake of.

He and Bailey set up an arrangement of meeting places there. If one was being used, the next on the list they’d created would be checked.

He moved to the first on the list. It was midway into the maze, difficult to find, and highly private. It was the perfect setting for a tryst, or a covert meeting.

He slid into the grotto, his gaze raking over her slender figure as she shed the jacket she had worn. Beneath it she wore a light loosely woven sweater, jeans, and boots. Her hair brushed past her shoulders, framed her quiet expression, and picked up the rich color in her emerald-green eyes.

God, she’s beautiful, he thought as an image of her the night before, taking his dick, crying his name, shot through his mind. He’d had problems with that all day. The memory of it distracted him and never failed to tighten his cock as his balls throbbed in hunger.

Damn her, he couldn’t get her out of his system and he couldn’t get enough of her. He didn’t want her out of his system. He wanted her in his arms until they both took their last breath. Hopefully years and years from now.

“It’s about time you showed up,” she murmured with a smile as he moved to her and took her in his arms. “I didn’t think you’d ever make it.”

Her body snuggled against his, accepting a part of him that he never wanted to lose. It was almost impossible to pull his head out of his cock enough to concentrate on the mission.

“Are we clear?” he asked, his voice barely a breath of sound as he kissed the shell of her ear.

She caught his wrist and moved his hand to her rear, to the back pocket where she had tucked the slim electronic detector she had been given to sweep their room.

Lowering his hand, he clenched it over the rounded globe and pulled her closer to him, letting her feel the erection that throbbed beneath his jeans.

“I could eat you up right here,” he whispered. “Lay you out on that bench and show you just how inventive I can get with my tongue.”

Her breath caught. He heard the sound, felt the little jerk of her body as her hands moved beneath his jacket to tighten on his shoulders.

“You’re distracting me,” she breathed out roughly.

“I’m distracting me.” His hand petted and stroked over her rear as the image of her spread out on the padded bench nearly had him spilling himself in his jeans.

God, the things she did to him.

“Our friends are definitely a part of the problem.” He kept his voice so low that she had to press her ear to his lips to hear him.

“You met?” The feel of her lips rubbing against his ear in turn had his balls drawing tight.

“With both of them,” he affirmed. “The job is on the table between myself and our other party of interest. Your attempts to investigate as you covered for them over the years were successful. They believe they can trust you, as well as me. We should know within a few days.”

Her hand stroked over his shoulders, her nails scraping against his sweater as her hips moved against his, teasing him, torturing him in the most pleasurable way.

“You’ll be chosen,” she stated. “One of them will come to me soon enough. Myron has yet to meet with me, but I’m expecting him to do so very soon. When he does I’ll let him know I’ve chosen you for the job.” He could hear the distaste in her voice.

Have you received any information on Roth? He couldn’t stop himself from caressing her ear as the hand that rested at her waist dipped beneath the hem of her sweater. The memory of that knife at her throat still had the power to terrify him.

“No.” She shook her head. “He hasn’t been seen since leaving Aspen last night, but I don’t expect to hear anything for several days.”

“He’ll be careful for a while until he’s certain he’s not being tracked,” John agreed. “Do you think Warbucks will pull back and allow him to live?”

“It’s according to how bad he wants to please me,” she said. They were hoping Warbucks’s intent to draw her in went deep enough for a favor. It could give them an edge they could use later.

John nodded. “We should know something soon then.”

The waiting game was the hardest. They had everything in place, their intent had been made clear. Now they just had to wait to see what Warbucks did with it.

“I’ve demanded full disclosure, either way,” he told her. “The price, the item and the buyers involved will demand it simply because of the risk factor. I need to know who to come after if I get screwed.”

And John Vincent was known to come after his enemies.

“How do we know we’ll meet the true Warbucks?” Her hands were as busy as his. They stroked beneath his sweater, her fingers combing through the fine mat of hair on his chest before rasping against a hard male nipple.

He damned near shuddered at the pleasure. Fuck him, she was like a fire herself, burning him from the inside out.

“We’ll know.” They’d worked too long, too hard and this sale was too important to Warbucks’s reputation.

She finally nodded as her tongue slipped between her teeth to lick over the lobe of his ear. His palm cupped her breast, his thumb stroking over her nipple.

The hard tip was warm silk, tempting his mouth even as he fought to hold back.

“What about our other party of interest?” She breathed against his ear as her hands rasped down his chest to his taut abdomen.

“Either way, full disclosure will be demanded,” he assured her.

She nipped at his ear. “Tell me who he is.”

He almost grinned. “Abbas? A true bastard.”

“Uh-huh.” Her lips moved to his neck as the mission began to take second place now that she had the information she needed in case Falks or Greer approached her.

“Fifteen percent fee.” He finally remembered as her tongue stroked beneath his ear.

“Hmm,” she murmured as her fingers moved to his belt and slowly loosened it.

Hell, they would end up melting the snow from the shelter faster than the warmth of the fire would.

Moving back slowly, he sat down on the bench, staring up at her as he gripped her thighs and pulled her to him. He needed a taste of her, just a little bit. He couldn’t get enough of her, no matter how much he tried.

Jerking the hem of her sweater over her silken stomach he laid his lips against her flesh and listened to her breath catch, felt her hips arch.

He touched her and she caught flame along with him. It was like spontaneous combustion, and it was destructive.

“Straddle me.” He pulled her closer as his head lifted.

A flush mounted her face as she moved to straddle his hips. Leaning back, he arched his hips as she came over him, driving his denim-covered cock between her thighs.

“Damn, you’re hot, even dressed,” he growled as he gripped her hips, ground against her and moved her over him.

“Dangerous game here,” she panted. “I could end up tearing your clothes from that sexy body of yours and having my way with you.”

“You’d have to beat me to it,” he promised her. “Because I’m less than a second from doing the same to you.”

He gripped her hair and pulled her to him, demanding a kiss that he knew would sear his senses. And it did. It burned into his brain, sent flames shooting over his nerve endings and exploding in his balls.

He could lay her back and strip her, have her, taste every inch of her body, and pray to God no one caught them. The chances of being caught were slim to none, he assured himself. Only a few people would know where they were. The guests at the party wouldn’t be slipping out here until after dark. They were a bit more circumspect in their liaisons.

John felt her hands thread through his hair, her fingers clenching as she tried to pull him closer. Her lips moved beneath his, her tongue accepted his, rubbed against it, tasted him as he tasted her. They both groaned, the sounds of pleasure washing around them as they strained closer.

His head tilted as he moved to taste more of her. His hands were beneath her sweater, cupping and caressing her unbound breasts, stroking her nipples and dying for a taste of them.

There was a mission here that he was supposed to be concentrating on. A job to do. Hell, Jordan would kill him if he found out how distracted he was becoming and just how important Bailey was becoming to him.

The unit was all that mattered to Jordan Malone. Bailey was all that mattered to John. This wasn’t going to work out for the other man where missions were concerned. And nothing else was going to work out for John if he lost Bailey.

Holding her to him, his lips sipping at hers, his hands stroking her breasts, her nipples, he knew he couldn’t live without the taste of her, the touch of her. He needed this simply to survive.

“Well, it looks like we’re definitely interrupting something here.” The low, irritated foreign drawl had John’s head jerking back as he pulled Bailey from his lap to the relative protection of his side.

“You’re so bad, Jerric.” Catalina’s cool, feminine tones were filled with amusement. “You could have given them a few minutes before interrupting.”

Bailey stared back at the couple, her senses alive like never before, and felt a flush work over her face as she faced Jerric Abbas.

He was glowering at her as though in disappointment or disapproval before his expression cleared and his black eyes were once again cool and all too familiar.

This wasn’t the Jerric Abbas she had known, but that look was definitely the cousin she had known as David Abijah, and the agent she had met in Atlanta, Micah Sloane.

The pieces were falling in place for her. Trent had become an international penny-ante broker, John Vincent, and built his reputation into that of one of the most trusted, reputable black-market brokers in the world.

Micah Sloane was fairly unknown, but Jerric Abbas wasn’t. This Jerric was making a name for himself, though. Travis Caine. She knew the man she had recently met as Travis Caine wasn’t the same one she’d met in England several years before.

They were all dead men reborn.

“Should I leave?” She rose slowly to her feet and jerked her jacket from the edge of the bench where she had laid it. Pulling it on, she suddenly felt less like a schoolgirl caught making out and more like a woman with a mind of her own.

Of course, David had always had way of making her feel like a child whenever he caught her in something she shouldn’t have been a part of. He had been a steadying influence in her life. He and his father Garren, before their deaths, had represented stability in a world that often hadn’t made sense to her.

“Miss Serborne.” He nodded his head to her before turning to John. “I hear we’re still in a bit of friendly competition.”

John rose slowly to his feet as Jerric and Catalina both remained still, too careful, too wary.

They had been followed or somehow suspected they were being spied upon. She could feel it. Had someone been watching them before Jerric and his rumored lover had come upon them?

“I trust we’ll both handle it like the professionals we are,” John drawled as Bailey watched Catalina closely.

“Always,” Micah stated, his expression hooded as he gave John another long, intent look. “Sorry to have interrupted you, but I do so enjoy getting my little pokes in where I can.”

Catalina’s laughter was silky and smooth. It was natural, though the look on her face was warning.

They were definitely being watched.

“Then Bailey and I will retire to our room, where your little pokes don’t matter,” John said mockingly as his hand settled at the back of her waist and he led her toward the doorway. “If you’ll excuse us.”

“Of course,” Jerric murmured, then his voice became a breath of sound as they moved past. “Be careful, my friends, you’ve picked up some attention.”

John and Bailey moved past them as though they hadn’t heard the brief warning. John’s arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her to him as though they had every intention of finishing what they had started as soon as they returned to their room.

Bailey would have loved to finish it. The need for it was burning through her system like a flame she couldn’t extinguish.

He had always done that to her. If he touched her, her response tormented her for days on end. When she had lost him, she had never forgotten that touch, never forgotten the man who had claimed her heart.

Glancing around, Bailey caught sight of movement in the edge of the shrubbery that led into another path of the maze. There, sheltered by the shadows, Ralph Stanford shifted back, almost hidden completely by the evergreens he was hiding within.

Bailey could feel the malevolence reaching out to her, the rage that filled the other man.

Bailey felt John’s hand at her back, a subtle warning to ignore the man as he watched them. She could ignore him for now, but she knew the time would come that ignoring him wouldn’t be an option. Ralph hated to lose and he hated Bailey. It was a combination Bailey knew would soon strike out at her, and perhaps John as well.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 15

 

 

 

ON THE SURFACE, JOHN was the perfect businessman. He conversed with the elders of the society Bailey had been born into with a charisma and intelligence that over the next few days they would learn to respect.

Ford Grace, Samuel Waterstone, Stephen Menton-Squire, and Ronald Claymore were all on the board of directors of Serborne Enterprises, a vast umbrella of businesses and major shares in businesses that made up the Serborne fortune. It was these men who would lose a large source of income if Bailey died without an heir or changed her will to leave her fortune to a nonrelative rather than charity, as had been set up.

They were also the four men who had made the short list of suspects in the investigation she had been conducting herself for years, as well as the investigation John’s unit was involved in.

The four of them were her godfathers as well. Her father hadn’t picked one man, just as her mother hadn’t picked one woman. No, she had four sets of godparents, thank you very much.

They were also the men whom John had convinced that he was smart enough, savvy enough, and deceitful enough to help Bailey control her shares once she took them over. Not that any of them was happy that he would no longer be voting those shares. But at least they weren’t opposed to the man it seemed she was choosing to vote them.

“You’re making quite an impression,” she murmured to John as he returned to her several nights later in the ballroom after meeting the four men for drinks.

“There’s no way those four men work together,” he growled. “Do you realize that in the past six years they have argued over the simplest vote, and almost come to blows over each idea that has been broached to making your companies more efficient and employee-friendly?” He looked outraged. “Do you know one of those bastards nearly hit me?”

“Really?” She hadn’t known that. She had been too busy trying to pin the name Warbucks to one of them.

“Bailey, those four are psychopaths posing as businessmen.” He was in her face, his expression bordering furiously amazed. “They need to be locked away for the safety of everyone they know.”

Bailey stared back at him in surprise. “I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

She turned back to the shrimp bowl on the buffet table and debated a few more when he caught her arm and pulled her around to face him once again.

“Bailey, it is that bad,” he growled, horror obviously reflecting in his gaze. “If you ever, and I mean ever, decide to actually take responsibility for the inheritance your parents left you, then you have a fucking mess on your hands.”

“That boy likes to overexaggerate!” Bailey turned around, reeling from the obvious criticism that she neglected her inheritance, to meet Ronald Claymore’s furious, brows-lowered, forehead-drawn expression. He looked just as pissed as John. “If you end up marrying this brazen little upstart, then we’re going to have words.”

“Ronald, you never could tolerate anyone who could out-yell you,” Samuel Waterstone expressed in precise, cold tones from behind him. “Don’t punish her because he’s louder than you are.” He then glowered at John. “He’s louder than all of us.”

When exactly had the Twilight Zone decided to visit Aspen, Colorado?

“Ignore them, Bailey.” Ford was the only one who showed a reasonable amount of goodwill. A smile quirked at his lips and his gray eyes reflected something she hadn’t seen since she was a child. A sense of fun. “They’ve gotten too old to enjoy a good fight.”

Stephen Menton-Squire was glaring at all of them. “The boy is a damned bastard,” he muttered, drawing disapproving glances from the other three men.

“Excuse me, gentlemen.” John gripped Bailey’s arm at the elbow, his expression filled with irritation. “I don’t think you need to be a part of this conversation.”

“Wait, this conversation involves us.” Stephen turned on John with a fierce frown as he jerked his evening jacket into place and straightened his thick shoulders. “We should obviously be present.”

“In a padded room,” John bit out with a frown just as dangerously dark as the other man’s. “And only if you show some respect when a lady is present.”

He drew her quickly away. Looking over her shoulder, she caught Ford’s obvious chuckle as the other three men began to argue among themselves, again.

It was normal. For the first time since returning home, Bailey remembered something good about the times she and her parents had spent with the four men and their families. When Ben Serborne engaged in a war of words with these men, it made an all-out brawl look gentle.

“They’re like children,” she murmured with a sense of nostalgia.

“I’d rather deal with terrorists armed with nuclear capabilities,” John muttered as he drew her to the dance floor and took her in his arms before glaring back at them. “You need to do something about them where your companies are concerned.”

She looked back at him in surprise. “Not my area. The business was Father’s love affair, not mine.”

“It’s your children’s inheritance,” he informed her, anger still vibrating in his voice as his hand pressed her closer to him and she felt the warmth of his larger body surrounding her.

“I don’t have children,” she pointed out. “And I don’t intend to have any.”

He almost stopped in the middle of the floor, surprise drawing his expression tight once again. “You will eventually,” he finally stated carefully.

Bailey met his gaze with one of determination. “No, John, I won’t. The father of my children died. Remember?” She kept her voice carefully low, kept her lips hidden so they couldn’t be read. But she didn’t hide the truth from him.

She’d rather be alone than to be with a man simply because she wanted a family or children. It wouldn’t be fair to the man, but it especially wouldn’t be fair to the children.

He didn’t say anything. Hell, what could he say? It was the truth. He was going to disappear from her life just as he had the first time, except this time she would know he was out there, without her.

“The business is your legacy,” he finally stated as he tucked her closer to him. “It will go to someone, Bailey. Leaving it to charity is unconscionable.”

“And taking care of it myself is outside my range of abilities,” she told him. “I’m not a businesswoman, John. I don’t want to be one.”

Once this was over, she would take enough of her inheritance to retire. A nice little house someplace quiet, a peaceful little neighborhood where she could retreat from the battles she had faced over the years.

She deserved it, she told herself. She was looking at losing the man she loved twice in one lifetime. There would be no children, no family, and the white picket fence would be for looks only.

How was he supposed to answer that one? John wondered then. She had been an agent from the age of eighteen until she had been fired the year before. She had lived to destroy the person or persons responsible for killing those she had loved. The only time that love had overwhelmed that desire, it had been taken from her.

Jordan was going to be pissed, he thought as he felt determination well inside him. He wasn’t letting her go a second time. And she wouldn’t sit back and let him fight those battles on his own, she would be at his side. She would be a part of the unit, one way or the other, or John would have to break a promise that could very well put both their lives in danger.

“And if you could have the man you loved?” he asked her then. “Would you want children?”

He felt her smile against his shoulder and had a feeling it wasn’t a gentle smile. He could almost sense what lay behind it.

“That option isn’t open to me,” she said softly. “Until it is, that’s not a question I can answer.”

He tucked his head against hers and reined in the sigh that would have slipped from him. This mission was getting to him, the entire situation was fucking getting to him. He needed to give her reassurance, he needed to promise her that he was never going to leave her life again, but until he made the necessary arrangements, he couldn’t promise her anything. He didn’t have the promises to give her.

“Excuse me. I’d like to claim this dance.” They drew to a stop as John stared back at Wagner Grace.

Bailey turned and stared at the other man. John could feel the tension building in her body, working through her system.

“Just for a moment,” he requested as he stared at Bailey. “I promise I won’t keep you long.”

The man looked haunted, but he also looked spoiled and put out, John thought. He admitted, though, that the off-spring of the four icons who were here this weekend hadn’t impressed him much. They were spoiled little children parading as adults. They were smart as hell, but their intelligence was invariably put to use in less-than-intelligent areas. Wagner for instance, according to the unit’s report, had spent most of his life trying to get out of work rather than showing any interest in the various business interests his father had accumulated.

“Of course.” Polite society would have frowned on him for refusing, he guessed. Besides, this was one for Bailey to handle.

Moving from the dance floor, he bit back a grimace and joined the four men he was certain should be committed for the safety of the public at large. Not to mention their own safety.

“That boy has some growing up to do,” Samuel commented as John turned and directed his attention back to the ballroom.

“They all do.” Stephen sighed. “We didn’t raise our kids right, Sam. That’s our problem.”

“Ben raised his right,” Ford interjected. John turned to stare back at the other man. Ford’s eyes met John’s and in them, John glimpsed a bit of calculation mixed with the respect. “Ben raised his girl right,” he stated again. “He was smarter than the rest of us.”

With that he turned and moved from the gathering. Watching, John saw him join Raymond, speak for a moment, then leave the ballroom.

John turned around again to watch Bailey, his gaze narrowed on her cool expression and the stiffness of her body. Wagner looked sincere, intent, convincing as he talked quickly.

 

BAILEY PLACED ONE HAND in Wagner’s, her other hand on his shoulder, and stared up at him curiously as he led her around the ballroom floor.

She could feel the tension radiating from Wagner. A watchful cold tightness to his body that she had never associated with him before. She hadn’t seen him much during the house party. He and several of his friends, such as Grant Waterstone, had found other pursuits to entertain them.

“I’m worried about you, Bailey,” he finally stated as he stared down at her in concern. “One of Raymond’s security personnel mentioned that you were attacked the other day by another guest. One of the more unsavory individuals that Raymond likes to invite.”

Bailey stared back at him in surprise. She had assumed Raymond would cover up the event.

“It was nothing to worry about,” she waved the event off. “A minor inconvenience.”

“I see.” He frowned back at her. “As I understand it, you were seconds from having your throat slit.”

“And as you can see, I’m doing fine,” she assured him. “Really, Wagner, don’t worry.”

“I do worry,” he stated. “As does Grant. Vincent isn’t a safe bet for you, dear. He’ll only add to the danger of your own past.”

Grant Waterstone was a bastard and everyone knew it. Even worse, he was a stupid bastard. He ran with the wrong crowd, did too many drugs, and paid too high a price for them.

She ignored his jab at John, instead keeping her expression carefully composed and simply letting him rail.

“Father doesn’t even care what I uncovered investigating that bastard Vincent.” He glared down at her suddenly. “Do you know he’s suspected of brokering deals with terrorists? For God’s sake, Bailey. You’re with the CIA.”

“I was fired,” she pointed out with a lack of heat. “I’m a free agent now, Wagner.”

“You were with the CIA,” he amended. “Where’s your patriotism?”

“With my 401(k), my pension, and my service record,” she replied with obvious boredom. “Shot to hell when I was fired.”

He stared back at her curiously. “I never believed you’d back Father over anything.” He shook his head. “He’s not the man he’s obviously convinced you of, Bailey. We both know that.”

She remained silent. She could understand why he was questioning her. To him, the change he saw in her would be confusing.

“You know he isn’t,” he said,

“None of us are.” She shrugged. “As you said, I was an agent. I’ve been one since I was eighteen, Wagner. In all those years I was never able to put a crime to your father’s name, and trust me, I’ve tried. Perhaps I’m the one who has been wrong all these years. And even if I wasn’t, then it doesn’t matter. I won’t turn on the only family I have left.”

“Maybe there is proof,” he suggested carefully. “Proof that would prove he’s not what he seems to be.”

She narrowed her gaze and watched him carefully. “Be careful, Wagner,” she began.

“Listen, meet me later.” His voice lowered as his hand tightened at her hip. “Give me just a few minutes, Bailey. Let me show you that he doesn’t deserve your loyalty.”

Her lips pressed together as she appeared to consider the request.

“For Anna, Bailey. Do this for Anna,” he whispered.

She breathed out heavily. “Tonight, after the ball,” she told him. “Whatever you have, bring it to the room.”

“Come to mine,” he urged her. “Alone. Vincent can’t be there. He’s too tight with the fathers to suit me. And what one is doing, you can bet the others are involved in.”

And what the hell did that mean? Could Wagner actually have proof that any of them were Warbucks? Or were involved with that traitor?

“I’ll be there.” She nodded. “I can’t promise when.”

“That’s good enough,” he nodded. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

The music drew to an end. Wagner took her hand and led her back to John.

“Thank you for the dance.” He nodded graciously. “Good night.”

Bailey watched him leave as she felt John’s hand move to the center of her back, where his fingertips massaged her spine subtly.

“I have to meet with him later,” she said quietly. “He says he has some kind of evidence against Ford. Something that proves he doesn’t deserve my loyalty.”

“Did he mention what?” John nuzzled her ear slowly, sending a wave of pleasure rushing down her back. She felt like arching like a cat beneath his touch.

“He didn’t say.” She shrugged. “He’ll be waiting on me tonight after the festivities down here are over.”

“We’re getting closer.” His lips were still close to her ear, caressing the shell with sensual strokes.

“Perhaps.” She couldn’t get over the feeling that something wasn’t right, though. Ford was too damned nice, and too determined to keep Wagner and Jules apart. Just as he was too determined to draw John into any and all business discussions.

This was a side of Ford Grace that frankly terrified her. He wasn’t a nice man and she got nervous when he pretended to be.

“We have company arriving,” he told her quietly before straightening and moving his hand to her hip, where he cupped it warmly.

“Bailey.” Grant Waterstone stepped up to them, his haughty features almost effeminate as he stared down his eagle-straight nose at her.

His hair was perfectly styled, his face smooth and classically handsome, and she knew for a fact his hands were baby soft.

“Hello, Grant.” She turned her head for his brief kiss, accepting it on her cheek despite the vague feeling of distaste that chased down her spine.

There was just something about Grant that she had never truly been able to like—something that just never rang true about him. It wasn’t just his drug habits, or his low-class friends. She had always felt he would sell her out in a minute if he ever had the chance.

“You should be careful of Wagner,” he warned her quietly. “We all know how he enjoys his schemes.”

She arched her brow. “Wagner has never been unkind, Grant.”

“You were just never in reach,” he stated arrogantly. Simply be careful, my dear. I’d hate to see you hurt.”

“Insurance is good for something.” Her lips twitched in amusement.

Grant shrugged. “Just a word of warning.” He turned and moved away from her, his shoulders straight, his head held high.

“Grant’s been buying his drugs from a man associated with a homeland terrorist cell,” John murmured at her side.

Bailey nodded slowly. She knew that, she just wished she didn’t.

“I’ve had enough.” She shook her head. “Get me the hell out of here.”

Immediately he began leading her to the wide double doors that led to the foyer and the staircase. To say she’d had enough was putting it mildly.

They made it back to their room with few interruptions. The flow of champagne in the ballroom was heavy enough that most of the groups that had congregated together were more inclined to stay in one place than seek out other amusements.

Entering the bedroom, she kicked off her heels as John swept the room for listening devices. He found one, stared at it for long moments, then shook his head before crushing it beneath his heel and leaving it lying for housekeeping to clean up.

“That is beginning to get old,” Bailey stated as she unzipped the back of her dress and shimmied out of it.

Laying it across the back of a chair, she moved to the walk-in closet, where she pulled free a pair of loose sweats and a T-shirt.

Re-dressing in the relative privacy of the closet, she tried to push back the weariness that tugged at her. A weariness that seemed to have followed her most of the day. It wasn’t just physical, it was mental. Her adult life had been spent running away from these people, and each day with them now reminded her why.

She felt out of place, out of sync with the men and women she had been raised to consider her family. Couples who considered themselves above her, more intelligent, superior to her simply because she hadn’t spent her life trying to fit in with them.

“When are you meeting with Wagner?” John stepped to the doorway, his gaze brooding, dark. “I don’t like you seeing him alone.”

“Wagner’s harmless.” She sighed. “The information he has could be important.”

“He’s the least dangerous of the entire crowd,” he agreed. “But I’m still not comfortable with it.”

She turned fully to meet him as she pulled a pair of sneakers from a shelf and slipped her feet into them. Bending to tie them, she glanced up at him again, seeing the concern on his face.

“He won’t talk to me if I bring anyone with me,” she told him. “If Wagner has proof against Ford, then it’s something we need to deal with now.”

She made certain to keep their conversation in Ford’s favor, to never speak of the mission unless they were certain of security, and to keep any reference to Warbucks silent.

They had eight days left on this assignment. Eight days to figure out who Warbucks was and prepare for the meeting with him. Eight days to put the past to rest, she thought. Eight days before she lost John, again.

That thought had her pausing as she straightened, staring back at him with the knowledge of how little time they had left together.

How was she supposed to survive this time? she wondered. How was she supposed to sleep at night knowing he was on a mission without her, knowing that another woman could touch, could hold what belonged to her? Knowing that without him, she was alone; that it wouldn’t matter where she lived, because that place would still be unbearable without John.

And she couldn’t cry over it. She couldn’t rage over it. There was nothing she could do to ease the pain burning in her chest.

“It’s going to be okay.” He mouthed the words at her. “Trust me.”

She did trust him, but still, she couldn’t see a way out of this one. Whatever agency had reformed him wouldn’t want her within it. She had been fired from the CIA; she was considered a security risk to any other agency.

“Sure it will,” she mouthed back. An empty platitude.

“I’m going to go talk to Wagner.” She moved to the doorway as he stood in front of her. He didn’t move. He stared at her, his expression brooding as he obviously searched for something in her expression.

“Are you armed?” he finally asked quietly.

She shook her head. “There’s no place to hide it effectively, and I wouldn’t want Wagner to suspect. If I’m not back in an hour, then come looking for me. But I can guarantee you, I’ll be back before that.”

He still wasn’t moving.

“I’ll need to get past you, John.” A tired smile pulled at her lips as she watched him.

God she loved him. There was something about him now, just as there had been before, that drew her irrevocably to him. She wanted to curl into his arms again and for a little while forget that the world around them existed.

“Not yet.” He stepped forward, his hands moving to her hips before he pulled her against his body.

She felt his erection instantly. There was a hunger, a need in his touch as his hands stroked down her back to cup the curves of her rear before moving back to her hips.

She was waiting on him when his head lowered, when his lips brushed against hers. Her hands slid to his neck, her fingers dipping into the cool strands of his hair as her lips parted for him.

His kiss was like a fire in winter. A sweet benediction of pure hunger, of need. Beneath his kiss she felt both cherished and ravished. Flames leapt through her system and seared her nerve endings as she fought to hold on to her senses just enough to remember what the hell she was supposed to be doing here.

Because in John’s arms it wasn’t as though she could actually think or plan for anything past the brush of his lips or the touch of his tongue.

Long sipping kisses revived that part of her that had grown weary and too tired to face another day of the deceit and manipulations. His hands stroking along her back, beneath her shirt, touching her flesh, caressing it, brought the warmth back to her body and left her sighing in need against him.

“Hurry back,” he whispered against her lips as her eyes opened languorously to stare into the dark recesses of his gaze. “I need you tonight, Bailey.”

“And tomorrow night?” she whispered. Though it wasn’t tomorrow she worried about. It was eight days from now, when this investigation wrapped up, one way or the other; when Warbucks was either revealed or triumphant over them. It was then that her heart would need answers.

“I need you every night.”

He needed her, but they were both aware that they couldn’t always have what they wanted. That sometimes, you were just left holding an empty heart and an even emptier life.

“I’ll hurry,” she promised as she drew back from him. “Be waiting for me.”

“Always,” he promised.

She just wished that were true.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 16

 

 

 

BAILEY SHOVED HER HANDS in her pockets as she made her way from the second-story wing—where her and John’s suite was located—to the other side of the house, where Wagner had been assigned a suite.

The structure was huge, more mansion than cabin. It was ostentatious and glittery and a waste of money in the extreme, she thought.

But it was also a work of art in places. She couldn’t take that from it. It just wasn’t her, any more than her parents’ cabin was her.

Moving past the nearly soundproof doors of the other suites, she took several long minutes to make her way to Wagner’s. She ignored the sound of a door opening behind her and the quiet click of it closing. She wasn’t afraid of being attacked, yet. That would come later, if it came at all.

Someone had paid Orion to leave her alone, to let her live despite how close she had come to him several times. Whoever that person was, they wouldn’t allow her to be killed here, within familiar territory. Especially not after the attack by Landon Roth.

Stopping at Wagner’s room, she knocked softly and waited until he opened the door.

He had been drinking. He held a glass in his hand, and the scent of whiskey that surrounded him, though faint, was a testament to the fact that it wasn’t his first of the night.

“Come in.” His tone was cold, icy.

She had rarely seen Wagner like this.

“I only have a few minutes before John will notice me missing,” she told him as she stepped inside the suite and looked around slowly.

The room was immaculate. The bed was made without the first indication to suggest that anyone slept in it.

“I seem to be pouting tonight, according to Father.” He lifted the whiskey glass with a sardonic smile. “It rather sucks when your father falls from the pedestal you’ve placed him upon.”

Bailey watched thoughtfully as he finished the whiskey before thumping the glass on a nearby table.

“Most of us have to face this when we’re in our teens.” She finally shrugged. “Our parents aren’t perfect, Wagner, no matter how much we wish they were.”

“No kidding,” he grunted as he wiped his hand over his face before shaking his head wearily. “But not all our parents are monsters, Bailey.”

“Is your father a monster?”

Wagner sighed wearily at the question.

“You know father’s personal assistant was killed in a skiing accident several months ago?”

Bailey shook her head. “I hadn’t heard.” She had, actually. She had even managed to search the man’s apartment days after his death, but had found nothing that would incriminate Ford Grace.

“Charlie was a good man.” He sighed heavily. “He was only about ten years older than we were, but he was damned smart. He ran Father’s life like a well-oiled machine.”

“That’s a personal assistant’s job,” she stated as she maintained a carefully calm attitude, almost cold. It wouldn’t do to show emotion or curiosity too soon.

“Yeah, ol’ Charlie was smart.” He gave a hard grunt of mocking laughter. “Father had no idea how smart, I don’t believe.”

“What are you getting at, Wagner?” she finally asked tiredly. She didn’t want to deal with this tonight. She wanted to return to her room and curl against John’s body. She wanted to feel his touch, his possession, and save up another memory for the time she wouldn’t have him any longer.

Wagner shook his head, his eyes narrowing on her. “You’ve surprised me, Bailey,” he stated sadly. “I had thought your sense of justice was much stronger than it appears it was.”

“Wagner, my sense of justice got a clue when I realized how little others really gave a damn,” she bit out impatiently. “Now I really don’t give a damn myself. And what the hell does my patriotism have to do with your father or your relationship with him?”

“There is no relationship with him,” he stated as he turned and moved to the television set to retrieve the remote sitting on top of it. “I realized that the other day when I received a very interesting package.”

Holding the remote, he crossed the room to her.

“What sort of package?” she asked him.

His smile was mocking, disdainful. “What makes the world go around, Bailey?”

She watched him for long moments before a brittle smile crossed her lips. “Power.”

“Not money?” He arched a brow with a mocking curiosity.

“You can have money and still retain no power.” She shrugged. “Power can bring you unlimited funds, though. So power makes the world go around, Wagner. Not money.”

He chuckled at that. “Father says the same thing.”

She lifted her shoulders in a negligent shrug. “So did mine. It was his favorite philosophy.”

“Did you know your father and mine fought the night he died?”

Bailey felt that swift, brutal stroke of pain inside her soul and fought to hide it.

“Our fathers were always arguing.” She pushed her hands back into the pockets of her loose sweats and regarded him with a hint of amusement. “They enjoyed it.”

He shook his head. “No, they really fought. A fistfight in the middle of Father’s office. Ben stormed out, swearing he’d see Father in prison. That was an hour before your parents were killed.”

She shook her head as rage threatened the careful calm she had pulled around herself. “I had no idea. But what does this have to do with now?”

“As I said, Charlie was smart.” He lifted the remote and turned on the television. “He believed in insurance, and he had a bit of his own.” His composure seemed to crack then, along with his voice. “God, Bailey.” He turned back to her. “Charlie had a package that he left with a friend to give to me if something happened to him. There was a DVD in that package.”

Bailey could feel her palms sweating now. She stared into Wagner’s face and saw the brittle rage that reflected in his eyes.

“What do you have, Wagner?” she whispered almost in dread, sensing, somehow knowing that life as she knew it was going to be changed.

Wagner shook his head. “Sit down.” He indicated the chair across from the television. “Trust me, you don’t want to be standing for this.”

Bailey sat down warily as Wagner hit play and the DVD started up.

It was in Ford’s office. He was standing behind his desk as her father stalked into the room.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Her father growled, his deep voice resonating inside Bailey as she watched his beloved features.

“Searching for some papers.” Ford looked up from the desk. “What’s your problem? Getting cold feet?”

“Cold feet, your ass!” Ben cursed. “You little bastard. Who the fuck is Warbucks and what the hell is he doing with the test designs Serborne Research has been working on for the military? What the bloody hell are you up to?”

Bailey’s heart nearly stopped. Ford sat down behind the desk slowly. “What are you talking about, Ben?”

“I’m talking about the fucking rumor that the Mossad caught wind of. The rumor that an American traitor has military designs entrusted to my company. Designs that only you could have gotten access to. Designs you gave him.” Ben’s voice rose in volume as fury creased and flushed his face.

Ford regarded him silently over the desk for long moments.

“Forget you heard that rumor,” Ford advised him. “And advise your cousin Garren that he has his facts wrong. If you want to live, Ben, if you want your family to live, you’ll drop it.”

The fight progressed from there. Her father was out of his chair, fists flying. The fight turned bloody before Ben stormed out of the office, threatening to call Homeland Security.

As the door slammed shut, another door opened. Bailey wanted to scream in rage as Orion stepped from another room into the office.

“Take care of him,” Ford ordered him coldly. “Tonight. Before he has a chance to call anyone.”

“It’s going to cost you.” Orion’s smile was a monster’s grin of anticipation. “This won’t be as cheap as Mathilda and Anna’s was.”

She was going to pass out. Bailey stared at the scene with a sense of horror, praying the emotionless mask she had plastered on her face was still in place.

So many years she had fought to prove that Ford had hired Orion to kill his wife and daughter, and then her parents. So many sleepless nights spent trying to find proof, fighting to make Ford Grace pay for the deaths of those she had loved.

And here was the proof. Right here, in living color, taped by a man who had been smart enough to think about insurance.

“Price is no object,” Ford stated arrogantly. “Just make certain it happens tonight.”

Orion shook his bald head and gaze a mocking little laugh. “It’s always a pleasure doing business with you, Grace. Always a pleasure.”

Ford sniffed at the comment as Orion turned on his heel and left the room the way he’d come. That night, her parents had died.

She could feel the tears she needed to shed, ached to shed burning in her chest as she watched Ford return to his desk, straighten his papers, replace the phone on the desk, then pour himself a drink.

He was calm, humming to himself, as though he hadn’t just ordered the deaths of two people who’d loved him like a brother. As though he hadn’t just admitted to killing his wife and child.

And she couldn’t do a damned thing about it. Not yet.

Rising to her feet, she moved slowly to the television, found the controls, and ejected the disk. Holding it in her hand, she stared down at it, felt something shatter inside her soul, and prayed to God that she knew what the hell she was doing.

If Wagner tried to use this, then he was dead. Ford would have no compunctions about killing his heir if he turned against him like this.

“Tell me how to handle this, Bailey,” Wagner whispered roughly behind her. “Tell me how to make him pay.”

“Have you copied this?” she asked softly.

“Not yet,” he answered. “I can’t believe I even have it.”

She held the disk between her hands, took a deep breath, and snapped it in half.

“What the fuck!” Wagner was suddenly in front of her, incredulity marking his face as he jerked the pieces from her hand. “What have you done?” He stared at her as though she had gone insane. “Bailey, what have you done?”

She faced him, forcing ice over her expression, watching as he looked at the broken halves, then back to her.

“It doesn’t matter what you know,” she told him calmly. “Remember where your loyalty lies, Wagner. Remember who your father is. Before you end up as dead as your mother and sister.”

It broke her heart. She was going to strangle on the tears that fought to be free. She wanted to curl onto the floor and die, the agony was so intense. Nothing, except losing Trent, had ever hurt like this. Nothing else but the loss of the man she loved had ever ripped into her with the needle-sharp talons that raked over her now.

Agony pierced every bone and muscle, every joint and cell. She felt as though she were moving in slow motion, as though the air itself had thickened around her, forcing her to plow through it, making her body feel as though it weighed a ton.

She didn’t want to return to her room. She didn’t want to face John, she didn’t want to face herself. She wanted to find a hole, a very deep, very small hole, and crawl into it for a very long time.

“Is your sense of loyalty to the bastards really this strong, Bailey?” Wagner’s voice was a hard rasp as she reached the door and gripped the doorknob.

“It is.” She didn’t turn to face him; she couldn’t. “It always has been, Wagner. No one just ever cared to realize it.”

Her loyalty to her friends. Her loyalty to her parents. It had always been strong, it had always driven her to find their killer. As it should have driven Wagner.

“Good night, Wagner.”

Walking from the room was incredibly easy. As she moved down the hallway she watched as another door opened. Myron Falks stepped from his suite next to his employer’s and watched her, his gaze narrowed.

“Bailey.” He nodded to her as she neared. “Could we talk?”

She glanced at the watch on her wrist. Fifteen minutes before John came looking for her. Could she make it that long before she allowed herself to curl into the comfort of his arms? Could she bear talking to this monster for fifteen seconds, let alone a few minutes or more?

“Sure.” Did she really have a choice?

He moved back from the doorway, allowing her to enter. As she walked into the room, she glanced at the sitting area. Raymond stared back at her.

Rising to his feet, he moved to the bar, fixed a straight whiskey, and brought it to her.

“Sorry, whiskey is the only choice tonight.” He handed her the glass.

“Thank you.” It was exactly what she needed. She sipped at it rather than throwing it back as she needed to, to burn the shock and horror from her system.

“You met with Wagner,” Myron began with an air of curiosity. “We’ve been worried about him lately.”

“Really?” She sipped at the whiskey again and stared back at him with false interest. “Why would you be?”

His brows lifted as though in surprise. “The last few days he’s been rather upset with his father.”

She tilted her head and gazed back at him silently for long moments.

“Wagner will be fine.” She finished her drink and set it on the side bar before shoving her hands in her pockets again with an air of impatience.

“Perhaps if we knew what was wrong with him,” Raymond suggested, “we could help him.”

Her smile was tight as the fury brewing inside her threatened to spill over. Bullshit—they knew what was wrong with Wagner, or at the very least strongly suspected.

“Wagner will be fine now,” she repeated her earlier reassurance. “He had a few issues, but they’ve been resolved.”

“You took care of it then?” Myron asked.

“I took care of it.” She tightened her lips as though irritated with the fact that she had been forced to do it. “Of course, if others were more aware of their responsibilities, I wouldn’t have to take care of nearly so much.”

Myron’s lips twitched at the comment as she moved back to the doorway.

“If you’ll excuse me, it’s late, and John is waiting on me.”

“Are you going to marry him?” Myron didn’t beat around the bush. “I think you should know he’s gained approval of the families here during Raymond’s little house party. We’d hate to see that relationship come to an end.”

“As would I,” she agreed. “Trust me, Myron, I would hate to see that happen myself.”

Without giving them any more information, she turned the doorknob and left the room, praying she made it back to her own suite before she was waylaid again.

She forced herself to remain calm, to walk slowly and steadily, to keep her expression controlled. She forced herself to remember the prize, the punishment she could mete out if she just held on to her control a little while longer. Just until she was back in John’s arms.

Opening the door to the suite, she stepped inside, her gaze meeting John’s as tears filled her eyes. She closed the door behind her slowly, locked it, and stared back at him miserably.

“Bailey?” He moved toward her slowly. “Are you okay?”

She was crumbling inside. She could feel her emotions imploding inside her soul as she fought to hold on to her control, to keep from wailing in agony.

Pushing shaking fingers through her hair, she moved across the room to the sitting area before curling into the corner of the couch and pulling one of the small pillows over the ache in her stomach, fighting to hold back her sobs. They couldn’t be entirely certain the room was secure, and she didn’t have the control to be quiet. To rein in the agony if she actually let the sobs free.

She watched as he moved to the dresser and flipped on the white-noise generator he had there.

Tears filled her eyes. As though the machine had given her a measure of freedom, her emotions began to overwhelm her.

John moved to the sitting area and crouched in front of Bailey. She had curled her legs beneath her, fitting herself into the corner as if attempting to draw in on herself.

He stared into her swimming eyes, her pale face, and realized that he had never seen Bailey like this. Shell-shocked, so filled with pain and grief that it seemed to radiate around her.

“Baby?” He reached out to her, touched her cheek, and felt the first tear fall.

Some primal, primitive part of his being tightened in anger at the look on her face.

“So many years,” she whispered as she bent over the pillow, as though the pain inside her couldn’t be borne anymore.

God, what had happened? He should have never let her go alone. He should have stayed with her. It was his job to protect her, to shelter her.

“So many years for what, baby?” He cupped her face and wiped the tears away, only to have more replace them. “What happened, Bailey?”

She swallowed tightly as her breath hitched and her expression convulsed in agony. But she held it together. Even when he was sure she was going to break, she held it together.

“So many years I searched for proof,” she said, her voice jerky. “Proof that Ford Grace had killed Anna and her mother, and then my parents. And then there it was.” She held her hands out and stared down at them as though in disbelief. “It was right there in my hands. All the proof I could have ever asked for.” She shook her head, her gaze coming back to his as the tears fell faster. “And I destroyed it.” A sob tore from her chest as she bent over. “Oh God, John. I destroyed it.”

He caught her in his arms, jerking her against his chest as she seemed to fall apart from the inside out. She was shaking, shudders racking through her body as he fought to hold on to his own grief. A grief spurred by hers, because he knew, to the depths of his soul he knew, what it would have done to her to walk away from the proof she so desperately needed.

“I broke the disk,” she cried hoarsely, her arms tightening around his neck. He lifted her against him, pulling her into his arms and across his lap as he sat down in the chair behind him.

There was nothing he could do but hold her. There was no way to comfort her, no way to promise her that the decision, whatever it had been, was the right one.

“What happened, Bailey?” He smoothed her hair back, whispered the words in her ear, and prayed to God that she was finding at least a small amount of comfort from him.

He couldn’t bear to see her hurt like this. His Bailey was so strong, so proud. The wound it would have taken to produce this kind of pain would have to be devastating.

She shook her head again, another sob ripping from her chest and tearing through his heart.

“It was right there,” she cried, her voice low. “Ford admitting to killing Anna and her mother, ordering my father’s death. It was taped by his assistant and sent to Wagner after the assistant was killed last month. ‘Insurance’ was what the man had called it in a letter that accompanied it. His insurance. And it was in Ford’s office, with Orion. My father showed up, furious, questioning him about military design secrets that had been stolen and sold to the highest bidder. Father was enraged. They fought. He stalked out.” Her voice was broken, rasping with agony. “And Orion walked into the room. He walked in and Ford ordered him to kill my father.” Her nails dug into his shoulders as a low, broken wail tore from her throat and through his soul.

He could imagine what it had taken for her to maintain her control. To hide her pain.

“Oh God, I told Wagner to remember where his loyalty was.” Self-disgust colored her voice and mixed with the tears and the sobs. “I told him to remember it before he ended up as dead as his mother and sister. I broke the disk. And I warned him to remember where his loyalty should lie.”

Her fist clenched against his shoulder as a low scream vibrated against his chest. Her body tightened in her fight to hold back the rage tearing through her, nearly destroying her.

“I want to kill him.” She fought to breathe, and John felt his own eyes fill with tears as he tried to comfort her. Without words, because there were no words that could ever ease the pain he knew she was feeling.

“It was right there in my hands,” she sobbed against his chest again. “Right there, John, and I walked away. I walked away.”

Because she had no other choice. She knew it, and he knew it. Warbucks was too important, the recovery of the missiles too imperative to jeopardize it at this point. The needs of the many versus the needs of the few, and the agony tearing through one small woman.

“I have you, Bailey,” he whispered against her hair as he tightened his hold around her, kissed her tear-drenched cheek and wished he could find a way to ease that pain. “It’s okay, baby. I promise it’s okay. We’ll get him. We’ll make him pay for all of it.”

Because John knew what Bailey didn’t. The unit had been called in not to bring Warbucks to justice, but to gain the proof against him and execute him.

There was too much power contained here, in one place. If Ford Grace was Warbucks, then he had the connections to have any charges against him tampered with. Evidence would come up missing. Witnesses would die. It was that simple. There was no way in hell to preserve the facts of the case and ensure that justice was served.

No, Warbucks would die. It was that simple. At the hands of a member of the unit, whoever was holding the sniper rifle when the meet was arranged. The order had been signed before the unit had ever taken the job. It had come to them because the law enforcement agencies that had tried to capture him were too hampered by rules, regulations, and laws.

“He’s going to pay for this,” John swore again as he rocked her in his arms and felt a slice to his soul each time a sob tore from her chest.

“I hate him,” she cried out, a strangled low sound that the white-noise generator could cover, a grief-ridden, agonized sound that he knew he would never forget. A sound he would ensure Ford paid for.

“He took everything from me,” she charged. “Anna, my parents. You. He took everything, John. All of it, and never flinched. He didn’t care. God help me, he didn’t care.”

Death was too good for Warbucks, but there was no other way to make him pay. No other way to ensure that he didn’t destroy another life.

Brushing her hair back, he kissed her cheek again and simply let her cry. There was no way to fix this, no way to make it better, and if she was going to mend her shattered control, then she would need a chance to hurt first. To grieve.

The game could continue tomorrow. For now, Bailey needed this chance to rail at fate and at the job she had signed up for.

An agent who had truly turned would have to remain loyal to Ford, no matter what he had done. Thus, for now she would have to keep the end goal in mind and ensure that Ford Grace—Warbucks—had the chance to to continue his treasonous activities.

That would come to an end. John made the vow to himself. If he had to pull the trigger himself, Warbucks’s treachery would end. And it would end soon.
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BAILEY OPENED HER EYES as John lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed. He laid her against the cool comfort of the silk sheets and began to draw the blanket over her body, his expression tortured.

She couldn’t sleep. There was no way she could sleep, no way that she could ever drift off fast enough or deep enough to still the agony, the betrayal she had dealt, or her own guilt.

“No.” She pushed the blankets away as he braced one knee on the bed and moved to him instead. “I don’t want to sleep.”

“You need to rest, baby.” His voice was deep, dark. It was as tortured as she felt, but she felt something more as well. The need for a comfort that could only come from his touch. An affirmation that there was indeed something Ford Grace hadn’t been able to kill. He hadn’t killed the man she loved.

No matter the name he took, no matter the shape of his face. This was still Trent. He was still her soul.

Moving to her knees, she gripped the hem of her shirt and pulled it from her body, the cool air of the room striking her nipples, sensitizing them.

So many nights she had lain alone, crying, aching because there had been no justice for those she loved. Because there had been no comfort in the darkness of the night for her own soul.

Her comfort was here now.

She tossed the shirt to the floor, stared into his eyes, and cupped her own breasts, her fingers finding the hard tips of her nipples and pinching them slowly, pulling at them as he suddenly swallowed tightly.

She had never teased him like this. She should have, she realized, because his gray eyes turned almost black as a hard flush mantled his cheekbones.

“Baby,” he breathed out roughly. “This won’t help you rest.”

“I don’t want to rest.” One hand continued to cup a breast as she moved the other down, between her breasts, over her stomach until she pushed her fingers past the elastic band of the loose cotton pants she wore.

She found herself with her fingers. As he watched, his gaze narrowing on the movements beneath the material, she found the dampening folds of her pussy and caressed the sensitive pearl of her clit softly.

“I want you,” she whispered. “All night, John. Take me. Take me until I know nothing but your touch, know nothing but the pleasure you can give me. Don’t leave me alone.”

She slid her fingers from the pants, the tips wet, glistening with her juices, and moved them to touch her lips, to taste herself.

He caught her hand before the tips touched the curves, his breathing suddenly hard as he pulled them to his mouth instead and tasted her, sucked her fingers between his lips and raked the sensitive tips with his tongue.

Bailey moaned. She couldn’t stop the sound, still rough from her tears, rasping with the pain that burned inside her and the hunger rising to scorch her.

“What the hell do you do to me?” he asked as her hands moved to the buttons of his shirt and fought to undo them quickly. When the tiny disks slipped through her fingers, she gripped the edges of his shirt and jerked them apart, sending the buttons flying.

“The same thing you do to me, perhaps?” she panted.

She could forget the world in his arms. She did it every time he touched her. She needed to do it now. She needed the world and the guilt to recede, to evaporate for just a little while.

She watched his jaw clench as his hands moved to the waist of her pants and with a smooth shift of muscle in his shoulders, jerked the material over her hips and to her knees.

His hands weren’t rough, but they were insistent, dominant. This was what she needed. That blazing hunger that burned inside him. She needed all of it, every desire that had filled his imagination as well as hers.

“I used to dream,” she whispered as she stared into his hungry eyes, her hands going to the belt that cinched the waist of his pants. “When I was alone.” When she had thought he was gone. “When it was dark. I would touch myself, and imagine you. You would forget yourself with me. You would touch me like you were never going to touch me again. You took me as though it were the last time you would ever have the chance.”

The belt came loose and she sucked in a hard breath as his hand suddenly cupped between her thighs, covering the swollen, sensitive flesh of her pussy while his upper palm rasped against the engorged bud of her clit.

“What did I do to you?” His voice was dark, dangerously sexy. It whispered of rain-swept nights and fierce passionate storms.

She pulled the clasp of his pants loose, lowered the zipper.

“Your lips went to my nipples,” she breathed out roughly. “You sucked me, hard. Your teeth and tongue rasped them.”

Her head fell back as a cry tore from her throat. His lips moved to a nipple, covered it. He tugged at it with his teeth, lashed it with his tongue, then sucked her in deep as she pushed his pants over his hips, freeing the thick, fierce length of his cock.

She loved him, loved his touch, his kiss, loved the heavy shaft that she knew brought the edge of pleasure and pain so destructive to her senses.

Her fingers tried to wrap around the heavy flesh, but they wouldn’t reach. She contented herself with stroking it, feeling the dampness that coated the wide crest and the fierce throb that pounded through the heavy veins.

Her other hand gripped the hair at the nape of his neck, held him to her breast. She gloried in the heated feast he was making of her flesh.

He wasn’t holding back. So many times she had felt him holding back, taking her gently when he needed to take her harder. Suppressing his own needs for what he thought were hers.

His teeth tugged at her nipple again before releasing it and moving to the other. Bailey whimpered at the incredible sensations that tore through her. It was like strokes of lightning tearing from her nipple to her clit, clenching her womb. The burning sensations overwhelmed her and tore another cry from her lips as her head dipped, her teeth moving to his shoulder to clench at the tight flesh there.

A hard male groan echoed from his chest and he pulled back, one hand clenching at the back of her head, as her lips moved lower, her teeth rasping against his flesh, nipping, taking heated, stinging tastes of his skin while he used his fingers to lead her down his body.

“D’you think you’re the only one who dreamed?” His voice was almost a snarl above her, the lightest flavor of an accent coming through as he shed his pants and knelt fully on the bed before her. “Come on, love, give me what I need. Let me watch you take me, Bailey. Suck my cock, baby.”

She moaned as her lips reached the wide, glistening crest. Her tongue licked over it as she teased him, evading the caress she could feel he sought.

He wanted in her mouth. She wanted him there. But she wasn’t about to give in to him so easily. Bent before him, she braced one hand on the mattress and raked down his thigh with the nails of the other.

She felt him shudder and felt the juices flowing from her sex at the knowledge that she could affect him like this. That he needed her as much as she needed him.

She had never felt him like this, never felt that hunger clawing so close to the surface of his lust before. It was there in the tight tension of his body, the steady pressure of his hand at her hair, holding her in place as his cock nudged insistently at her lips.

She licked over the demanding crest again, blew a rough breath of air over it, and tempted him to take more, to demand more from her.

“Little tease,” he growled.

Holding her head still, he pressed his cock more firmly against her lips, parting them, pressing inside as she felt flames lance over her nerve endings.

She could feel his fingers tight in her hair, tugging at the tender roots just enough to send fresh flares of ecstatic sensation tearing through her.

“Suck me,” he demanded roughly. “Suck my cock, baby. Hot and deep.” The last was a harsh, heavy groan as her lips parted and sucked him inside, hot and deep.

Her mouth closed around the thick flesh as she felt it throb against her lips. The thick shaft clenched beneath the caress of her fingers, and his body tightened until she wondered how he could bear the strain.

Hot, electric lust flared between them, burning Bailey with its intensity as John began to move in short, shallow strokes, fucking her lips with an almost desperate hunger.

This was what she had dreamed of as she’d touched herself through the years. Her lover, the man she loved, giving her those parts of himself that he had always held back.

John wasn’t holding back now. Both hands were in her hair, pinning her in place as he took her mouth with slow, shallow thrusts that had moans rising in her throat.

Her tongue worked over the head of his cock with each thrust, rasping against the sensitive underside and drawing a hard, deep growl from the depths of his chest.

The taste of him was heated male, rich with lust and a burgeoning hunger that throbbed through the heavy shaft. His fingers pulled at her hair, his short nails flexing against her scalp as she filled her mouth with him.

She wanted more. So much more. She wanted the hunger burning like a conflagration between them, destroying them before they were both reborn.

“Damn you.” His voice was rougher now, his strokes inside her mouth gaining in speed as his flesh seemed to swell and tighten, the hard throb of blood increasing in pressure.

It was already like a heated iron beneath her lips, so hard and hot she felt bruised even as her arousal grew.

She worked her mouth over the throbbing crest, sucked at it, deep and firm, loving the feel of his cock pulsing in her mouth, the knowledge that he was fighting release, that his body was straining to hold back.

He was close. So very close. She could almost feel the deep, heavy pulse of his semen working up the shaft when he suddenly drew back, drawing the prize from her just seconds before it was in her grasp.

Within seconds she found herself on her back, the pants torn from her legs, and John’s lips between her thighs. Her legs fell open, spreading wide as he pushed them apart with his hands, his head lowering.

His tongue swiped through the wet folds, pausing at the entrance to ream it hungrily before licking up, circling her clit, then drawing it into his mouth.

Hard, brutally hot strikes of sensation tore through her, arching her hips to him as she felt the first one, then two fingers slip inside the clenched entrance of her pussy.

She drove herself onto the penetration, gasping, crying out as she felt the stretching pressure fill the sensitive portal. The feel of his fingers inside her, the suckling pressure of his mouth, and the sound of his heavy moans were too much to bear.

Bailey could feel the waves of sensation centering in her womb, radiating outward through the rest of her body. Flames were licking over her body, sizzling across her flesh, and slickening her skin with a heavy layer of perspiration.

She could feel her juices building, gathering, easing between his fingers and saturating her flesh as he thrust them into her, sending her senses reeling.

She was lost in a kaleidoscope of pleasure, of sensations that struck hard and fast, never ending, racing through her body and her bloodstream with a force and speed that left her breathless.

His suckling mouth was a demon as it held her clit captive, his tongue a fiery force of rapture as it stroked, caressed, and lashed against the sensitive bud.

Bailey swore she couldn’t survive another second of it, but her hands were locked in his hair, holding him to her as she begged for more.

She had never known pleasure like this except in John’s arms. And never had he let himself go like this. Never had he ravaged her senses as he was tonight, drawing her into a world in which only pleasure and the two of them existed.

“So good,” she moaned, arching closer to his suckling mouth. “Oh God, John. It’s so good. So hot.”

She writhed beneath his mouth, so close to orgasm that she could feel it aching to explode through her system. So close, and yet he held her on the edge, refusing to allow her to slip over just yet.

His fingers worked deeper inside her, thrusting into the snug entrance as she arched her hips, rotated them, a strangled scream escaping her throat as the sensation evaded her once again.

“Please,” she panted, unable to stand the intensity of pleasure, dying for a release that stayed just out of reach. “Please, John.”

His answer was a dark, low growl as he released the pressure on her clit to kiss it instead. Deep, sharp little kisses that had her moaning in need as she arched closer, fighting to find that peak.

“Not yet, baby.” His fingers slid from the aching depths of her pussy as he gripped her thighs before pulling himself up along her body.

“Now.” Her hands fell to his shoulders, gripping them as she tried to push him back down her body.

“Not yet. Together. We’ll come together, Bailey, or we’ll not come at all.”

He hooked his hands beneath her knees, lifted them, bracing them against his biceps as his hips moved into place, his cock pressing against the snug entrance that wept for him.

Bailey froze, her gaze locking with John’s as his head lowered farther, his lips grazing hers, stroking against them as he began to work his cock inside her.

It was exquisite. It was a pleasure unlike anything else she could have imagined. It was a pleasure unlike any other he had ever given her.

Holding her gaze, his lips taking sipping kisses, sharp little tastes of hers, he worked the heavy, engorged head of his cock inside her. He stretched her, filled her until the sharp bite of pleasure was like a fiery central ache. It radiated through her body, struck at her clit, her nipples, tightened them until they felt too sensitive, too swollen to bear.

“God, you’re sweet, love,” he groaned as the head of his erection lodged inside her. “So sweet and tight. You burn me alive.”

But the flames were tearing through her.

Her arms tightened around his neck as she tried to breathe, tried to control at least a small measure of the heated, desperate pulses of need that racked her body.

“Stop teasing me,” she cried out as he pulled back before working his cock deeper inside her. “Please, John. Now. I need you now.”

“Sweet Bailey.” The sigh of his voice rippled across her lips as he lifted his hands and pulled her arms from him. Clasping her wrists in one hand, he pulled them over her head, holding them there as his hips bunched.

She could feel the need striking through her with violent intensity now. It was throbbing deep inside her, her clit was a swollen mass of nerve endings, her womb convulsing with the need for release.

Bailey was shaking, shuddering with the need that she couldn’t control. Her legs tightened around his hips as a strangled scream tore from her throat. Then her cry echoed around her as he tightened and thrust inside her, deep and hard.

Her back arched. Pleasure streaked up her spine, wrapped around her skull, and sizzled through her nerve endings. Brilliant pinpoints of light dazzled her senses and left her burning in the middle of a maelstrom that she had no hope of controlling.

“Fuck me, you’re tight.” John’s strangled groan sent another rush of sensation tearing through her. Pleasure upon pleasure. She wasn’t going to survive this, even though she had begged him to give it to her.

She arched to him, moaning as he slid back again until only the engorged head remained lodged inside her. A second later another fierce, deep throat lodged him to the hilt again, stretching her open and revealing nerve endings that flamed with the heated stroke.

“I can’t stand it.” Her head tossed against the bed, her legs tightening around his hips as the fiery whirls of sensation centered in her pussy and at her clit.

“Just a bit longer, baby,” he groaned. “Hold on to me just a bit longer. God, there’s nothing like fucking you. Like being so deep inside you I can feel your heartbeat.”

She could feel his heartbeat. It throbbed against the sensitive tissue of her pussy, vibrated into her clit, and had her senses spinning.

Perspiration gleamed on his face, a rivulet of moisture easing down his forehead and dampening his thick lashes. He looked like a sex god rising over her, impaling her with paradise.

Looking down between their bodies, she watched as he drew back, his heavy flesh glistening with her juices, parting her, then surging inside her again until not even a breath could pass between them.

It was the most erotic sight of her life. He moved slow and easy, thrusting inside her with deep, slow strokes, letting her watch him take her. Watch her flesh part and hug the silky wet column of his cock as he took her.

“I want to hold you here forever,” she sobbed, unable to tear her eyes from the sight. “I don’t want to lose this, John. I never want to lose this.”

She wanted to stay right here, stuck in a time warp, watching his flesh merge with hers, his heavy erection impaling her, releasing her, stretching her again.

Releasing his hips from the vise of her legs, she planted her feet in the bed, tilted her hips, and took him deeper, dragging a hard, heated moan from his lips.

“Sweet baby,” he rasped. “God help me, Bailey, I’d die without you now.”

The Australian accent, faint but there, had her convulsing around him, nearly orgasming from the sound alone, from the sense of the past rising up to swamp her, to merge with her present.

This was how she had dreamed. Just like this. Of the pleasure, each stroke slow and easy, the need spiraling inside the both of them until they could contain it no more.

Until they had to act. Until they couldn’t bear it another second.

His thrusts became heavier, harder. He gripped her thighs, pushing them back as he braced himself with his knees and began to thrust inside her. To shaft into her with hot, long strokes over his cock.

His hips surged against her, over and over, impaling her with a pleasure that burned hotter and bright with each stroke.

She cried out his name. Her neck arched, her legs tightening as she felt the breath rush from her lungs and sensation imploding inside her.

His pelvis stroked her clit, sending a surge of electric intensity swarming through it until it erupted in ecstasy at the same moment that her pussy began to convulse in orgasm.

Above her, his heavy groans signaled his own release. A second later, deep, blistering pulses of warmth attacked her vagina and threw her higher, deeper.

She was flying through time and space, jerked out of reality and thrown into rapture. Stars exploded behind her closed lashes, violent pleasure streaked across her nerve endings, and his name was a wail of such utter completion that she wondered if she would ever survive without it again.

Collapsing against her, John released her legs, his body coming over hers as he caught his weight on his knees and elbows, his head burying at her neck.

She could hear him whispering something, his voice a hard thick growl filled with that forbidden accent. The man who had been dead lived in her arms for that moment. He held her, his cock pulsed inside her, his lips pressed to her neck as his fingers buried themselves in her hair.

Exhaustion swamped her as she felt the last fragile waves of pleasure ebbing through her. The shudders that racked her body eased, the blinding hunger was sated for the moment, and the world around her had disappeared.

Locked close to his body she felt a sense of peace slowly easing through her, the guilt easing away.

What she had been forced to do hadn’t been easy. She had lost friends, she had lost her last ties to the past. But in doing it, she was ensuring the future for more than just the friends she loved. She was ensuring her own future, the future of perhaps thousands.

John had done that for her. With just his touch, his possession. He had taken her past the world where nothing had made sense, given her a pleasure so overwhelming that it had made her realize exactly why it was so important.

It was just there. As the peace slid around her, sleep overtook her and that knowledge became cemented inside her. Wagner and Jules would survive, because she was doing what she had to do. She hadn’t been able to save Anna and Mathilda. She hadn’t been able to save her parents. But she could save Wagner. She could ensure that Warbucks never forced John to “die” again. The past she remembered might be cracked a little, but those she had so loved as a child would survive.

That survival was what mattered.

Sleep slid through her. Weariness sucked her under until her breathing eased and blessed numbness overcame her. There were no dreams. There were no monsters chasing her.

There was just this. Comfort. Warmth.

John.
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JOHN SLID SLOWLY FROM the heated grip of his lover’s body and stared down at her, loving her so damned much he felt as though it were ripping his soul from his body.

Shaking his head at the surge of emotion, he dragged his weary body from the bed and moved to the bathroom. Wetting a soft washrag in warm water, he grabbed a towel and returned to the bed. There he washed her gently, drying the dampness from her flesh before she could become cold.

Easing the rag between her legs, he wiped his seed from her thighs, from the swollen folds of her pussy, and then dried them gently before lifting her against the pillows and pulling the blankets over her.

Other than a moaning little protest as he moved her, he didn’t disturb her. She slept deeply, heavily, exhaustion finally sucking her into a dreamless void where she could hopefully find a bit of peace.

Back in the bathroom, he washed himself before drying, turning out the lights, and returning to the bed.

Lying on his back, he stared up at the darkened ceiling and considered what she had been forced to do. No one, especially a woman with Bailey’s capacity for love, should have to face what she had faced tonight.

To turn her back on the proof she had waited for over so many years—proof against the man who’d had her friends and parents killed—had nearly destroyed her. He had seen it in her eyes, in her face. He had felt it as she had shuddered in his arms and fought to hold back the hysteria that had torn through her.

Then she had to maintain that act in the face of Myron Falks and Raymond Greer’s quiet interrogation. It was more than most women could have borne, even one as well trained as Bailey had been as an agent.

She had done it. She had held back that rage to do what had to be done.

Her strength amazed him.

He felt her move, her body shifting, seeking his warmth as she rolled against him. Opening his arms to her, he pulled her into his embrace, wrapped her in his hold, and let his own eyes drift closed.

Yes, Jordan was going to be pissed, because there wasn’t a chance in hell John was letting this woman go. Only death, a true death, could tear them apart now, because he would be damned if he would ever walk away from her.

She was his mate. His soul. A man didn’t walk away from his soul and survive.

“I love you, Bailey,” he whispered, allowing his true self to slip free.

A little hum of pleasure vibrated against his chest. Even in sleep she heard him. Felt him. Knew he was there to watch over her. He would make damned certain he was always there to watch over her from now on.

The unit be damned. He wasn’t losing her again.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 18

 

 

 

NOTHING HAD EVER BEEN harder for Bailey than putting on a good face and accepting the horrific decision she’d been forced to make with Wagner.

To hear that he had packed up and returned to his own home was a welcome bit of information for her. She didn’t know if she could have borne facing him each day with the knowledge between them that she had betrayed not just Anna, but also her own parents.

Two days after Wagner had left the Greer cabin, Bailey stepped from the bathroom, dressed for another boring day of socializing. She couldn’t believe there was actually another virtual fashion show planned for that afternoon. Of course, today it was evening dresses, she assured herself mockingly.

“How one woman can make a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt look fashionable, I haven’t decided yet.” John was leaning against the heavy post at the end of the bed, buttoning his shirt while regarding her with an amused smile.

“It’s a talent.” She adjusted the hem of her olive-green FORGET THE DOG, IT’S THE WOMAN YOU NEED TO WATCH T-shirt over the band of her matching sweatpants.

Pulling a pair of socks from the dresser, she sat in the chair next to it and pulled on the dark green socks that matched her sweats and T-shirt. She pulled white sneakers from beneath the chair and laced them up before standing and pulling her hair into a low ponytail.

“I saw several of the other women downstairs earlier,” he mentioned. “It seems silk slacks and blouses are the ‘in’ thing today.”

She paused and stared back at him through the mirror. “Are you counseling me on my clothing choices, John?” She arched a brow and stared back at him haughtily. “Do I really come across as a silk-on-silk girl to you?”

“If the situation warrants it,” he murmured.

“And you think the situation warrants it?” she queried a bit sarcastically.

He paused, his lips pursing as he stared back at her. A grin tilted the luscious curves of his lips. “Perhaps not.”

“Good man.” She nodded decisively as she gave her appearance one last check to ensure it conveyed the proper amount of disrespect toward the day’s events.

He shook his head, finished tucking his shirt into his silk pants and adjusting his belt. He wore his cell phone in a case at his hip, a backup weapon in a holster at his ankle.

Moving to the walk-in closet, Bailey pulled a sheathed knife from under a stack of sweaters, pulled up the loose leg of her sweats, and secured it to her leg.

That was the best she could do. There was no way she could get away with carrying a gun herself. She and John had agreed on that. To create the impression they were looking for, they had to show that she relied on John for the muscle, and the guns. Ladies didn’t carry a gun in polite society, she mocked to herself.

As she stepped back into the room, a firm knock sounded at the door.

John stiffened as the door to the connecting room opened and Travis Caine suddenly entered. When the hell had he arrived?

John waved him back. Travis stepped back into the other room, almost closing the door as John moved to the exit to answer the knock.

“Raymond.” He stepped back as Bailey steeled herself to face the other man.

“John, I hope you’re doing well this morning.” Raymond’s smile was quick as he held out his hand.

“Excellent, Raymond.” John nodded as they shook hands.

Bailey felt like rolling her eyes. Just what she needed, pleasantries from a killer.

“Bailey, you’re looking refreshingly casual today.” Raymond of course looked down his nose at her.

Bailey smiled brightly. “I thought so.”

Raymond shook his head at her, his lips appearing to almost twitch. “You don’t conform well, do you, my dear?”

“Is conformity required?” she asked as she moved beside John. His arm instantly wrapped around her waist as he pulled her to him. “I was unaware of that.”

He shook his head. “Not at all. There are times it’s actually a bit refreshing, as I stated.” He turned back to John. “If I could have a moment of your time after you’ve had breakfast, I’d like to discuss some business with you.”

“Of course,” John agreed with no haste or apparent excitement. “It might be an hour or two after breakfast, though. As you know, my bodyguard returned last night and I need to discuss a few issues with him before the day begins.”

Raymond nodded. “You have my cell phone number. Call me whenever you’re ready.” He turned and moved back into the hallway as John closed the door behind him.

Locking it, he moved back to the dresser and flipped the white-noise generator back on. The connecting door opened more fully and the tall, well-dressed form of Travis Caine moved into the room.

Who was he? Bailey stared at him intently. There was something about the tilt of his head, the shape of his eyes, and the way he held his shoulders that was disturbingly familiar.

“You heard?” John asked him.

Travis nodded, his face expressionless. “The other security personnel are on call as well. I was in the kitchen this morning and several of them were there. Myron Falks has pulled in two men, supposedly for Waterstone. Greer’s bodyguard is in attendance, as are at least one bodyguard for Menton-Squire, Claymore, and Grace.”

“Any reason why they were called in?” John asked. “I have to admit I was surprised when Greer suggested I might want to call my own in.”

John moved to the coffee service that had been delivered by a housemaid earlier and poured himself a cup.

“There was something said about a hunting trip in a few days’ time,” Travis revealed. “Evidently, these men don’t all trust one another as much as they let on. There’s nothing in the report we were given that mentions this hunt.”

“It’s a yearly thing,” Bailey told them. “Father and his bodyguard used to go every year. But it was usually the last day of the house party. This is the first time I can remember that it’s been scheduled so soon.”

“Then we wait for the surprise.” John shrugged as he turned to Bailey. “Wear your backup weapon rather than the knife.”

Bailey shook her head. “Not here. If Raymond or Myron glimpses a backup on me, he’s going to slip back into a mode of distrust. I’m letting you handle the ‘man’ business,” she sneered. “I’m keeping to the role they want me in for the time being. It’s the only way we’re going to get what we want here.”

John grimaced. She could tell he didn’t like it. She didn’t think much of the unwritten rules herself. This was how it was, though. Several of the women in the group downstairs were very astute businesswomen, but they pushed back their intelligence while attending this party and pretended they were nothing more than clothes-buying, charity-organizing little socialites.

It was almost like the Middle Ages. The antiquated rules were enough to piss off any independent-minded woman. Not that it had ever done her any good here.

“The two of you do what you have to do.” She waved her hand back at them. “My turn will come soon enough.” She narrowed her eyes back at John. “You’re in charge of negotiations, that they’re aware. But they’re aware we’re partners. Correct?”

His lips twitched, though she glimpsed the approval and respect in his gaze. “They’re well aware of that, sweetheart.”

She nodded before another thought crossed her mind. “Have our friends managed to track down our Colombian visitor?” she asked him.

She knew Alberto Rodriquez a little too well. He wouldn’t be in Aspen if he wasn’t there for her. He detested cold weather. But even worse, he was hiding, which meant he had a plan in place.

“Nothing yet.” John’s jaw clenched with what she knew was an edge of frustration. “I have several friends on it, but he’s buried deep.”

“That’s not a good thing,” she told him, voicing her earlier concern.

“Stay close to the house,” John ordered her. “If you need to go out, contact Travis. He’ll go with you.”

She restrained a smile at the arrogant command. Sometimes John forgot that she did indeed know how to take care of herself. It was that male–female thing, she thought. He couldn’t help the need to protect her, the feeling that protecting her was his responsibility.

“Yes, boss.” She saluted him with a flippant smile to ease the tension in the room.

He frowned at her as Travis sipped at his coffee and watched them closely. Too closely.

“We should go to breakfast,” she decided rather than continuing the conversation. “Raymond gets testy when he has to wait.”

She noticed the look that passed between John and Travis and made a mental note to pursue the subject with John later. He had been acting a bit distant whenever Raymond’s name had come up, as though he knew something he wasn’t yet telling her.

Not that she didn’t doubt he would tell her. The past days had been busy, filled with not just the emotional trauma she was still dealing with in regard to the information against Ford that she had destroyed, but also the meetings Raymond and Myron had been having with both John and Jerric.

As they moved downstairs and went into the dining room for the buffet breakfast that had been set up, Bailey was struck by the fact that two main players up for the brokerage contract happened to both be agents of the mysterious unit.

Both men had “died” and taken other identities, not just once but likely several times. They were both searching for Warbucks, working together, and they had both managed to fool both Myron Falks as well as Raymond Greer?

She glanced at John as he ate, his attention supposedly on his food and on her, when in fact he was keeping close tabs on everyone in the room.

It didn’t make sense that Jerric Abbas and John had made the final cut with Warbucks, did it?

Both identities were very well established, she had to admit. Both men had the right build, the right information, the right impersonation. But still, there was something that suddenly struck her as off. It was something she was going to have to get to the bottom of before too much longer.

She hated going into anything blind, and suddenly she had the idea that there was a part of this mission that she was definitely blinded in.

After breakfast was cleared away by the servants and the groups of men and women began to form and drift away from the dining room, Bailey watched as John met with Travis and moved to the back of the house. No doubt to the library, where it seemed women were not allowed when the door was closed.

She noticed John casting her several long, concerned looks before he moved off for his meeting. Was she too quiet to suit him? She narrowed her eyes on his disappearing back as a sudden suspicion began to form in her mind.

He had an asset within Warbucks’s ranks, she could feel it. But who was it? It couldn’t be anyone low-level. Did Warbucks even have low-level associates? He was paranoid where his identity was concerned. Bailey suspected that even Raymond might not know his true identity.

She did suspect that Myron did. From Warbucks’s first appearance fifteen years before, Myron had been there. At first he was a cautious presence overseeing several sales under an alias, acting as broker himself until the deals became too hot for him to risk exposure himself.

It was about eight years before that Warbucks had begun using brokers. The first few hadn’t worked out so well. Money had been lost; the deals hadn’t been the best he could have gotten for the items up for auction.

The emergence of Warbucks as an international procurer of classified information had been a slow one. His reputation had grown in degrees, but always Warbucks had been very careful to keep his identity, or any suspicion of his identity, a secret.

He placed others in the path, disposables. People he had a grudge against, or lives he simply wanted to play with.

Shaking her head at the certainty now that John was hiding something from her, Bailey moved through the house, careful to avoid any of the groups and headed to the evergreen maze and gardens in the back.

It was the most peaceful part of the property. It was the one area where she actually had good memories from her childhood. She had never liked the house, but she had always loved the garden grottoes hidden within the huge maze of evergreen abundance. The heated fountains, hidden shelters, and vine-covered, heated hideaways had always tempted her to linger and lounge. To hide.

Today the spot tempted her to think. Her emotions had been in such turmoil; the decisions she’d had to make, the delicate balance she’d had to achieve had kept her mind fractured. Her ability to assimilate a mission had been affected in noticeable ways.

In dangerous ways.

Making her way through the maze, she found the small hidden areas she had loved as a child, and marveled at the fact that they seemed so much smaller now. So much colder.

The gas fires still burned, the shelters were still shadowed and tempting, but the place didn’t hold the appeal it once had. Or perhaps she had grown past it. The lessons she had learned at the hands of the men and women who now attended this party hadn’t always been pleasant ones. But she had realized as she’d grown older that they were lessons she had needed to know and understand if she was going to stay and survive within it.

Staying wasn’t something she had ever intended on doing, though.

Making her way deeper through the maze, she smiled at the memory of the paths she had taken as a child. She remembered her way through it, her way out of it.

And getting out of it was suddenly imperative.

She came to a slow stop and watched as the shadow materialized from the last, hidden shelter in the maze. He wasn’t tall, perhaps an inch taller than she was. He was burlier, darker. Thick black hair fell in slick waves to his neck as dark, cold eyes stared back at her in satisfaction.

“Alberto Rodriquez,” she said quietly. “Now, how did you get on the estate?”

Raymond Greer had excellent security. Alberto couldn’t have slipped onto the property; he had to have had help.

White teeth flashed in an icy, cruel smile as thin lips curved upward.

“You have made enemies, my dear,” he said quietly. “Let us see now, what name did you use in Colombia? Maria Estova, yes? Ahh, who could have known that our dear faithless Maria was in truth one of America’s richest heiresses. I must say, I was rather shocked.”

She just bet he was.

“So how much would it cost me to convince you to turn around and make your way back to Colombia?” she asked, though she was rather certain no amount of money was going to accomplish that.

“I do not know,” he mused. “What price do you place on a brother’s life?”

His brother, Carlos. Carlos wasn’t nearly as intelligent as Alberto, but he had been more bloodthirsty, less cold, just as merciless. If possible. And she had a feeling Alberto wasn’t willing to accept any price for the part she had played in his brother’s death.

“Carlos made his choice, Alberto,” she stated as she stepped back. “You know that as well as I do.”

Carlos had made the decision to fight the night she and her team had swarmed through the drug-processing warehouse Carlos had set up. It had been his decision to fight rather than be arrested. It wasn’t as though he wouldn’t have been released just as quickly as he was arrested. He just would have lost millions of dollars in cocaine and heroin.

“Carlos trusted you.” Alberta smiled at that. It wasn’t a smile of amusement. “You were his good friend, were you not, Maria?” He gave a mocking grimace. “Ah, Bailey. Not Maria.”

“Bailey,” she agreed, wondering how quickly she could get to the knife beneath the leg of her sweats and if she could reach hers before he reached his.

“You know you’re not going to get away with killing me,” she informed him calmly. “This isn’t Colombia, Alberto, and I’m not one of the innocent young women you and your men kidnap off the streets. Others know you’re in the area. You’ll be hunted down.”

He laughed at that. “Ah you have the same naive belief in your people here as you had in your men in Colombia,” he accused snidely. “Would you be surprised to know that one of your good friends here sold you, my dear? That I was searched out, paid to come here and eliminate you. They had no idea I would so gladly do it for free.”

Warbucks. Now what had she done to piss him off? Or was this one of the infamous tests that his employees were forced to endure? He liked games. He enjoyed playing with both employees and enemies. There was no difference in his eyes, it seemed.

“Really?” She didn’t have to pretend curiosity, but she was having to fake the calm. “And who would that be?”

He chuckled at the question. “You would like to know badly, yes?”

“Badly would describe it.” She stepped back farther. If she could get ahead of him, take the right turn, then she might have a chance of losing him in the maze.

“You know, I have been studying this maze for several days,” he stated with a smile. “I know it well by now. As well, I would say, as do you.”

Okay, nix that idea. Evidently someone hadn’t just hired him, but had also gone out of their way to prepare him.

“Well, since you intend to kill me anyway, you could be nice enough to just let me know who hired you,” she suggested reasonably. “Consider it a last request.”

“But I was never one to provide last requests.” He sighed. “It tends to allow the soul to rest in peace. Do you imagine I would wish your soul to rest in peace, Ms. Serborne?”

She arched a brow. “Well, I could haunt you rather than drifting around miserably,” she promised chillingly. “How would that feel, Alberto? To have my ghost fucking with your daily life?”

He laughed at that. Okay, so he wasn’t spiritual. Surprise there.

Reaching behind his back, he withdrew what he was well known for. A long, wicked-looking knife that gleamed in the cold sunlight as she bent and removed the small knife she had strapped to her leg.

Damn, she should have listened to John and carried the gun.

His smile was bright, a bit amused, and filled with triumph as he twirled the knife beneath the thin, weak rays of the sun.

“You were not as proficient with the knife as you were with other weapons,” he reminded her. “Poor Ms. Serborne. Looks like today is the last day you breathe. I hope you have enjoyed the time you have spent upon this earth.”

“Well, I was starting to,” she sighed. “I hope you enjoy what John Vincent is going to do to you when he catches up with you.”

He did pause at that. He was a criminal, of course he knew who John Vincent was. Even more, he was an international drug-dealing, arms-buying and -selling bastard. There was no way he couldn’t know who John Vincent was.

“I had heard perhaps you were sharing his bed,” he said with a nod. “It is too bad. But Vincent, he is a businessman, yes? He will not risk his business to come after one lowly Colombian drug dealer. You will be forgotten, just as I’m certain his past lovers have been forgotten.”

“Wouldn’t bet on that.” She stepped back again.

She was going to try to run for it. He knew it, and she knew it. She wasn’t going to make this easy for him. She wasn’t nearly as experienced with a knife as he was, and he had a lot more muscle on his frame when it came to a fight.

Bailey dug her feet into the thick snow beneath her, turned, and took off. If she could get far enough ahead of him, she might have a chance.

She heard his laughter behind her and knew she had given him exactly what he wanted. Alberto loved the hunt as well as the fight.

She tore around the first turn, raced down the connecting corridor, and felt perspiration begin to run down her back as she looked back to see how close he was.

He was too damned close. So close that it was apparent he was only playing with her. Pushing her legs harder as she gripped the knife with her other hand, she raced around the next turn, then dug her feet harder, shot past the next turn, and struggled to maintain her speed as she went through a short corridor before turning again.

She gained a little distance. He was having to work to catch her now, but she couldn’t keep this up for long. There was no way she could actually race through the maze and make it back to the house with him this close on her ass.

If he caught her, there was no way she could hold out for long in a knife fight. She was, quite simply fucked. And praying.

 

“BAILEY SEEMS RATHER CALM about allowing you to handle the negotiation phase of our little endeavor,” Myron commented as he handed John a drink and took a seat next to the warmth of the fireplace in the library.

Sipping at his drink, John lifted his brows as though in surprise.

“Negotiations are my strong suit,” he informed the other man. “Bailey’s coordinating possible transport and drop areas as well as monitoring underground chatter concerning new sales up for bid. Talk in this business can be deadly,” John reminded him.

Myron nodded slowly. “As I understand it, she was quite adept at coordinating the missions she was placed on. She was a good agent.”

John waited silently, sipped his drink, and wondered where the other man was going with this. Raymond was silent, watching the exchange in interest rather than participating in it.

“Bailey proves to be exceptional in any endeavor she undertakes,” John assured the other man.

“She’s been quite helpful as well,” Myron stated. “She’s covered for us in several operations that could have been endangered. Without knowing who Warbucks truly was.”

John simply stared back at him now.

Myron’s lips twitched in amusement. “I’m quite certain she knows that my alias is Mark Fulton. I wasn’t as careful as I should have been in the early days of this venture, as Warbucks has pointed out quite strongly several times. I’ve been aware that she knew who I was for several years now.”

“Where is this leading?” John asked him calmly. “Bailey really doesn’t give a damn who you are. Her concern was in protecting this little society she loves so dearly, not any one man.”

“And that is commendable. Very commendable.” Myron nodded as he glanced at Raymond. Raymond gave a small nod.

As Myron’s lips parted to say more, there was a heavy, imperious pounding on the door. Turning to the panel with a glare, Myron stalked to the door and swung it open as John and Raymond came to their feet.

Jerric pushed past Myron, his icy gaze finding John.

“Bailey’s in the garden under attack. West end of the maze in corridor seven-twelve,” he stated. “Catalina saw everything from our window.”

John didn’t wait for permission. Fear pumped hard and fast through his system as he moved quickly from the room and motioned Travis to follow him. They were running down the stairs and tearing through the empty ballroom to the French doors within seconds.

Bailey was being attacked. Only one person would dare to attack her here, only one man was insane enough to believe that he could get away with it.

Alberto Rodriquez.

 

“JERRIC.” MYRON’S VOICE was a smooth, silky drawl as Jerric—aka Micah Sloane—turned to head back out of the room. “You interrupted a very important meeting.”

Jerric kept his expression cool, composed. His gaze didn’t even flicker at the carefully voiced warning.

“Why would you do such a thing? I would think you would consider Bailey’s death advantageous to your gaining the contract that is about to come up.”

Yeah, having the last member of his family exterminated would be as advantageous as taking a hole in his head.

“I owe him.” Jerric stuck to the cover they had developed over the years. Friendly enemies. There were a lot of those in this business. “This repays the debt.”

“And that debt would be?” Myron asked carefully.

“The explosion in Afghanistan designed to kill myself and Catalina,” he stated. “John warned me of the hit.” His lips quirked mockingly. “I’m standing here today because of him.”

Myron’s brows lifted in apparent surprise. “Interesting. The man is said to have unusual morals where this business is concerned.”

Jerric nodded abruptly but remained silent. To say more would only raise suspicion in Myron and do more harm than good in the acquisition of the contract John was after. His silence implied an unwillingness to make John appear the stronger broker of the two of them, though. That knowledge should be clear-cut. John had been set up as the stronger of the two brokers, just as the real John Vincent had worked strenuously to cement his own reputation.

“You trust him then?” he asked Jerric.

“With a deal.” Jerric nodded abruptly. “I wouldn’t cross him, though. It could be deadly. And letting his woman die would definitely be considered crossing him.” He paused as though waiting on them to speak. As though he were curious about the meeting that had been in progress until his interruption.

“Thank you for that clarification.” Myron nodded, glancing at the door in a silent signal that the other man could leave.

Jerric nodded abruptly before turning on his heel. The door closed quietly behind him.

 

MYRON TURNED TO RAYMOND, watching as the other man retook his seat and stared back at Myron coolly.

“Are we going to check out this attack?” Myron asked him.

“Of course we are.” Raymond lifted the remote on the side table, pressing a programming button as he pointed it toward the quiet noise of the television in the corner.

Instantly surveillance cameras flipped into view. Another button and the large screen was suddenly filled with a battle of knives between Bailey and a heavyset Colombian.

“Rodriquez,” Myron murmured as he watched the struggle. He frowned then. “How did he get on the property?”

“I was rather curious about this myself,” Raymond stated. “Did you sell out her identity?”

That was a strict no-no. Myron glanced at him in surprise. “Warbucks would kill me,” he murmured. “He’s been very particular about keeping her alive.”

“Considering he killed her parents, that’s rather a surprise.” Raymond glanced at the screen in boredom.

Yes, it was a surprise, Myron agreed silently. But Warbucks still had a bit of conditioning to acquire, as well as a bit of self-preservation. Bailey Serborne should have been killed years ago despite the financial toll that her death would have exacted. So her fortune went to charities rather than the four men who oversaw her business concerns? It wasn’t as though Warbucks needed the damned money.

Was it guilt? Myron wondered. No, Warbucks didn’t know guilt. It could be no more than greed, pure and simple.

But that greed was one of the reasons Myron enjoyed his job so much. Because he was greedy, too, and he received his cut in a timely, safe manner.

He took his chair to watch the fight as it played out. It would be interesting to see if John could reach her in time. Even more interesting would be learning exactly who betrayed her. Unfortunately, he might have a pretty good idea there—and it would be so simple to use it.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 19

 

 

 

SHE WASN’T GOING TO MAKE it.

Bailey felt the slice of Alberto’s knife across her upper arm, the fire-and-ice pain lancing through her body as she felt the blood gush from the wound.

Jumping back, she stumbled, slid on the slick layer of snow underneath as she felt Alberto’s foot land heavily on her rear, throwing her face-first on the ground.

Rolling, she tightened her grip on the knife and barely evaded a foot to her abdomen. Another quick succession of rolls gave her just enough room, just enough time to jump quickly to her feet and sprint out of the way of the knife heading for her stomach.

She was running out of energy. Even the adrenaline pumping through her veins wasn’t pouring enough strength into her smaller body to fight off the much bulkier, more muscular Alberto.

Panting for air as she held her knife ready, her body braced as he faced her across only a few feet of distance.

“Playing with you is fun.” He grinned. “Arousing.” His free hand dropped to his crotch, and he gripped it firmly. “Maybe I make you bleed some more, then fuck you as you bleed out.”

The idea was clearly an exciting one for him.

“Don’t make me puke on top of everything else, Al,” she sneered. “We both know you can’t handle the sight of it. You have a weak stomach.”

He shrugged, smiling again as he waved his knife in her direction.

“You, gringa, have been a worthy adversary,” he praised as he circled her like a hungry coyote. “The hunt has been a good one. Yes?”

“You cheated,” she told him, breathing hard, trying to find the energy that she knew she was going to need for the next attack he made.

“Cheated?” He glowered back at her in outrage. “How did I cheat? I found you. I gave you the chance to fight. You have failed.”

“You were hired to come after me, remember?” she mocked him. “You didn’t find me on your own, Alberto.”

“Eh, a minor thing.” He rotated his wrist, twirling the knife in her direction again. “Very minor. I will count it a victory anyway.”

That was just her luck.

She watched him closely, knowing he would rush her any second and when he did, he would likely kill her.

Where the hell was security? She knew there were monitors placed throughout the maze to allow Raymond’s security team to keep an eye on it during the house parties. The richest men in the world congregated here for two weeks of the year. They couldn’t afford a crack like this in their surveillance.

“When I kill you, I will send a prayer up to Carlos,” he told her. “He will smile down at me.”

“Smile up at you, you mean.” She smiled herself, a tight curve of her lips that mocked his statement. “I rather doubt Carlos made it into heaven, Alberto. He’s burning in hell and waiting on you.”

Could have been the wrong thing to say.

She managed to jump from the first thrust of the knife, the blade barely missing her abdomen before he came back with another parry.

Bailey managed to grip his wrist and moved to break it. Unfortunately the fingers that wrapped in the long strands of her hair clenched and jerked, hauling her back as she maintained her hold on his wrist.

“You bastard!” she screamed furiously, kicking back, her foot connecting with his knee and nearly throwing him off balance.

His hand loosened in her hair for just a second. Just long enough for her to jerk her head back and away from him as she fought his wrist, struggling to keep the knife out of harm’s way. As well as her throat. She made a mental note to ensure that if he actually managed to kill her, she would haunt him until he took that knife to his own throat. The bastard.

“Little bitch,” he snarled as she managed to ram her fist into his nose. “Cunt. Whore.”

Filthy-mouthed prick.

She didn’t have the energy to hold back that knife and curse him at the same time.

A second later she was flying through the air, landing on her back heavily and staring up at the sky as the wind left her body in a rush.

Oh God, that hurt.

She wheezed through the pain as she tried to roll to her side to get back to her feet.

She didn’t have the time. Within a breath that she didn’t have, Alberto was straddling her, one hand locked in her hair to pull her head back, exposing her neck as she flailed about with her hands in an attempt to latch on to his wrist again.

She couldn’t do anything with him. He was too big. Too strong. He was smothering the breath from her chest as he sat on her, strangling her air even as he prepared for the killing stroke of his knife.

She was going to die. And unlike Trent’s “death,” hers would be forever.

Dots danced before her eyes as she struggled to breathe. Darkness edged at her mind and her eyes grew dazed as she watched his arm pull back. Watched the blade glint, sunlight striking off it, nearly blinding her.

As she accepted the fact that she couldn’t throw him, couldn’t evade that night, a curious roar filled the air. It was enraged, animalistic, and made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up in primal response.

As the swift arc of the knife closed on her throat, she was suddenly free.

The unexpected rush of air had her strangling, oxygen wheezing through her lungs as she was jerked roughly from the ground and shoved into the dubious protection of the tall hedges that made the corridor.

She slumped in the snow, shaking her head as she fought to understand exactly what had happened. When she managed to clear her vision and focus, it was over.

John’s fist rammed into Alberto’s bloody face, the force of it driving the other man’s head back and slumping him to the ground.

“Take care of this.” John jumped back from the body, scooping the knife up as he moved as he turned to Travis, his gray eyes snapping with storm-cloud intensity. “I want to know who hired him and why before you return. Understood?”

Travis nodded sharply before using the ripped sleeve of Alberto’s long-sleeved shirt to secure his hands. He ripped the material away casually, tied it tight around the other man’s wrists, then hauled him up until he could toss him over his shoulder.

“Bailey.” John was beside her in a second, his hands going to her arm where a long, narrow slice oozed blood.

She blinked up at him.

“Took you long enough,” she managed to wheeze. “Where the hell was Greer’s security? He has cameras every other fucking foot and no one saw this?”

She could feel the anger beginning to burn in her fast and hot. If he wanted her dead that bad, why not just use a bullet?

“The security force was called to check an intrusion on the other side of the property.” Raymond and Myron stepped into the corridor. “We had a break in the fence. A young boy who had been hired to distract us. Supposedly so your good friend Alberto could sneak in to see his girlfriend.”

She glared at the two men. “Someone hired him, told him where I was.” She moved to her feet as John wrapped his arm around her and lifted her against him. “It had to have been someone here.”

They looked at each other, frowned, then turned back to her.

“No one involved in our special negotiations would have done this,” Myron informed her. “They would have known better. Warbucks doesn’t want you dead, Bailey. As you yourself know, there’s no desire to see your vast holdings left to charity. Why else would an order have been given to Orion to keep you alive?”

Myron made the statement so casually. As though the death of her parents meant nothing, whereas her own would mean a loss of financial holdings.

“I’ll find out who it was,” John stated. “Travis will question Alberto before dumping his body where it will serve as the best message to anyone else stupid enough to threaten me or mine.”

Could a man’s tone, or his words, more clearly declare ownership? Bailey shot him a glare beneath her lashes. She didn’t belong to anyone, least of all an arrogant “dead” man who had no intentions of sticking around once his mission was complete.

“You trust your man in this, then?” Myron asked. “We could have taken care of it here.”

“You didn’t take care of your security, gentlemen,” he snarled. “I’m beginning to doubt the safekeeping of any item my clients may purchase as well. You can’t ensure the safety of your guests.”

With that, he lifted Bailey into his arms, carrying her as though her leg had been sliced off rather than her arm scratched deeply.

She’d actually come out of this little fight much better than she had expected to, she told herself. She was still alive. She might not need stitches. She was still breathing and John was rabid with anger and concern.

What more could a woman want?

Pain shot through her, perhaps mockingly, as the slice in her arm throbbed. She let herself relax in John’s embrace, though, and allowed him to slip her through the back of the house and up the stairs to their room.

Guests were none the wiser, and hopefully there would be no gossip to take care of later. If she could just get through this, get the wound cleaned and bandaged, then she should be good to go. At least until the next attack. Damn, she could use a vacation.

“From now on, you don’t enter that garden,” John ordered roughly as he laid her on the bed. “Understood?”

“Yes, boss,” she murmured mockingly as the door opened again.

Looking up again she watched, her expression closed, as Jerric Abbas and his rumored lover, Catalina Lamont, entered the bedroom and closed the door behind them.

“Is she all right?” Jerric asked quietly, his voice, his manner calm and unfeeling.

Bailey felt tears come to her eyes. How like David he still was, despite his attempts to appear otherwise. The same look in his eyes, the same tight controlled line of his lips when concerned.

She remembered that same look on his face when she had trained with the Mossad during her first year with the CIA. Each time she’d been hurt he’d carried the weight of it, as though he blamed himself.

“I’m fine, just a little scratched,” she told him, wincing as John moved back to her and tore off the one sleeve of her T-shirt.

“Stitches?” Catalina moved closer. “Is Greer or his henchman sending a surgeon?”

“A surgeon?” Bailey muttered. “It’s a scratch.”

“It requires stitches,” John informed her tightly as he jerked his cell phone from his pants.

Hitting speed dial, he waited a second before saying, “She needs stitches.” He listened to whatever the response was on the other line before flipping the phone closed and shoved it back into the clip.

“Greer already has someone on the way,” he stated, his voice low.

“Probably a butcher.” Bailey groaned as she turned and stared at the wound, frowning. “It’s not that bad. Some salve and a bandage and I’ll be good to go.”

“Stop being so stubborn.” It was Jerric who voiced the order, his tone as commanding as any general’s. “The wound needs proper care no matter your . . . feelings.”

He started to say something else. Bailey turned her head and narrowed her eyes.

“No matter my aversion to needles,” she finished quietly for him. “Why didn’t you just say it?”

“Enough.” John was suddenly in her face, his expression furious. “You need stitches whether you want them or not. Just as you’ll need an antibiotic shot. What about tetanus?”

“Updated.” She glared back at him. “Don’t order me, John. You’re not the boss of me no matter what you believe.”

“Stop arguing with me or I’ll have you sedated on top of it,” he threatened. “And stop baiting Jerric. He has enough problems dealing with that one.” He jerked his head to Catalina, who smiled innocently.

Catalina. Tehya. God, these people had more names and identities than she had socks. Jerric was married as Micah Sloane, to one of the nicest young women he could have found. Risa Clay had been terrorized by her father before his death, and after. When Micah had been sent in to protect her from Orion, there had been no doubt he had fallen in love with her.

“Some men enjoy being difficult.” Catalina crossed her arms over her breasts as she gave the men another falsely sweet grin. “Jerric is one of the most difficult.”

Jerric grunted at that before turning back to John as he straightened from the bed.

“If everything is well here, then Catalina and I will leave for the time being,” he told John. “If you require any help, please let us know.”

Bailey nearly rolled her eyes.

As they left she turned back to John, watching as he moved to the bathroom and seconds later returned with a damp rag. Wiping the blood away, he surveyed the cut again.

“It doesn’t need stitches.” She sighed again. “Come on, John. I know my own body. It’s not hurting nearly bad enough to have to do that.”

“And I said stop arguing.”

He obviously wasn’t going to pay attention, and honestly, she was so bruised and sore at the moment that she really didn’t give a damn.

“Make sure he has painkillers,” she muttered. “And that he numbs it. I’m not in the mood for more pain if you don’t mind.”

Like Jerric, he grunted at the comment, obviously put out.

It wasn’t long before Raymond Greer’s surgeon arrived. A plastic surgeon even. What the rich and famous could accomplish in a small amount of time.

John ushered in the two men, standing back with Raymond as the surgeon checked out the wound.

Bailey closed her eyes at the first shot and winced.

“That better be a painkiller,” she told him.

The white-haired doctor chuckled. “Of course. I know my job, my dear,” he assured her before he laid out what he needed to work.

Bailey turned her head, refusing to look as he sterilized the items he pulled free. Minutes later she felt a sharp prick, her head jerking back to the surgeon furiously.

“It will numb the area, young lady,” he said, frowning back at her. “Or would you prefer to feel each stitch going in?”

She would have thrown up. Her stomach roiled at just the suggestion. She turned her head again, watching John and Raymond from her peripheral vision curiously. The painkiller was making her head a bit woozy, but even she could detect that there was more going on here than there should have been.

They were talking in low whispers, their voices too soft for her to make out the conversation.

Her lashes were drifting closed as, once again, she made a mental note to ask John exactly what was going on. Right now, she was tired. The crash from the adrenaline, the shock of the wound, the certainty she’d felt that she was going to die, only to take that next breath, all combined and piled down on her.

She was drifting in a nice, warm sea, surrounded by darkness, a feeling of security wrapping around her as long as she could hear John, sense him in the room.

He was there. She could rest. There was no reason to struggle to remain awake to protect herself. John would protect her.

 

“I’M FINISHED.” DR. DREYDEN rose from the side of the bed and meticulously packed away the bloody gauze and items he had used to stitch the wound shut.

A bandage covered her upper arm, stark white against bruised flesh. The doctor tucked the blankets around her and stared down at her with a crooked smile before shaking his head. She seemed to have that effect on everyone.

“Thank you for coming in, Dr. Dreyden, and as always for your discretion.” Raymond shook the doctor’s hand before leading him to the door. “Send me the bill, please. I’ll make certain everything is taken care of.”

“It’s going to be quite a bill, my friend,” the doctor informed him. “This was my vacation, you know. My wife will pout for days.”

“I’ll call the resort myself,” Raymond said. “I understand you’ve been trying to get reservations into one of the exclusive restaurants in town. Casamara’s?”

The doctor paused. “We’ve yet to obtain a time.”

“I’ll make certain you have an open reservation,” Raymond promised. “On me. I’ll take care of everything and have the owner of the restaurant contact you soon.”

The doctor’s brows arched as he thanked Raymond before leaving the room and closing the door behind him.

“Who was it?” Raymond murmured at his side. “Has Travis contacted you yet?”

John shook his head. “Not yet. He will soon.”

“It wasn’t Warbucks,” Raymond promised him. “The moment Myron informed him of the attack, he went crazy. I could hear him screaming in rage over the phone myself.” He paused for a moment. “I’ve never heard Ford scream like that. I’ve never known of him to be that furious.”

“I’ll find out who it was,” John promised before glancing at Bailey again. She was sleeping. Finally. “I’m going to have to tell her,” he stated quietly as he turned back to Raymond.

He was going to have to warn her soon that Raymond was actually working for the good guys. Not that he expected her to believe it. Not at first.

Raymond grinned at that. “She enjoys hating me, John. And I have to admit, it’s been fun having carte blanche to irritate her. Mary knows me too well now. I can’t irritate her near as easily.”

Raymond and Mary’s marriage was truly a love match. Raymond loved his new wife despite her money and the power it had given him. It hadn’t gone to his head. He’d used it as he could, though, to further the investigations that his position placed him in the path of.

He was a damned good agent himself. Sometimes, too good. He enjoyed pretending to be the bad guy far too much.

“Find out what’s going on,” John ordered as Bailey shifted against the bed restlessly. “Tell Warbucks I’m pissed over this. I suspect he’s behind it. Suggest finishing this deal up to appease me. If word gets out that he attacked my partner, then it could damage his standing among those willing to bid for the product. They may not trust the product enough for an optimum bid if they don’t trust him any longer.”

“Good thinking.” Raymond nodded. “I know Myron has already suggested that fear to me, so it should be simple enough.”

John nodded as Raymond turned and walked from the room, leaving him alone with Bailey and the knowledge that he should have kept her closer to him. He should have refused Warbucks’s demands that she not be a part of the negotiation process, that he preferred to work with John alone for that. The good-ol’-boy system had placed Bailey in danger, and he didn’t like that. It wouldn’t happen again.

Checking his watch, he picked up his cell phone and dialed.

“Richards,” Ian answered on the first ring.

Moving closer to the white-noise generator, John checked on Bailey again quickly.

“She’s fine,” he stated into the connection.

“Kira was concerned,” Ian said carefully. “We were coming to check on her later, before we leave. Kira’s uncle has had a small emergency and requires her presence.”

It was code. Kira’s uncle was actually in perfect health; the phrase was a signal to pull the group together and prepare for the final phase of the mission.

It was coming together. John could feel it moving closer, that surge of adrenaline, that sense of danger coming closer.

“Give her uncle my regards. I hope everything is well with him,” John said.

“I’ll do that,” Ian murmured. “We should be there in an hour or so to tell Bailey good-bye. Will she be awake?”

John didn’t see how, but knowing Bailey, it wouldn’t surprise him.

“Perhaps,” he answered. “In any event, we’ll see you when you get here.”

He disconnected the call and paced back to the bed before pushing his fingers through his hair and exhaling a hard breath.

He couldn’t believe he had very nearly let her down. That he had almost allowed her to be taken out of his life. One thing was for certain. It wouldn’t happen again. And when he found out who had given Alberto Rodriquez her identity and hired him to kill her, then John promised to exact a very painful revenge.

He checked his watch again, paced the room, and waited for Travis to call. Waited to know the name of the man who would soon die.

 

RAYMOND ENTERED HIS PRIVATE office rather than the library and glanced at Myron, who sat with his hands in front of his head before the blazing fireplace.

The man looked haggard, but he invariably did whenever he was forced to deal with Warbucks. There had been a time when Raymond had wondered if Myron’s employer, Samuel Waterstone, was the traitor, but he had dropped that idea rather fast. Waterstone more amused Myron than anything else. Warbucks kept Myron’s nerves on edge, though.

“He’s still upset?” Raymond asked as he moved back to his desk.

“The man is a psychopath.” Myron sighed.

Over the past years Myron had taken to confiding in him, as though he needed someone with whom to discuss the issues that concerned him over Warbucks. In the past years, the traitor had been concerning Myron more and more. The rages were becoming more violent, the orders often more dangerous.

“Perhaps after this deal, we’ll have a bit of a break,” Raymond stated. “He usually takes a small vacation before planning his next venture.”

Myron shook his head. “Do you realize how many men died stealing those missiles, Raymond? Good men.”

The men who stole those missiles hadn’t been good men. They had been mercenaries who worked for an exorbitant price. All the same, many had been killed during the theft Warbucks had set up. It didn’t matter how many generals you blackmailed for certain information; you’d still have loyal soldiers. A lot of good soldiers had died. American boys whose lives should have mattered more than they had. That was the waste there. Those were the good men who had lost their lives.

“It’s going to be hard for him to top the sale of these missiles.” Raymond shrugged as though it didn’t matter either way to him. “Hasn’t he stated that each sale will be bigger than the one before it?”

Perhaps that was what worried Myron. It sure as hell worried Raymond, because the only thing bigger would be biological weapons.

“He’s going to get us all killed.” Myron rose to his feet, paced to the mantel, and stared down at the fire before lifting his gaze to Raymond once more. “I’ve worked with him for sixteen years now. I’ve watched him, year by year, getting more and more dangerous. He’s convinced he can’t be caught. That luck so favors him, he can’t lose.”

That didn’t sound like Ford. Still, Raymond knew there was much he didn’t know about his brother-in-law. Ford kept his own council except for the three men he had grown up with. Waterstone, Claymore and Menton-Squire were his only friends. His only confidants. Raymond couldn’t see him confiding this in the other three men, though. He sure as hell knew they weren’t working together on it. They couldn’t agree on the time of day, let alone something as important as the theft and sale of American military weapons.

“His concern with Ms. Serborne’s safety eludes me.” Raymond moved to the bar and fixed himself and Myron a drink. “It’s not as though shares in her companies could make or break him, is it?”

Myron shook his head. “Fucking pocket change.”

“Then why go to such lengths? Orion was on a monthly retainer to keep her alive. Why would he care? Let the bastard kill her if she’s causing him that much trouble.”

Myron gave a hard, mocking laugh. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” He accepted the drink Raymond handed him. “It’s not the money.”

“Really? What else could motivate him?”

Myron looked thoughtful a moment before giving a heavy sigh. “I asked him that once.” He shook his head. “Right after he placed Orion on retainer to keep her alive.” Myron looked confused for a moment. “He said she was all he had left to remind him of something. He never said what?”

His child perhaps, Raymond thought. If Ford Grace was indeed Warbucks, then the murder of his child could be playing on his conscience. But then, if he was Warbucks, he likely didn’t have a conscience.

“Ah well, it likely won’t matter for long,” Raymond stated as he took his chair in front of the fire.

“Why is that?” Raymond sat down slowly in the chair across from him.

Raymond shook his head. “Vincent is a bit irritated. He believes Warbucks may have hired Rodriquez.”

“No way.” Myron shook his head quickly. “He’s enraged. He’s ordered me to bring whoever it was straight to him the moment I found out. He wants to kill him himself.”

Raymond shrugged. “So I suspected and informed Mr. Vincent. He wasn’t convinced. I would suggest making some gesture of goodwill or encouraging our employer to hurry this process, perhaps in Vincent’s favor. I fear when Ms. Serborne is ready to travel, he may be disappearing for a while. He seems rather fond of her.”

Myron sighed. “Vincent is known to have had few relationships, but in those he did have, he was rather protective of the ladies. He’s known for his valiant attitude toward them. Almost chivalrous, despite his sexual relationships with them.”

“Strange,” Raymond murmured as though he didn’t quite understand it.

“Just so,” Myron stated as he sipped at his drink. “I’ll meet with Warbucks and see what I can do. I agree with you, a gesture of goodwill is definitely called for. And I believe he’s merely been stringing Vincent along in some asinine little game of his. He would accept no one but Bailey’s, choice, I believe.”

Warbucks’s affection for Bailey confused Myron, as it did Raymond. Warbucks didn’t seem to be the type to feel affection for anyone, let alone a woman.

“I would suggest accomplishing this before Bailey’s ready to travel,” Raymond said with a sigh. “Vincent’s not in a pleasant mood and time will only enrage him further, I believe.”

Myron rose to his feet. “I’ll call him again tonight.” He set his empty drink glass on the table between them before moving to the door. “Wish me luck. He’s not easy to deal with these days.”

“Good luck, my friend,” Raymond stated softly.

After Myron left, he stared into the flames of the fire, but it was the past he was seeing. He saw bright green eyes, long red hair, and a smile that had lifted his heart.

He saw the sister he had loved with all his heart. Bright, shining, innocent. He saw her laughing one minute, he saw her in a casket days later, that beauty and laughter wiped away because of one man. Lucy had been a courier for the CIA. Posing as a college student in Milan, she had been transporting classified information between two sources when she had been waylaid.

Rather than taking the information and leaving Lucy laughing, they had killed her instead. The information he had uncovered was that the men had taken her to Warbucks. The bastard had raped her before giving her to his men. He had fired the bullet into her brain himself, stealing her life.

That had been fifteen years ago. Lucy had died and he’d been unable to attend her funeral, unable to grieve for the connection he had shared with the young woman, because no one had known of their family relationship.

Raymond had been the bastard. His father had never acknowledged him, and Raymond had never asked for the acknowledgment. But Lucy had found him. And she had loved him. She had taught him what innocence was, what loyalty was.

This is for you, Lucy. He lifted his drink to the fire in a toast to the flames that so resembled her hair. This is for you.
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IT WAS THE NEXT AFTERNOON before Bailey felt more like herself. She was stiff and bruised, but bouncing back despite the stitches in her arm and the bandage wrapped around it.

She felt good enough that her hormones did a major back-flip when John moved from the bathroom with nothing but a towel wrapped around his hips and approached the bed.

She’d showered earlier. Insisting on it despite the wound. She felt refreshed, her aches easing, and definitely ready for something that would affirm she had lived rather than died.

Something that would give her one more memory to hold in reserve against the loneliness she knew was coming. The shot the doctor had given her the night before for pain had knocked her out. Painkillers tended to do that for her. It had given her a full night’s rest, and a morning’s appreciation of waking up.

“Feeling better?” he asked as he sat on the bed beside her.

“Better,” she agreed, staring up at him before she reached out and slowly pulled the edges of the towel apart to reveal the arousal he hadn’t even been trying to hide.

The darkened crest was thick and throbbing, a pearly drop of liquid glistening at the tip.

Bailey felt her nipples harden painfully as her clit became unbearably swollen. Heated liquid warmth spilled from her sex, dampening the folds of her pussy and leaving her feeling tender, weak with hunger.

She had faced death. She had faced the fear of never touching him again, never knowing his kiss, or his laughter. Never knowing his warmth. She had faced oblivion, escaped it, and now she just wanted to revel in his touch.

“Fuck, you look like a goddess lying there,” he growled as he stepped nearer, staring down at her with naked demand. “Wearing nothing but panties and a T-shirt. Do you know how hard it’s been not touch you the last day? Not to kiss you or taste that luscious little body?”

Her lips parted as she drew in a hard, sharp breath. Dark and erotic, the words sent visions of lust dancing through her brain. She needed that touch, that warmth. She needed him.

“Look at you, love,” he whispered, that dark, earthy hint of Australia sliding into his tone. “So flushed and heated. Does it turn you on to know that you make me half insane with lust for you? That no other woman has ever done to me what you do?”

Bailey smiled back at him as he reached out to her, his hand lifting, the backs of his fingers caressing over the slope of her breast, causing her nipple to tighten almost painfully.

Moving farther onto the bed, he pulled her into his arms, letting her feel the hard length of his cock against the bared flesh of her tummy where the T-shirt rode up. The heated crest flexed and throbbed against her flesh as it sent a pulse of blistering sensation to attack her womb at the memory of him pushing inside her.

“You make me crazy for you.” He nipped at her lips before taking a deep, drugging kiss from them. His tongue licked and stroked against hers. Her senses were rioting, spinning out of control with the need racing through her.

“Damn you, I can’t think of anything but this some days. You’re my weakness, Bailey. And my strength.”

There was a dominance that brewed inside him again, despite his tenderness. A dark, brewing lust that had her breath catching.

It was pure lust. Power. It was a desperate hunger she had never felt before, never known before.

“I could have lost you,” he whispered as he brushed his lips over hers and pushed her panties down her legs to her knees, where she lifted her legs and managed to kick free of them.

Her hands moved over his naked body, feeling that warmth, that need as he pressed her thighs apart and moved over her.

“Wrap your legs around me.” The wicked flavor of his voice was deeper now, darker, as though he couldn’t hold back who and what he was when he was with her like this.

His hands gripped the outside of her thighs as her arms went around his neck. The heavy width of his cock nudged against her sex, slid against the slick folds, then found the clenched, tight entrance it sought.

The lack of foreplay was only more erotic. The desperate hunger that suddenly raged between them had her heart racing, her body trembling as pleasure raced through her.

Bailey’s head fell back as a whimper of hunger, of pleasure fell from her lips. She felt him working the hardened flesh inside her. Her legs tightened around his hips, her breathing was gasps of pleasure, her cries were of desperate need.

His fingers kneaded her rear, gripped it, moved her as his hips bucked against her. She was flying in the face of a torrent of sensations and fought just to catch a breath that eluded her.

Ecstasy slammed through her, over her. Heat surrounded her. The feel of his arms flexing beneath hers, his hands holding her, his hips shifting, moving, thrusting harder against her as her hips arched, her head grinding into the pillow.

Bailey needed, ached, and hungered. She had never felt this desperate, this hot. She had never before felt as though the world were focused on this one point in time, this one moment when nothing mattered but the pleasure tearing through her.

“Hell yeah,” John groaned at her ear as she pressed closer to him, her hips moving, shifting, dragging ragged groans from both of them.

Tender, ultra-sensitive tissue rippled and clenched around his shuttling cock as she fought to hold him inside her.

“You’ll kill me like this.” His lips were at her jaw, her neck, stroking and caressing. “Sweet baby.” Pressing her closer against him, he moved one hand from her rear to her breast. His thumb and finger gripped her nipple, plumped it, stroked fire through it.

“You’ll survive,” she gasped as sensations began to burn and tighten inside her, merging into a conflagration of intensity.

Bracing his elbows into the bed, John thrust inside her again, hard and deep, and she felt her breath gasp from her lips.

This was how he wanted her. Wicked and wanting to be in his arms, John thought. Her nails bit into his shoulders, sending pinpoints of fire racing through his system. The sweet grip of her pussy tightened like a fist around him, slick and hot.

He would never forget this, never forget her like this. Her head thrown back against the pillow, eyes closed, her lips parted as she fought, and sometimes failed, to breathe.

She held on to him as though he were the center of her world, as she was the center of his.

“My Bailey,” he groaned, unable to hold back the claim, the demand.

God, he wanted to possess her, heart and soul. Holding her, loving her completed his life.

He had nearly lost her. He had turned along that maze, slid into the corridor where Alberto had trapped her, and seen him holding her down, his knife coming around to stroke her neck. Terror had jackknifed inside him.

He could not imagine life without this. Without the sweet heat of her pussy gripping his cock. Without her nails digging into his shoulders, her voice, husky and demanding, calling out his name, begging for more.

He might not be able to claim her before the world, but he could claim her in the dark, away from prying eyes. He could have her. As he was having her now. He could love her, hold her. He could belong to her.

“John.” Her hands moved from his shoulders to his hair. They tangled in the long, sweat-dampened strands, tightened and pulled, and he felt her unraveling.

Her pussy gripped, tightened, and rippled around his dick until his balls became tortured with the need for release.

Not yet. Bailey first. He wanted to feel her coming, he wanted to feel that wet heat racing over his flesh, convulsing around his cock.

“John, please,” she gasped in naked need. “Give me now.” Her head shook, her body trembled. “Oh God. John . . .”

He watched her eyes flare open, watched as they widened and her body tightened while her orgasm rushed through her, over her.

She was like a flame in his arms, burning him, tearing through his soul and leaving the very essence of his need for her laid bare.

“There, sweetheart.” He nipped at her neck as she began to shudder in his arms. “Come for me, Bailey. Come for me, sweetheart. All over me . . .” He thrust harder, deeper, prolonging her pleasure, wanting to live inside her forever.

But that last cry that escaped her lips did him in. He buried himself inside her and lost control, lost that edge that he had always prided himself in. Against his will, against the desperation that burned inside him to wait, to hold on, to relish her just awhile longer, his release tore through him.

And it was like dying inside her. He felt his release tearing from him, shuddering through his body, tightening in his balls, and laying his soul bare.

Over and over it ripped through him until he gasped her name, buried his head at her neck, and gave himself to it.

“Baby. Baby.” He couldn’t bear letting her go. Shudders, tremors raced through him. His knees were weak. It seemed the strength he had always depended on was failing him, and it was going fast.

He’d buried one hand in her hair, holding her head to his shoulder as he poured himself inside the tight grip of her pussy.

“I want to hold on to you forever,” she sobbed against his shoulder. “Don’t let go of me, John. Not yet.”

“I have you, baby,” he whispered, holding her closer, trying to bring her body fully into his. “I have you. Right here.”

She stared up at him, her beautiful green eyes dark with satisfaction and the edges of pain.

“It’s going to be over soon,” she said softly against his shoulder. “Warbucks will be neutralized, the missiles will be safe, and it will all be over.”

And he could hear the hollow pain in her voice that they would be over as well. He wouldn’t let it happen. He couldn’t let it happen, and Jordan would have to understand that. There came a time when a man had to accept where his priorities lay. His were with Bailey. They should have been with Bailey all along. Vengeance was nothing compared with the hell he had faced without her.

Everything wasn’t going to be over, though. He would make sure of it. They weren’t going to be over. He wasn’t letting her go. But first, he had to face Jordan. There was always the chance that Jordan could just have him canceled. It was in his contract, after all. The warning that ignoring or disobeying orders could result in a silent order to terminate.

Not that he thought Jordan would do it. But he owed it to Bailey to know exactly what they were going to be facing before he broached the subject with her.

It would mean a lot of trust from her; it would require a lot of trust from the other team members to bring her in.

She would love it, though. Bailey was a damned good agent. Too good to just quit.

“I think I’m hungry,” she said softly into the silence as she sat up and pushed her hair back from her face before looking down at him. “What about you?”

“We missed dinner.” He turned and glanced at the clock on the bedside table. “And your friends are getting worried about you. The story is that you fell in the gardens and cut your arm. You’ve been recuperating.”

“I’m surprised you’ve kept them out of our bedroom.” She laughed, a low sweet sound that wrapped around his heart.

He grinned back at her, then grimaced as his cell phone rang. Picking up the device, he flipped it open. “Vincent.”

“I’m coming back in,” Travis told him quietly. “I’m about five minutes from the cabin.”

“We’ll be ready.” He jumped from the bed as he disconnected and turned back to Bailey. “Get dressed, Travis is on his way in.”

She breathed in roughly. “Does he know who hired Alberto?”

He shook his head. “He won’t report until he can do it securely.”

He moved to help her from the bed, then stepped back at her playful glare. “I can still walk, John.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m not exactly an invalid from that little scratch.”

“Give me a few years to get over the sight of that bastard ready to slice your head from your shoulders,” he bit out, his voice rough as the image of it rose in front of his mind again. “That wasn’t one of my better days, Bailey.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t rate it very high either, John. But see, I’m just fine.” She spread her arms away from her luscious body as he felt his balls tighten in an impending erection.

“You look fine as rain, baby.” He sighed with the knowledge that he couldn’t have her again, not yet. “But if you don’t get dressed, Travis is going to end up seeing just how fine you really are, because I’m going to have you flat on your back again.”

That brought a smile to her face, but the quiet, somber intensity in her eyes was still present.

 

BAILEY PULLED ON JEANS, a sweater, and thick socks. She was leaving the bathroom when Travis’s quiet knock heralded his return to the mansion.

Opening the door, John let him in as Bailey turned on the white-noise generator and poured them all a cup of coffee.

“Thank you.” Travis accepted the cup as he sat at the small table on the other side of the room, farthest from the door.

Taking the other two cups, John moved to the table to join him as Bailey trailed behind him.

“We interrogated Rodriquez,” Travis said softly. “He didn’t have a lot of information, though. He was contacted anonymously. The money was deposited electronically into his account and he was given your identity. All he knows is that whoever hired him informed him that they would be at the party and they would know if he actually succeeded in earning the money.”

“I guess it was too much to hope that whoever hired him would get stupid, just once,” Bailey stated in disgust.

“The men here aren’t stupid, and neither are the women,” Travis mused. “They can get careless, though, as can their security personnel. I’ll see what I can find out from there in the next few days.” He looked at John. “The boss is getting concerned. It seems the CIA is making noise about investigating Warbucks again. They caught a hint of this sale. So far he’s managed to keep them off track, but that won’t last long.”

“It’s likely not working at all,” Bailey told them. “The men here aren’t the only smart ones. The agency wants Warbucks, and they want him alive.”

“Too bad,” John murmured as he turned back to Travis.

“Rodriquez didn’t survive interrogation,” Travis said, keeping his voice quiet. “His body will be left where local law enforcement can find it in a few days. He didn’t suffer greatly. He just didn’t survive.”

Bailey knew what Travis wasn’t saying. Rodriquez had been executed. When his body was found that would be apparent, and it would fit with his history. There would be no investigation outside the team Travis and John worked with.

“I’ve suggested Warbucks may have been behind it,” John warned Travis. “As I expressed to Raymond Greer, a goodwill gesture, if he wasn’t involved, may be appropriate.”

There was that look again. As though they were keeping something from her that they knew they shouldn’t be.

“What’s going on with Raymond?” She lowered her voice to a breath of sound as that mental note kicked in. “And don’t bother telling me nothing.”

Travis and John shared “the look” again. It was beginning to get on her nerves.

“If the two of you didn’t want to tell me, then you’d better watch your expressions,” she stated irritably. “Spit it out now and get it over with, if you don’t mind.”

Travis glanced at her with a brooding look as John breathed out heavily.

“Not yet.” His voice was a breath of sound. “We’re not safe enough. Not yet.”

She wanted to kick both of them. “Whatever.” She rose from her chair, finished with the conversation now. She had her own suspicions, suspicions she wanted to reject simply because she detested Raymond Greer so thoroughly. But she had to admit that she detested a lot of the men she’d worked with.

If Raymond had been setting himself up to move into Warbucks’s sphere, then his attitude would make perfect sense. It would also explain his sincere affection for his wife, which she would have never believed if she hadn’t seen for herself.

She grimaced at the thought. She didn’t want to suspect what she was starting to suspect. It meant she was going to have to change her perceptions, and she really didn’t like doing that.

Turning back to both of them, she considered them with a narrow frown before mouthing, “Raymond’s covert.”

John glanced at Travis, then to her, and nodded sharply.

Fuck. Dammit.

She stomped her foot against the rug before kicking out a pillow that had lain forgotten in the floor. With her good arm she swept the blankets off the bed, kicked them, and cursed silently again before turning on the two men again.

She didn’t want to believe it, she really didn’t. She detested Raymond. Arrogant. Superior. Conceited. The man was an asshole. He couldn’t be a good guy. She wouldn’t allow it. She didn’t want to accept it even as she knew she was going to be forced to.

She’d spent years investigating Raymond, so she knew his cover was damned deep. That took careful planning. It took an agent setting himself up, effectively going rogue, and aligning himself with a backup team no one would suspect.

John’s team.

She glared at him. Her teeth clenched until she was afraid she was going to crack her own molars.

“I hate him,” she mouthed.

John’s lips tightened as he fought back the grin that she knew wanted to shape his lips. Travis’s head ducked as he hid his amusement. He was a hell of a lot smarter than John.

And they were keeping her blind. They had held this information back, giving those damned silent signals and making her figure this out on her own. They could have just told her.

Raymond’s cover was sensitive, though, she knew that. If he was covert here, they couldn’t take the chance that even a breath of it reached Warbucks. They could cover their own conversations, they could hide their true purpose beneath a million excuses. But an explanation of Raymond’s position couldn’t have been covered or excused.

She pushed her hair back from her face, almost wincing at the pain that sliced through her upper arm.

She hated this, she really did. She had actually plotted and planned Greer’s death with great precision and pleasure. Backpedaling from that mind-set was not going to be fun.

“Assholes,” she muttered before picking up the blankets and pillows and tossing them back on the bed.

Both men were so obviously holding back their amusement that she could have shot them both.

Now she had to do some serious rethinking about a man she completely hated.

She blamed John for that. It was going to be all his fault until hell froze over.

As she stomped over to the coffeepot, a firm knock sounded on the door. She wanted to groan at the thought of yet more surprises coming her way.

Rising quickly to his feet, Travis took his coffee cup and retreated to the connecting room as John moved to the door and opened it carefully.

“Mr. Vincent.” Myron stood on the other side of the panel. “A moment of your time, if I may?”

John stepped back as Myron moved past him, his gaze raking over the room before taking in the state of the blankets. Bailey glanced at them, let her lips twitch, then turned back to Myron. It looked as though they had been playing in the bed. Well, actually, they had been.

“How can I help you, Myron?” John closed the door behind him and moved to the wet bar at the side. “A drink?”

“No thank you,” Myron said politely as he stepped over to the seating area. “Could we sit, please?”

Moving to Bailey, John settled a hand at her back as he led her to the love seat across from the chair Myron had taken.

“You’re doing well?” Myron asked her as she and John sat down.

“I’m better.” She nodded, keeping her expression calm.

“Good. Good.” He rubbed his hands together as he leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. “I’d first like to extend Warbucks’s apology for the attack. We’re not exactly certain who ordered it, but we’re tracking the money sent to Rodriquez’s account. We should have answers soon.”

“I’m tracking the information as well,” John informed him. “I have my own sources.”

Myron nodded. “I expected as much. Warbucks has asked that you allow him the pleasure of taking care of this for you, though. He has, over the years, taken extreme measures to protect Bailey from any danger. It disturbs him greatly to believe that one of our own, more or less, would strike out at her for any reason. This society polices itself when possible. Warbucks will police this issue.”

Bailey was aware of John staring back at Myron for long, tense moments before replying. “If he can produce results,” John finally said, shrugging. “If he doesn’t, then I’ll take care of it myself.”

“Good enough.” Myron sat back in his chair and stared at them for long, silent moments before continuing. “I always knew I liked you for a reason, Bailey,” he finally stated. “Over the years you’ve surprised me more than once with the operations you’ve covered for Warbucks. You knew he was part of your extended family. How?”

Her brow arched. “Really, Myron, it wasn’t that hard. The thefts were connected too many times and in too many ways back home. There was no mistaking it, if you grew up surrounded by certain men and their idiosyncrasies.”

“Yet you haven’t identified him,” Myron stated.

“I tried not to get too involved,” she answered. “I knew who I suspected, just as I knew how dangerous he could be. If he wanted me to know who he was, he would have told me.”

Myron nodded slowly. “Yes, you were always very cautious as a child as well. Curious, inquisitive. But cautious. That very much suits your personality.”

He seemed subdued, Bailey thought. She had never seen him this quiet or hesitant in anything.

“Warbucks has built his persona carefully,” Myron went on. “He built it by ensuring that only one person knew who he was. It was the only way to be certain. That person is myself. Even Raymond has no idea of his identity.”

John shifted beside her. “That can’t continue, Myron.” He voiced the warning softly. “Warbucks’s deals are growing. He’s not going to get the price he’s demanding for his acquisitions without a level of trust. The only way to succeed in that would be in using you as a broker rather than hiring it out.”

Myron nodded. “I’m not as young as I once was,” he breathed out regretfully. “That job is for a younger man. As I expressed to Warbucks, what we need is our own personal broker. A man we can trust to hold our secrets, and one whom our clients will trust to verify the products and ensure their legitimacy.” He looked between Bailey and John. “If this is a position you’d be interested in, then Warbucks will approve your contract for the job and meet with you to verify the acquisitions and discuss the terms.”

Bailey barely managed to hold back the rush of adrenaline that surged through her. This was the break they had been waiting for. This was what they had worked toward. So many years, and so many deaths, and the end was now within reach.

“Terms can be discussed.” John finally nodded thoughtfully, cautiously. “That would require a great amount of trust from both parties, Myron. As well as a much larger cut. By associating as a retainer of sorts, I’d have to be extremely careful to ensure other interests weren’t affected, and if they were, I’d be forced to drop those clients. That could cost me.”

Myron grinned at the information. “You’re a superior businessman,” he commended him. “That’s pretty much what Warbucks expected from you. He’s preparing his offer. The two of you can discuss terms and percentages after you’ve had a chance to inspect the acquisitions for auction.”

John nodded again, his expression, his entire demeanor thoughtful. “I’ll look forward to that meeting then.”

Myron rose slowly to his feet. “You and Bailey will come alone,” he informed John. “No security. You’ll have to trust that Warbucks considers you important enough to provide for that. The meeting will take place tomorrow night.”

John rose slowly to his feet. “He’s expecting a lot of trust for very little in return,” he stated.

Myron inclined his head in agreement before turning to Bailey. She could see something in his eyes, a tiredness, a wariness that warned her everything wasn’t as calm as Myron wanted them to believe between himself and his employer.

“Bailey has extended her trust and has been rewarded countless times in return. Haven’t you, my dear?” he asked her.

“Many times,” Bailey agreed, even as she hated acknowledging it.

“Very well,” John finally said, though it was apparent he wasn’t comfortable with it. “I’ll accept Bailey’s trust in this.” His arm went around her back once again as he pulled her close. “We look forward to the meeting.”

“Very good.” Myron smiled again before rising and moving to Bailey.

Gripping her hands, he stared down at her fondly. “I watched you grow,” he said softly. “I didn’t always agree with you, but I must say, you’ve turned out to be a fine young woman. One I have the highest respect for.”

He bent, kissed her cheek, then moved away from them.

“I’ll see my own way out,” he stated. “Good night.”

The door closed behind him seconds later.

Emerging from the connecting room, Travis stared at John and Bailey curiously. John moved to the dresser, pulled the electronic listening device detector from the drawer, and went over the area Myron had been in.

He found two devices he’d left in place. Drawing Bailey over to the door, he indicated that they keep their voices low.

“Call the boss?” Travis asked softly.

John nodded. “We don’t have much time. Get it together.”

Bailey moved away from him as Travis retreated to his room, her gaze returning to the door before moving to the position of the listening devices. Myron had been smooth, very smooth. She hadn’t even noticed him placing the bugs on the chair and beneath the little table that separated it from the love seat.

Turning back to John, she watched him with a strange sense of regret. It was almost over. Almost. Twenty-four more hours and they would achieve both their goals. Warbucks would die.

Would John Vincent then “die” as had Trent had, leaving her forever?

She told herself she was prepared for this, but as she stared back at him she realized that no preparation could have steeled her for it.

They had one more night together. It would have to last forever.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 21

 

 

 

BAILEY HAD PROMISED HERSELF over the past two weeks that she wouldn’t regret the end of the mission. She wouldn’t beg John not to leave her, she wouldn’t hurt either of them with anger or recriminations. She had built her memories. She had loved him with everything she had inside her. She had given him every part of her heart, her soul. She hadn’t held back. She hadn’t saved enough of herself to go on, and she knew it.

The next evening she dressed in jeans, a heavy sweater, and hiking boots. A long leather jacket was laid out on the bed. A search of the garment would reveal nothing, but she knew where the weapons were. A small knife here and there, but no gun.

They were to go unarmed, and there was no way hide a weapon other than the smallest and most inconspicuous.

Such as the derringer in the heel of her hiking boots. That was the best she could do. The other heel held ammunition. She could possibly get by with it. She was damned sure going to try.

John was dressed similarly. Jeans, a heavy sweater, boots, and a long black leather jacket.

At least they could be tracked. Several skin tags dotted her bare skin, just as they did John’s. The small trackers had only a few seconds of activation, just enough to pinpoint their location for the backup team that would move in once Warbucks was identified and the missiles verified. How they would know that, she wasn’t certain. She knew it had something to do with the watch Travis had given John earlier. Hopefully, it would work as it was supposed to.

They were to take no cell phones, Raymond had told them earlier that day. No communication devices at all. This was a meet, greet, and verify. They would see the missiles again when the auction took place in seven more days.

This was a gesture of trust and goodwill, plain and simple, as far as Warbucks was concerned. As far as Bailey was concerned this was the end of Warbucks’s little game. Once the night ended she and John would be dead, or Warbucks would be.

“Ready?” John glanced at her before looking at his watch. “We have ten minutes to meet Myron and Raymond in the garage.”

She pulled her coat from the bed and shrugged it on, wishing she had a dependable weapon for that last bit of added security.

“Ready.” She glanced out the window to see the heavy snow falling outside. She wondered if the weather would make tracking more difficult.

John hadn’t been able to describe the safeguards he and Travis had in place. Travis had left an hour before, his cover being orders from John to begin work on the transportation lines they had already prepared for the sale. It was a reliable story, and one that neither Myron nor Raymond had questioned.

Moving from the bedroom, she felt John’s hand against her lower back as they descended the back stairs to the hall outside the kitchen, then walked the short distance to the heavy metal door that led to the garage.

The four-by-four Hummer limo was waiting for them, warmed and running, a driver and guard standing by the doors.

“Mr. Vincent. Miss Serborne.” The driver nodded as John helped Bailey into the back where both Myron and Raymond awaited them.

The two men were silent as the limo pulled out into the falling snow, following the driveway that curved around the cabin, cut through the small valley, and merged into the main road.

“I think you’ll be very pleased with our acquisition, John,” Myron stated as the limo began to gather speed. “It’s the culmination of a lifetime of connections and contacts. Warbucks has found that most men and women, even the most patriotic, will do anything to cover their human weaknesses. Everything is for sale, if you simply know that weakness.” Myron seemed almost paternally proud of Warbucks’s ability to procure America’s ultra-secret weapons.

“What makes a man weak can also make him undependable,” John reminded the other. “Warbucks has been incredibly lucky as well.”

“Yes, Lady Luck does often smile down on him.” Myron grinned fondly. “As though he’s blessed.”

Or cursed, Bailey thought.

“Warbucks will meet you at the warehouse,” Raymond stated then. “You’ll verify the product before your meeting with him in case you have any questions.”

It was all very business-like, very civil. Bailey was once again amazed at how normal criminals could sometimes seem. As though it never once entered their mind that they were breaking the law, or that they were responsible for lives lost. All that mattered at the end of the day was that almighty dollar and how many of them could be accumulated in the shortest amount of time.

“Transportation routes have been laid out for you,” Myron said. “The routes we have in place are exceptionally secure. You’re more than welcome to use those, or you can use your own. But once the missiles are in your possession, Warbucks is no longer responsible for them.”

John inclined his head slowly. “I’m well aware of that, Myron. Travis is gathering our team together now and preparing for transportation. If your lines are better than ours, though, I’d be more than happy to accept your generosity.”

Myron gave a quick, brief nod of acceptance, his expression approving, as though he were staring back at two well-behaved children.

The bastard.

“The missiles were definitely a coup,” John stated. “How did he pull it off?”

Myron’s smile was filled with pride now. “As I said, some men will do anything to ensure that their weaknesses are hidden. Warbucks came across a rumor that a particular general enjoyed a rather perverted sexual taste. He managed to acquire pictures of the man partaking of the act, showed them to him, and then requested the information he needed to acquire the missiles.”

Bailey felt John’s bicep as it tightened behind her head. A dozen soldiers had been severely wounded and several had died when Warbucks had acquired the weapon. Myron spoke of it as though it were something to be proud of, rather than the heinous act it was.

As the Hummer moved through the heavy snowfall, conversation waned into an almost comfortable silence. Bailey was plotting, planning the acquisition of a weapon. She knew John would be doing the same. Weapons would be the first priority.

If John’s plan succeeded, then the team backing him would be in place within minutes of their arrival at the warehouse. Once the weapons were verified and Warbucks identified, the eight-man team backing John would move in.

It was John and Bailey’s job to acquire weapons and restrain Warbucks.

As John’s fingers played with her hair along the neck of her jacket, she felt the skin tag on her arm activate and begin to heat.

The sensation lasted for two minutes, the heat building to a pinprick burn before easing away.

“Warbucks has been hoping to bring you back into the fold for many years,” Myron mentioned as he pulled a flask from his jacket, opened it, and drank from it. The scent of aged whiskey drifted through the back of the limo.

“I was never out of it,” Bailey stated. “I was merely rebelling for a while.”

“As all children do.” Myron nodded as he returned the flask to his pocket.

Bailey caught the concerned look Raymond shot John. There was something not quite right here. Not dangerous, but not right. The hairs on the back of her neck weren’t standing up in warning; rather, they were tingling in distrust.

As the Hummer approached the city, it turned off onto another paved road and headed around the back of Aspen. Bailey had a pretty good idea where they were going now.

The warehouses had been abandoned ten or fifteen years before. They were still standing, still sturdy, but heavily guarded.

The tracking tag on her collarbone heated as they passed through the guard post. Military-erect, weapons held ready, the guards were impassive and cold.

They were mercenaries, she thought; she knew the sort. Icy-eyed, merciless, bloody. She might even have recognized that one.

The limo pulled through the warehouse yards, moving to the very end of the row of half a dozen huge buildings.

“He doesn’t have a regular security force?” Bailey asked. She could see several other mercenaries milling around.

“He doesn’t need one,” Myron told them as the Hummer pulled into the open door of the last warehouse.

They pulled in a few feet from another Hummer limo. Four guards stood around the vehicle, watching them coldly, intently.

“We’ll check the items up for auction first,” Myron stated, his voice strangely hollow as he turned back to Bailey.

Bailey nodded, watching him carefully as she felt John’s arm tighten around her.

The door opened and Myron got out. As Raymond followed he turned back and glanced at her before nodding slightly.

They were checked for weapons immediately. The guards were chillingly polite, well trained, and thorough. Finally, they nodded at Myron.

“Move back.” He waved the guards away as he held out his arm to Bailey and John. “Come along, children, let’s check out the newest toys up for sale.”

Bailey moved closer to him despite the concern in John’s gaze. She felt Myron’s arm go around her shoulder, and with a sense of shock felt the weapon that slid into the pocket of her coat.

The handgun was heavy, clip-loaded. When her gaze met Myron’s, she saw something more there. Wariness, fatality. He knew tonight was going to see Warbucks’s reign coming to an end. Somehow, he knew it was all an act.

“I’ve known you since you were a child,” he said quietly as they moved along the warehouse. “You were almost my favorite, did you know that?”

She swallowed tightly and shook her head.

“Warbucks was always temperamental. He didn’t care for others as you did.”

Her heart was racing now as she realized he was talking too low for John or Raymond to hear him.

“What’s going on?” she asked him.

“I disabled the jammers this morning,” he said quietly. “Whatever devices you’ve managed to use have been working. I know what you are, I know why you’re here. I always have.”

She almost paused. She would have if he hadn’t kept her moving.

“I’m old and tired,” he said quietly. “And I voted for our current president. I believe in him.”

“God, what are you doing?” she whispered.

“Saving you, I pray,” he stated. “Don’t take anything at face value. Don’t believe in friendships of the past, don’t trust in them. Remember, psychopaths have no friends, no family.”

They moved to the end of the warehouse and a small enclosed office.

“In here.” He moved away from her, unlocked the office, and stepped inside. “I’ll remain with Raymond and leave you to inspect the product at your leisure.”

Bailey and John stepped inside.

There was no chance to warn him of the conversation. The cameras in the corner of each wall were wired with audio and—she was guessing—pretty damned sensitive.

In the middle of the room sat a long table, and on that table was a portable launcher and four missiles.

Bailey stood back so John could have the room he needed to check them out. As he brushed against her, she maneuvered her body until his hand brushed against the heavy weight of the gun she was carrying.

His head jerked back to her in shock, his gaze narrowing as he felt the weapon before he turned back to the table and began to check the weapons.

This was it. It was almost over.

She leaned back against the wall and shoved her hands into her pockets. Her fingers curled around the butt of the gun, and in it she found a measure of comfort, as well as concern.

Myron had betrayed Warbucks? It didn’t make sense. Nearly two decades of following the traitor and suddenly he was turning on him. Why would he do that?

“This is it,” John murmured as he checked first one missile, then the other. “The product is viable and authentic.”

She watched as he covered the watch with his other hand, his fingers activating whatever it had been designed for. Shit was going to hit the fan, she could feel it.

“We have an auction then?” she asked.

At the same moment the skin tag at her lower back begin to burn. That one was for one purpose. They had ten seconds to take cover.

One. Two. Three. She stared at John, seeing his face as he carefully laid a wooden cover over the box that protected the missiles.

Four. Five. Six. She moved to the entrance of the office, checked the empty building beyond them.

Seven. Eight. Nine. She gripped Myron’s and Raymond’s jackets and gave a hard jerk, pulling them into the office as all hell outside began to let loose.

“Here.” She pulled the gun from her pocket and passed it to John as gunfire began to erupt and voices began to scream in warning.

How many damned mercenaries were there?

Turning to Raymond and Myron, she shot them a hard look as John moved to the door and looked out carefully.

“Stay here, you’ll be safe,” she yelled at them.

Raymond looked dangerous, furious. His weaselly expression was pulled into hard, cold lines as he glared at both her and John and then the weapon.

“Ask him.” She nodded to Myron. “He’s the one who gave it to me.”

Myron slunk to the corner of the room, then slowly let his body slide down until he was hunched into a protective ball, his face pale, frightened at the sounds of gunfight outside.

“We have to get to Warbucks before he gets out of here,” Bailey yelled to John.

“We protect the missiles,” he bit out, his voice commanding. “We’ll get Warbucks. If these missiles get away, then we’re fucked.”

If Warbucks got away, then they were all fucked anyway. She couldn’t promise that Myron would turn on the man he was obviously so close to.

“Fine, you protect the missiles.” Before he could stop her she was out the door.

She heard him yelling before her, his voice brutally enraged, as she tore off her coat to give her freedom of movement, then jumped behind several wooden boxes for cover.

Mercenaries were trying to clear the path for the limo. A heavy army truck blocked the exit, but several men were fighting to get to it.

Heading for the limo, she worked her way around the boxes, moving behind one of the soldiers silently, her gaze trained on his body, her mind on the automatic weapon he was carrying.

She was within feet of him when a shot sounded behind her and the soldier slumped to the floor, gun and all.

Whirling around she stared in shock at John.

“Not alone you’re not,” he growled. “And if those missiles come up missing then we’re both dead, and there will be no return.”

They rushed to the body, stripped it of weapons.

“Get to the limo, I’ll cover you. Wait for me before you go in,” John ordered.

Bailey nodded quickly before surprising him with a hard, quick kiss. Then she turned, took the automatic rifle from him, and headed out again.

Thankfully the soldiers were more concerned with the black-garbed figures trying to kill them than they were with the broker and his lover trying to escape.

If she was lucky, very damned lucky, then Warbucks had made it plain that she wasn’t to be killed now, either. She wasn’t betting her life on it, but she was sure as hell hoping.

“Keep moving,” John yelled as more mercenaries poured into the warehouse. “Get to that limo.”

He was firing off rounds as she raced across the last distance to the vehicle. Throwing the door open, she flung herself into the interior and received the surprise of her life.

“Grant?” She stared into Grant Waterstone’s clearly drugged eyes as he smiled back at her goofily.

“Hell, could’ve swore I got you killed,” he chuckled. “That Colombian wasn’t near as good as Grace told me he’d be.”

Grace. Ford Grace. He was Warbucks, and he had been the one to betray her to Alberto.

“What the hell do you mean by that?”

Grant laughed at the question. “I warned you, Bailey. He’s a crazed mother-fucker.” He wagged his finger at her. “Loyalty, my girl. Loyalty. Too bad. Grace is packing. He’s flying away.” He flapped his wrists in a gesture of a bird flying. “Fly away, birdie.”

Drug paraphernalia littered the back of the limo. Evidently he’d consumed quite a good part of the product.

“Where is Ford going?” she yelled at him.

“Ford?” Grant shook his head. “Not Ford. That old man is crazy. Wagner. He has the money. He’s gonna fly away home.”

Jules.

Her head jerked around. She watched as one of the mercenaries finally jumped into the truck blocking the entrance and began to move it away. At the same time, John jumped into the driver’s seat of the car.

“The Grace mansion,” Bailey yelled out to him. “Get there now. He’s getting ready to run.”

She heard John curse violently. But the car slid into gear and in the next second the tires were screaming as he laid the gas to it, turned, and shot out of the narrow opening that had been created for the Hummer.

They ignored the mercenaries’ yells, demands, and gunfire. Grant was yee-hawing, laughing uproariously as John shot through the warehouse yards to the gate.

“We’re crashing through it,” John yelled back at her.

“Go for it.” She braced her body for the impact and watched Grant go tumbling as the heavy vehicle sliced through the chain gate.

Snow fell around them, cold seeping into her bones. Myron’s words came back to her: Psychopaths have no friends.

Grant’s words. Not Ford. That old man is crazy.

It wasn’t Ford Grace.

A part of her soul ached, cried out in pain. It wasn’t Ford, it was Wagner, and he had Jules.

Insurance, she thought. Like Myron, he’d had his suspicions, and now he was hedging his bets. With Jules.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER 22

 

 

 

“WE HAVE THREE MEN JOINING us,” John yelled as he inserted an earbud communications device in his ear and drove the treacherous roads with easy skill. “Myron confirmed Warbucks is Wagner Grace and that he has Ford and Mary with him. He had two mercenaries pick her up this evening.”

He passed her a communicator that she inserted quickly.

“He’s going to be expecting us,” she warned him. “He’s suspected us all along.”

“He wanted to believe you would be loyal to him. When you threw that disk away, you convinced him you could be. But he doesn’t fully trust. No one in his position would have.”

No one who really knew her would have believed she could have turned against her country, she thought. Myron had known, but he hadn’t told Warbucks. He had taken his chances, knowing that Wagner was pushing into fields that were going to get too many killed.

The other man had grown a conscience of sorts. How and why, she wasn’t certain.

“A helicopter is on its way to the Grace mansion,” a female voice reported calmly over the link. “ETA is in twenty minutes.”

“He’s getting ready to run.” She gripped the automatic rifle she still carried in her hands. “If he flies out of here, then we’ve lost him.”

“Well, let’s just make damned sure he doesn’t fly out,” he cursed. “Hold on.”

He hit the gas harder, causing the limo to jerk into gear as it began to power through the snow falling heavily around them. The drive to the Grace mansion wasn’t a long one. Ford had always liked having his material possessions close at hand.

As they accelerated up the drive that led to the mansion, Bailey quickly checked the weapon she carried for ammo before shoving another clip in her pocket, as well as the ankle backup John had stolen off the soldier he had killed.

“You have to give me the appearance of going in alone,” she told him imperatively. “Come in after me and cover me. Let’s see if I can get Ford and Mary, then we’ll do what we have to do once we’ve rescued them.”

She could tell he didn’t like this, but he nodded sharply. “I’ll be right on your ass,” he warned her as they neared the house.

“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” she promised him.

“All cameras in the house have been jammed,” the voice at their ear assured them. “You have a four-minute window to reach the office.”

Plenty of time.

“Location of all heat signatures?” John requested.

“Heat signatures show three people only in the house, Heat Seeker,” the female voice on the other side of the link announced. “One in the office, two in an anteroom.”

“That has to be them,” Bailey murmured as John slammed to a stop in front of the house.

The limo was still rocking when Bailey jumped out, shoved her weapon into the back of her jeans, and strode to the front door.

It was unlocked. Opening it carefully, she stepped warily into the warmth of the house.

It had been years since she’d been here. The last time she had stayed all night with Anna when they had both been no more than children. Before she had been killed. Betrayed.

But had Anna’s life ended at her father’s hands—or at her brother’s?

Moving into the marble foyer, Bailey turned through the receiving room, then to the short hallway that led to the back of the house.

Ford’s office was at the back of the house, just as Raymond’s was at the cabin. There were two anterooms: a sitting room and a second, smaller office. The house was wired with cameras into the office, but only one person was in there. If he was watching the cameras, he would know something was wrong. She could get lucky, she thought. It could be Ford harmlessly working away, with Wagner waiting to pounce. They could be ignoring the monitors, but she highly doubted it.

She didn’t expect to get that lucky, but she could hope.

Holding the rifle ready she moved to the office, noticing that the door was cracked open. Glancing back silently at John, she peeked into the room and saw Ford working silently at his desk. The monitors to the house were turned off, but if she wasn’t mistaken there were actually more in the smaller office.

She eased the door open until it was flush against the back wall and stood in the doorway as John remained hidden at the side of the wall.

Ford glanced up in surprise.

“Bailey?” He came slowly to his feet, a frown on his face as he glared at the rifle. “What the hell is the meaning of this?”

He was genuinely surprised. She was still shocked.

“Where’s Wagner, Ford?” She glanced at the door to the other office.

“Wagner left earlier.” He shook his head in bemusement. “I haven’t seen him all evening.”

“Wagner’s here.” She walked farther into the room, lowering her weapon on the far door as it slowly opened.

If she lived a hundred years she would never forget the sight that met her eyes.

Mary’s delicate face was bruised. Her eyes were nearly swollen shut, her lips swollen, her cheek black and blue. Dear God, Wagner had hit her.

He had her braced in front of his body, a smile on his face, a gun at her temple.

“Wagner.” Ford’s voice was strangled as his son stepped into the room using Jules as a shield. “My God . . .”

“Bailey.” Mary’s voice was thin, betrayed. Tears leaked from her swollen eyes and dripped down her face. “Bailey, what’s going on?”

Bailey stared at Wagner in shock. This wasn’t the man she had been raised with. The man she had thought of as a brother at one time.

“Why?” she whispered.

“She didn’t want to help me.” Wagner shrugged as though it were all perfectly acceptable. “I had to teach her better. Just as I always had to teach Anna better.” He glared at his father’s pale, shocked face.

Bailey shook her head slowly. “It was Ford,” she whispered again. “He was the one beating Anna and your mother.”

Ford’s head swung around to her, his face almost dazed with shock now as Wagner laughed.

“Father is a wuss. He wouldn’t have dared to raise his hand to either of them. The few times Mother tried to tell him, he wouldn’t accept it. Would you, Pop?”

Ford turned back to his son. He was visibly shaking now.

There was so much pain in his eyes, his face.

“What have you done, Wagner?” he whispered. “My God, what have you turned into?”

“A better man than you?” Wagner sneered. “My fortune is twice yours by now, old man. I was smarter and better and you were never smart enough to see it, were you?”

Ford shook his head as he stared at Jules, then back to Wagner. “You call this smarter, better? Abusing those who love you? Who trust you? Betraying them?”

“They’re like lambs, they need guidance,” Wagner snapped. “Just like Mother and Anna. I told you those two bitches were trouble but you wouldn’t listen, would you? You just had to let them go that night, didn’t you? You couldn’t see sense. They would have destroyed us. Destroyed me.”

“They would have convinced Ford that you were the monster you were,” Bailey said painfully, imagining the hell she must have lived with. “To know your child was a monster, that there was something this twisted inside him must have been a horrible weight on her shoulders.”

“She thought she could actually get away from me,” he screamed back at her. “That I’d ever let either of them go. I owned them. They belonged to me and refused to see it.”

“God, are you insane?” Ford suddenly yelled back at him. “You don’t possess people, Wagner.”

“I possessed them,” he sneered. “I owned them. Just as I own the rest of you.”

“And the disk of your father ordering Orion to kill Anna and her mother? My parents?” She felt as though she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t assimilate what was happening around her.

He laughed at that, too. “Computers are such amazing inventions, as is the software now available. His insane assistant thought he could blackmail me with that disk. I let him believe he could for a while, then got rid of him when the time was right.” He shrugged again as though it didn’t matter. “I’ve been smarter than you, Bailey. Admit it.”

She nodded slowly as she stared back at Jules’s dazed face. “You were smarter than me,” she said, barely believing what was happening around her now.

“I own you too, Bailey,” he informed her cruelly. “I’ve maneuvered you for years, tested you, drawn you in.”

“And I fooled you, didn’t I?” she mocked him suddenly. “You never suspected, did you, Wagner? Not at first, not until tonight.”

His head lifted, his nostrils flaring. “You didn’t fool me, bitch. I just hoped you were smarter. Now you can die right along with the bastard that thinks he can tell me how to live my life and the little whore that thinks she can walk away from me.” He tightened his grip on Jules again, causing her to cry out in pain.

Psychotic, Myron had told her. He had no friends. He was worse than psychotic.

“Do you think you’re going to get away with this?” she finally asked him. “That you’ll actually manage to escape?”

“Of course I will. The mercenaries have orders to kill Raymond and Myron. I’ll lose the missiles, but oh well.” He sighed. “And you and Father will kill each other. Just after Father kills Jules.” He stroked the weapon down Jules’s swollen face.

He had fooled them all so effectively. He truly had. Ford had been the one the investigation had focused on, just as Bailey had focused on him for the past twelve years. She had been so certain it was Ford because of her suspicion that he had been beating Anna and Mathilda, that she had refused to look any further. And now, they were all paying for it.

Bailey shook her head. “It won’t work, Wagner. You won’t get away with this.”

His smile was gloating.

“I will get away with this . . .”

“Myron isn’t dead, and neither is Raymond,” she told him, feeling the pain that tore through her. “Myron and Grant are alive as well as Raymond. I knew before I arrived here who to look for because they told me.”

Silence filled the room. Wagner’s expression cleared for a long second as his grip tightened on Jules to the point that she whimpered. Bailey could see the flash of fear in his eyes, of disbelief.

Shock creased his face. “You’re lying. Myron wouldn’t betray me!” he suddenly screamed as Mary flinched and cried out.

He cuffed her head roughly. The next few seconds moved like slow motion.

Mary stumbled to her knees, clearly close to unconsciousness, as Ford jumped for his son. A curious animal-like howl echoed through the room as Wagner let go of Mary, straightened his arm, and fired at his father.

Ford’s body jerked, then fell into Wagner, catching him off balance, as Bailey jumped for both of them. She could hear John behind her, yelling out at her as she fought to get to the gun Wagner had dropped.

His hand curled around it. His arm came up. A smile spread across his face and in the same breath a bloody red hole appeared in his forehead.

“No. No,” Ford moaned in disbelief as he crawled to his son, lifting his head against his bloody shoulder and hunching over him as grief racked his body. “No. No, Wagner.”

There were no tears. His voice was broken, though. Agonized. His expression was glazed as he lifted his eyes to Bailey.

“I don’t believe this,” he whispered. “I don’t believe this. Why?”

Men were swarming into the room now. Black-garbed, masked, weapons lifted, and hard voices shouting out orders as sirens railed in the distance.

Bailey crouched next to Ford, John beside her. He’d fired the shot that had killed Wagner. He’d backed her. He’d let her have her moment, he’d let her avenge the past until he’d had no choice but to step in.

“You didn’t know, did you?” she asked Ford then.

He shook his head slowly. “I wouldn’t hurt Anna and Matty, Bailey,” he said, shaken, weak now from the wound in his shoulder. “Your dad asked me about that. I thought you were crazy.” Tears fell from his eyes to his cheeks. “I thought you were crazy.”

Now wasn’t the time. It wasn’t the time to tell him what his son had been, what his son had done. Later, she thought. After he healed, after he had time to accept what had happened.

“He just had a temper,” Ford whispered as he clasped his son, rocked him. “That was all. He had a temper.”

He had a lack of conscience.

Turning from him, she moved to where Mary was being checked over by Catalina and Kira Richards. They had jerked the masks from their faces and were running their hands over the other girl’s body, checking for broken bones.

“She’s unconscious,” Kira stated as two men moved to Ford. “We have paramedics on their way.”

“Move out. Law enforcement coming,” a harsh, brooding voice called out. Hard drives were being jerked from computers and files torn from cases. “Black Jack and Wildcard have the upstairs,” another voice called out. “Move out. Move out.”

Catalina and Kira remained in place as several suited agents rushed into the room.

“You have it, Director,” the commanding voice said, turning matters over to Milburn Rushmore—Bailey’s former boss and director of the CIA headquarters in Langley.

John was still behind her. She could feel him.

“Heat Seeker, move out,” he was ordered again.

John stared back at Bailey as she turned to him.

“You have to go?” she whispered, trying to smile back at him. Trying to let him know she understood. She had known he would leave her again, but that didn’t stop the ache of betrayal from searing her soul.

His lips tilted into a rueful grin. “Not a chance in hell.”

Bailey felt the rush of light-headedness that exploded through her system. Hell, she was going to fall to her knees herself.

His arm wrapped around her as he turned to his commander.

“I’ll be in for debriefing when it’s over.”

Dark blue eyes narrowed and reflected irritation. Bailey could see the fight brewing between these two men now. Tension suddenly filled the room as the other men stopped, stared.

Those brilliant blue eyes moved slowly to her, raked over her, narrowed further in calculation.

“You’ll regret it,” he warned John, but nodded anyway before leading the way for the others and heading out of the house.

“You’re staying?” She had to lean against him. She had to feel his arms around her.

“I’m staying,” he promised. “Forever, Bailey. I’m staying with you forever.”

She turned back to the scene before her and once again felt the overwhelming disbelief that coiled inside her chest. She couldn’t believe Wagner had pulled it off for so long. That he had remained hidden, worked so hard to place the guilt on his father.

Had he sensed that Warbucks had gone as long as he could?

Unfortunately, loyalty just wasn’t what it used to be. Myron had helped raise the children of the men he’d always associated with. He had held them as babies, hell, he’d babysat groups of them at a time. And she believed he’d cared about them.

He’d known Wagner for what he was, known the joy Wagner obviously found in destroying the security his father and his father’s friends worked to build for them.

Wagner had hated them all.

She moved to where Ford was being loaded onto a gurney. An oxygen mask covered his face; he was pale, weak. Tears leaked from his eyes.

“I loved him,” he whispered again.

She knelt by the gurney and touched his cheek. “We all loved him.”

And she had. Like a brother.

The tears were trapped inside her for now. They would fall later, when she could sit down and assimilate what had happened, and how.

“Your director is taking care of the police,” John whispered at her ear. “You have FBI and DEA here. The warehouse is secured and the missiles are being packed for transportation. It’s over, Bailey.”

She stood to her feet and stared around. Yes, it was over. But maybe, just maybe, something else was beginning.

She turned back to John and let his arms wrap around her once again.

“Hanging around, huh?” she sniffed against his chest as she felt his heartbeat beneath her cheek.

“Always,” he whispered, that beloved flavor of Australia stroking over her senses. “Always, love.”


Two Days Later



Langley. It had been a long time since she had been here. Bailey moved into Director Milburn Rushmore’s office as his assistant showed her in.

The last time she had been here, she had been enraged, chafing at the restrictions placed on her, furious at the orders that had held her back for so long. And betrayed. Betrayed that her director, a friend of her father’s, had actually approved her interrogation by agents that had no agency and no name.

Now, she was mildly curious, distrustful. But the anger was gone.

“Bailey.” Milburn rose to his feet from behind the monstrous cherrywood desk that was the focal point of the room.

In front of the desk another man rose. Jordan Malone, former Navy SEAL, retired after the death of his nephew Nathan Malone. Short black hair revealed sharp, darkly tanned features. Brilliant blue eyes stared back at her coolly as his lips seemed to thin further at the sight of her.

She knew those eyes. She had seen them two nights before in the Grace mansion ordering John from the scene and back to his “death.” John had refused to go. He still hadn’t left for that debriefing, and she knew he was ignoring his cellphone. Demands that he return. Threats perhaps.

“Director Rushmore.” She moved to the desk and stood before him.

This time, she wasn’t an angry agent. She was a free agent. And she intended to stay free, at least from the CIA.

“Meet Jordan Malone. Jordan, Bailey Serborne.” Milburn introduced them.

“Mr. Malone.” She took the proffered handshake, watching him warily. She had a feeling this meeting had nothing to do with her and everything to do with the agent that he wanted back.

“Ms. Serborne.” His tone was icy. “Thank you for coming in.”

She arched a brow mockingly as she glanced back at Milburn.

“You’re welcome, Mr. Malone.” Her tone was just sarcastic enough to assure him that she knew what his game was.

“Sit, Bailey, please,” Milburn invited as he waved his hand to the vacant seat beside Malone. “I wanted to thank you personally for your help with the Grace situation. None of us could have known what was going on there. Without you, we could never have neutralized Wagner.” His voice seemed to crack as Bailey breathed in deeply.

Milburn had been her father’s friend. He was Ford’s friend. He was a friend to sheiks, kings, and to four of the richest men in the world. And he had been Wagner’s godfather.

“He had journals,” she said. “You found them?”

She needed answers, not just for herself but for Jules as well. There was still an edge of disbelief that it had happened like this. That Wagner had been the villain. No, more than a villain. He had been a monster. A monster that had gone to extraordinary lengths to frame his father for his own crimes.

“We found the journals. Thank you for letting us know they existed.” His face creased for the barest second with grief.

Wagner had kept journals since he was a boy. Anna had told her about them once, when they were younger. Strange that she hadn’t told Bailey that it was Wagner who was abusing her. She had never said Ford had done it, that had been an assumption that Bailey had made. An erroneous one.

“What happened, Milburn?” she asked. “I never suspected Wagner. I would never have believed it if I hadn’t been there.”

Milburn shook his head sadly. “He was twisted, Bailey. He was a missing a soul, and he was very good at hiding it.”

“Wagner began early in his teen years learning how to steal information and how to use it,” Jordan broke in at that point. “As Milburn said, he had no soul. As with most psychopaths, he was incredibly intuitive and intelligent. He lived for the power, directing lives, taking lives. Men like that live for a single reason, to attain a god-like status while holding everyone in thrall with fear. He thought he was invincible. He learned better.”

She shook her head. She would never make sense of it. It was impossible to understand.

“He was going to kill his father. Make it look like Ford killed me, then killed himself because he knew he was caught.”

“And he would have succeeded had the men working with John not been prepared for Warbucks to pull a surprise. He’s been rather good at that over the years.”

Yes, he had been. That should have been their first warning. Warbucks had always kept an ace up his sleeve. He’d always managed to lay evidence at others’ doors and keep suspicions from himself. They hadn’t learned his identity for a reason: because he knew how to keep the attention focused on his father rather than himself.

“So why am I here?” She turned to Jordan rather than focusing the question on Milburn.

Jordan leaned back in his chair as he turned to her, his hand lifting to allow his finger to stroke over his upper lip thoughtfully, a considering expression moving over his face.

“You haven’t guessed?” he asked silkily, dangerously.

“You want John back.” She wasn’t beating around the bush.

His lips quirked in amusement. “I haven’t lost John,” he stated thoughtfully. “Are you under the impression I have?”

Bailey could feel an edge of panic moving inside her now.

“Then what do you want?”

“I want you to walk away,” he stated carefully. “Go back to your life, however you intend to live it, and walk out of his life. Then, he’ll once again be effective. I’m afraid until you do so . . .”

“You’re wasting your breath.” She came to her feet, fighting the anger that had begun to build inside her. “I don’t order John. I don’t tell him what to do, I don’t tell him how to live his life. That’s his decision.”

He shook his head. “He relinquished that decision when I saved his life in Australia. When I saved yours,” he added. “You owe me, Ms. Serborne.”

“I don’t owe you my soul,” she argued. “And neither does John.”

“Sit down, Ms. Serborne,” he commanded, his tone hardening.

“Go to hell.”

“Learn how to take orders or you can learn just how powerful an enemy I can be.” He came out of his chair, dominating, commanding. Forceful. “We can do this one of two ways. You can join John in the life he signed up for, of which he now has seven years that he owes to the agency. Or you can learn to do without him for very long periods at a time. And I can do that.” He was in her face then, his gaze icy, steel-hard. “I can send him on missions that will hold him for a year at a time. I am not required to pander to his ego, his sex life, or his emotional promises to a woman. You want him, you can join him.”

She stared back at him in shock. John had finally explained the agency to her. The Elite Ops, what they were, how he had joined, why he had joined. What they did. The idea of it had intrigued her, but she had never imagined this. Never thought this choice could come her way.

“Join the team?” she asked carefully. “I could work with him? Not separate from him?”

His nostrils flared as he straightened once again. “The two of you make a damned good team, and you’ve already fucked my life up by making yourselves a team. John Vincent is more than just a cover. He’s a connection, a pipeline into an underground force that we can’t afford to lose. You’ve already proven yourself as his partner. If you want to keep that position, then you damned well better learn to consider me not just your boss, your director, or your commander. Ms. Serborne, I’m your worst fucking nightmare.”

She was about to believe it.

She licked her lips and glanced back at Milburn. He was watching the show with a hint of amusement and satisfaction.

“Does John know?” she asked.

He frowned back at her. “John would have to answer his phone first, wouldn’t he?” he snarled back at her.

“You called me here because John wouldn’t answer your summons?”

“My calls,” he snapped.

“Your summons,” she informed him. “I heard the messages. You, Mr. Malone, have a god complex.”

“And you, Ms. Serborne, had better learn how to deal with it,” he snapped back in reply. “Do you want in? Or do I see how far away, and for how long, I can commandeer your lover?”

“My husband.”

His eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

“My husband, Mr. Malone. John and I were married in a private ceremony last night. I believe that marriage trumps your contract in several ways.” She lifted her hand. “Clause seven, paragraph three: ‘Married, and having formed a legally binding tenet with one whose classified rank matches or exceeds his own, requires that said agency, unnamed but existing, to ensure that said agent, namely one John Vincent, the choice of working with his spouse, or barring the ability to do such, the choice of ensuring proper marital time as befitting his rank and mission status. That time shall be not less than one month to every three, or one week to every three. Said agency is required to enact and ensure such marital time without restrictions.’ ”

His eyes narrowed. “He showed you the contract?”

“After the ceremony, of course.” She smiled coolly.

“Clause eight, paragraph four: ‘If unable to work with or aligned with said agent, spouse must accept that said agent must complete one mission before each marital benefit can be demanded.’ I determine the length of time a mission lasts.”

“It’s a good thing I enjoy working with him then.” She smiled cheerily. “You are required to allow him three months’ leave for a honeymoon, I believe.”

His lips parted.

“And,” she continued, “I believe Milburn will be hearing from my lawyers soon. The charities that the majority of the profits of my companies go to are being redirected, Mr. Malone, under certain conditions to a charity near and dear to our president’s heart. Have I mentioned the president and vice president are close family friends? The charities being redirected to are fronts, I believe, for the Elite Ops.”

His teeth snapped closed.

“I’m a businesswoman,” she stated. “I’m an agent and I’m John’s wife. I don’t need you in my face over the fact that you lost control for a few seconds of your agent’s life. Console yourself that you gained an agent instead.”

“It’s a damned good thing I can respect a strong woman,” he snapped back. “That doesn’t mean you won’t follow orders. You can shove that money right back where it came from if you think it’s going to change how you’ll be trained, or how you’ll be treated.”

She grinned at that. “It won’t change John either. I believe he’s on his way to debriefing this afternoon. You’ve likely missed him.”

John had never had any intentions of breaking faith with the contract he had signed. But neither of them was willing to do without the other.

“You’re going to make his life hell,” he growled. “And mine.”

“And it’s something she’s damned good at,” Milburn laughed, causing both of them to turn to him.

He pulled his rotund body from his chair, adjusted his glasses, and smoothed back his thick graying hair.

“Congratulations, Jordan.” He moved around the desk and clapped the other man on the back. “You just acquired one of my best agents.”

“You said she was one of your biggest headaches when she was in Atlanta,” Jordan growled.

“One goes with the other,” Milburn laughed. “Trust me, son, one goes with the other.”

As they stepped outside the office, the door to his assistant’s office opened, and John walked through, escorted by several guards.

“I invited him,” Milburn laughed at Jordan’s scowl as John moved to her, curved his arm around her waist, and pulled her against his body.

“Causing trouble again, love?” He smiled down at her before giving her a quick, warm kiss.

“Always,” she agreed. “How did you know?”

“Your director called just after you left.” He nodded to Milburn, he glared at Jordan.

“Hell.” Jordan glowered at both of them. “You do know everyone involved in the Ops is now calling me head matchmaker rather the brilliant commander I started out as.” Irony filled his tone.

“You’ll live?” Bailey suggested.

“Or he’ll be next,” John chuckled. “How’s Tehya doing by the way?”

“Three months, no more,” he snapped. “Don’t make me send a team after you or I’ll assign you both to opposite ends of the damned planet.”

He stalked from the office as Bailey stared at him in surprise and John obviously fought to hold back his laughter.

“You’re the troublemaker,” she accused him.

“Actually, I’m the matchmaker,” he assured her. “Wanna help me work on him?”

Bailey’s laughter mixed with Milburn’s. “I’d love to. I’d absolutely love to.”

She was going to. She could just imagine how crazy both of them together could make Jordan Malone. And they’d have help. After all, she was certain they weren’t the only ones he’d attempted to keep apart. He wanted his agency nice and cool and umcomplicated.

It was time to complicate Jordan Malone’s life.
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PROLOGUE



IT WAS AN ANNIVERSARY of sorts. The anniversary of her death.

Lilly Belle, code-named Night Hawk, maneuvered the streamlined Ninja into the dimly lit parking lot of the bar at which she had been ordered to meet her contact, and fought not to reflect on life and death. There lay a whole pit of problems best not poked at. There lay madness, and she preferred not to invite more madness into her life.

It wasn’t as though her former life had been perfect, she told herself. There had been problems and dangers there. But it had held all she had known of safety and love. She had known the rules, she had understood the intricacies of living within it.

She had her mother, her brother, a niece and nephew, and once she had had a father who had loved her, who had protected her.

Once, there had been more to life than survival.

Parking, she lifted the customized, electronically enhanced helmet from her head and secured it to the chest rest of the bike before dismounting. She stared at the building, heard the laughter and music drifting from inside.

This was a hell of a place to celebrate such a momentous occasion as dying. Even more problematic was the man she was meeting.

Her weakness.

She smiled at the thought as she fluffed her dark hair around her face, attempting to restore a bit of body to it before entering the bar. She’d even used makeup tonight. Something she rarely did for a mission this simple.

The last meeting with this man had culminated in a kiss, though. A kiss that had fried every synapse in her mind and tingled her nerve endings clear to the soles of her feet. It was a kiss that had fueled her fantasies and her imagination ever since.

The memory of that kiss was guaranteed to shred her self-control when she met with him once more. She knew it. She looked forward to it. And hoped that tonight would be the night.

Thankfully, the information she had brought to America was something that could be taken care of quickly. The disk she carried in the inside pocket of her jacket contained information on several individuals who had been known European associates of the person known as Warbucks, an American who had stolen and attempted to sell sensitive military weapons several weeks before.

The information would help develop a plan to wipe out the network Warbucks had begun creating that dealt in thefts, transportation, and sales of highly classified items.


Running her hands quickly down the snug leather that covered her hips, Lilly let a self-mocking smile touch her lips.

Travis Caine, code-named Black Jack, the man she was meeting, was a man of mystery. The identity he had taken with his induction into the Elite Ops was that of “facilitator,” a man who negogiated agreements between rival companies or organizations. He thought nothing of working opposite sides of the law, and he didn’t care if he spilled blood if need be.

The real Travis Caine had met an unfortunate and very secret demise, which had allowed this Travis to take the deceased man’s identity. The original Travis Caine had been a cesspool of depravity. But then the original Lilly Belle had been no angel either.

Drawing in a deep breath, Lilly walked through the parking lot toward the side entrance of Friendly’s Sports Bar. A weekend crowd filled the place nearly to capacity, with alcohol fueling the joviality and carefree laughter.

It was one of those bars where friends met after work and on the weekends to drink, shoot pool, or just talk. Comfortable, almost homey, and just run-down enough to make it feel well loved.

She caught sight of Travis within seconds after she entered the bar. There, lounging in the shadows, was Black Jack. Dark blond hair fell over his brow and the hint of a beard and mustache shadowed the lower part of his face. Predatory brown eyes with a hint of green gleamed within his darkly tanned face, expressing well-honed strength and pure arrogance.

Brooding awareness filled his rough-hewn features, and for a second, just the barest second, her breath caught in her throat at the flicker of pure male arousal that gleamed in his gaze.

He didn’t bother to hide it. His gaze took in the leather over-the-knee boots, and in the second it lingered there she wished she had worn her high-heeled boots rather than the ones that allowed her easier movement.

His gaze moved on to the leather pants, pausing for a breath of time at her thighs, before lifting again. An impish recklessness invaded her and had her unzipping the short leather riding jacket she wore to reveal the snug white shirt that clung to her breasts and rode high above the waistband of her pants.

Her nipples tightened, pressing against the material of the shirt and doing everything but waving for his attention. Not that he missed them. His eyes narrowed on them as his lips quirked with a hint of smile. She propped her hands on her hips, tilted her head, and arched her brow.

This was a fine way to treat a mission. She was certain her commander would have had something to say about her hormones clouding her judgment.

But what the hell, she was already supposed to be dead, it wasn’t as though she were going to lose more than she already had. Unless she counted really dying.

Moving across the room, striding slow and easy, Lilly had to fight to remember that she was here for a mission rather than the good time she was dying for.

“You’re late.” His voice was like midnight sex. It rasped across her nerve endings and sent her hormones screaming in response.

Her nipples were spike hard and dying for more than her own touch. Her sex felt hot, swollen, her clit rubbing against the silk lining of the leather pants as she slid into the booth across from him.

“So report me,” she drawled as she sat back in the seat and reminded herself that she was here for much more than the man.

“What makes you think I haven’t already taken care of that?” He turned in the seat, one of his long legs moving under the table rather than stretched out on the bench seat as it had been.

“Then I have time to come up with an excuse.” She shrugged. “My boss is across the ocean, darling, not looking over my shoulder.”

His lips tightened, though the corners lifted as he shook his head and a chuckle left his lips.

“Lucky you,” he stated as his shoulders shifted beneath the leather jacket he wore. “When did you get in?”

“A few hours ago.” She was tired. She’d realized that as the plane landed. Tired of so much, and wondering if the price she had paid would ever feel worth the pain she endured.

“Hungry?” He nodded to the bar. “The chicken wings were exceptional.”

Lilly shook her head. She wasn’t hungry for food, she was hungry for touch. So hungry that at times it felt as though the need were gnawing a hole inside her soul.

This man made that need burn brighter, hotter. As though he alone held the key to her arousal and her satisfaction.

He stared around the bar for long moments before turning back to her.


His gaze was more intent now, darker.

“Are we going to keep pretending?” he finally asked.

The question shocked her. She’d had the impression he was fighting the attraction harder than she was, that he would be the last one to give in. She hadn’t expected him to make this first move.

“Pretending’s safer,” she finally said, but the aching need couldn’t be disguised. She heard it herself, she knew he could hear it as well.

“It’s safer,” he agreed as he slid across the seat and rose to his feet.

Leather pants as well, leather bomber jacket, a white shirt beneath, the loosened buttons revealing the strong column of his neck. The jacket emphasized the lean strength of his chest and shoulders. His arms, she knew, were powerful, corded with muscle and warm, so very warm, when they wrapped around her.

This man had trained her when she had joined the Ops, covered her on missions and led her through the strange new world of the agency she had been a part of for the past six years.

“Let’s go.” He held his hand out to her, the strong palm and fingers inviting, his expression intense and bordering on total male hunger.

It sent the strangest surge of adrenaline racing through her. Akin to fear, or danger, it raced to her heart, sent it pounding, then raked across her clit before tearing into her vagina and sending her juices flowing.

He wasn’t waiting, and she was tired of waiting.

Good Lord. It should be criminal. She was certain, in her former world, it was against the rules. And hormones certainly had no place in the Elite Ops. Sexual need, emotions, hungers, they were all to be ignored, especially during a mission.

Lilly had managed to obey those rules, until it came to Travis Caine.

Lifting her hand to him, she felt his fingers curl around hers, felt the heat of his skin, and had to restrain a shiver of pure reaction as she allowed him to help her to her feet.

She hadn’t expected this, not from Black Jack, the need and the hunger reflected in his eyes, transferring to her in the heat of his palm against hers.

It reminded her of another time, another man, a life that had existed before her “death.”

It was the oddest sensation. As though that warmth were physically sinking inside her, rushing through her veins, caressing sensitive nerve endings. Breathless anticipation began rising inside her, chills racing up her arms despite the warmth of the bar and the leather she wore.

“What are you doing?” Staring up at him, suddenly wary of what she saw in his eyes, what she felt racing through her own body, she couldn’t help the question as it slipped past her lips.

“What do you want me to do, Belle?”

Belle. It wasn’t a name he used often, but each time he used it, the sound of it on his lips sent reaction racing through her. It never failed to make her wet.

What did she want him to do?

“We don’t have enough time for what I want.” She wanted all of him. The touch, the taste, the dreams she had been forced to give up.

His expression became heavier, more sensual. The green in his eyes seemed to brighten, to flicker. It made her wonder what color his eyes had been before the Elite Ops. Before he had “died.”

Blue, she thought. His eyes had been blue. The convergence of the green, the golden brown, and then the darker brown was so oddly aligned that it almost appeared as though the separate colors had broken into their own small groupings. The laser surgery that had been done to change his identity had come close to the color required, but Travis’s eyes were so much more than a simple hazel.

“We’ll make time.”

She followed him from the bar, her lips parted as she fought to breathe, to believe this was more than a dream, or a fantasy that she had lost herself within.

As she left the bar she had to fight not to pinch herself to be certain she was definitely awake.

She had been a member of the world’s social elite at one time. She was a trained Elite Ops agent now. She had killed. She had lied. But at the moment she felt like a teenager again, and she had managed to snare the most handsome, the most popular guy in the world.

Her hands would have shook if she hadn’t forced them to be still. Her knees felt weak, and the night, which had seemed too cool earlier, now felt steamy with sensuality as they stepped outside the building.

Traffic surged along the street, anyone could be watching them. But all her senses knew, all they responded to now, was Travis.

“What did you drive?” she asked as she glanced around the parking lot, looking for the Harley he had ridden months before when they met in St. Louis.


“I had a cab drop me off.” He paused, glancing back at her, his expression heavy with sensuality. “We’ll use your cycle.”

Her cycle.

She went as he drew her to it, checked it quickly for tampering before swinging his leg over the seat and pulling her to him.

Lilly went willingly, straddling the narrow pad behind Travis and leaning forward, her breasts pressing against his back as the cycle rumbled to life.

Travis felt the gentle warm weight of the woman as he made his way through Hagerstown’s streets to the hotel he’d checked into earlier.

What the hell was he doing? No doubt thinking with his dick rather than his brain. But at the moment, his dick was holding sway and there wasn’t a damned thing Travis could do about it.

He knew better than this. He’d known the treachery of one woman. Hadn’t that been enough? But this woman, she had slipped past his guard years ago as he had trained her. She had covered his back, wormed her way into his trust, and through it all, he had ached for her.

She was the epitome of every dream he’d ever had, even at a time when he’d had no business dreaming of another woman. She had even overshadowed the dream of innocence and laughter that had filled him before his “death.”

His marriage had been hell. His life as Lord Xavier Travis Dermont had been a double life. As an agent for MI6, and a husband fighting to keep a rein on his willful, cheating wife, he’d learned that the job was a hell of a lot more dependable.


Until Lilly.

Lilly made him wonder what he had been missing. She made him wonder what he had thrown away when he had left that life so easily after his wife had betrayed him and her country.

Pulling into the back parking lot of the Homewood Suites, Travis checked the area carefully before pulling the cycle into the darkened corner at the edge of the lot.

He’d pay for this, he knew. Somewhere, sometime, this one night would rise up and bite him in the ass. And still, he couldn’t help but follow through.

His wife was a part of the past, a life that no longer existed. He was no longer Lord Xavier Travis Dermont. He was Travis Caine, a facilitator between disagreeing parties, criminal or legal.

He was a man with an unsavory past now. A man that others feared. And he had no life to offer Lilly. They had nothing to offer each other, but this night.

As the motor cut off, Travis let his hands grip hers where they pressed against his abs, her small fingers warm, trembling before helping her dismount behind him.

He had every intention of getting her to the room, getting her into a bed before he touched her. He knew how shaky his own self-control was.

As he turned to her, though, and stared into those brilliant green eyes, suddenly nothing mattered but tasting her again, feeling the heat and the warmth of her fragile body.

One hand wrapped around her neck while he pulled her to him with the other. Still straddling the cycle, he had no trouble lifting her to him, guiding her leg over his, and settling her into his body as his lips took hers and he lost himself in her kiss.

His cock pressed into the junction of her thighs, the heated softness of it beneath the thin leather she wore made him think of sweet summer nights.

Damn, she was going to be that good, that slick and wet for him. He knew it. He could sense it.

Tangling the fingers of one hand into her hair, he held her in place as his lips and tongue ravished hers. Lilly gave as good as she got. Her fingers speared into his hair, tight and desperate, and a mewling little moan tore from her lips as her tongue licked at his, stroking, caressing with desperate hunger.

He shouldn’t have started this out here. He should never have allowed himself to touch her yet, to taste her. He knew the taste of her. It had tormented him for months. He knew the feel of her, but not enough. Not yet.

Jerking back from her, Travis did the only thing he could think of to keep from being arrested for lewd and indecent acts in a public place.

He lifted her from him, ignoring her protesting cry as he unwrapped one of her legs from around his waist and helped her back to her feet. Swinging his leg over the seat, he wrapped his arm around her waist and all but dragged her to the side entrance of the motel.

Sliding the key card through the security reader, he waited for the subtle click, then pushed the door open and led her to the elevator.

It took only minutes to reach the fourth floor and the room he’d rented for his stay there. He paused a moment to ensure that the hair he’d lain over the top of the reader was still there before he swiped the card, then pulled Lilly into the darkened room.

There was no thinking after that. There was only the taste of her, the feel of her. Stripping her of the clothes that kept the satin softness of her body from him, then tearing his own from his body to allow his flesh to stroke against hers, and still, he couldn’t make it past the small sitting area to the bed that was only a few steps away.

He was dying for her. God help him, he couldn’t stand another moment away from her, so much as a second without their flesh touching. Never in his life had a woman affected him this way. Never had he known such a powerful hunger, such a driving need to touch, to taste, to forever imprint the feel of another’s flesh inside his mind.

Until Lilly Belle.

Pulling his head back to string kisses down her neck, he was surprised as she began stringing them down his chest instead. Held in a vise of pure sensual sensation, Travis could only feel, could only watch as her lips and tongue painted a trail of agonizing pleasure to the thick, heavy erection that pulsed in need.

Never had he seen anything so beautiful as the sight of her going to her knees in front of him, naked, her breasts swollen, her nipples hard. Her fingers attempted to wrap around the width of his cock, but they couldn’t quite make it. That didn’t stop her from leaning forward and licking a white-hot trail of sensation over the sensitive crest.

“You don’t have to do this,” he groaned, but damn, he wanted her to.

A siren’s smile curved her lips before they parted over the wide head of his cock, and slowly, tantalizingly, she sucked it into the silken heat of her mouth.

Travis’s fingers bunched in the heavy strands of her hair. His head tilted back as the muscles in his body tightened, bulged with the effort to survive the extremity of the pleasure now washing through him.

The heated dampness swirled around the head of his cock, seared over nerve endings so sensitive now that each draw of her mouth, each lash of her tongue, was an agony of pleasure.

Bending his head once again, he forced his eyes open, forced himself to watch the most erotic sight he had ever seen. It was enough to make his balls clench in agony. The sight of her lips parted over his cock, taking him in, sucking him with reckless greed as the fingers of one hand stroked the shaft, and the other, sweet heaven, the fingers of her other hand curled around his balls, her nails scraping the flesh as he felt her moan vibrating around the too-sensitive head.

Each draw of her mouth drove him closer to the breaking point. Each lick of her tongue had his nerve endings screaming with need.

Until he couldn’t take any more.

Gripping her shoulders, he drew her to her feet despite her protests, a tight grimace contorting his features as the hard flesh slipped free of the hot ecstasy surrounding it.

He’d wanted so much more than he would be able to give her this first time. He wanted to touch her for hours, stroke her, taste her. He’d wanted to gorge himself on her and pray it would finally sate the hunger tormenting him.


Instead, he could do nothing but lift her to him, turn, and sit her on the desk beside them. He reached down, grabbed his pants, fished a condom out of his pocket, sheathed himself, and stepped between her thighs. As her legs wrapped around his hips he stared into the wild green of her eyes, and knew he would never have enough.

“I have to,” he groaned as he pressed the head of his cock against the snug, heated entrance of her slick pussy.

The slick dampness coated his flesh as he pressed against her, easing with agonizing slowness inside the tight entrance.

“I waited.” Her whisper tore into his soul. “Tell me it’s not a dream.”

What she did to him was probably illegal. It might very well get him killed.

“It’s a dream.” He had to clench his teeth against the rapture enclosing his cock as her sweet pussy began to suck him inside. “Tell yourself that, Belle. Believe it. It’s just a dream.”

It had to be a dream, because anything else at this moment could destroy them.

He heard the hitch of her voice and couldn’t bear her pain, her regret. He felt her hands tighten on his shoulders and knew that he couldn’t allow the night to be anything more than that. Just a dream.

Working against the ultrasnug grip of the sweet, heated muscles gripping his cock, Travis began to press deeper inside her, to take more of her. His muscles tightened as his entire body seemed to spasm with the pleasure that raked through him, burning through his body and imprinting her into areas of his soul that he knew he should never allow her into.


“I don’t want to wake up then.” The lost, lonely sound of her voice tore at his heart. “Don’t let me wake up, Travis. Let me sleep forever—” A cry ended the plea as Travis surged those last inches inside her, pushing past that fragile barrier. His cock throbbing in agony, pulsing with a white-hot demand for release as the heat of her pussy surrounded it, milked it, gripped it like the sweetest vise, and stole the last of the control he had possessed.

Gripping a hip with one hand, Travis let his fingers curl around the firm weight of a breast as his head lowered. His hips moved, shifted, taking shallow thrusts that had her pussy tightening further as his lips covered the tight, velvety peak of a nipple.

He sucked it inside, laved it with his tongue, and listened to her attempt to hold back her cries. She failed. He began thrusting inside her, then pulled back until just the crest of his cock remained before powering inside her once again only to draw back quickly, thrust in hard. It was a brutal, ecstatic cycle that had perspiration slickening both their bodies as he felt her begin to tighten further.

Her pussy rippled around his dick, tightened, heated. He felt as if his cock were fucking into a vise of pure hot silk covered with rich syrup.

Her legs were tight around his hips as she moved with him, taking each thrust and returning it as she slowly lay back on the desk, forcing him to release the sweet taste of her nipple.

But it gave him so much more to touch. Stretched out before him, she stared up at him as he gripped her hips, and his gaze dropped to where he possessed her, his jaw tightening as he fought to hold back his release.


Sweet, soft, bare flesh hugged his cock, glistened with the heavy layer of her juices, and encased his flesh with every hard stroke that separated them. Her clit was swollen, a pale pink gem peeking out at him, tempting him until he lowered a hand from her hip to stroke the tiny pearl gently, quickly.

Timing each caress to the strokes that were only gaining in speed, fucking her with all the desperate hunger riding inside him, Travis felt himself unraveling in the sheer pleasure of the act of taking her.

His thumb moved faster over her clit, stroking it, her muted cries gaining in depth until he felt her coming around him. Her pussy became so tight it was agony stroking through the clenched muscles. They sucked at the heavy crest, flexed around the throbbing shaft, and between one heartbeat and the next, Travis felt her orgasm.

The power of it drew her body tight. It lifted her back from the desk, widened her eyes, and began to jerk through her body as pure ecstasy possessed her. Thrusting in harder, one stroke, two, Travis gave in to the tortured pleasure wrapping around his balls and buried himself to the hilt to fill her with the hard, steady blasts of release that poured from him.

His head fell back on his shoulders. His fucking knees were shaking, weakening. Sweat ran down his face in rivulets, adding to the sensations that racked through him, tore up his spine, and exploded in his brain with a rapture he knew he would never recover from.

Collapsing over her long minutes later, he fought to catch his breath, to get his bearings. His flesh was still buried inside her, he was still hard, and he wanted more. He wanted to consume her. He wanted to possess her until nothing mattered but the sheer white-hot pleasure that surrounded them.

“Don’t wake up,” he whispered as he felt her shudder against him once more. “Dream with me, Belle. Sweet Belle, just dream with me.”

 

Lilly felt sad as she drove to the warehouse that housed the headquarters of Elite Two. Returning to the life she lived now, rather than the life she had lived six years ago, or the one she wished she could live in Travis’s arms, was one of the hardest things she had ever done.

Lilly had given Travis the information she had been sent to deliver before leaving, but leaving had been nearly impossible. She had wanted to stay there, to linger, to hold onto the warmth of the man who had held her for as long as possible.

She’d had to make a choice. Stay with Travis or grab what little time she would have to see her family.

She had walked away from her family. There was no changing that fact. Or rather, she had been forced to do so by whoever had killed her father and had attempted to kill her on a wintry night six years before.

She was dead to her family, but despite her difficult relationship with them when she was “alive,” they weren’t dead to her.

And really her mother had been the difficult one.

Angelica Harrington was volatile and slightly neurotic, to say the least, Lilly thought with a tight smile. Consumed with appearances, arrogant at every opportunity, and convinced her way was the only way, her mother had ruled the Harrington household with an iron fist. Her father and brother had shielded her from most of it, but no one could completely escape her mother’s often disapproving regard. Even so, Lilly loved her mother. As Jared used to say often, “She loves us, Lilly.” And then he would laugh. “Even if she has a funny way of showing it.”

Lilly smiled, thinking of her brother. They had been so close when they were younger, but they had drifted apart a bit after he had gone to law school, then graduated, married, and started a family of his own. Still, her heart clenched when she thought about how her brother and her mother must have felt to lose both her and her father at the same time.

Lilly’s smile faded as she remembered the night her father had died. She remembered walking into his study and seeing him lying there in his own blood. She remembered feeling like it had to be a nightmare, but she was unable to wake up. She had been about to run to her father and then nothing…

The next thing she knew she was waking up in a hospital, bandaged practically from head to toe, and in so much pain that she had wanted to die if she wasn’t dead already. She remembered hearing Jordan’s voice through the pain.

“Do you want to live, Lady Victoria, or die forever?”

The satellite phone on the seat beside her rang insistently, breaking her train of thought.

Glancing quickly at the display, Lilly couldn’t help but bite her lip in indecision. She had a feeling she knew what was coming.

Sighing loudly, she reached to her ear and activated the bluetooth.


“I’m on my way, Raisa,” she told the other woman.

“Yeah, like we’ll get to talk when you get here, bitch,” Raisa laughed good-naturedly. The other girl’s explicit language no longer fazed Lilly.

The exotic Afghani girl had taken to defying all the rules she had been raised to live by when she had watched her parents die before her eyes, then had “died” herself in a war that had destroyed every dream she had ever known, she had told Lilly.

“We’ll find time,” Lilly promised her.

“Like hell,” Raisa said. “I want the scoop now. Did you get you some? Because I swear if anyone ever needed a little sack time with a tall sexy man, then it’s you.”

Lilly flushed, suddenly thankful that this conversation was on the phone rather than face to face. Raisa was terribly intuitive, and Lilly knew the other girl would see all the things she wanted to hide.

Things Lilly wanted to hide even from herself.

“I had a mission to finish, not sack time to accomplish,” Lilly informed her, fighting to keep her voice even. “Damn, Raisa, maybe you’re the one needing the sack time with a tall, dark and handsome.”

“Only if I have my knife at his throat and he’s tied to the bed,” Raisa snorted. “Anyway, we’re discussing your sack time, not mine.”

Striking and darkly beautiful, Raisa was the one agent Lilly considered least likely to go looking for a one-night stand. It wouldn’t surprise her in the slightest to learn that the other girl was a virgin.

She had “died” at age sixteen and the horror of the hours she had spent at the hands of the enemy still brought Raisa awake screaming from the nightmares.


“No sack time, Raisa,” Lilly lied. “Sorry.”

“Damn, you’re no fun.” Raisa sighed. “I miss those bad boys, Lilly. They make life interesting.”

And Elite One did make life fun. sometimes. Whenever she or the other girls were sent to gather information before Elite One went in to complete a mission, there was always a few days spent briefing them on what they had learned.

It was days spent going over the intel, eating pizza and sometimes a few practical jokes played by Wild Card or Heat Seeker. At times, there had been stolen moments of sensual teasing between Lilly and Travis. Raisa had walked in one of those times.

She hadn’t stopped teasing Lilly since.

“I’m almost home,” Lilly finally told her. “Put on a pot of coffee and a snack of some sort. I’m starved.”

“Already working on it,” Raisa promised her. “And you’re right on time. We have several missions coming through. A few of them actually look interesting.”

None of them were interesting. They were all dangerous, they were all soul-tiring.

“Be there in five then,” Lilly said.

“We’re watching for you. See you soon.” The line disconnected as Lilly reached up and deactived the link before pulling into the warehouse district that housed Elite Two’s headquarters close to London’s docks.

The long drive back to the warehouse had passed quickly. Stepping from the SUV, Lilly paused and looked around. She took in the brick buildings that surrounded the Elite Two’s headquarters, the darkened windows, the almost sinister feel of the area, as heavy storm clouds rolled in overhead.


She suddenly felt on guard. She could almost swear she felt the scope of a sniper’s rifle aimed at her own head. Her commander had once stated that when you’d been the hunter long enough, you would know when you had become the prey.

Suddenly, she definitely felt like prey.

Reaching inside the SUV, she pressed the activation on the steering wheel as she quickly bent and reached for the weapon lying on the passenger seat.

It happened then. As she moved. As she heard her commander’s voice through the communications patch, the explosion of a gunshot came barely a second after agony engulfed her head.

She felt, not for the first time, images of her life tearing through her mind. This time, it wasn’t the memories of a child’s laughter, or a father’s voice that she heard.

This time, it was the voice of a lover who should never have been her lover. A man who had stolen her heart. His voice whispered in her ear, and the feel of his lips caressing her flesh almost washed through the pain as she felt her body fall.

In that millisecond true regret wasn’t for the life she had lost before, but for the man she couldn’t return to.

She saw eyes the color of gold and brown and flecked with green. She saw his face, felt him against her, and wished she had done things differently. As darkness closed around her, a single word slipped past her lips, rife with regret, pain, and an aching sense of loneliness.

“Travis.”









CHAPTER 1



Two months later

A STEADY, RAIN-FILLED wind whipped around the dark helmet covering Travis Caine’s head, sang around the leather pants and jacket he wore, and whispered a caress over the full, face-shielding helmet he wore. Heavy boots covered his feet, protecting him against the elements as rain poured down from the skies, and lightning lit the darkness with jagged forks of power.

The Harley he rode roared down the open highway, throbbing with the increased power it had been customized with. The display beneath the handlebars was lit with a muted glow indicating speed, time, and location. The embedded electronics in the night-vision shield of the helmet provided other readouts considered imperative in his line of work.

According to that information, he was growing closer to his destination and a mission he still wasn’t certain he was prepared to be a part of, because of the woman he was partnered with, because of a night they shouldn’t have shared.

He shouldn’t have loved her.


No, he shouldn’t have fucked her, he corrected himself. He immediately felt an edge of distaste at his attempt to make that night into something unemotional. Something less powerful than it had been.

It was a night he hadn’t been able to forget. In the past two months it had tormented him, torn at him, and left him hungry for more of her in ways he had never hungered for another woman before. She was the last woman he should have ever touched.

What the hell was she doing to him?

Elite Two and the women that were a part of that team were a hidden, rarely mentioned section of Elite Ops.

The Ops was more than the one team Jordan commanded, Travis had learned. For years he and the other agents under Jordan’s command had believed that Elite One was the only sanctioned operation and that the women they had helped train were meant to be backup, nothing more.

They hadn’t realized just how good those women were.

Elite Two had hidden even the slightest sign that they, too, were agents. No one had told Elite One what those women’s true purpose was, nor had anyone explained the full extent of the Elite Ops and the units that comprised it until after the Warbucks mission months before.

Warbucks had been stealing and selling top-secret military weapons as well as agents’ identities. He’d managed to infiltrate government agencies as well as the companies his father had had interest in to acquire the stolen resources.


Elite Two had gathered the information that had led them to Warbucks because of their covers as very exclusive, well-trained escorts.

Once the mission had revealed Warbucks’ identity, Elite Two had also managed to reveal his associates, his buyers, and his silent partners in many of the sales.

It was then he and the other agents had begun questioning the organization that had taken them in, that had saved them, and created new lives for them.

They’d learned it was much more extensive than they could have imagined. And the missions were drawing together slowly, linked by a thread of information here, a suspect there. Travis could feel it edging toward a single denominator, which made him begin questioning all the missions they were given.

This latest one had him questioning even himself.

It was a damned dangerous game he was getting ready to participate in, and thinking about it left a sour taste in his mouth. Despite all the good it was doing, there were times the Elite Ops had little tact and even less taste. To use a woman in the manner they were prepared to use her had his back teeth clenching in anger and a sense of injustice rising inside him.

The fact they were using his woman, despite her agent status, only pissed him off more.

And he was damned if he could figure out why he was letting it bother him. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t learned the hard way how easily a woman could betray a man. He’d “died” with that lesson pounding in his head years ago, and when he’d been reborn, he’d sworn to himself that he wouldn’t forget it.

He’d lost everything in his life because he’d trusted a woman and it wasn’t a lesson he cared to repeat. It was one he had sworn time and time again he wouldn’t repeat. But the minute he’d learned how the Elite Ops was forcing this woman to face her past, he’d become enraged.

Lilly was different, his heart swore, though his mind fought that instinctive knowledge.

He shouldn’t have been surprised, though. He should have expected it at some point once he’d managed to uncover her former identity. She was the perfect asset to use to find the individual or individuals involved in the death of the powerful, influential Lord Harold Harrington, Lilly’s father.

But they were prepared to use her in a way that Travis feared would end up destroying her. Returning her to her old life, to the family she had left behind, wouldn’t be a cakewalk for her.

Sure, Lilly had already been training to follow in her father’s footsteps as an MI5 agent before her “death.” But even then, she had been a Harrington and had been entrenched in that blue-blood life. She had been raised to be a lady and to assume all the responsibilities that entailed. However, once she had joined the Elite Ops, she left all of that behind and had become someone else entirely. An outsider, a rebel…a lost soul who had seen and done things others only saw in their nightmares. Like him, she no longer belonged in that rarefied world. And making her face what she had been forced to leave behind was damn cruel.

Facing it himself wouldn’t be easy. There was an added painful element for Lilly, though. They were returning to investigate the death of Lilly’s father and the attempt on her own life when she had been Lady Victoria Harrington. Lilly remembered very little about that final night of her old life. She remembered seeing her father lying in a pool of blood when she entered his study, and nothing more.

The next day Lord Harrington’s body had been pulled from his car, which had gone over a cliff. The fuel line had cracked upon impact, and in a matter of minutes the car exploded. Harrington’s body had been burned beyond recognition. They’d had to identify him by his dental records. Lilly’s body had never been found. It was believed that she had been thrown from the car upon impact and that her body washed out to the sea at the bottom of the cliff.

They believed that whoever shot Lord Harrington had tried to cover up the crime by making it look like he and his daughter had gotten into a horrible car accident. And because he had been wealthy and titled, and because MI5 would have preferred not to have anyone looking too closely into why Lord Harrington might have died, he had been laid to rest quickly and Lilly had been declared dead. Unfortunately, the ones responsible still had not been identified.

As a covert agent for MI5, Lord Harrington had been investigating the electronic theft of thousands of pounds from trust funds and legitimate companies in England. The situation came to his attention when he had launched a probe into his own company when funds had gone missing.

Those funds had been diverted to accounts overseas, transferred again and again until they disappeared entirely in dummy accounts. That’s when Elite Ops had become interested in the case.


No one could track who was doing it, how they were doing it, or who would be targeted next. Until Lord Harrington had sent a message to MI5 that he had figured it out. Before the agency could send anyone out to his estate to pull him in, he had turned up dead, and his daughter had disappeared. However, money was still disappearing, and they had finally managed to track it to several terrorist accounts and it looked like someone among England’s very wealthy was involved, which made it a delicate situation for MI5. And though they might hesitate to investigate England’s upper crust, Elite Ops had no such compunction.

Pulling beneath the wide receiving area of the Marriott, Travis cut the power to the Harley, unclipped his helmet, and swung his leg over the seat before striding through the electronic doors to the reception desk.

The tired young woman who checked him in paid a little too much attention to the wet leather he was wearing. The glint of lust in her eyes assured him that if he needed any company when she got off her shift, he only had to let her know.

Hell, he should take her up on it, he thought as he strode to the elevator. He would have, if he wasn’t damned sure that he’d end up disgusting himself. Once a man saw heaven in one woman’s arms, then nothing else would do. And that scared the shit out of him, the thought that no other woman but Lilly would do.

Sliding the security key card into the electronic slot, Travis waited for the green light before stepping carefully into the room, his fingers curled around the butt of the gun holstered beneath his shirt.

The room was empty. The sense of vacancy that filled it wrapped around him. It was pure loneliness. Hell, he would have almost preferred an assassin.

Closing the door behind him, Travis tossed his leather bag to the empty chair beside the bed and stared around the darkened room for long moments before moving to the lamp and flipping it on.

Turning, he came to a hard stop at the sight that met him in the shadowed corner on the far side of the room.

“Hell, I didn’t even sense you.” Travis raked his fingers through his hair as Jordan uncurled himself from the chair next to the small round table. “I thought we were meeting later.”

Jordan was an enigma to him, as well as to the rest of the team. Even his nephew, Noah Blake, admitted that his uncle was damned complicated. Travis knew he had never worked with another man as dangerous, nor as completely icy, as Jordan Malone.

“We need to talk before we meet with the commanders from Elite Two. You’ll be accompanying them to Switzerland, and I wanted to brief you first,” Jordan informed him as he moved to the tiny kitchen station in the corner and pulled open the door to the box refrigerator.

“I could have used a nap first,” Travis grunted.

Why the hell Switzerland? The last he heard he was heading to England.

He could have used some time to think about this one.

“You want the nap or full disclosure?” Jordan asked as he pulled free two beers, uncapped them, and handed one to Travis before returning to his chair.

Full disclosure from Commander Tight-ass? Now that would sure as hell be a change.


Setting the bottle on the dresser behind him, Travis threw the helmet to the bed before peeling off his wet jacket and throwing Jordan a dark glare.

“Since when do you give full disclosure?” he asked.

Bright blue eyes flashed with a hint of anger as Jordan lifted the bottle and took a long drink of the beer. When he set the beer back on the table, his expression was once again cool, composed.

“Since we’re using a noncombatant,” Jordan stated, his voice harder than normal.

Travis watched him carefully now. “Night Hawk isn’t a noncombatant, Jordan,” he reminded him. “She’s an agent.”

Jordan took a long sip of his beer, his expression thoughtful before saying, “Not any longer.”

Travis froze. He’d never heard of an Elite Ops agent being released from duty. It was a life sentence. Try to run, try to hide, even dare to think of revealing the truth about your life, and it was fatal.

“What do you mean, not any longer?”

The only way she could have managed release was death. And she couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t.

Leaning forward, Jordan braced his elbows on his knees and stared back at him, his expression remote, but Travis felt the tension emanating from the other man.

“We believe Night Hawk has been compromised,” Jordan said. “Two months ago she was shot outside of Elite Two’s headquarters. She was struck in the head.”

Two months ago. She would have just been returning to England. Two months and he was just now learning what had happened to her.

Travis felt ice form in his veins. For one everlasting moment bleak darkness seemed to flow through him, to slice into the hardened shield he’d placed around his heart.

Night Hawk. She was tiny as hell, fragile, slender. There were times she appeared almost broken inside. She was the type of woman that a man wanted to protect, to wrap in cotton batting and hold close to his heart forever.

The fact that she was a trained sniper with a rating that other snipers would envy never failed to amaze him. She didn’t look strong enough to carry the rifle he knew had been customized for her. She sure as hell didn’t look merciless enough to use it, though he knew she was.

She was filled with regret, with bitterness. There was a dark, overwhelming agony that lived in her eyes, and a hunger that went far beyond the lust he knew she felt for him.

And now, there was a chance he would never again touch her, never taste her, never know the culmination of the need that filled her gaze each time she looked at him.

He could only imagine the damage, and the horrific results of those images flashed through his mind, sending a shaft of pain through his soul that he should have been immune to.

“Status?” He could barely force the words past his lips as he suspected the worst.

Jordan had stated she was compromised, not dead. That left hope. God, he needed hope. He couldn’t imagine his Night Hawk gone forever, the tiny glimmer of hope that always lingered in her gaze extinguished.


“Recovering. She moved at the last second, so the bullet just grazed her. She has a damned hard head, but there are complications.” There was no emotion in Jordan’s tone. He could have been discussing the weather rather than a person’s life.

Travis had to do something. If he continued to stand there, then he might end up losing his grip on reality.

Jerking fresh, dry jeans from his pack and ignoring Jordan, he removed the leather riding pants before pulling the jeans over his legs and securing them quickly. Pulling the damp jacket from his shoulders, he tossed it negligently to the floor before stripping the moist T-shirt from his body and tossing it to the floor with the jacket.

Jordan wasn’t talking.

Travis pulled a T-shirt over his head, then turned, lifted the beer, and finished it in one drink.

“What are the complications?” he finally asked, knowing Jordan was going to draw this out, to force him to ask, to reveal any emotions he might feel. Any feelings that could compromise the assignment or Travis’s ability to use Night Hawk however Jordan intended to use her.

When he spoke, he was deadly serious.

“Amnesia. She’s completely forgotten the past six years. That includes her father’s death. For all intents and purposes, she’s become a liability, Travis.”

Amnesia. She was once again the woman she had been rather than the woman she had been trained to be. For a moment, a sense of joy threatened to swell within him, because he remembered the young woman she had been rather than the agent she had been forced to become. One he knew suffered from the loss of the life she had left behind.


“Then the operation has changed?” She was alive. She was alive. The words played through his mind, his heart, as he fought to get his bearings upon realizing that she hadn’t been killed, that at least he could hold on to the fact that she still breathed.

“The operation’s focus is still the same. But the reasons behind the mission have…expanded a bit,” Jordan informed him. “And we’re still going to use her. You’re still going to use her.”

Knowing it and hearing it were two different things. Having that knowledge affirmed with such cool confidence, such lack of regret or mercy, had the power to piss Travis off more than it should have.

“Now why the fuck doesn’t that surprise me?” Travis bit out, his voice rough, emotion slipping through his control despite his attempts to hold it back. “Fuck, Jordan, over the years, has it occurred to you that you’ve turned into nothing more than a governmental fucking robot?”

He knew the original operation that had been planned. It would have been hard enough for her to go back to her old life. Doing it with no memory of who she had been for the past six years would make her a danger to herself, to himself, and to the mission, and that wasn’t acceptable.

“We suspect that whoever tried to kill her six years ago has somehow found her again. The Elite Ops could be jeopardized if this is true, Travis. If they found her, then every agent in the program could now be at risk. We have to find this bastard and find out just how much he knows.”

“You’ll get her killed if you try to use her now,” Travis warned him, only barely managing to maintain an air of unconcern now that the initial shock had passed. “If she’s unaware of her training, then she’s unaware of the danger as well.”

He was surprised at the slow nod of assent he was given in reply.

“We’ve considered this,” Jordan informed him. “Myself and Night Hawk’s commanders have come up with a viable alternative for the situation. She’s changed, Travis, just as the rest of you have. She won’t be the same woman no matter what her memories are. However, you were more involved in her training and she’s closer to you. We suspect she’ll trust you no matter the situation. You’ll have to guide her through the mission without revealing your true reason for being there, or her previous agent status.”

“Really?” His lips twisted cynically. “Is that all?”

Jordan gave him a mirthless grin.

“Her closeness with me may not help,” Travis told him. “Actually, it could hurt.”

Jordan watched him closely for long moments.

“I’m confident you can handle it,” Jordan finally stated. “Especially considering the night the two of you spent together.”

Travis remained silent at the comment. His night with Lilly was between him and Lilly. It had nothing to do with Jordan or with the Elite Ops. “What do you know about the attempt on her?” he asked instead.

“The plastic surgeon listed as her doctor was killed in a fire in his office the day before she was shot,” Jordan revealed. “And Raisa has reports that in the past month someone had been questioning Lilly’s contacts in Berlin and Afghanistan. We have to find out if they know about the Ops as well.”


Dragging his fingers through his hair, Travis sat down on the edge of the bed and stared back at his commander. “What are the chances of her memories returning?”

Jordan shrugged. “Our doctors say no chance. There was too much damage. She’s damned lucky to be breathing on her own.

“Elite Command is willing to let her go, to allow her to return to her old life as long as her memories stay buried. She’ll never be safe, though, until her would-be assassin is caught. This is the second attempt on her life. We have to know if Elite Ops is at risk as well, how she was found, and who Lord Harrington suspected was electronically stealing and transferring those funds. It’s all tied together. Find Lilly’s attempted murderer and we’ll solve the rest of the mysteries.”

“Do we have any suspects?” Travis questioned, his voice rough.

“A whole society full,” Jordan informed him grimly. “Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington and her father were incredibly social, as her family still is. At this point we haven’t pinpointed who it isn’t, so it could be anyone.”

“What does your gut say?” Travis demanded.

“Her uncle, Desmond Harrington. He married her mother the second year after Lord Harrington’s death. He’s my best guess.”

Breathing in roughly, Travis fought to push back the anger that was fraying his control. He’d learned over the years that it rarely paid to give in to his emotions. The plain and simple fact was that he had signed up for this willingly, and he had known the rules when he had done so.

“Any indication Elite Ops has really been compromised?” It was all he could do to force the words past his lips, to keep his anger at bay that Lilly would now be so damned vulnerable.

“Several.” Jordan’s jaws clenched together. “There were inquiries into several agencies questioning any covert status she might have with them. In Afghanistan one of her contacts reported and forwarded several anonymous e-mails he received requesting any known agents she may have worked with.”

“That list is long,” Travis bit out, his voice cold. “Lilly Belle was trained for just such work.”

“And it’s well documented within those agencies that she provided security as well as contacts,” Jordan agreed. “But we believe her cover will hold.”

Travis nodded thoughtfully. He kept his anger contained for the moment and forced his mind to consider the angles of this new, far more dangerous operation.

“How will I re-establish myself in her life?” he asked.

“Directly would be the most efficient,” Jordan said. “Her Elite Ops cover as a professional escort will be in place. If anyone goes digging into the past six years, that’s what they’ll find. We’ll also stick close to the truth about your past association with her—that you trained her. But in addition to that, you were one of her more frequent clients, as well as her lover. That should give you more than enough cover to get close to her. She’ll want to know about those missing years. Who better to tell her about them than her lover, Travis Caine?”


Travis clenched his teeth and refrained from warning Jordan that this might not be as easy as he and the others were assuming.

He knew Lilly. She would never accept that she had been a professional escort. She would know better, and he fully expected she would eventually remember the truth. Lilly was too stubborn not to remember.

“It’s as if you had this planned from the beginning. It’s laying in smooth as hell, isn’t it, Jordan?” Travis mused sarcastically.

“Nothing about this has been smooth,” Jordan informed him. “You were the one who rescued her that night. If you hadn’t been there, she would have died six years ago. It’s unfortunate we weren’t fast enough to save Lord Harrington though or to identify the killers.”

Travis regretted that as well. And sometimes it shook him to think that it had been mere luck that had saved Lilly’s life that night. He and Noah had been there hoping to steal the information Lord Harrington was going to turn over to MI5.

“So is MI5 in on this?” Travis asked.

Jordan shook his head. “We’ve been involved with this one since the beginning and it concerns one of our own agents, so they’re handing it over to us completely. Besides, you know they’d prefer not to have to go after one of England’s most privileged themselves, and that’s exactly where this thing is pointing.”

Jordan sighed. “As for Lilly, this is her chance to go home, Travis. We both know she’s missed it, despite the fact that she never mentions it.”

“Even if she doesn’t belong there anymore?” Travis ran a hand through his hair.


“Yes,” Jordan said with a joyless smile, “even if.”

Travis paced to the large window, though he didn’t pull the curtain aside to stare into the night beyond.

Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington.

Victoria Harrington had been quiet, filled with laughter, and as polite as hell. She had been all woman, though.

He remembered dancing with her before his own “death.” He had been very married at the time. He had also been very aware of his wife’s infidelities. He’d danced with Lilly and fought his arousal as he saw the very innocent, very feminine hunger in her eyes. He’d seen her regret, too, just as sharply as he had felt his own.

“Do you think it’s truly possible for her to go home after the life she’s lived the past six years?” Travis mused. “She’s not that innocent, idealistic young woman any longer, Jordan.”

Was it really possible to return to innocence no matter the memories lost?

Jordan breathed out roughly at the question.

“Who knows?” He finally shrugged. “Either way, we have a mission to complete and a very dangerous person to find. Lord Harrington was a very specialized, well-trained agent. Whoever killed him knew what the hell they were doing.

“MI5 focused on the new lord. Desmond Harrington, Harold Harrington’s half-brother from their father’s second marriage. He’s caretaker of the Harrington title now.”

“I’m surprised Lady Harrington remarried so quickly.” Travis knew Angelica as well. There were few things that mattered as much to her as appearances did.


Jordan sat back in his chair and finished his beer before speaking. His expression was thoughtful, suspicious.

“If she hadn’t, the title would have been lost to her son. If Desmond Harrington married and had other children, Jared would have no chance of inheriting it.” He looked at Travis. “Speaking of Angelica, it seems she tried to have Lilly sent to a psychiatric clinic in France to cure her of obstinacy.”

Travis grimaced at the information. “It’s a very nasty but common occurrence in some of the titled families,” he responded. “It’s kept quiet, considered a shameful secret, but highly relied upon to control the actions and decisions of the younger generations.”

Jordan was staring at him as though he were crazed.

Travis sat down heavily on the bottom of the bed and stared back at his commander in resignation. “Did you read my wife’s file?”

Jordan frowned. “There was nothing there about psychiatric problems or hospitalization.”

“There wouldn’t be,” Travis agreed. “It’s kept quiet, as I said. Very quiet. Even I was unaware of Patricia’s ‘stay’ in France until after her death. It was then her father informed me of her psychiatric problems. The fear of going back ensured that Patricia kept any activities her father or I would disagree with carefully hidden.”

Not that Travis would have allowed her to be hospitalized again.

“Hell.” Jordan shook his head in amazement. “Will Lilly be at risk?”

Travis’s lips thinned. “It’s possible. If Lilly associates with Travis Caine, Lady Harrington might try. However, when she discovers her daughter’s past as a paid escort, one day she may simply disappear, and then we’ll be looking at a mess.”

Jordan’s expression hardened. “A mistake Lady Harrington doesn’t want to make.”

Travis’s smile was mocking. “Lady Harrington doesn’t make mistakes. She’s always right. Always perfect. And she’ll be a pain in our collective asses.”









CHAPTER 2



Two months later
 Hagerstown, Maryland

HE WAS THERE AGAIN.

Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington glanced out of the corner of her eye as she pretended to survey the dresses in the shop window while she and her mother strolled down the crowded sidewalk of historic Hagerstown, Maryland.

She could see him, there in her periphery, standing dangerous and tall, his gaze narrowed on her, watching her with almost complete absorption.

She should be terrified. She should be fighting against the dark shadows, the terrors that rose inside her at night and the visions that haunted her even when she was awake. He brought to mind the one vision she couldn’t get away from even when she slept. The figure standing by her bed, watching her with such intensity, holding her with gentleness and compassion as agony screamed through her brain.

It was a vision her mother had sworn time and time again couldn’t have been real. It was one she knew had to be real. It was too intense, the echo of that pain too agonizing.

She didn’t fight her mother over it, though. Lady Angelica Harrington was too determined, too certain of herself and her own rules to admit she could be wrong.

Lilly rarely argued with her mother.

No, Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington rarely argued with her mother. But Lilly was finding it harder and harder to keep from doing just that.

“Darling, you’re too quiet again.” Her mother reached out, her fingers trembling as they still did whenever she touched her daughter, as though she couldn’t quite believe she was there.

“Sorry, Mother, I was thinking about that dress.” Glancing back to where she had glimpsed the aloof figure moments before, she felt disappointment tear through her.

He was gone. Dark blond hair, or was it light brown? Those eyes, what color were they? she wondered as she turned back to the window of the shop. Brown. They had to be brown. A raptor brown. Mixed with green. Intent and brooding. Eyes that could fire a woman’s arousal and her imagination. Not to mention her confusion why she would know that.

“We could go in and try it on,” her mother urged her, the soft lilt of her English accent drawing gazes from the couple that passed by them. “I’m certain it would look positively gorgeous on you.”

Would it?

She looked beyond the dresses to the other attire the store offered. Jeans, close-fitting, and shirts that would have her mother gasping in shock, she was certain. Not because they were revealing, but because they were common. Her mother strictly detested whatever she believed was common.

“Victoria, we could look at the dresses.”

Victoria.

She frowned at the image that greeted her in the glass.

She didn’t see Victoria there. She saw an unfamiliar image, a woman she was comfortable with, yet those weren’t the features—the face, the eyes, or the hair—of the woman she’d been before. Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington of the London Harringtons. She was related to royalty, though admittedly, the kinship was a distant one at best. Still, she couldn’t quite acclimate herself to who she knew she was, the person she knew she was supposed to be.

“Victoria.” Her mother’s voice echoed with exasperation now.

“I don’t think I need another dress, Mother,” she stated absently as she moved for the door of the shop. “I see something else I might like, though.”

Where the hell was her British accent? She remembered having one. She remembered once being proud of that accent. It didn’t exist now, though. Her voice was smooth and cultured, but it lacked any accent, any inflection, that could have identified her as a member of any particular country or indicated her social status.

“Victoria, you’re acting rather odd.” There was a note of fear in her mother’s voice as she entered the shop and moved beyond the dresses.

Was she acting odd? She was sure as hell feeling damned odd, she thought, before a brief moment of shock hit her. More and more often she found herself cursing. There were moments it was all she could do to hold back the earthy vulgarity when she was talking.

“I’m fine, Mother,” she assured her again as they moved through the small store.

She was going to obey the dictates of what she wanted rather than what her mother would consider acceptable. It was a dangerous urge to follow. At least, six years ago it would have been.

And there they were. Snug, low-slung jeans. There were low boots made of soft, supple leather on a stand beside them. Boots that looked sexy and stylish while being practical and easy to run in. Which made her wonder. What would she be running from?

“Victoria, we’ve discussed this denim fetish you seem to have acquired,” her mother stated worriedly as she moved closer and fingered the denim jeans. Tension seemed to thicken the atmosphere. “Really, Victoria. The dresses are much nicer.”

Lilly had to clench her teeth in irritation.

Lilly, she thought. Her name shouldn’t be Victoria, she had always disliked being called Victoria. She was Lilly. But she couldn’t recall a single time that her parents had called her Lilly.

She was Lilly. Lilly…something. She tilted her head and stared at the material as she rubbed the pocket between her thumb and forefinger. Lilly. Not Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington. Not even Lilly Harrington. But who?

“Can I help you?” the saleslady asked just behind her.

“The jeans,” she told the red-head as she moved to where they hung. “I’d like to try these, please, as well as the boots.” She moved to the boots and chose the correct size before stepping to a particular rack of blouses.

“Oh my God, you wouldn’t dare! Victoria, Desmond would have a stroke if he caught you dressed in such clothing.” Her mother was outraged, as she stared at the flat-heeled, sinfully black leather over-the-knee boots and snug jeans.

No, it wasn’t Desmond who had a problem with the clothes. It was her mother. Angelica Harrington demanded a certain image be presented at all times. Jeans did not fit that image, nor were they allowed in her mother’s presence.

Ignoring her, Lilly walked over to the nearby shirt, reached out and ran her fingers over the soft, expensive olive-green Egyptian cotton.

“Desmond will not appreciate this,” her mother warned, her voice tight.

Desmond was her stepfather now. In the six years she couldn’t remember, she had managed to lose her father, and her mother had married his younger half-brother.

“This blouse, please.” The dull olive-green cotton would fit tightly, conform to her body and shape her breasts enticingly. She wasn’t certain why she was suddenly drawn to the color, though.

She turned to the polite saleslady trailing them. The other woman smiled gently. Long red-gold hair fell to her shoulders and an understanding smile crossed her face.

In the meantime Angelica fussed in the background about the jeans and the drab color of the blouse.

“Victoria, really. The dresses are much nicer.” Angelica continued to object as her daughter moved toward the dressing room.

She glanced back at the door. There was a spot just between her shoulder blades that refused to stop itching. She could feel the eyes on her. His eyes. Somehow, he was still watching her, still waiting for her. Would he be as surprised by the jeans as her mother seemed to be?

As Lilly entered the dressing room she breathed a sigh of relief and leaned wearily against the wall, closing her eyes and taking a hard, deep breath.

She opened her eyes and stared back at the woman in the mirror.

She wasn’t Victoria any longer.

Who the hell was she, really? And why wasn’t she comfortable with the knowledge of her own identity, her own looks?

The soft cotton material of the short gray dress skimmed over her breasts and hips, ending at a barely decent length just below her thighs. The soft gray material didn’t seem appropriate somehow. Just as the green eyes staring back at her didn’t seem right.

She had once had hazel eyes. She had always had hazel eyes.

Her hair was a dark red now. It had once been a rich deep brown. Her doctors were amazed at the fact that somehow her eye and hair color had been permanently changed.

She was different. Her looks were different. Something inside her was different. There was something that didn’t seem quite right about the life she was living now, and the woman she remembered being.

“Darling, are you all right?” Angelica’s voice came through the thin walls of the dressing room. Lilly could hear the concern, the confusion in her mother’s voice. But she also heard the forced patience and edge of irritation.

“I’m fine, Mother. I’ll just be a moment,” Lilly told her.

“Desmond is going to be utterly upset if you return to the house in jeans.” There was a note of amused affection in her mother’s voice when she spoke of her husband that had Lilly almost cringing in distaste. There was a warning there as well. “He may even fuss at you, dear.”

Lilly stared at the denim, the boots, and the blouse. She stared back at herself in the mirror, then turned away. She loved it. She could move in this clothing. She could run, she could fight…who?

Dark flashes surged through her mind, electric images of gunfire, blood and death flashed like vibrant lies amid a midnight landscape.

Hurriedly stripping the new clothes from her body, Lilly pulled the dress back on, slid her feet into the heels that she knew she could never run in, then gathered up the articles she had tried on.

Stepping from the dressing room, she gave her mother a careful, cool smile in response to the frown on Angelica’s face. She knew better than to upset her mother. At least, she had known better six years ago. There was a part of her now that balked at giving into another’s dictates or the threat of the consequences.

“I’ll take these.” She handed the clothing to the saleslady, while trying to ignore the irritation in her mother’s eyes. Perhaps it was best that she remain the daughter Angelica thought she was, but another part of her demanded that she be something else, something more, and that she be prepared.

She had to maintain the illusion, she thought. Survival depended upon blending into this life she was living now. Even the smartest prey understood the value of playing dumb. And a killer well understood the hunt.

Lilly almost came to an abrupt halt at the thought. Shock was a bitter taste in her mouth as she fought not to sink into the shadows and the memories that were just out of reach.

She wasn’t a killer! She was a social butterfly; a scheming little debutante, her father had once accused affectionately. She knew well how to blend into this life, she had learned at an early age. She wasn’t a killer. But the blood in her dreams indicated otherwise.

She resisted the urge to stare at her hands, a part of her desperate to ensure no blood stained them.

Who the hell was she and why did the memories of the past six years seem so elusive while the nightmares seemed more real?

She was indeed Victoria Harrington. DNA had proven it. Her blood was a perfect match for the DNA that had been taken from the Harrington children a decade ago to ensure they could always be identified, no matter the circumstances.

She knew who she was, yet she felt like an imposter. Whatever had happened in the past six years she had lost had changed her in ways she couldn’t explain. It had ensured she no longer fit in with her family, her friends, where once before she had blended into this life seamlessly.


She had memories of her life up until the night before the car crash that had killed her father and left her struggling for life six years ago. The memories of the past six years eluded her, though.

And why was she searching for a face in the crowd, anticipation surging through her at the thought of one brief glimpse of a man she didn’t know? A man who felt more familiar to her than her own face. The man she had caught watching her earlier.

“You’re acting very strange, Victoria.” Angelica sighed as they left the shop and moved back to the tree-shaded sidewalk and the shops that Angelica insisted on visiting.

Lilly could hear the edge of anger in her mother’s tone and she knew she should be wary of it. Angelica Harrington had a hard, sharp edge when angry. One that cut with brutal strength. And she had no problem slicing into one of her children if she felt the need.

“I’m well, Mother.” She watched the crowd intently, careful to keep her mother’s body shielded as they continued the impromptu shopping spree they had decided on that morning.

She couldn’t understand why she was doing that. Why did she suddenly know how to protect her mother, and what was she trying to protect her from?

“I didn’t ask if you were well,” her mother said, exasperated. “I said you’re acting strange.”

“So, I look strange and I feel strange, as well.” Lilly snorted. “And could you please just call me Lilly?”

They both stopped.

Lilly tried to look everywhere but at her mother, before she was finally forced to meet Angelica’s dark brown gaze. The anger was still there, but also a hint of fearful confusion. Lilly well understood. Perhaps Angelica truly had lost her daughter.

“Lilly,” Angelica finally said softly then, staring back at her as though she saw more than even Lilly could guess at. “That’s what your grandmother called you, you know.”

No, she hadn’t known that. Her grandmother had died when Lilly was no more than a child.

As though by silent accord they turned and began moving down the sidewalk again. There was a silence between them now that wasn’t exactly comfortable.

“I don’t remember her calling me Lilly,” she said, trying to calm her racing heart and to ease the tension.

“You were very young,” her mother said. “It doesn’t surprise me that when you disappeared you chose that name to use. Your grandmother always claimed you were more a Lilly than a Victoria. But your father insisted on Victoria.”

She had been Victoria six years before. She had been the belle of every ball. She had been powerful in her own right. She had had lunch with the Queen more than once, she’d known the Prime Minister, she had danced with many members of Parliament. She had conspired—

The memory slammed shut, just that quickly. It was there, then gone as though it had never been. Frustration ate at her. The memories were there, just out of reach, haunting her, daring her to do what, she wasn’t certain.

“You know, there’s the nicest little antiques store just ahead.” Her mother changed the subject with forced brightness as they passed a small café whose tempting scents wafted out to her. “I thought it would be nice to see what they have. I found several flatware pieces there the last time I visited. It was quite unique.”

Coffee. She would kill for a cup of hot coffee.

She would kill…

For the barest second the sight and scent of blood filled her senses, and it wasn’t the first time. She didn’t freeze this time. She barely paused at the memory, and, like the first time, it disappeared just as quickly as it had come.

She didn’t stumble, she continued walking, balancing perfectly on the high heels even as she thought that if she had to run, it would take precious seconds to shed the impractical footwear.

“Desmond usually comes on these little forays with me.” Her mother continued chatting. “It’s too bad he had that meeting this afternoon in D.C. He could have accompanied us.”

Lilly had breathed a sigh of relief when Desmond had announced he couldn’t take the trip with them. For some reason, she no longer felt as though she could trust the uncle she had once cherished. That feeling left her off balance as if she couldn’t trust anyone anymore.

It was locked in her memories. All the answers she needed were locked behind the veil of shadows that had wiped out the past six years of her life.

What had happened the night her father’s car had gone over that cliff with her in it? Had they argued? Had they been in danger? Why had they left the party that night without telling anyone or making their excuses?

None of the explanations she had been given when she awoke in the hospital nearly four months ago made sense. She had lost more than just memories. Lilly felt as though she had lost herself as well.

She had lost her life, her father. Her mother and uncle felt like strangers, and where was the brother who had always tried to protect her? When he had come to see her in the hospital, he had disowned her as a lying, scheming tramp attempting to steal his sister’s identity.

And perhaps that hurt most of all. She had idolized Jared. To have him turn on her had broken her heart in ways she feared would never heal.

“You’re too quiet, Lilly. How do you hope to ever acclimate if you refuse to try?” Her mother’s voice was hard now, censorious. “I still think you needed time to heal further. The clinic in France…”

“Mother, really.” Lilly smiled gently, consolingly. “I’m acclimating fine. I’m just getting my bearings, I promise.”

“And you would tell me if it were otherwise?” her mother questioned, concern softening the hardness in her tone.

“I promise I will,” Lilly lied.

 

“The dress becomes you.”

Lilly froze at the sound of the voice at her ear, slightly husky, rich and dark, like the finest black velvet rubbing against the senses.

She knew that voice. It sank inside her, caressed against memories that chafed beneath the shadows and eased a sense of fear that had been riding inside her for the past months.


She hadn’t realized how frightened she had been until that clenched, tight part of her soul seemed to relax marginally.

“I think I prefer the jeans, boots, and thigh holsters you wore in Afghanistan better, though.”

She felt his cheek against her hair as her heart began to race, to pound erratically with fierce anticipation. Her body suddenly became too sensitive, too warm, as a distantly remembered heat began to flare inside her.

“Et.” The halting sound delayed her attempt to turn around. “Stay still, no need to turn around yet.” There was an edge of darkness in his voice as he gripped her hip with one hand and held her in place.

There were too many sensations racing through her body now, too much heat and too many pinpoints of emotion that she couldn’t make sense of.

“Who are you?” she hissed as she gazed around desperately, wondering where her mother had gone off to, wondering what she would think of the man standing much too close to her daughter.

“You don’t remember me?” There was an odd note in his tone, one she couldn’t decipher quickly. “As much trouble as we’ve instigated together? I think I’m offended, Belle.”

A sense of vertigo assaulted her at the chiding tone.

“Evidently I don’t.” She fought to still her racing heart, to ease the harshness of her breathing.

“I heard you’d been wounded. Evidently the rumors of lost memories is true.” The comforting tone to his voice did nothing to still the alternating emotions that were suddenly tearing through her. “Trust me, baby, you know me.”

She believed it. She knew it. She could feel that knowledge heating her body.

“Then I can look at you.” She kept her voice low, as he did, her gaze continually scouring the interior of the shadowed store for anyone that could be watching or listening.

“Not yet. Turn around and I won’t be able to help myself. Your mother would find you in a very compromising position. She doesn’t seem the type to look the other way if she caught her daughter being seduced in a back corner of an antiques store.”

Her mother would be absolutely mortified. Furious.

“Do you remember Friendly’s Sports Bar?” he asked then.

She shook her head slowly, though a ghost of a memory surfaced. A large dim room, a jukebox playing, the crack of pool balls and spirited laughter.

“The corner of Franklin and Walnut Street,” he told her.

“We’ve met there before?” She heard the uncertainty in her voice, the neediness, the hunger for information. Finally a prayer had been answered. Someone who knew who she was rather than who she had been.

“Several times,” he assured her. “Tell me, Belle, how severe is the amnesia?”

She couldn’t decipher the underlying emotion in his voice. Part concern, part something else that had her wondering not just who this man was, but what he was to her.

“The past six years are gone,” she answered truthfully, though she wasn’t certain why she had. This man had her guard up, yet a part of her was reaching out to him, desperate to trust him. “Did you know me well?”

His hands tightened at her hips. “I’ll let you decide that. Meet me tonight at the tavern, alone. No mother, no driver. You could ride that racy little motorcycle you looked so good on. The one you keep in storage here in Hagerstown.”

She rode a motorcycle? Since when did she ride a motorcycle?

She shook her head almost instinctively, rejecting the idea that she would, that she could ride, even as she remembered the wind in her hair and the power pulsing between her thighs.

“I’ll be there at eleven.” His fingers caressed her hips. “Will you be there, Lilly?”

“I’ll be there.” The decision was made so quickly, so instinctively, that she almost called the words back.

“Good girl.” Were those his lips brushing against the shell of her ear?

Lilly shivered at the exquisite sensation of warmth, almost a kiss, as she took in a hard, shocked breath.

“I’ve missed you, Lilly.” Was that a note of regret in his voice?

Lilly fought the overwhelming urge to turn and confront him, to demand the answers she was certain he had. There was no doubt he had known her during those lost years. There was no doubt he may have possibly known her intimately.

“Who am I?” The words slipped past her lips, the emotion in her voice undisguised, the fear that she fought to keep hidden revealing itself in the husky, plaintive tone of her voice.


Behind her, the warm male body bracketing hers was still for a long moment before she felt the silent sigh ripple across his chest.

“We’ll discuss that tonight.” There was a promise in his voice and, a part of her feared, a warning.

A warning about what? The truth perhaps?

The truth could be a double-edged sword, her uncle had warned her several times when she questioned if he had had the past six years of her life investigated once he learned she was alive. Surely he had, yet he refused to give her a straight answer.

The evasiveness had been driving her insane. Perhaps, this time, someone would give her a straight answer.

“And if I don’t show up?”

His hands eased away from her slowly as the sound of her mother’s voice discussing the merits of a particular porcelain plate filtered through the dim room.

“Then I guess you don’t show up,” he murmured. “Perhaps, Lilly, there’re things about yourself that you don’t really want to know.”

As she tried to understand that comment he slipped away from her, the warmth of his body no more than a dream as she turned quickly to try and catch a glimpse of the man who had held her so intimately.

Was he the one following her? Was he the one that filled her fantasies as well as her nightmares?

However, all she saw was his back as he slipped out the door and moved quickly past the long, narrow window of the shop.

Lilly began to race after him. Waiting until tonight for answers suddenly seemed less than feasible. She wanted those answers now.

“Lilly, Mrs. Longstrom has the most gorgeous lace tablecloth in the back room.” Her mother’s voice stopped her as she took the first step. “You simply have to come back here and see it. I believe it would be perfect for the breakfast room at the manor.”

Lilly turned quickly back to her mother, a question forming on her lips, a demand to know if her mother had seen the man speaking to her. If she knew him.

In the moment that the words would have slipped past her lips, she snapped her teeth quickly together. Her mother hadn’t seen him, or she would have already posed the same questions to Lilly.

Angelica suddenly paused, her gaze sharpening as though she sensed or saw something in Lilly’s face that concerned her or perhaps angered her.

“I believe it’s time we go.” Angelica moved quickly across the room despite the height of the heels she wore with her alabaster slacks and matching sleeveless blouse.

Lilly protested as her mother’s fingers curled gently around her arm and urged her toward the door. “Really, Mother, we don’t need to leave.”

She had to get her bearings, had to make sense of what was suddenly happening. What she was feeling.

She should never have had such a reaction to a man she couldn’t see, only hear. A man who seemed more familiar to her than her own body.

She followed her mother from the antiques shop, back to the busy tree-lined street. Pausing, Angelica Harrington made a quick call to the chauffeur, gave him their location, then turned to her daughter with a worried frown.


“I tried to do too much at once,” Angelica said, the apology in her voice pricking at Lilly’s conscience. “I should have allowed you to rest a little longer.”

“You’re going to have to get used to this, Mother,” Lilly informed her firmly as she let her gaze survey the busy street with narrowed eyes behind her dark sunglasses. “Just as I have to get used to myself.”

Lilly didn’t catch her mother’s look of consternation. The older woman watched her daughter as one might watch an alien, waiting, watching for any signs of danger. But together with the wariness there was also pain.

A mother’s dream had come true. The daughter she had thought she had lost forever had returned home. Her child lived and breathed. She was given the chance few parents who had lost children were given. A chance to say all the things she hadn’t taken the time to say before. A chance to kiss her daughter good night. A chance to see her smile. Hear her laughter.

Perhaps.

 

Travis wondered if Lilly had learned to laugh again. He knew the few times he had managed to pull laughter from her it was like seeing sunshine for the first time.

He wondered if her mother saw sunshine when she saw her daughter’s smile, or heard her laughter. He wondered if she’d seen that smile or that laughter since her daughter had been home. God knew, Lilly deserved at least a few moments of happiness before the world went crazy on her again. And before her mother possibly lost her daughter all over.

One thing was certain, beneath the impatience and flashes of irritation Angelica Harrington’s heart was also breaking as she watched the young woman she had been told was her daughter.

There was no doubt Lilly was definitely Victoria Lillian Harrington. DNA proved it, her dental records proved it, but there were no fingerprints to back it up. Her fingerprints had been removed the day she signed on with the Elite Ops. With her return the blame had been lain on the fiery car crash.

Standing well out of her line of vision, he watched her closely, a smile tugging at his lips as she slid her sunglasses on and continued to watch the street with what he knew were eagle-sharp eyes.

She’d caught him following her several times throughout the afternoon. Each time she had stopped, arrowed in on him, and watched him with a familiarity he knew did nothing but confuse her.

He’d seen that confusion. He’d felt it. He’d nearly tasted it as he stood behind her and breathed in her scent.

She was fighting to make sense of the world she was in and the memories she had lost, but she was still game to fight for the answers.

She would be there tonight. There wasn’t a doubt in Travis’s mind that she wouldn’t find the bar in time to meet with him. He wondered if she would make it there alone, or if her shadow, the bodyguard her uncle had hired, would manage to follow her.

Lilly Belle, code-named Night Hawk, would never have allowed herself to be tracked to a meeting. She would have ensured she arrived alone, and if she didn’t, then she would ensure the one following her regretted it.

That was his Lilly. She could be merciless, but in being so, he’d watched, year by year, another piece of her soul erode.

Those wounds were still there, in her eyes, along with her confusion, her wariness.

“What do you think?”

Travis glanced over his shoulder at the towering former Russian who stood carefully back from the edge of the building.

Nik Steele watched Lilly and her mother, his icy blue eyes lasered in on them intently.

“I think we need to plan for when all hell breaks loose,” Travis grunted as a limo drew to a stop in front of the two women.

The chauffeur jumped out, and Travis couldn’t help the amused twitch of his lips. He had to admit, Wild Card made a hell of a chauffeur.

“Looks slick in that perky little hat, huh?” Nik said. “Maybe we should send pictures to his wife.”

Travis snickered at the thought. Wild Card’s wife was a hell of a woman; he had no doubt she wouldn’t ooh and aah over how cute she thought he looked. It was enough to make a single man shudder in fear. Or in envy.

“Save the pictures,” Travis advised him. “Maybe we could throw darts at them instead.”

Nik’s amused grunt was a rough, broken sound, part amusement, part mockery. The man never laughed. He rarely smiled. But hell, Travis couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed himself.

“So what are we putting in our report to Live Wire?” Nik asked him as Wild Card helped Lilly and Angelica into the car.

What was he putting in his report to Jordan?

“She’s viable,” he stated.

“Really?” The skepticism in Nik’s voice wasn’t lost on Travis. “That’s not how I saw things, Black Jack.”

“Do you intend to report differently?” As the limo pulled away, Travis turned back to the mountain they now called Renegade.

Nik was the only one of the team that seemed to change code names like underwear. Jordan couldn’t seem to make his mind up about the big, blond-haired giant.

“Not me.” Nik shook his head firmly as he glanced back at Travis. “If I were you, I’d talk to Wild Card, though.” He nodded in the direction the limo had taken. “Make sure he has the same report. Because I’m betting ‘viable’ isn’t the word he would choose either.”

But it was the one he would use in his report, Travis promised himself. He’d talk to Wild Card. Tonight, he’d meet with Night Hawk. The game was about to begin. That meant “viable” had to be the word they all used. Or Night Hawk would pay the price.

Under no circumstances could the Elite Ops be revealed. The damage it could cause, the danger it could represent to them all, was too high.

If Lilly wasn’t considered viable and an asset to the operation, then she was a risk. And all risks had to be eliminated.

Immediately.









CHAPTER 3



LILLY HAD THOUGHT there would be no way to find a motorcycle she hadn’t even known she owned. The idea of it intrigued her, though. The thought of riding wild and free with nothing but the wind surrounding her filled her with a sense of heady excitement.

Finding the damned thing would be the hard part. Or so she had thought.

Lilly didn’t have memories of the past six years, but she had a strong sense of intuition.

As she rode through Hagerstown in the rented cab, her gaze narrowed on street signs and buildings, Lilly found herself pulling free bits of memory. She could remember riding through town in the dark, but she didn’t remember why.

A certain street sign snagged a memory and she had the driver turn. A building pulled at a memory, a sense of familiarity struck her at an intersection, and soon she had the driver stopping in front of a lot filled with storage units.

She stared at the long lines of blue and white units. A flashback tore through her mind, causing a sudden shaft of pain to seize her temples.

It was here. She knew the unit number and the code to the lock. Her temples throbbed with pain, but she knew. The memory of it was there, a little hazy, but present.

Paying the driver, Lilly left the car and entered the lot, walking quickly to the farthest line of units. She could feel the security cameras trained on her as she kept her face turned carefully from them.

The storage unit she moved to was a simple ten by ten with a combination key and digital code lock.

Lilly bent to the edge of the bottom frame, moving aside the thick layer of gravel carefully until she revealed the cement pad beneath the unit. There, a small depression had been hollowed out of the cement. The key rested there, wrapped in a protective, heavy plastic case.

Within seconds she had the unit unlocked and the key returned to its resting place.

Opening the door slowly, Lilly reached in, flipped the light on, and entered the unit as she closed the door behind her.

There was more than a motorcycle sitting there. Lilly felt her throat tighten, her heart racing out of control. Perspiration dotted her forehead, and for a moment she swore she would become ill. On one wall a series of shelves had been hung. A wide black case sat in the middle of the shelf, surrounded by smaller ones.

Stepping to it, she opened it carefully, her breath catching at the sight of the weapon packed carefully in black foam.


A sniper rifle. It was broken down, well oiled, and shining in the dim light. Reaching out to touch it with trembling fingers, Lilly fought back the realization that she had used it, more than once.

Moving to the smaller cases, she found handguns, and knew somehow that they were modified and highly illegal. There were empty clips and cases of ammunition.

There were clothes, maps, files that Lilly scanned as fear stole her breath.

What in the hell had she been involved in?

Shaking, she pulled a leather bag from a small cabinet and packed clothes, a Glock, ammunition, and several knives inside.

Storing the bag in the back compartment of the motorcycle, Lilly turned to the remainder of the clothes.

She dressed quickly in leather pants, t-shirt, and jacket. Flat leather boots pulled above the knee, and she found the key to the cycle hanging in the ignition.

Fear was ever present, but so was excitement. It pounded inside her, raced through her bloodstream, and sent adrenaline flying through her system.

She didn’t remember who she had been.

She didn’t remember what she had been.

But maybe those memories were now growing stronger, moving closer, and were almost within reach.

 

Friendly’s Sports Bar sat in the perfect location for assignations such as the one Travis had set up with his favorite former Elite Ops counterpart.

It sat on a corner. Across the street were an assortment of closely built inner-city brick houses that served as apartments, homes, and offices.


Franklin Street was a busy area, especially on a Friday night, which allowed for greater anonymity, as well as plenty of traffic, both by vehicle and by foot, which could be used as a distraction as the other agents positioned themselves to watch every corner of the tavern.

They wanted to know who was following Lilly, how she was being followed, and who they could be traced back to.

Sitting at the bar, Travis nursed a beer, his gaze trained on the side entrance of the building from the short end of the L-shaped bar. At the other corner, Nik sat sideways on a bar stool as the red-haired Tehya, one of the team’s communications experts, sat beside him and flirted outrageously.

Farther down the bar Clint McIntyre, a former Navy SEAL and now part of the Elite Ops independent backup team, sat with his wife and tried playing the drunken male on the make while his wife, Morganna, her long dark hair pulled back in a braid, pretended not to be amused.

The rest of the team, backup as well as the agents, were positioned outside along with Jordan and Santos Bahre, one of Lilly’s commanders.

“She’s not showing.” Santos’s voice came through the tiny earset that linked communications between the agents and the commanders. “I warned you she wasn’t this predictable.”

Travis glanced around the bar.

“She’s here.” She’d been here for a while, he suspected. He could feel her watching, those green eyes narrowed on him as she waited to see what he’d do.

“Doubtful.” Reno Chavez, commander of the backup team that had been with the Ops for years, now spoke into the link. “Macey and I both have the entrances covered. There’s no way she slipped in there without us knowing it.”

There was a way. Lilly always found a way.

Travis pushed back the warm beer he had been nursing and made to rise when he felt the small hand that pressed between his shoulder blades, indicating he should remain in place.

Settling back on the stool, he turned his head, restrained his smile, and watched as Lilly slid onto the bar stool that had been vacated beside him.

“I didn’t think you were going to show.” He motioned for the bartender to take her order.

Waving the man away, Lilly turned back to him, her gaze suspicious as she watched him closely.

She was wearing her riding leathers. Leather pants, boots, a short jacket, and a black silk shirt that bared her midriff if she moved just the right way.

“Neither did I.” Her green eyes were dark in the shadows. “Tell me who you are and what do you have to do with me?”

There was something about him, something familiar, something she couldn’t put her finger on. She should know him, but she couldn’t remember him. She couldn’t remember meeting him.

But her body seemed to know him. Each time she had seen him, this morning as well as tonight, her body had responded with heated warmth and that familiar sense of remembrance.

This man had touched her, he had kissed her. Her body remembered it and she ached for more. That ache had followed her through the day, the remembered feel of his body behind her, at the store, impossible to recover from.

“I’ve had many things to do with you.” His smile was rakish, his brown eyes filled with sexual knowledge. A sexual knowledge of her.

Lilly looked up at the bartender as he set a cold beer in front of her.

“Good to see you back, Lilly.” The grizzled bartender gave a wide smile and a wink. “I see your friend found you.”

“That he did.” She lifted the beer to her lips and took a long, cold drink.

The bartender moved away, leaving her with the man watching her now. She didn’t even know his name.

“Travis Caine,” he whispered at her ear as though reading her thoughts. “In case you were wondering.”

She was doing more than wondering. It had been driving her crazy not knowing even that scrap of information. “I know your name then,” she said quietly. “Who are you to me?”

“We met six years ago,” he told her. “We’ve run together at odd times since.”

Lilly pushed the fingers of one hand through her hair.

“We traveled together then?” Her heart was racing, her lungs starved for oxygen as she fought not to breathe too hard.

He nodded and Lilly tipped the beer to her lips, and finished it quickly before setting it rather hard on the bar and flicking her fingers at the bartender to the empty bottle.

He’d obviously been watching for her. Within seconds there was another bottle in front of her. She wondered what tip she usually left him for such excellent service.

She finished half the beer, set the bottle on the bar, then glanced back at Travis.

“I fight?” she whispered back at him.

“Rather well.” He gave her a strange half smile. Strange, because she felt she should know what that smile meant.

“What did I do when I fought?” she asked him. “Did I kill?”

She knew she had. She rubbed her finger and thumb together, knowing her fingerprints weren’t there any longer and they weren’t there for a reason.

“You don’t remember anything about the past six years then?” he asked as he turned more fully to her, the backs of his fingers stroking down her lower arm.

Did she remember anything?

She remembered her nightmares. They were filled with pain, rage, and fear. She remembered a sense of drowning, of icy water closing over her head as she fought to breathe. She remembered a kiss, a touch and an underlying anger that made no sense.

She remembered the sharp retort of a gun, and then nothing.

“I don’t remember anything.” At least nothing that she was willing to discuss at the moment. Especially considering the fact she was presently being watched.

A long, slow turn of the stool seat gave her a clear view of the bar and within seconds she knew all she needed to know. A second later she was facing him once again.

“You have friends with you.” She kept her voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry to any listening device, unless he was wearing one himself.

She felt herself paling at the thought and dropped her head to stare at the beer. Where had that suspicion come from? How could she look around once and see so much, pinpoint those who were there for fun and those she knew were there to watch her?

When her gaze met his again, she saw a warning in his eyes. A warning that she not see any more, or say any more?

“There’s no one with me,” he finally replied. “But you.”

Yeah, right, no one was there with him. He was lying to her and they both knew it. But he was also warning her. To protect her? What the hell was going on here and what did this man want from her?

“Why am I here?” she asked him. “Are we going to talk or play games all night?”

“I rather enjoy playing with you.” He grinned then.

“And I’m getting rather impatient.” She got to her feet. “You want to talk, Mr. Caine, then you can come to me.”

Lilly stood to pull her jacket on, only to have his fingers curl around her wrist to halt her.

“The same willful Lilly I’ve missed like hell,” he murmured. “Tell me, how does your family handle your stubbornness? I’ve heard your mother rarely has the patience for it from anyone else.”

Not anyone else, not from her, Lilly could have informed him. But he didn’t need to know that.

“I’m her daughter.” She arched her brow. “Of course I can get away with more.”


“Of course you can,” he agreed. “So tell me, Lilly, why did you sneak out of the house tonight rather than informing her that you were leaving?”

“The same reason I’m walking out of here now without answering your question,” she retorted blithely. “Need to know.”

At that, she turned and walked out.

He was following. She could feel him. Moving close behind her, the arousal that was so much a part of him spreading around her. Her thighs were tight, her pussy heated.

Her pussy.

She paused at the door, allowing the cold air to wrap around her and possibly cool her libido. He chose that moment to move closer, to step up to her until they were touching, the hard proof of his erection well defined beneath his leather pants as it pressed against her lower back.

Lilly gripped the door frame and held on tight. She wanted to rub against him, wanted to thrust back and feel the heady hunger rising harder and faster between them.

Right there, surrounded by dozens of bar customers and “friends” or perhaps “nonfriends” of Travis Caine’s.

“Tell me where to meet you,” he demanded. “Just the two of us.”

“It was supposed to be just the two of us this time,” she whispered breathlessly.

Taking a deep breath, Lilly stepped to the sidewalk, tried to brush away the need racing through her system, and headed for the parking lot. He was still behind her, walking silently, but she could feel the warmth of his body still surrounding her.


Moving to the motorcycle, she threw her leg over the raised seat effortlessly then unlocked her helmet, all the while too aware of him standing next to her, as though waiting for something, expecting something.

“What?” She turned to him, frowning, her heart racing.

His lips quirked. “You remembered the bike after all.”

Lilly jerked her head down, her gaze focusing on the helmet straps she was playing with. She had remembered which storage unit it was parked in, she had remembered where she had hidden the keys.

She knew things that didn’t make sense. Things that had no memories to back them, and that terrified her.

Such as the knowledge that this man could make her burn with hunger.

He had also taught her how to survive at one point. She was certain of it.

Why was she certain of it?

That question would drive her insane. Why? Why did she know? How? How did she know?

“Who am I?” Lifting her head, she tried to fight back the sense of loneliness and confusion racing through her. She felt lost.

Staring back at him, she watched as his hands lifted, his fingers stroking back the hair that had fallen across her face. As he tucked it behind her ear a small smile tipped one corner of his lips.

“You’re wild and brave,” he told her softly. “Over the past years I’ve sworn you’d get both of us killed.”

And that only confused her more.

Travis watched the heaviness of her expression, the way her lips turned down, the sadness and loss in her gaze. He could read how lost she was, and for Lilly, that wasn’t something he was familiar with. She didn’t often show her emotions, no matter what they were. Unless it was passion. Damn if she hadn’t burned the night down around them.

“Come with me, Lilly,” he urged gently. “We’ll talk, uncensored. I can tell you who you are.”

He could tell her partial truths and half-lies. He could give her the explanations the agency had come up with. He couldn’t let her know who she was entirely, only the cover the agency had given her. It was a piss-poor offering, but it would fill in some of the blanks at least. Maybe wipe that lost look from her face, at least for a little while.

“If you wanted to talk uncensored, then you shouldn’t have brought your friends along for this meeting.”

She moved to pull away from him, to put the helmet on her head and to ride away into the darkness. But he wasn’t ready for her to leave quite yet.

Sliding his fingers under her hair, he gripped the back of her neck, catching her by surprise as he tipped her head back and lowered his own.

Travis caught the small gasp from her parted lips and took full advantage of the slight opening. His tongue brushed over her lips, then stroked inside in a teasing little thrust that had them both catching their breath when it deepened to much more than the gentle assault he’d planned.

Once his tongue touched her, tasted the trace of beer and feminine warmth, Travis was lost. He needed a hell of a lot more than a teasing taste.

As he held firm to her neck, his lips pressed down on hers, sipping from her lips, driving his tongue deep inside the honeyed recess.

She set fire to him; there was no other way to describe it. She made him burn with need and a hunger to possess her unlike anything he’d ever known.

There was something unique about Lilly. There always had been, he had to ensure that there always would be.

As he felt her hands sliding up the leather covering his arms, the ragged need to have her naked against him tore through his senses. He’d been too long without her. Now that he knew the taste of her, the pleasure to be found with her, he wanted more. He wondered if he’d ever have enough of her.

“Come with me,” he ordered against her lips before nipping at them seductively. “I promise, you won’t regret it.”

Lilly had a feeling it would be the one thing she ended up regretting more than anything else. But she didn’t want to resist either. She wanted to be wild and free with this man.

She didn’t remember the past six years, but she did remember the years before it. She’d lived her life according to others’ expectations. Those of her parents, her friends, her associates.

Her father expected her to follow in his footsteps as a purveyor of information to British Intelligence and she had wanted that as well. She’d been trained young to step into the role, just as her mother had begun training her young daughter to take her place in English society. They had fought over that, she remembered. Her mother had no idea the work Lilly did with her father, but she had known her husband often advised Lilly not to marry, not to commit herself to another person.

She’d always done as she had been expected to do, as others had wanted her to do, as much as possible. She had never, that she remembered, lived within the moment. Taken a chance. Been wild and free. The woman Travis described wasn’t the woman Lilly remembered herself being. She needed to know who that woman was.

“No censors?” she whispered, as his lips brushed over hers again.

“None.” He demanded another kiss, another melding of lips, stoking the heat between them as Lilly gave into the pleasure.

It was incredible. No more than the touch of his lips on hers, his tongue stroking against hers. His heartbeat pounded against her breasts—how had he managed to pull her so close without her realizing?—his arms tight around her.

There was something about it that made her wonder if she had ever known passion before him.

Something warned her that she had known it with this man, and only this man.

Pulling back, Travis stared down at her shadowed features and knew she would follow him. He didn’t say anything. Instead he lifted the keys from the pocket of his jacket and moved to his own motorcycle.

Straddling it, he pushed the key into the ignition. The two bikes started simultaneously. Within seconds they were pulling away from the bar and heading through town.


Damn Elite Ops and the mission. It would end up destroying him and possibly Lilly as well.

This was exactly what he hadn’t wanted. To see the pain and confusion that filled her eyes, that was slowly tearing her apart.

There was instinct, suspicion, and what Travis knew was second nature. The fighter Lilly was was instinctive. It was as much a part of her as breathing. As being.

With such instinct, with such pure strength as he knew Lilly possessed, the memories would not be much further behind.

And now, they might well be closer than ever before.

The house he owned in Hagerstown was located in one of the more historic parts of the city. It was two stories, brick, completely remodeled on the inside, with almost an acre of land heavily bordered by a hedge of tall evergreen shrubs.

Hitting the remote programmed into the handle of the motorcycle, Travis slowed down for the rising of the garage door, then pulled the bike inside. Lilly rode in beside him, shut the engine to her own, and waited.

The door behind them slid closed with a squeak of the rubber seal against the cement.

“Nice.” Pushing the kickstand into place, Lilly swung off the seat and pulled the helmet from her head as she looked around.

He knew what she saw beside the Jaguar sitting in the other bay. Travis Caine was wealthy, a man who worked with the most exclusive, the most powerful men and women on earth. His lifestyle reflected that. Beside the Jag sat a specially designed, security-upgraded Hummer. Beside that was another motorcycle, one known for its reputation of speed, power, and exclusivity. There were less than two hundred in the entire world.

“Very nice.” She didn’t touch it, not that Travis would have cared. The cycle had belonged to the first Travis Caine, as had the house, the vehicles, and the funds he lived on. Funds carefully monitored by the agency.

Travis was more interested in her shapely ass as she bent to look at the detailing of the hand-stitched seat.

“Would you like a drink?” He strode to the well-stocked bar on the other side of the garage. Hell, all he wanted to do was get her in the bedroom, and here he was, stuck, while she admired his bike rather than his dick. Wasn’t that just his luck?

“No.”

“Shall we go in then?” Opening the door that led to the house, Travis entered ahead of her and made for the kitchen.

Marble floors led from the small garage foyer to the kitchen and dining room.

The damned place must have been an exercise for that first Travis Caine in how much money he could spend on a residence while keeping the outside so modest-looking.

Opening the refrigerator, he pulled two cold beers free and tossed a bottle across the room to Lilly, watching her closely.

She caught it, without thinking, then stared at the beer in confusion before lifting her gaze back at him. What he saw there made him want to curse. Confusion. Anger. Fear.

“You knew I’d catch it,” she whispered.


Unscrewing the cap with a deft twist, he tossed the metal disk to the counter before leaning against it casually.

He shrugged. “You like beer.”

“I detest beer.” Lilly stared at the bottle again, a bit surprised that her mouth was watering for the taste of it. Surprised that she actually wanted it.

“You learned to love it.” She watched him. “You told me once that until you had been forced to drink it, you hadn’t known how good it could taste.”

“And how was I forced to drink it?” Lilly sighed wearily.

He chuckled. “We were in Mexico. It was my beer or their water. You chose my beer.”

She just bet she had.

“Why was I there, Travis?” she asked, barely able to push the words past her lips. “Why wasn’t I home?”

No one else seemed willing to answer that question. Would he?

“It had something to do with what you saw the night your father was killed.”

Now, her surprise turned to shock.

She hadn’t expected him to answer her. She blinked back at him, wondering at the quiet expression on his face as he continued to watch her closely.

“What happened that night?” She didn’t remember it. The last thing she remembered was the party that night.

Travis stepped to the large, marble-topped kitchen island and stared back at her with a heavy frown. “You said your father suspected someone of embezzling money. You said he had been acting strangely that night and then he disappeared from the party. You went looking for him and when you walked into his study, he was already dead.”

Lilly fisted her hands at her side and fought against the rage and the pain. Her father had died that night, and she had been unable to help him. Unable to do anything but run, apparently.

Shadows tangled together in her head. Like a fast-forward that went much too fast to make sense of, images raced through her mind.

“So I didn’t see who killed him?” she asked. “I did nothing to save him?”

Travis shook his head. “We think you were knocked unconcious. And you suspected, but never told me either way. You had issues trusting people, especially with your secrets.”

“I did nothing to prove my suspicions?” She heard her own voice roughen, felt the agony of failure tearing through her.

“I didn’t say that, Lilly,” he retorted gently. “You’ve investigated. At times I’ve helped you, but you always ran into a dead end. That doesn’t mean you haven’t tried.”

She swung away from him, fighting her tears.

“You were working covertly with MI5 before that night,” he continued. “You couldn’t risk going to them, though. You trusted no one.”

“But I trusted you enough to tell you that?” She swung back to him, the anger and fear eating at her now.

“We were close, Lilly,” he stated softly. “There were many times you trusted me. And there were times you didn’t.”

At least he was admitting there were times she hadn’t trusted him.


“Where did we meet?” The question was a whisper, as she fought to put together the puzzle of her life.

“We met in Israel. I was your trainer for a while.” With that statement he turned, opened a lower cabinet door, and tossed the empty bottle away.

He moved with a predatory male grace, a sense of preparedness and yet casual laziness. She couldn’t pinpoint the type of man he was, or even how trustworthy he was, and she considered herself a rather perceptive person when it came to others, but she couldn’t read him well.

She watched as he moved across the room to her. Silently. He was even more silent than she was, and he was much heavier. There were muscles packed on that body.

“What sort of trainer?” she asked breathlessly as he came closer, brushing against her, staring down at her with his heated gaze.

What did she want? Information or that hard, hot body moving against her, over her? Her body was screaming for sex, her mind demanding answers and she was having trouble deciding exactly which she wanted to give in to first.

“Hand-to-hand combat and weapons.” His head lowered, his lips brushed against her ear. “You were a very good student too.” One hand gripped her hip and jerked her against the steel-hard wedge of his cock beneath his pants as his fingers tangled in her hair to draw her head back. “Teacher’s pet, actually.” His lips brushed hers.

Lilly caught her breath. She wasn’t a virgin, and if she had been this man’s lover then she knew damned good and well she wasn’t inexperienced. But she felt innocent, caught in a web of seduction and pleasure that was sensed rather than remembered, as she held her breath, waiting for his kiss.

“Why are you here, Lilly? Information, or this?” He asked the question that raged through her mind, but he gave her no chance to answer.

His lips pressed against hers, parted them, sipped from her as though arousal were an ambrosia and he was dying for more.

His tongue stroked over her lips then slipped inside, caressed her tongue, licked, tasted. A hum of pleasure left her as she felt her hands moving slowly up his hard arms. Over muscle and flesh, tough, invincible, as he pulled her closer and lifted her tighter against him.

The hard proof of his erection nudged at her pussy. It pressed against her clit, rubbed the material of her silk panties and the silk lining of her own leathers against the dampening folds between her thighs.

Sexual need, excitement, and a rush of emotions that made no sense crowded in on her. Her flesh heated, burned. Wherever he touched, wherever the warmth of his body caressed her, triggered such a rush of pleasure racing through her that she felt dizzy.

Her knees were weakening. Didn’t that only happen in books and movies? Not in real life?

A moan whispered from her lips as her hands pushed into his hair, gripping the long strands, feeling the coarseness of it, the cool, achingly familiar touch of it.

So little in her life was familiar anymore. This, though, this rocked through her system with an awareness that she had been here before, that she had missed this, needed it. There was also an assurance that she hadn’t had enough of it. Not yet. Perhaps never.

His kiss was black magic, there was just no other word for it.

“Travis.” She whispered his name as his lips slid to her cheek, the curve of her jaw, to her neck.

Nerve endings tingled with a rush of pure sensation, white hot and intense as it washed through her body.

Callused fingertips moved beneath the snug top she wore, caressed up, cupped…Jerking her head back, Lilly fought to hold on to a sense of balance as the pad of his thumb raked over her nipple while pressing beneath the lace of her bra.

It was exquisite.

As she arched against him her legs parted further for the hard thigh pressing between them, lifting her, forcing her to ride the hard contours of his thigh as she ground her pussy against him.

She ached. Oh God, she ached as though sex were more than a want, as though it were imperative to her very being. A cascade of heated sensations flooded her body, dampening her sex, clenching the intimate muscles as she fought to catch her breath.

Catching her breath wasn’t that easy. Each time she tried, he did something else, something sexy and exciting. Something that burned over sensitive flesh and raced over her nerve endings.

Pulling the lace of her bra to the side, he exposed the hard tip of her nipple to the cool air of the room, then to the incredible heat of his mouth.

Fighting to keep her eyes open, Lilly stared down at him, watching as his cheeks hollowed around the tight tip, the way his lashes shadowed his cheeks.

It was incredibly sexy. So sexy it made her heart thunder in her chest, made her breathing short.

The lash of his tongue had her eyelids fluttering, had sensation shooting straight to her clit and beyond as a wild, ragged cry left her lips. When his fingers moved to the snap and zipper of her pants, she was more than eager to help him with his own as well.

Her fingers tore at the metal tabs of his leather riding pants as the zipper of hers slid down. She gasped for air as he took her lips in a kiss, his tongue licking along hers as his fingers slid into the parted material, eased lower, and threaded through the silky curls between her thighs.

Lilly froze, tried to catch her breath. Her eyes widened, stared into his, and in the next second fluttered closed again as his fingers found and captured the tight little bud of her clitoris.

Callused fingertips circled, rubbed, and stimulated the sensitive bundle of flesh. Arcs of pleasure tore through her pussy as her juices rushed to coat the swollen folds beyond to tempt his fingers to touch lower, to stroke inside her.

“I dream about this,” he growled against her lips as he gave her a moment to breathe. “Touching your sweet pussy again, feeling it quiver beneath my fingers, feeling your pretty clit swell with hunger.”


Heat flushed her face at the explicit words while her pussy creamed harder. She wanted his fingers inside her. She wanted him to take her, to ease the hard knot of hunger tightening in her womb.

Her hips arched closer, forcing his fingers lower along the narrow slit he was caressing. Lifting her leg, she managed to get him a little closer.

He chuckled, a breath of male hunger and amusement, as his fingers rubbed over the clenched entrance.

“This what you want, Lilly?” he crooned against her ear as one finger slipped in just enough to tease, just enough to give her a taste of the pleasure she was reaching for. Just enough to tease her into whimpering and arching her hips higher for more.

A shudder tore through her as he rubbed at the clenched, tight muscles of her vagina. The pad of his finger rubbed in tiny circles, moved in short, easy strokes. His lips moved back to her nipples, his tongue licked and stroked, and Lilly was certain she was going to melt to the floor with the incredible pleasure racing through her and the imperative need for more.

“I can make it better, Lilly,” he whispered before nipping at the sensitive tip of her breast.

“What’s stopping you?” she cried out breathlessly. “Make it better. I dare you.”

Let him see if she tried to stop him. God, she wanted more so damned bad she was on the verge of begging for it.

“You dare me, do you?” A quick, heated lick of her nipple had her jerking in reflexive pleasure.

“Double-dare you,” she gasped.


His finger moved, retreated, only to return thicker, stronger, stretching the sensitive portal of her pussy as her neck arched and a low, ragged cry tore from her lips.

A fiery aching pleasure centered in the very core of her, convulsing through her womb as she almost, almost reached that peak she was searching for.

She was so close. Right there on the verge.

“Mr. Caine, we have company.” A harsh, rough voice spoke from the other room. It sounded as though it came from a wild creature, one whose vocal ability was still more animal than man.

Travis jerked against her, his hard body suddenly tense and prepared for battle rather than focused entirely on her.

“Who is it, Nik?” he snarled.

“I do believe it’s the girl’s uncle,” the “Nik” in question answered. His voice, though lower, was no less rough. “He’s demanding to speak with you.”

Demanding. Yes, that sounded like her uncle, but he’d picked a hell of a time to demand anything.

Staring back at Travis, her body aching in regret, she watched, felt the complete distance he placed between them.

“Would you like to freshen up before facing him?” he asked, his hand gesturing toward a guest bathroom. “Make yourself at home.”

He fixed his pants, tucked in his shirt. Within seconds the only outward sign of passion was the slight flush to his cheeks and the glitter of green in his brown eyes.

Lilly stepped back. She wanted to know why her uncle was there, but she had a feeling she would learn much more if they both believed she was occupied.

Lilly knew the fine art of pretending to give what was wanted. It was one of the first lessons her mother had taught her.

She had excelled.









CHAPTER 4



TRAVIS STEPPED INTO the reception room. The room was off a small foyer at the wide front door, marble-floored, the furniture less than comfortable but sleekly modern. Nik had had the butler light the fire, which glowed with cozy warmth in the huge fireplace. It did little to warm the cold appearance of the room though.

“Mr. Harrington.” Travis stepped into the room casually, displaying the lazy, almost insolent grace he had brought to the persona he had been given.

He didn’t extend his hand; an insult, he knew, to a man considered near royalty in England. Desmond Harrington was a lord of the realm as well as a member of the House of Lords now that he had acquired the Harrington title. He was a powerful, dignified figure, despite the fact that he looked more like an American thug.

His red hair was cut close to his scalp. His mustache grew long down the side of his lips and beneath his chin to meet a sparse beard in a wide goatee. The rest of the beard was trimmed closer to the face and gave him a scruffy appearance, while the minute lines on his forehead and at the corners of his eyes, along with the hollowed appearance of his cheeks, spoke of a rough-hewn determination.

Blue eyes watched Travis with a hint of anger, his lower lip tight with disapproval as he moved to the couch across from the chair Travis had taken.

Behind him was his bodyguard, and Travis almost laughed when the he recognized the man. Amazing that a man suspected of terrorist ties and international loan-sharking would have a bodyguard known better for his sense of fair play and honor than he was for his brutality.

“Mr. Caine.” Desmond hitched his slacks with an angry jerk of his hands before taking his seat with regal arrogance. “I won’t take up much of your time. Produce my niece and I’ll leave.”

Travis arched his brow as he sensed Nik moving in closer behind him.

The butler, Henry, balding, under six feet, but more than capable of providing any backup they needed, entered the room and went over to the bar.

“Would you gentlemen like a drink?” Travis asked Desmond as the other man glared at him.

“My niece, if you don’t mind.” The precise English accent was clipped and demanding.

“She’s in the powder room.” Travis shrugged. “You know how long such things can take. I suggest you relax for a bit and we can chat.”

“I have nothing to chat about with the likes of you.” Self-importantly, he lifted his rather heavy nose in the air as though he smelled something offensive.

Travis chuckled. “Ah, I have to say you’re quite wrong there,” he retorted. “We have quite a bit to discuss. I want my Lilly back.”

It was kind of funny to be “playing” Lilly’s lover when he actually was her lover. Except there was nothing the least bit humorous about the situation.

“Lilly Belle no longer exists,” Desmond hissed as he nearly came out of his chair, his face flushing brick red in anger. “She is Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington. Period. She is related to royalty and her station does not allow her to be your toy any longer.”

Travis’s brow arched. “That’s Lilly’s choice to make, not yours.”

“She no longer remembers you. She will never remember those years she has lost. The doctors are certain of that. Leave her be, man. Allow her the life she was born to live,” her uncle demanded.

“The life she ran from?” Travis asked as he leaned forward. “She was nearly killed living your life, as I remember it. Lilly left voluntarily. She didn’t return with the same mind-set. She’s back, not because she wanted to be, but because once again someone tried to kill her and she forgot she was running. So don’t presume to preach to me about the life that she should be living, or the reputation she should be cultivating.”

“Victoria belongs with her family,” Desmond snapped. “No matter how you twist the truth, you are nothing but a danger to her.”

Travis laughed. “She created the danger in her life as I’m certain your investigator told you. Do you think her enemies aren’t well aware that she’s now Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington? Do you honestly believe her past isn’t going to return to bite her on the ass?”


He was the concerned past lover. He was the man that knew her secrets better than any other. He was the man her family was going to have to accept whether they wanted to or not.

“Leave it alone,” Desmond fired back. “I can take care of any repercussions if you’ll walk the hell away.”

“And what repercussions would that be, Uncle Desmond?” Lilly stepped into the room.

Travis knew the creature Lilly Belle was. Silent, stealthy, but too damned curious. She was known for her inability to keep her nose out of danger. Even within the Ops her reputation was fairly solid in that regard.

She stepped into the room, obviously surprising her uncle with her clothing, as well as her demeanor.

Desmond Harrington rose to his feet, shoved his hands in the pockets of his slacks.

“I have the limo outside,” he stated, his tone grating. “We need to leave, Lilly.”

A smooth, negligent shrug of her shoulders was the first indication Travis saw of the agent he once knew. Lilly pursed her lips thoughtfully as she propped her hands on her hips and surveyed the room silently for long moments.

“You said you didn’t know anything about where I’ve been or what I’ve been doing for the past six years,” she told her uncle. “You lied to me.”

A dark frown creased Desmond’s brow. “At the time, I had no idea,” he bit out, his tone icily angry now. “If you recall, I informed you I would hire investigators to pursue the subject. Their report came in weeks ago.”

“And I wasn’t told?” She leaned a shapely hip against the back of the couch Travis sat in. A move that Desmond clearly understood. Lilly Belle was in the room right now.

“Could we discuss this at home?” Desmond demanded. “With your mother present, if you don’t mind, rather than with this gentleman.” He made the last word sound like a curse.

“Funny, Uncle Desmond,” she mused then. “Your investigators know so much now, but they didn’t find me in the six years I was missing?”

His expression became pinched. “We believed there was no way you could have survived that explosion,” he answered. “You were declared dead when no evidence of your whereabouts could be found.”

“And now my whereabouts are known,” she drawled, her tone cold.

“Once we had your new…,” he looked uncomfortable, “identity was rather easy.”

Travis wanted to shoot the bastard.

He rose slowly to his feet and moved to the bar. All the while he kept his gaze on Lilly’s face through the large mirror on the other side of the room.

“This gentleman, as you call him, seems to know more about me than you or Mother,” she informed him, her tone calm and quiet as she moved from the couch.

That wasn’t a good sign. A nice calm tone from Lilly Belle was usually something to be wary of.

Desmond grimaced. “And I know more about him than he can imagine. He’s not the sort of person you want in your life, Lilly.”

“I think I’ve always been able to make that decision on my own, Uncle Desmond,” she reminded him, her smile tight now.


Damn, good ole Uncle Desmond was really starting to piss her off now. And he seemed to realize that. Travis was almost amused.

Travis watched as the other man took careful control of himself and attempted to repair the damage.

“I regret I haven’t given you the information I received,” he stated, and there seemed to be sincere regret in his tone. “The psychologist you were seeing in the hospital suggested it might be best that you remember certain things on your own. In the interests of your health, we elected to wait.” He cast Travis and Nik a harsh glare. “Victoria, please…”

“Lilly,” she informed him, the quick, sharp tone of her voice drawing a reaction from her, as well as surprise from Desmond. “Please, call me Lilly.”

Travis cast the other man a tight smile of victory. She was Lilly Belle, Lady Victoria Harrington be damned.

“Lilly.” Desmond obviously didn’t approve of the name. “Please, dear. Let’s return to the house, and we’ll discuss this. The limo is waiting outside.”

“I brought the bike. I’ll follow you back.”

Desmond frowned, obviously caught off guard. “What bike?”

“My motorcycle,” she stated, watching him carefully now. Travis could feel the tension radiating from her now.

Desmond shook his head. “You have no such thing.”

“Really, I do.” She strode across the room. “I’ll meet you at home.” Pausing at the door, she turned back to Travis. “I’ll be in touch.”

“I’m certain I’ll enjoy the experience,” he taunted her, to remind her of the few stolen moments they’d had in the kitchen.


Amusement gleamed in her green eyes before she pushed through the kitchen door and, he knew, strode to the garage.

“Henry, make certain the garage door is open for her,” he ordered the butler as he hovered silently on the other side of the room. “And make certain Miss Harrington has access to the house whenever she wishes.”

“Very good, sir.” Henry nodded stiffly and followed her.

Travis turned back to Desmond. He was watching the door with a sense of bemusement, as though the woman that had stepped through it were a stranger rather than the niece he had once been rumored to love.

“She’s not the woman you lost six years ago,” Travis reminded him quietly. “Try to turn her into that woman and you’ll make an enemy of her.”

Her uncle turned back to him slowly. “If I allow you to have your way, she’ll remain one step above a criminal,” he said hollowly. “Or slip those final inches and be lost to us forever.”

“Lord Harrington, I didn’t return to destroy Lilly’s life, I returned to save it,” Travis informed him.

Desmond grunted rudely. “Your past actions do not speak of your desire to save her. Training in demolitions and explosives. Military and martial arts training in Asia for eighteen months while conducting so-called ventures into pirate-held territories. And that doesn’t count the dozens of near arrests, near fatal crashes, and God only knows how much weapons fire she’s faced while she’s played your whore.” By the time he finished his face was bloodred, his blue eyes snapping with rage, and his accent more clipped than usual.

Travis tilted his head and watched curiously. It had been a while since he’d seen such a blue-blooded tantrum.

“Perhaps I should remind of you the reason why she was learning how to fight, how to kill, and how to protect herself,” Travis stated calmly when the other man had finished. “Because you and your polite, well-heeled English society, your blue-blooded aristocracy, allowed her to nearly be murdered. You accepted her death, gave her a nice tear-filled burial, and went about your lives without once questioning the results you were given, despite the inconsistencies. Get your head out of your ass, Desmond. She’s a big girl, she’s been a big girl for a long time, and she’s damned sure more woman than your prissy little English boys can handle. You can accept it, and help me protect her, or you can continue to stand in my way and bury her for real next time.” Travis turned on his heel and headed into the living area of the house. “Let me know what you decide. Before it’s too late.”

He didn’t turn back to the other man as he delivered his parting shot. Nik opened the door that led into the short hallway and then into the house that was as pristine, just as fucking modern and icy cold, as the reception room.

As cold as Travis’s fucking life had become.

 

Lilly parked her cycle at the curved cement and stone steps that led up to the mansion her family had taken for the spring and summer months. She had beat her uncle home. No surprise there.


The low heels of her boots were silent as she climbed the stairs, and the lack of sound seemed odd. Shoes made noise. Even sneakers made a slight noise when walking. But hers didn’t, and it wasn’t the shoes. It was her.

It was the way she walked, the way she moved. She could move silently, or if she thought about it, as she made herself do now, she could allow the slight click of the heels.

Had Travis trained her how to walk with such stealth as well?

The door opened, and the butler stood aside as Lilly stepped into the warm, golden wood tones of the entryway.

Shedding her leather jacket, she handed it to the butler, then lifted her head as her mother walked into the foyer. She carried some papers she had been reviewing, probably her latest financial statements. Her mother had come into her first marriage independently wealthy and she was amazingly adroit at managing her own finances.

Lady Angelica Harrington. She was also a distant cousin as well as a confidante and friend to the Queen. She moved in circles so influential it boggled the mind. Her social life was her career—the parties, teas, luncheons, and charity events.

Her son, Lilly’s brother, Jared James Harrington, was a solicitor with a law firm that the Queen often relied upon. He had been introduced to his wife by the Queen and had married with her blessing. He had become just as cold and unemotional as her mother sometimes seemed to be.

“Oh my God! What on earth are you wearing?” Lady Harrington’s tone wasn’t scandalized, it was purely horrified.

“Leather,” Lilly answered gently, wishing she could find a way to take that fear from her mother’s eyes. “Did you think that because you didn’t inform me about my past, it wouldn’t come back to haunt you? Or me?”

She pulled her gloves from her hands and slapped them on the shiny, dark cherry bureau that sat in the foyer as she held her mother’s gaze.

Angelica lifted her hand slowly to her throat, her pale blue gaze flickering with indecision as she watched her daughter now. She wasn’t quite certain how to handle this version of Lilly.

Her poor mother, Lilly thought. She likely had dreamed of having her daughter back, but Lilly doubted she had imagined the woman who had returned. Even Lilly didn’t know the woman who had returned.

Lilly pushed her fingers through her hair, feeling the long strands drifting through her fingers and over her shoulders as a familiar wildness rose inside her. She knew this feeling, she had known it for a long time. The same feeling she had fought before her supposed death six years before.

“Who am I?” She stared back at her mother, suddenly fearful, almost terrified that despite the urge to solve the mystery of those missing years, perhaps she really didn’t want to know.

“My daughter,” Angelica whispered, her voice filled with sorrow. “The daughter I never want to lose again.”

Lilly wanted to hit something. With her fist. Her fingers curled with the need to ram it into a wall, a door, a bed, a punching bag…A memory flashed in her mind. A sweat-stained punching bag swinging before her, her fists pounding into it, her heart racing, perspiration pouring down her body…

Just as quickly, it was gone. The second before the memory was able to solidify, it was gone.

“Your daughter changed,” she rasped. “What did she change into?”

Who was she? Where had she been? Why had she run?

“Lilly.” Her mother’s hand dropped from her throat as she stepped closer, the silk of her dress floating gently around her knees as the faintest hint of cigarette smoke wafted to Lilly’s senses.

She blinked. She saw her mother through a sniper’s scope. She was wearing her mink coat. Cigarette smoke drifted in a cold breeze. Lilly blinked again and it was gone.

“Lilly?” Angelica reached out for her, her cool, graceful fingers touching Lilly’s arm gently as she attempted to draw her closer. “I want you to enjoy being with the family again. Those years you were gone.” Angelica blinked back tears that filled her eyes as Lilly stared down at her. “You were alive, yet you didn’t allow us to know it. You changed your pretty face.” Her mother reached up and touched her face. “Even your eye color is different. You changed everything, as though your family no longer mattered.”

And those changes had had their consequences. Her brother had walked out of the hospital when he came with her mother and uncle to see the woman the doctors were claiming was Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington. Jared had sworn his sister would never deny her family to such an extent.


Why had she done it? Changed so much of herself?

“There are no answers.” Her mother’s voice cracked with emotion. “Desmond and I have tried to find the answers. All we can find is a woman that lived as though she wanted to die. As though she had lost everything precious to her. And yet we were right here.” A tear slipped down Angelica’s cheek then. “Was I so wrong to keep that from you? Was I wrong to hope you never remembered that you were trying to run away from us?”

“That wasn’t it!” The words, the emotions, flew from her lips before she thought, before she could understand why.

There was a memory there, for just a second. For just a fragile moment clarity had almost overtaken her, only to disappear once again.

“Then what was it?” her mother cried out desperately. “Tell me, Lilly, why can’t I call you Victoria as I once did? Why do you wear leather clothes and boots that make you look like the tramp? Why the changes to your appearance and why the changes to yourself if you weren’t trying to deny the very people who loved you?” Her face twisted. “I nearly died when I thought I was burying my only daughter. Instead you were out raising hell and throwing away everything your father and I tried to provide for you. You left your family, Victoria, for a life that bordered on the criminal and a lifestyle that was little better than that of a terrorist.”

Lilly stood still and silent, watching the emotions that tore through her mother as she felt something shut down inside her. The woman her mother was talking about wasn’t her. Something didn’t sound right, it didn’t feel right. Something was wrong with the scenario her mother was laying out.

She hadn’t been a terrorist. She hadn’t been a criminal.

She looked down at the clothes she wore and felt a shudder go through her.

“I wouldn’t have turned my back on you,” she whispered as a tear slid down her cheek. “Not like that. I don’t know what happened. I don’t know who I am or what I was doing, but I do know my family was everything to me.”

Sure, her mother was difficult—to say the least. And yes, Lilly had often wanted to run away from all the expectations and rules piled on top of her, but she had never imagined turning her back on her family, pretending to be dead, going through reconstructive surgery, and taking up a life of crime—or something close to it—just to escape it.

She had followed in her father’s footsteps as an informant for MI5. She had worked diligently to uncover evidence the agency needed to identify terrorists, terrorist sympathizers, and other criminal elements. And she had done it, ultimately, to protect the ones she loved.

So what had happened? Why had she turned her back on all of that?

Just then the door opened, and Lilly swung around to meet the furious expression of her uncle. No, her stepfather. God, why had her mother married Desmond Harrington, her father’s half-brother and business partner? Had she missed her husband so much that she had married his brother to replace him?

“Victoria.” He stopped as his bodyguard came in behind him and closed the door. “At least you made it home.”

Anger ripped through her, and she had no idea why. She loved her uncle. He had been an integral part of her life from her birth to her death.

“Of course I made it home.” She had to fight back the conflicting emotions she didn’t know what to do with. “It seems I’m a rather good rider.”

He wiped his hand over his face as he shook his head, obviously weary and attempting to hold on to his temper. Desmond Harrington was known for his temper, courtesy of his red hair, but he was also known for his compassion and logic.

“A rather good rider,” he muttered as he rubbed at his forehead before lifting his head and staring past Lilly to her mother. “It seems, my dear, that this hardheaded child has found a new hobby.”

He pulled his jacket off, handed it to the bodyguard, Isaac, then strode through the foyer to the living room.

“It’s obviously not a new hobby,” she stated as she followed him and her mother, only to pause just inside the door and watch as he strode to the bar. “A Crown on ice would be lovely,” she suggested as he lifted a decanter of liquor.

Desmond paused before pouring the desired drink as well as a snifter of brandy for her mother.

“Crown and ice.” Her mother sounded furious now. “That is not a proper young lady’s drink, Victoria.”

“I asked you to call me Lilly, Mother.” Lilly stepped into the room and accepted the drink from Desmond before striding to the sofa and lounging back. She smothered a sigh of exhaustion. Lifting the drink to her lips Lilly sipped the smooth liquor, nearly closing her eyes at the pleasurable burn that hit her stomach.

She watched as Desmond handed her mother her drink then took his seat beside her on the couch. Strange, she had never seen her mother sit with her father like that, close, intimate. They had rarely sat on a couch, they had each had their own chairs instead. But the distance she had always sensed between her parents was present here as well.

“We need to discuss tonight,” Desmond told her firmly after taking a long sip of his drink, as though needing fortification.

“What is there to discuss?” Lilly asked him. “I met a friend for drinks. I’m of age, I have no curfew. What we do need to discuss is what the hell you were doing following me at this hour of the night.”

“What did you do?” Her mother almost whispered the words, as though terrified of the answer.

“I found her with Travis Caine,” Desmond informed her. “He has a house here in Hagerstown as well. Your daughter somehow acquired a rather racy motorbike and she broke several speeding laws to meet him at a bar, and then followed him to his house.”

“Caine?” Wide-eyed, Angelica turned to Desmond. “My God.” She turned back to Lilly. “He’s a suspected terrorist, a man known to associate, if not partner with criminals! Victoria…”

“Lilly.” Determination surged inside her. She hadn’t been Victoria for six years. She was Lilly.

“Why are you doing this? Do you want to be taken from us again?” Her mother ignored the reminder. “You’ll be arrested for sure!”

“I rather doubt there’s a warrant out for my or Travis’s arrest,” Lilly objected.

“There’s a warrant for your arrest in China, should you ever reenter their sovereign borders again, for theft of a government artifact, which they can’t prove to America. There’s a warrant for your and Caine’s arrest in Iran for the suspected death of a militant who was related to the current ruler. There’s also a warrant to bring you in for questioning in Spain for the death of a Spanish militant suspected of being part of a radical extremist group protesting against the government.”

Had she killed?

She had. Lilly felt that knowledge bleeding through her, bloodred and stained with guilt.

Had she killed in cold blood? She couldn’t imagine that. She had a healthy respect for life, more for others’ than for her own. At least, that was the thought that flitted through her head.

How would she know these things? And why was she suddenly so frightened at the thought of her mother or her uncle knowing the full truth about her?

“From what I’m hearing, if I did kill, then it was no one that didn’t deserve it,” she informed them both with an air of unconcern.

She was aware that she would have never made such a statement six years ago.

“Victoria…” Horror rippled through her mother’s voice.

“Mother.” Lilly shook her head as she leaned forward. “I don’t know what happened to me. I don’t know who I was, or what I did. But I do know I wasn’t a criminal.”


“I have the report on you, Victoria,” her uncle said. “The governments may not have proof, but I have enough evidence to substantiate, at the very least, a strong suspicion that you did kill.”

There was something in his gaze then, some thread of compassion, perhaps? Understanding? What was she seeing there, and why did it bother her so much to see it?

Lilly wanted nothing more than to run now. To escape the judgment and the disapproval she could feel coming from the mother.

She didn’t know if she could live much longer without somehow figuring out who or what she had been and why she had killed.

“I want this report you have on me.” She rose to her feet and stared at her mother and uncle. “Then, I want to know how the two of you ended up married, and why the hell my father’s murderer was never found.”

That was the source of her anger. Her father was dead, murdered, and his killer had never been caught. From what she gathered since she had been back, the search for his killer had been less than enthusiastic.

With that last warning she strode from the living room, ignoring her mother calling out to her, and her uncle’s almost silent curse.

She needed answers. She needed to know what had happened and why. And then she needed to figure out just why the hell Travis Caine felt more like a lover than a trainer, more like a friend than an enemy.

 

Travis sat in the underground room Wild Card had been assigned as the Harrington’s driver and listened to the confrontation as it played out in the Harrington living room.

Wild Card, a.k.a. Noah Blake, sat at the small table across from him, earbud attached to his ear, listening as well.

Travis watched the small, portable monitor as Lilly stalked from the room.

“Have the file sent up to her.” Lilly’s mother rose jerkily from the couch, her expression and her tone icily furious.

“Angelica, she doesn’t need the file yet.” Desmond sat forward, his expression concerned now. “She’s barely healed physically. The shock could be detrimental.”

“And what of the shock to the family?” She turned back, her pale face furious. “She’s determined to bring this family down to the same level she’s existed at for the past six years. Let her see the damage she’s risking by continuing along this path.”

Travis’s lips thinned at the judgment in Lilly’s mother’s voice.

Desmond sighed wearily. “She’s been through a lot, Angelica.”

“And you think I don’t realize this?” Angelica’s voice roughened. “My God, Desmond, the thought of that report destroys my soul. Why? Why did she allow us to believe she was dead? Why live the life she lived rather than returning to us?”

“That’s a question only Lilly can answer.” Desmond rose to his feet. “And the doctors fear it’s a question she will never be able to answer.”

He glanced back at Angelica as he made his way back to the bar.

“She was always so damned stubborn,” Angelica stated, tears filling her eyes. “I tried to tell Harold that if she were not dealt with properly when she was a teenager, then she would only harm herself.”

Desmond seemed to stiffen before turning back to her.

“The clinic was not the answer, my dear,” Desmond sighed.

“You are as ineffectual where she is concerned as Harold was,” she snapped.

Desmond’s voice hardened. “This is not an argument I will have with you tonight.”

“You never wish to discuss it,” Angelica said. “It’s as though you want nothing more than to bury your head in the sand and pretend this situation does not exist.”

Desmond stared back at her coolly. “I can think of nothing better than burying the entire matter for good.”

With that he tossed back his drink, slapped the glass on a table, and stalked from the room.

A throttled, furious scream erupted from Lilly’s mother’s throat as she flung her glass at the door and watched it burst into fragments.

A tear slipped down Angelica’s cheek as Travis turned from the scene and leveled a look at Noah. A soundless whistle pursed his lips as Angelica left the room, slamming the door behind her.

Travis pulled the earbud from his ear and dropped it to the table as Noah activated the cameras throughout the house, tracking Angelica’s movements.

She stalked to her bedroom; minutes later, a manservant knocked. Angelica appeared at the door, handed a thick file to the servant, and pointed to Lilly’s suite.

“Hell of a thing for a woman to have to face at four in the morning,” Noah stated quietly.

“At any time,” Travis growled.

He hated that damned report. Hell, he had never agreed with the cover those girls had been given. They were called security “escorts.” Military trained, exceptionally lovely, and dangerous as hell. They were “hired out” to men who required beauty and brains in a deadly package.

They were rented to legitimate businessmen as well as criminal bosses and cartel leaders. Sexual services were not part of the package, but few of the men who paid for their services admitted that. They thought they were hiring discretion and protection. They had no idea they had hired highly trained operatives who reported back to an agency created for secrecy and efficiency.

To the world, though, the girls Santos Bahre and Rhiannon McConnelly handled were no more than well-armed whores.

And that’s what Lilly would read in that file.

Would she believe it?

“Everyone is now in their respective rooms,” Noah reported as he continued to scan the house. “Nik is slipping through the garden now.”

Travis stood with a quick nod and moved to the single bed where he’d placed his bag earlier.

Noah eased the door open, stepped into the hall, and waited, while Travis quickly packed the gear needed into the pockets of his mission pants.

As he pushed a small tool pack into the pocket at the knee of his pants, Nik stepped into the room ahead of Noah.

The door closed silently as Noah stepped back inside. Nik carried a small backpack, filled, Travis knew, with the electronics needed to finish bugging the house for sound.

He handed the bag off to Noah and moved to the table where the portable monitors waited.

Travis slipped out of the room with Noah, moving silently through the house to the office both Desmond and Angelica Harrington worked from.

They had yet to get camera or audio in the room. Each time they had attempted it, Harrington or his bodyguard, usually both, had been too close, if not in the room itself.

This time, the office was empty.

Moving to the door, he attached the security device to the lock, activated it, and waited as the alarm was bypassed.

When the green light blinked, he turned the doorknob and they slipped in.

He reattached the device on the other side, reactivated the alarm, and then he and Noah went to work. Noah began installing video and audio while Travis moved to the desk.

There was no time to check the computer, that would come later. Picking the lock to the file drawer at the side of the desk, Travis began searching files and papers instead.

The drawer held nothing of interest. The desk was scrupulously neat. Working silently, Travis searched the room. There were business logs, files, contracts, all as boring as hell. Rifling through them, Travis was ready to move on when he glimpsed a thick narrow envelope tucked into a file regarding real estate in the D.C. area.

Pulling the envelope free, he opened it quickly and pulled out several pictures and a three-page report dated a little more than a year before. The report wasn’t signed. It was handwritten. The last line held an account number.

Travis pulled a small digital camera from his pants and quickly snapped pictures of each page as well as the pictures.

Pictures of Lilly.

Each one had been taken in a different location for a different assignment. If he wasn’t mistaken, part of the report also held the name of the plastic surgeon who had supposedly changed Lilly’s face.

The same doctor who had been killed the day before Lilly had taken a bullet to the side of her head.

Desmond Harrington had known Lilly was alive long before he had been contacted by the hospital. Renewing his search through the files, Travis found two more similar envelopes, recorded the contents, and quickly replaced them.

It was nearly dawn before he and Noah finished. They were moving for the door when the sound of the alarm being deactivated had them racing for whatever cover they could find.

Noah headed for a heavily curtained windowseat while Travis ducked into the closet to the side of the desk.

Isaac Macauley stepped into the room silently, closing and locking the door behind him before moving to the desk.


Through the cracks in the folding doors, Travis watched as the bodyguard opened a drawer, pulled a device free of the desk, and opened it.

Well, now, there was a problem. That particular device was extremely difficult to come by and could block even Noah’s little electronic bugs.

Activating the device, Isaac pulled a satellite phone from inside his jacket pocket and keyed in a number. An international number if the amount of keys he hit was any indication.

“Harrington gave her the file,” Macauley stated, his voice low. “There was no chance to delay it.”

Macauley waited for whatever response came.

“Not as far as I can tell,” he answered moments later. “She appears less than stable now that Caine has shown up.”

Travis’s brows lifted. He thought Lilly was very stable.

“I’ve advised Harrington to deal with the mistake,” he reported after another silence. “He seems a bit squeamish at the idea, though.”

Strange, Macauley’s reputation was impeccable. This didn’t sound like an innocent conversation, though.

“I’ll take care of it,” Macauley stated. “I’ll let you know when they arrive.”

The call disconnected.

Macauley stood still and silent for long moments afterward before replacing his phone and deactivating the blocking device he had used.

Replacing it in the desk, he turned and left the room, reactivating the security behind him.

Travis moved from the closet as Noah met him at the desk. “Let me check this,” Noah hissed as he pulled the device free again. “This bastard will screw with my electronics.”

“Why here rather than his room?” Travis mused, wondering why Macauley didn’t have the device in a place he wouldn’t be caught using it.

“Security,” Noah stated. “Harrington obviously uses it. If it were found in his room, he’d have to explain it. Besides, these puppies are damned hard to acquire.”

Noah attached it to another device he had with him.

“Can you bypass it?” Travis asked.

“Maybe,” Noah answered. “I’ll try, but it sounds to me like we’re not going to have a lot of time here.”

“Then we better hurry,” Travis growled. “The next time, Lilly’s luck just might run out.”

And that he couldn’t allow to happen.

Travis simply couldn’t imagine his life without Lilly, which made her a very dangerous weakness.

A weakness he knew he could ill-afford.

“Got it.” Noah quickly replaced the device, then stored his own in a pocket of his pants. “Let’s roll.”

They left quickly and made their way back to Noah’s room. Travis left the house just as dawn began to brighten the sky and he couldn’t help but stare up into Lilly’s window.

The lights were on and he had no doubt she was reading the report Harrington had received.

And she was alone.


There was no one to soften the shock or the blow being dealt to her. He wasn’t there to hold her. He wasn’t there to make it easier.

No matter what the doctors said, he thought, Lilly would remember everything soon, and when she did?

There would be hell to pay.









CHAPTER 5



THE NEXT MORNING Lilly lay in her bed, the hefty report given to her the night before still lying beside her, the pages scattered haphazardly across the bed.

She stared at the ceiling, dry-eyed, a frown pulling at her brow as she considered the information she had been given.

First, she had been suspected of killing her father because she had disappeared.

And second, according to the investigator—a rather reputable one—Lilly had been a high priced whore available only to certain clientele. Clientele requiring a well trained lover rather than a helpless one. And she evidently hadn’t cared if the clients were legitimate businessmen, or those considered highly illegal. Criminals, suspected terrorists, or international CEOs. She had been hired out to the best of them.

Lilly had been trained in Israel, Pakistan, China, South America, and Mexico. The training she had received, secretly, through MI5, before her supposed death, paled in comparison to the eighteen-month course she had taken to become part of Santos Bahre and Rhiannon McConnelly’s stable.

She and the three other girls she was known to work with were considered four of the most elite whores in the world. Wow, she should be impressed with herself, she thought sarcastically. She had gone from society princess to exclusive call girl. And she hadn’t stopped there. Hell, no, when she wasn’t playing “eye candy” for whoever paid for her services, then she was having fun causing trouble elsewhere. It was no damned wonder someone had tried to kill her.

She had been in more than one hot spot in the world with Travis Caine, who seemed to have required her services extensively. As a matter of fact, it seemed that outside of “business” they were actual lovers as well. Lovers who caused trouble wherever they went. In more than one instance, they had started fights that had nearly gotten them killed.

It sounded like she had had a hell of a lot of fun.

Except it just didn’t ring true.

There were pictures of her with Travis Caine as well as several other men. Men known for their rather subversive criminal activities. Weapon sales, drug deals, terrorist negotiations, the list went on and on. She and the three other girls were reputed to be not just highly experienced sexually, but also rather enthusiastic when it came to creating or cleaning up the messes their lovers were involved in.

The men whose identities had been included in the file seemed too familiar. Santos Bahre, Travis Caine, Micah Sloane, John Vincent, and Nikolai Steele were the most familiar. There was something about their pictures that pricked at her missing memories.

The pictures and the locations looked familiar. The pictures themselves appeared to have been taken from security footage from hotels and restaurants. Those would have been easy enough to come by. Once the investigator had a name, and a picture of her, he could have tracked many of her movements, as well as her associations.

The pictures of the men in the file had her eyes narrowing, though.

These men she and the other three women seemed to have the most association with.

John Vincent was a “broker.” Though he often brokered legitimate deals, he was also suspected to broker not so legitimate deals. Deals that often involved high-priced, top-secret stolen arms or information.

Nikolai Steele was a suspected assassin. He’d been questioned many times in regards to those activities, but there had never been enough proof to tie him to a kill. He also hired himself out occasionally as a bodyguard and was known to work often with Travis Caine and John Vincent.

Then, there was Travis. “The Facilitator,” he was called. He brought together products, services, or clients. He facilitated major business deals, matching buyers, sellers, and brokers.

He was also suspected to do the same with less savory clients.

Each man had, more than once, required Lilly’s or one of the other girls’ services.

Somehow she couldn’t see the very possessive, very dominant Travis Caine standing idly by while Lilly slept with his bodyguard.

Then, there were the women.

Nissa Farren, Raisa McTavish, and Shea Tamallen. She couldn’t rid herself of a feeling of urgency where they were concerned. There was something she should know about them. Something she was supposed to do, and she couldn’t pull the memory free.

That bothered her more than the fictional information that she had been nothing more than a troublemaking whore. She knew better. She knew who she had been before she had disappeared six years ago, and she would have never elected to take money for sex, especially considering that she had been a virgin at her supposed death.

So then what was the truth?

For a while, she had entertained the thought of demanding explanations from Travis, but something told her she didn’t want to do that. She felt a wariness about bringing her suspicions to anyone, as though she knew instinctively that at the moment, she couldn’t trust anyone.

Rising from the bed, Lilly pulled the file together, pushed it back into the large envelope, then moved to the small safe in the wardrobe closet across the room. Locking the report safely inside, she turned and moved to the bathroom.

The large mirror beside the three-head shower reflected her image back at her, a face she still wasn’t certain of, eyes that were the wrong color. Her chin was slightly more pointed than it had been, her eyes had less of a tilt than she remembered, her cheekbones were a little flatter and her nose more rounded.


Why? That question wouldn’t leave her mind. Why had she gone to such extremes to hide?

And who had she been hiding from?

Or had she, as others supposedly suspected, killed her father and attempted to fake her own death?

She had loved her father. She had adored him. It wasn’t possible that she had harmed him. Just as it wasn’t possible that she could have been some high priced call girl with an adrenaline addiction.

Then what the bloody hell was going on?

Stepping into the large cubicle, she quickly showered as she considered her options. It was a very short list. Looked like Travis was her only choice.

Dressing quickly in a pair of cream-colored silk slacks and matching top, she pushed her feet into stylish sandals and put the articles she needed from her bureau into a tan leather purse. Slipping downstairs quickly, she headed to the narrow hall at the back of the house and into the garage.

The electric-red Jaguar rented for her use was parked in its bay, the keys hanging in the ignition.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, she hit the automatic garage door opener, waited for it to slide open, then started the car and pulled out.

Her mother would go ballistic. No doubt Desmond had someone following her. The fact that he did so bothered her. There was something different about the way she felt about him now versus her feelings for him in the past.

He had been her beloved uncle. He had spoiled her all her life, but there was a distrust now that she couldn’t seem to shake.


Actually, she seemed to distrust most people now.

She drove to the house Travis had taken her to the night before.

She was hurting. She felt as though her insides were being shredded by that report. As though her soul were cringing in shame.

He was the last person she should run to…

But she needed the sense of security she had felt in his arms the night before. She needed the mindless pleasure, a few stolen moments to forget that whatever or whoever she had been for six years, that others had seen her as a whore.

Clenching her teeth, she turned into the driveway and pulled the car to a stop. As she turned off the ignition, she wasn’t surprised to see Nik as he opened the front door and stepped onto the wide stone porch.

Long white-blond hair was pulled back from his imposing features. Icy blue eyes stared at her as a small smile tipped his lips. He just didn’t seem to be a man she would sleep with.

Familiarity gleamed in his eyes, though, as well as in his expression.

Tightening her fingers around her purse, she moved up the short walk to the house and stepped onto the porch.

“Is he here?” she asked, her brow arching inquisitively.

“He’s been waiting for you for several hours.” Nik nodded. “I’m surprised you escaped your uncle so easily, though.”

Lilly shrugged at the comment. “I didn’t try to escape, I merely walked out.”


And strangely, no one had seemed to notice. That was odd in and of itself. Since her return, her mother had been waiting for her each morning when she came from her room. Some mornings, she’d actually brought her breakfast in bed. This morning, though, the house had seemed deserted.

“Come on in, Lilly.” Nik stepped back, his large, muscular body shifting with animal-like grace as she stepped past him.

The front room he led her through was the modern, upscale room she had met Desmond in the night before. Beyond that was another living room, just as cold and uninviting. The short hall was warmer, with honey-toned wood floors and tall windows on one end. Turning into another room, Lilly was pleased to see the décor change. This was an area she hadn’t seen the night before.

This room was carpeted in a rich dark honey brown, the walls were a soft pale green, the cherry furniture was polished to a warm hue with large cushiony chairs, a sofa and a couch, arranged beneath a skylight.

“Nice,” she commented when Travis rose from the couch to greet her.

He was dressed in jeans and a loose white shirt. His feet were bare, his demeanor relaxed though he seemed tired. He seemed more approachable than he had the night before, and he had been very damned approachable then.

She tossed her purse on a table as she passed by it, strode across the room, and, much to her own surprise, moved to him, lifted herself against him, and sealed her lips to his.

It was like a narcotic she had to have.


Immediately his arms went around her, his head tilting, his lips slanting over hers, as sensual, sexual need began to consume her.

She could stop, she assured herself though a part of her knew better. He truly wasn’t vital to her. But she didn’t want to stop. She was suddenly starved for the taste of him, the touch of him. She didn’t feel as though a part of her had been ripped from her very being when she was in his arms. She somehow felt complete, which made very little sense if even half the report she had read the night before was correct.

At that moment the report was the farthest thing from her mind. This wasn’t a business deal. His kiss, his touch, had nothing to do with money, or selling any part of herself. It had to do with a need she didn’t want to reject, didn’t want to turn away from.

For four months she had seemed to exist within a void. She had been lost, too uncertain, too confused. Until Travis had dared her to come to him, she’d had no idea how to face each day.

She’d had no idea who or what she was.

The memories were still hidden, but that part of her she hadn’t understood finally made sense. The part of her that ached for touch? Because she missed her lover.

The part of her that seemed restless, imprisoned? Because she sensed a freedom that didn’t exist within the life she had led before six years ago.

She wasn’t Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington any longer.

She wasn’t the person in that investigator’s report either.

She was Lilly Belle. And Lilly had waited far too long to claim the man she ached so desperately for.


As Travis’s kiss consumed her, his tongue stroking across hers, his lips sealing hers, Lilly felt emotions surging inside her that she wasn’t certain what to do with.

Heat and hunger held her now. As his hands moved beneath the thin sleeveless top she wore, his callused palms and fingers stroking against her flesh, she knew she might not survive the day if she didn’t get more.

So much more.

She wanted to lie beneath him. She wanted to feel him pressing her into a bed, his body covering her, his possession of her burning through her sex.

Feeling the material of the silken shirt dragging over her breasts, Lilly lifted her arms, moaning as he released her lips to pull the silk over her head.

It was tossed aside negligently as her fingers attacked the buttons of his shirt, quickly pushing it over his powerful shoulders as her lips went to his neck, his upper chest.

She could feel the muscles beneath her lips flexing as pleasure surged through his body. His hands were just as desperate as hers as they stroked over her back, then allowed one hard palm to cup her breast through the lace of her bra.

The pleasure of it drew her tight. She lifted closer to him, pushing her breast more firmly into his hand as his fingers began to pluck at the tight peak of her nipple.

“Travis.” She whispered his name imploringly as his lips moved to her neck, spreading stinging kisses along her flesh as he suddenly lifted her.

A second later she found herself on her back on the couch. The cool material of the cushions stroked against her shoulder blades as he came over her, his thigh pushing tight and hard between hers until it was wedged firmly against her pussy.

Her clit swelled and throbbed with impatience. Her juices dampened the swollen folds and the silk of her panties, the friction causing her to grind her sex against the hard muscle of his thigh.

This was what she needed.

Her neck arched as his lips moved to her breasts, his fingers pushing the material of her bra to the side until they encased the swollen mounds and pushed them closer together.

Tight hard nipples begged for his touch, his kiss. They ached for the stroke of his tongue and the suckling pressure of his hot mouth.

She had told herself on the drive over that she was coming here for answers, but that wasn’t all she needed from him.

This was what had haunted her through the long, lonely nights for the past months. This hunger, this need for the touch of one man.

“Damn you,” he growled, pressing closer to her, the hard length of his cock, separated by their clothing, pressing into her lower stomach as one hand gripped her hip and urged her closer.

His lips were at her breast, stroking over a nipple, heating it with the slight velvety rasp of his lips as Lilly shuddered beneath him. The pleasure was like a stroke of electric heat along her nerve endings as it raced to her clit to flare with vibrant sensation.

“Damn me?” she groaned back at him, her fingers burrowing into his hair. “You tortured me all night. This was all I could think about.”

Well, the majority of it anyway. There was that pesky little detail that she was a suspected call girl, but that had only taken her imagination into other avenues. Avenues that had led directly to Travis’s arms.

“That wasn’t torture,” he breathed against her nipple. “This is torture.” His lips opened over her nipple, sucked it inside and sent her pulse racing.

His tongue was like a lash of pure sensation, licking, stroking, causing her body to arch as she fought to get closer to the incredible agony of pleasure.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this, she was sure. She had never heard her friends describe sex in a manner that could have warned her it could be this damned good.

How had she forgotten this? How had she lived without it for the past few months?

She couldn’t live without it again. She needed him. She ached for him. It was like a ravening beast inside her, a hunger she couldn’t deny any longer.

“So good,” she whispered, a low wail of unsated desire echoing through her voice as her clit began to throb in hard demand.

Her juices spilled from her pussy, dampening her panties beneath her slacks, causing her to rub herself tighter, harder, against the muscular thigh pressed against it.

His tongue rolled around the extended tip of her breast, his teeth raked against it, sending an incredible storm of sensation racing through her bloodstream.

One hand cupped the swollen curve of the breast he was suckling while the other smoothed down her side, to her hip, then her stomach. Deft fingers released the hidden button to her slacks, then rasped the zipper down slowly.

She could almost feel the heat of his fingers moving closer to the needy flesh of her pussy.

His body shifted, the hard pressure of his thigh easing as his fingers slipped past the elastic band of her panties. The callused tips rasped the soft curls between her thighs, then with exquisite care parted the heated, wet curves that ached for his touch.

“Oh yes,” she breathed out roughly, her hips arching. “I want your fingers, Travis. Please…” Her head ground into the cushions of the couch beneath her. “Please, fuck me with your fingers.”

A hard groan tore from his lips. His fingers delved into the slit of her pussy, then two pressed together and thrust firmly into the clenched, tightened opening.

Travis was dying of lust. The feel of her pussy, so hot and wet, gripping the tips of his fingers, was almost more than his dick could bear. He wanted inside her, then and now. He wanted to tear the clothes from her body, slide between her thighs, and fuck her until they were both screaming in ecstasy.

Instead, he was feeling her snug sex as it clenched around his fingers and her juices flowing to meet the shallow thrust.

Twisting his wrist, Travis began burrowing deeper, stretching the tender portal open, amazed at the near-virgin snugness as the delicate tissue and muscle clenched tight around his fingers. How much better would it be when he finally managed to get his cock inside her?

Pushing in deeper, Travis forced himself to release the captive bud of her nipple to draw in a hard, deep breath. Then, he simply watched her face come alive as he began to fill her pussy with his fingers.

Stroking inside her with tight, forceful thrusts, Travis found himself entranced by the emotions washing over her expression. She had always kept herself in such tight control in the past that it was often impossible to know what she was feeling, if she was hurt, angry, or happy.

There was no mistaking the pleasure on her face now. Her neck arched with it, her eyes were slitted, staring back at him in pleasured agony as he fucked the sweet portal of her pussy with two fingers while raking around the delicate bud of her clit with his thumb.

She was more responsive now than she had been so many months ago when he took her virginity. She was arching beneath his touch, driving his fingers deeper inside her, her hips flexing, grinding into each thrust he made inside her.

The snug depths of her sex milked his fingers as he stroked inside her, rippled around them. Her juices flowed like sweet, hot honey, slickening his fingers with each thrust.

Taking her like this was agony and ecstasy. He could watch her face, watch the pleasure that darkened her eyes and tightened her expression. But his cock was raging, demanding, throbbing inside his jeans with a voracious desire nearly impossible to control.

He had so very little time with her this afternoon. The first test of her memories that the Elite Ops was demanding would begin here, today. They knew she would end up back here once she read the report Desmond Harrington had been given by the investigative firm he had hired. She was being watched. The second she had left her home and driven toward his house, the plan had been put into effect.

What he hadn’t expected was to have her walk into his arms and take what had been on his own mind since the night before. The passion burned brighter between them now than it ever had. It had always simmered, burned, but now it flamed with a white-hot heat he couldn’t avoid. As though Lilly had decided for herself what she wanted, and how she was going to take it. She was a woman tired of waiting, whether consciously or unconsciously, and a part of him realized he had been dying for her to reach out and take it. Unfortunately, now that she had, he didn’t have the time he needed to revel in it.

“Damn.” The groan was ripped from his throat as he pulled back from her, sliding his fingers slowly, so slowly, from the incredibly hot depths of her pussy.

His cock throbbed in objection, his balls were drawn agonizingly tight beneath the shaft of his erection.

“Travis.” Silken hands gripped his shoulders, sharp little nails pricked against his flesh. “What the hell is your problem?”

It was almost laughable. He wanted nothing more than to fuck her silly, but he was damned if he’d do it in front of an audience. And unless he missed his guess, they’d be there any second—

“Travis, you have company.” Nik knocked on the door, the sound causing her to flinch as Travis shot a murderous look toward the entrance.


Hell, this was just what he needed right now. His woman lying hot, silky wet, and willing beneath him and company on the other side of the door.

Grimacing, Travis pushed himself to his feet and stared down at her as she hurriedly fixed her clothes. Her face was flushed, breasts heaving; the hard points of her nipples were easy to detect beneath the thin silk blouse she wore.

Her soft lips were swollen, her hair mussed around her face. She was so damned pretty he had to clench his back teeth to keep from going back to her.

“Remind me to check your schedule next time before I decide to visit you,” she snapped, her voice low. She looked presentable again. “You have too much damned company at inappropriate times.”

He grunted at that, ran his hand around the back of his neck, then strode to the door and jerked it open.

“Travis.” Santos Bahre, co-commander of Elite Two, stood on the other side, along with his partner, Rhiannon McConnelly.

Santos was six-three, had dark hair brushed back from his face, a neatly trimmed beard and mustache, and he wore a gray silk suit and white shirt, paired with expensive leather shoes. He was every inch the suave, debonair Irish pimp he portrayed.

Beside him stood his counterpart and co-commander, Rhiannon McConnelly. The madam to his high-class pimp. The cover they had created was perfectly designed to allow the female agents they oversaw to work closely with the covert agents sent in on specialty assignments.

“Santos, Rhiannon.” Travis stepped back, wishing there were some way to warn Lilly, to guide her through this.

If she remembered her commanders at this point, then they were fucked. The risk to the Elite Ops would be too high to allow her to stay in the game.

“You have company.” Smoothly cultured, Rhiannon’s voice was friendly and warm as she entered the room, her gaze going to Lilly.

They knew she had seen the file. They knew Lilly was aware of the report the investigator had compiled.

Travis turned in time to watch her face pale, her green eyes darken, widen, as she stepped back into the room.

“I’m leaving now.” Her voice trembled as she cast him a look filled with betrayal. “I won’t be back.”

Good. Lilly thought she was coming face to face with her pimp and her madam, not her commanders. And she was searching for a way to leave, a way out of the room other than the one they blocked.

“Does she think we’re here to force her back, Travis?” Rhiannon asked gently, her smile one of compassion and sympathy as she stared at Lilly. “What have you been telling this child about us anyway?”

“Child?” Santos murmured, the smooth hint of a brogue entering his voice. “You’re only a few years older than she, Rhia love.”

Lilly backed up further, her fingers moving restlessly at her thigh as though for the weapon she once wore there.

Instinct or memory? Travis wondered.

“I haven’t mentioned you, Rhia,” Travis assured her quietly as he watched Lilly, watched the pain and the denial that filled her face, her eyes.


He knew parts of her. Over the years, he had learned things he hadn’t realized he’d known about her. One thing he’d learned was that Lilly had pride. Enough pride that it had gotten her into trouble more than once.

She couldn’t see herself as a call girl, no matter how highly paid, no matter how exclusive or security-trained.

“He didn’t have to mention you,” Lilly spat out furiously. “My uncle has a full file on you.”

“Then he must have one on you as well.” Rhia stepped further into the room as she laid the red purse she carried on a side table.

The purse matched the red high heels she wore with well-creased silk slacks and a light cotton blouse. The shoulder-length dark red hair was brushed back from her face, her bangs skimming her brows.

She was classy and stylish. Pretty much exactly what Travis would have imagined a successful madam looked like.

“I’m leaving.” She moved around Rhia carefully as she stared at the doorway Santos and Travis still stood in front of.

“They just wanted to see you, Lilly,” Travis told her quietly. “You’ve worked with Santos and Rhiannon for over five years now. You’re friends as well as associates.”

“So Desmond’s file says,” she retorted sarcastically, as Travis sighed and stepped back from the door.

“Running won’t help, Lilly,” he told her softly, though he hoped she could read the message in his eyes to do just that. To run. To get the hell out of there before her past rose up and bit them both in the ass.

“I’m not running,” she informed him sharply, fear and anger showing in her eyes now. “And I’m not frightened. I’m simply refusing to be a part of this.”

She edged around the room, watching them all carefully, her fingers still searching instinctively at her thigh for that weapon. He was damned glad she didn’t have it; he had a feeling she would have shot them all.

“Lilly, you’re running,” Rhia said softly, her gaze never losing that innate compassion as she watched the woman she had helped train for so many years. “Surely you remember something about us.”

“There’s nothing to remember,” Lilly snarled. “There are only the lies you had some investigator make up. What do you think you can do? Do you think you can blackmail me or my family?” Her nose lifted with aristocratic pride. “Trust me, lady, no one would ever believe Lady Victoria Harrington was little more than a whore. You’re wasting your time.”

“I believe I’m insulted,” Santos drawled as she moved past him, watching him warily. “My girls have never been called such a thing.”

The glare Lilly shot him should have withered him. Instead, with steady Irish charm Santos tossed her a wicked grin before extending his hand to the door. “We wanted only to say hello, my dear, and to let you know if you need us, we’re here.”

“I rather doubt I’ll need you.” The look she shot Travis assured him she wouldn’t be needing him either.

She had passed the test. She knew who they were only through the report her uncle had given her. She hadn’t recognized them, she hadn’t remembered her past.

She slipped from the room. The sound of her heels clicking on the marble floor could be heard just before the front door slammed closed.

Travis turned to Rhiannon, his brow arching.

Rhiannon stared back at him, her brilliant green eyes eerie, too aware, too knowing.

“She’s hiding something, Travis.” Her gaze hardened. “Find out what.”









CHAPTER 6



LILLY STEPPED BACK into the house, smiling at the butler as he opened the door for her. The brightly lit marble foyer was warm and welcoming, but there was a core of ice forming inside her that she couldn’t seem to dispel.

Moving quickly through the foyer, she pushed through the doors to the library, intending to confront Desmond with the information he had given her the night before. She hadn’t expected him to have company.

“Victoria.” Desmond came to his feet, a worried smile on his face. Lilly smiled when she saw who was behind him.

“Jordan,” She said, coming forward and hugging him.

Jordan returned the hug. “I wanted to stop in to see you while I was in town. It’s a miracle that you’ve returned.”

“So my family tells me.” She stepped back and restrained the need to rub at the chill in her arms.

“Your uncle mentioned you may have a bit of a past that could cause you some problems,” Jordan stated, as Desmond went over to the bar. “I wondered if I could be of help.”

“Did he now?” She glanced at her uncle, noting the heavy breath he took as he lifted a bottle of wine from the bar. She was within seconds of asking for something stronger, only to quell the urge as she noticed Jordan’s gaze sharpening on her.

“Don’t be embarrassed,” Jordan urged her. “Grief does amazing things to a young mind. Desmond is fairly certain you must have walked in on something that night, perhaps even saw your father’s murder. He’s concerned that you could be targeted because of that, or because of the information the investigator uncovered.”

Lilly took a seat in the chair beside her, watching as the two men settled back into their seats before speaking.

“What, then, is the general consensus?” she asked. “Did I become a whore because I was grieving, or running from criminals or my own guilt?”

“Dammit, Victoria, no one believes you killed your father,” Desmond bit out. “Quite to the contrary, I believe you were hiding, perhaps even frightened of endangering your mother.”

Lilly sipped at her wine. “I’ve asked you before, Uncle, to call me Lilly.”

Desmond grimaced but said nothing.

“The fact remains that no one would believe such a tale,” Jordan stated quietly.

Do you want to live, Lady Victoria, or die forever? Jordan’s voice. Jordan’s face. Younger, less savage. The memory flashed through her head, sticking to her mind, and almost had her shaking her head as she tried to dispel it.


Memory or insanity?

“It’s much easier to believe I was a whore, then?” she asked, her brow arching curiously.

Jordan’s head lowered as her uncle looked away.

“Gentlemen, I have things to do today.” Lilly got to her feet. She was finished with the conversation. “If you will excuse me, I believe I’ll take care of those things.”

She turned and swept from the library, ignoring her uncle’s protest as she pushed the doors open and headed for the stairwell.

What did she have to do today except read that damned file again? That and try to understand why Travis hadn’t warned her of the “company” arriving earlier.

Who could she trust? She had wanted to trust Travis so badly she ached with the need.

No one, her mind screamed. There was no one she could trust, and that was terrifying. She felt as though there was no place to turn, and no place to find answers.

“Lilly.” Her mother stepped from the living room as Lilly was turning to the foyer and headed for the stairs. “Could we talk for a moment?”

Lilly pushed her fingers through her hair and fought to restrain the impatience roiling through her. “Is my room all right, Mother?”

The living room seemed too open, with too many potential ears listening.

“Of course, dear.”

Lilly could see the nervousness in her mother’s face, the hint of sorrow and pain that shadowed her eyes. She hated hurting her mother, but there was a part of herself that she couldn’t help but hold back. There were too many secrets that she sensed she had to hold in.


Entering her bedroom, she turned and waited for her mother to enter. Immediately Angelica moved to the bedroom window, opened it, then pulled a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from the pocket of her slacks.

“Mother, you know you shouldn’t smoke,” she said, sighing.

“My one guilty pleasure,” she said as she lifted the slender cylinder to her lips and closed her eyes in pleasure.

Lilly waited until she finished, knowing it would take only moments. When Angelica finished she moved to the bathroom, flushed the butt, washed her hands, then returned.

“Your brother called this morning.” She smiled sadly. “He and the children are going to Hawaii this summer.”

They usually joined the family in Maryland.

“He doesn’t want to see me,” Lilly guessed.

“So many changes.” Angelica sighed as she sat on the edge of the bed. “Jared has never dealt well with change. He brooded for months when we thought you were dead. He can’t believe it’s you now, because the changes are so drastic, and there’s no explanation for them.”

Her mother stared at her as though she should have answers.

“I’m sorry, Mother.” Lilly sat in the chair next to her bed and watched her mother as she ruffled her fingers through her perfectly streaked dark blond and brown hair.

“You read the report your uncle gave you, then?” she asked. “Did nothing trigger a memory, Lilly? Nothing at all?” She was so hopeful, so desperate, that Lilly wanted nothing more than to confide in her.


“Nothing,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Mother.”

Angelica’s hands twisted restlessly in her lap as she stared down at them for long moments.

“You’ve changed so drastically,” she said softly as her head lifted, her pale blue eyes reflecting a glimmer of pain and tears that tore at Lilly’s heart. “Sometimes, Lilly, it’s as though I don’t even know you.”

Lilly swallowed tightly and forced back her own tears. “I’m still me. I don’t know what happened, or why I changed so severely, but I’m still me. I remember shopping with you, crying with you, my coming-out ball and my first date. You cried each time.” A tear slipped free. “Just because my face changed doesn’t mean I’m not still your daughter.”

A soft sob tore from her mother’s lips then. She moved jerkily from the bed and in the next second Lilly found herself in her arms. Arms that had sheltered her, that had helped protect her.

In that moment, she closed her eyes and wanted to cry herself. She wanted her father. When she had cried, they had both held her; the warmth and acceptance of their embrace had always been all she needed to hold her world together.

Now, her world was torn apart, confusion and fear tore at her, had her holding tighter to her mother and fighting the need to confide all those fears in her. She wanted the easy, carefree relationship they had once had. She wanted the involved, complicated relationship she’d had with her father. She’d been his confidante and his partner, she had been her mother’s friend, her brother’s baby sister. Once upon a time, she’d had a full, happy life.


And she had no idea what had happened to it.

“You can talk to me, Lilly,” her mother whispered tearfully as she drew back, her soft fingers easing the tears from Lilly’s cheeks. “I’ll always be here for you. I’ve always been here for you.”

So why hadn’t she let her mother know she was alive? God, what had happened to her?

“I know that, Mother.” She had to fight back the need to confide, to tell her of the pieces of memories she had, to plead for her help in figuring them out.

Yet she couldn’t. She couldn’t allow herself to do it.

“Promise, if you need to talk, you will come to me, baby,” her mother begged, another tear slipping down her pale cheek. “Please don’t hide from me any longer. You’re breaking my heart.”

“I promise, Mother,” she lied.

Lilly knew she couldn’t go to her mother with whatever her past entailed. But until she knew what it entailed herself, then she wasn’t even certain how dangerous she was to her.

And there was simply no one left to run to.

But Black Jack.

She almost froze in her mother’s embrace.

Pulling back, she breathed in heavily. “I need to rest for a while, Mother. Perhaps a nap would help this headache that’s brewing at the moment.”

She rubbed her temples as though there were truly a headache coming on.

“Of course.” Her mother kissed her cheek gently. “Rest, darling. I’ll have the maid call you for dinner.”

Lilly watched as she left the room, her heart thundering, her mind churning. Black Jack. She could trust Black Jack, she thought desperately. The urge to do just that was building in her mind, beating at it.

Who was Black Jack?

Travis.

She could see him in her mind’s eye, as he stood with Santos Bahre and Rhiannon McConnelly hours before in his home, a frown on his dark face. Green-flecked brown and gold eyes had been filled with concern, and a warning.

That was it.

She rubbed at the back of her neck, frowning now as she let those moments roll through her memories again. In Travis’s eyes there had been a warning. But why? What had he been warning her of?

Santos Bahre and Rhiannon McConnelly. They were partners, according to the file she had, in a very profitable business. That business included providing women to a very select clientele. According to the investigator, the rates for the female companionship rose in relation to the level of danger the companion would face.

Had she been a whore or a very good mercenary? What the fuck was going on?

A part of her was screaming that she should run to Travis, that she should talk to him, confide in him.

Black Jack. It was a code name.

She fought to still the rapid beating of her heart, the fear that raced through her like a locomotive tearing out of control. She felt her breathing constrict, felt the warning flashing in her mind that she couldn’t trust Travis any more than she could trust Santos Bahre, Rhiannon McConnelly, or Jordan Malone.

And yet another part of her was demanding that she do just that. That she trust him, possibly with her life.

I’ll be here for you, Lilly. His voice whispered through her mind, seductive, alluring. But what she sensed about that voice was anything but seductive and alluring.

As she fought to pull those memories free, a sharp ache sliced through her temples as though in retaliation.

Dropping her head, Lilly pressed her fingers to the sides of her head and fought to breathe through the pain.

The headaches had been common the first month after she had been shot. The memories she had lost had seemed to be closer at that time as well.

Turning, she stared into the mirror and gazed into the same unfamiliar face—which was at the same time familiar.

Reaching up she touched the arch of her brow, the slender line of her nose, the curve of her lips.

She was becoming more accustomed to this new face, as though a part of her was finally accepting the changes.

Wild, her father had always called her. A woman poised on the edge of danger. And she had always laughed at him.

Going to the closet, she opened the door, stepped inside, and moved to the back. There, she had hidden a smaller suitcase inside a larger suitcase. She had found the small suitcase in the storage shed where she’d kept the motorcycle.

There was cash, bank records and checks, an alternate ID and credit cards, as well as a lethal Glock and a dozen clips of ammo. She had been prepared for trouble. A call girl wouldn’t have done something like that; only an agent or a criminal covered their ass in such a way.

She tucked all but the weapon and the cash in a compartment of her suitcase. The weapon, clips, and cash she kept in the small leather bag and moved back to her bedroom to pull one of the outfits she had found in the storage shed from the back of the bureau.

She would keep herself busy during the day today. Lunch with her mother and her mother’s friends. A meeting later to discuss the charity ball her mother co-hosted each summer.

But night was coming. Lilly could feel the restlessness surging inside her as well as a need to learn more about herself.

Hagerstown was familiar to her, as well as the surrounding area. There were pieces of herself here, she could feel it. She had planted parts of herself here, close to the area her family called home for several months out of the year.

Lilly needed to find those parts of herself. She had to find them, before the confusion and the need drove her insane.

 

It was midnight, Lilly’s time of night. Travis waited on the street down from the gated property Lilly and her family were staying at, one leg folded over the breast of the bike, his elbow resting on his knee.

She was the restless type. The information she had received the night before as well as the confrontation with Santos and Rhiannon would push the buttons inside her that would send her searching.

Rhiannon predicted Lilly would hide for a while, that as a former agent she would sense that she shouldn’t venture out quite yet. Travis knew better. He had trained Lilly. He had forced her to have patience during the months she had undergone the psychiatric evaluations. He’d taught her how to deceive her commanders, how to hide her true self. He was an agent, he knew the dangers inherent in the type of work they were doing.

He trusted Jordan. His own commander had proven himself. He couldn’t say the same for Santos and Rhiannon. They had created a cover for their agents that had never sat well with Travis or his sense of decency. Their girls were delicate, beautiful, better hidden than displayed. But they had placed them in the eye of danger in order to shield the agents they were often paired with.

They were a commodity to their commanders, nothing more.

Rubbing at the short growth of beard at his chin, Travis considered the best course of action in the coming game.

Travis knew Lilly knew more than she was letting on.

He also knew that she would realize that he wouldn’t betray her, despite the appearance that he had done so with Santos and Rhiannon.

She had been shocked, furious, but he had also seen fear in her eyes. The fear that the investigator’s report was true. A fear that somehow she had been the person described in that report.

It wouldn’t take her long to piece the information together now, and Santos and Rhiannon knew that. And that made Travis wonder what the fuck they were up to.

The sound of gates easing open had his head turning. There, emerging between the slowly opening gates, was the gleaming black front fender of Lilly’s powerful Ninja.

He pulled the helmet from the back of his own machine, eased it on, and strapped it beneath his chin before activating the Bluetooth communication set within it.

It was connected to Lilly’s, a precaution they had begun using several years ago to ensure security when they met. He watched as she parked the bike, eased the gates closed, then ran back to the machine to straddle it.

She pulled the wicked black helmet over her head, tucked her hair inside, and secured it.

Travis chose that moment to strike.

“Are you ready to ride, Lilly?”

She froze. Across the distance Travis could sense her searching, finding, staring back at him.

“What do you want?” Wariness filled her voice.

“You,” he answered her. “Are you following me or do I follow you?”

She didn’t answer. The powerful engine kicked in. Travis followed suit and started his own bike with a flick of his wrist.

He was ready when she moved. She shot ahead of him like a rocket, a black shadow burning down the road, her lithe body lying over the breast of the bike, shifting and flexing with innate grace.

“It looks as though I’m following you then,” he commented through the link.

“If you can.” There was a chill to her voice that had a hint of concern brewing inside him.

“Easy, Lilly.” He kept his voice casual, soothing. “I’m not a threat to you.”

How many years had he worked to gain her trust? Definitely the entire time Elite One had been training her team. A full year. And during that time he had laid the foundation that he’d only built upon in the years after that.

“No, you’re not a threat to me,” she agreed. “And I won’t let you become one.”

She sped up as she took the exit to I-81. Traffic was moving quickly, but Lilly was moving faster. Travis stayed close behind her, his attention on their speed, their location, and the display in his helmet that would tag any law enforcement vehicles that could catch sight of them.

“Lilly, we’re coming up on radar,” Travis warned her as his display indicated the speed check ahead.

She eased back as they passed the first state police cruiser on the other side. Once he was clear, she shot back into high speed and continued to try to shake Travis.

“It’s been nice riding with you, Lilly,” he told her five minutes later as she hit 71 and began to head toward the state line. “I’d hoped we could talk.”

There was silence for long minutes.

“I have a cabin.” Her voice was low now, confused, breaking his heart with just a hint of tears. “I have a cabin, Travis,” she repeated.

She didn’t sound broken, she didn’t sound scared. She sounded lost, and that was harder to hear than the former.

“Slow down, Lilly, if you want me to follow you.”

Instinct was all well and good, but she didn’t have knowledge, not yet. Without knowledge of the powerful machine she was riding, instinct might not be enough to keep her alive.

Ahead, she slowed until he caught up with her. Pulling in beside her, he glanced over to see nothing but the black shadowed visor pulled over her face.

He heard her breathing hitch, though, and he sensed her tears.

Lilly wasn’t a crier, he’d learned that. She would lift that stubborn little chin and hold back the tears if it meant death. She had a backbone of steel and a sheer iron-strong core of determination that had had him clenching his teeth in frustration more than once.

Following her along the highway, he crossed the state line out of Maryland into Pennsylvania with her, staying silent as they made their way toward the West Virginia line.

Their absence would be noted, but he’d been ordered to figure out what she was hiding. That was his mission and that was where he would lay the blame for his disappearance. He just hoped she’d been smart enough to cover her ass with her family.

No doubt she had. No one had ever accused Lilly of being stupid.

Her voice was hollow in the link. “I know where I am. I know where to turn. What to watch for. I know I’ve been here before, but I don’t remember why or when.”

“Who am I, Travis?” she asked him then.

“A partner,” he said softly, his gaze trained on the road as they took an empty exit and hit a narrow two-lane road.

The paved road soon turned into an unfinished lane, then gravel. They had to reduce their speed drastically, until they were creeping beneath the heavy branches of the sheltering trees that surrounded the lane.

Travis almost missed the turnoff to the cabin. He may well have missed it if he wasn’t following Lilly.


They parked the bikes beneath a small garage at the side. Swinging from the seat, he watched curiously as Lilly headed toward the entrance of the parking bay, reached up and pulled down the garage door before securing it to the ground.

She didn’t speak, just turned and pushed open the heavy entrance door before stepping inside.

Lilly stared around the single-room cabin. A small gas stove, which explained the gas tank in the rough garage outside. A woodstove, a table pushed against the wall and two chairs, a large bed on the other wall, and a bathroom beyond.

It was a safe house, nothing more. It wasn’t a home. It was a place to retreat and hide.

She turned to Travis, staring at him silently as he removed his helmet and set it on the small table by the door.

“Nice.” He looked around before his gaze came back to her. “Have you ever stayed in the winter?”

Had she?

She lifted her shoulders in a heavy shrug. “I don’t remember.”

She was staring around her, knowing where everything was hidden. Cash, ammo, weapons, and clothes. IDs, phone numbers, a laptop, and disconnected satellite and cell phones.

There were canned goods in a tiny, narrow cupboard by the stove. There was a fresh underground spring that fed water into a well. There was hot water, clean towels, fresh water, and a measure of safety because no one had known about it but her. And now Travis.

She pulled the helmet from her head and stared around curiously. Who was the woman who had needed this refuge?

She turned to Travis. “A high-priced call girl wouldn’t have a safe house, would she?”

She watched, her heart heavy, as he turned away and stared around once again.

“You’re not going to tell me anything, are you? Can you tell me this? Why are you here? What hound do you have in this hunt, Travis?”

She watched his lips quirk. “It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that phrase.”

Her father had often used it.

“That doesn’t answer my question,” she told him.

He shook his head before staring back at her, his golden eyes dark now, concerned. “I can’t answer your question.”

“Who can, then?” she asked. “Somehow, I don’t think my former employers can.”

He snorted at that. “I wouldn’t ask them.”

She nodded slowly. “I’m in danger then.”

“Someone tried to blow your head off, Lilly, what do you think?” he asked quietly. “You’re in danger, there’s no doubt about that. What sort of danger you’re in is the question.”

“And you can provide no answers?” she guessed.

“No,” he finally said, sighing.

“It’s a bloody messy situation,” she bit out with a hint of the anger building inside her now. “Everyone’s watching me, yet no one is willing to help me. What sort of threat do I represent, at least?” she demanded.

“The threat isn’t the problem, at least not yet.” He scratched at his jaw thoughtfully as he watched her.

“The assassin and the reason why he attempted to kill me is the problem then, correct?”

Travis nodded slowly. “If you remember, Lilly, if you remember anything, for both our sakes don’t allow anyone but me to know it.”

“Why you?” Lilly moved across the small room to the cabinets over the stove and pulled free a bottle of her favorite whisky.

Turning, she lifted the bottle to him in invitation. At his nod Lilly took two glasses from the cabinet, rinsed them, then poured the drinks.

“You didn’t answer me,” she reminded him as she handed him a glass. “Why should I trust only you?”

 

Travis stared back at her, seeing Lilly rather than Lady Victoria as she stared at him, her green eyes flat and hard.

“Because if you think about it, if you remember or suspect anything about the past six years, then you know there wasn’t a chance in hell that I was the one to betray you.”

She sipped at the whisky, her gaze never leaving his for long moments as she considered his answer.

“You suspect whoever killed Father and attempted to kill me six years ago managed to find me?”

“It makes sense to me.” Travis shrugged his jacket off and tossed it to a nearby chair. “The day before you were shot, the doctor who supposedly did your plastic surgery was killed in a fire that destroyed his office and all his records. Somehow, someone has learned too much information about you, Lilly.”

Picking up his drink, Travis watched as Lilly leaned against the counter, sipped her drink, and stared at him thoughtfully for long moments.

“Supposedly,” she finally murmured. “Does that mean he didn’t actually do the surgery?”

He inclined his head in agreement. “Certain steps were taken to ensure your identity was well hidden.”

“That’s a lot of trouble to go to for a high-priced escort,” she drawled sarcastically.

Travis merely quirked his lips in amusement. She knew as well as he did that she had never sold her body.

She had shared her body with him, though. She had given him her innocence and formed a bond between them that he still didn’t completely understand.

Finally, when he said nothing more, Lilly shook her head before finishing her drink with a small grimace.

“Then I need to find my father’s killer to find my own,” she stated. “I imagine that killer is also the person behind the embezzling Father was investigating six years ago?”

Travis nodded. “That’s what I think. I suspect the killer has been tracking you for the past six years.”

Lilly’s quick little exhalation, a mocking sound, had Travis almost grinning. That sound normally indicated a flare of irritation.

“Father drove himself crazy searching for the person responsible for the embezzling.” She pushed away from the counter and paced across the room, a thoughtful frown marring her brow. “And I have no doubt MI5 has continued the search.”

“No doubt.” Travis’s gaze focused on her ass beneath the snug leather pants as she paced. The sight of it was enough to steal a man’s breath.


“If Mother suspects I’m investigating what happened six years ago, then she’ll have me hospitalized for sure.” She shook her head, the silken strands of dark hair rippling against her shoulders, tempting his fingers.

“Did your father have any suspects?” Travis asked, attempting to pull his attention back to the subject.

“Several,” she admitted as she turned back to him. “He just hadn’t given me names. I was still being trained. Certain information MI5 was hesitant for me to have. Father followed those dictates.”

“Did you have any suspects?” he asked.

Lilly paused at that.

“Lilly, now isn’t the time to hold anything back,” he warned her.

Her arms crossed over her breasts defensively.

“There was no one person that tied into all the accounts targeted,” she answered, her expression mutinous. “My original suspicions were way off base because of that.”

“And they were?” Travis pressed.

“My uncle, Desmond, and my brother. Other than my father, they had access to the Harrington funds that were targeted but not to the other targeted accounts.”

“Your brother Jared works for a very exclusive law firm,” he pointed out. “The clients targeted were also represented by that firm.”

Jared Harrington as well as his uncle Desmond were still suspects as far as the Elite Ops were concerned.

“Yes, but not all of them. At least three other families who had no such connections were targeted as well,” Lilly said. “Besides, Jared wouldn’t have done such a thing. He especially would have never killed Father.”


“Yet you suspected him of embezzling,” he pointed out. “He and your father argued often about the business as well as about the title.”

“Jared wouldn’t kill Father…”

“You’re defending a man who essentially disowned you.” Anger surged through Travis at her defense of the other man. “Perhaps he wants you dead, Lilly. With you out of the way, he doesn’t have to share the Harrington inheritance.”

“Stop.” He could see the pain glittering in her eyes now. “Jared wouldn’t do it. I know he didn’t because Father and I eliminated him and Uncle Desmond as suspects.”

Travis’s lips thinned. As far as he was concerned, Jared and Desmond Harrington were still at the top of the list.

“Stop!” She lifted her hand as his lips parted to argue further. “I’m certain I can easily prove Jared isn’t involved. But to prove it, I’ll first have to gain access to the family financial vault. It should be easy enough. I know Desmond and Jared share the online financial vault. I’ll see what I can find.”

But that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt to do so. Travis moved to her, the need to comfort her, to ease the confusion and pain glittering in her eyes, was overwhelming.

“Lilly.” He drew her against him, his hands caressing her slender hips. “We eliminate Desmond and Jared and then go on from there. But make sure they have no contacts with anyone listed in that investigator’s report on the past six years of your life.”

His money was still on Desmond, but Jared was in the running.

“Check files and financial reports Desmond brought with him.” He wanted her to find the information Desmond had in the office. “Go through the online vault. Get the account numbers and I can go from there. We’ll do this together, love.”

He reached up, his thumb caressing her trembling lower lip. “You know how to do this.”

“Because you trained me?” Breathy, filled with sensual awareness now, the sound of her voice stroked over his senses.

“I trained you,” he agreed.

“You protected me.” She licked at his thumb, tempting him.

“I’ll always try to protect you.” His head lowered.

He needed a taste of her. A touch. For just a moment he needed to fill his senses with her.

Though he knew a moment would never be enough.









CHAPTER 7



IT WAS ALMOST A DREAM.

Lilly stepped into Travis’s arms, felt them come around her, felt his lips slant across hers and the world around her go up in flames.

She couldn’t have this man, and she knew it, but she knew she already belonged to him. She had somehow always belonged to him.

Lifting herself to his kiss, Lilly let her hands grip his hair, pulling at the coarse strands to deepen the kiss as she felt a raging hunger begin to burn inside her.

That wildness she remembered fighting all her life took control, she became a woman who instinctively knew what she needed and who she needed it from.

Never had arousal taken her like this.

Pulling her head back, she stared up at him, her breathing heavy, rough. “You were my first, weren’t you?” She knew it, sensed it.

“I was your only,” he growled, possessiveness raging in his tone and fulfilling some need she hadn’t known existed within her. A knowledge, that final certainty, that she hadn’t been the woman her uncle’s report alleged.

His head lowered again before she could voice any further questions, his lips took hers again, his tongue pushing past her lips, stroking over hers and locking her in a battle of desire that she knew she had no hope of winning. A battle she didn’t want to win. It was a triumph she wanted to share.

She was only his woman. She had shared herself with no other man, just as she had known instinctively, but the woman inside had needed more proof. She had needed the verification that only one man could give her.

Black Jack.

Her hands fell from his hair to his shoulders, then the front of his T-shirt. Pulling, tugging, she dragged at the material until it came free of his jeans.

He shrugged his jacket away, allowing the cool leather to fall to the floor before his hands returned to push her denim jacket from her shoulders.

She wasn’t moving her arms. She wanted that shirt off his back. She wanted to feel his flesh, naked and hot, against her palms.

He tore off the t-shirt then returned to her jacket, forcing her arms down and pulling the denim over it to reveal the sleeveless camishirt she had on underneath.

The slender straps cleared her head as he jerked the material from her waist, up, baring her breasts, and tossed the top aside. He filled his palms with the swollen curves, his thumbs raking over the hard tips of her nipples and sending fingers of raw sensation to attack her womb, to heat her clit.

Lilly arched into the touch, a gasp passing her lips as her back met the wall, and her palm flattened against the bare skin of his chest.

Curling her fingers, Lilly raked them down his chest, just enough to feel the flex of muscles beneath, to relish the heat and hardness of his corded body.

Her fingers rasped to the band of his jeans where she found the snap and zipper of his pants and quickly released them.

She couldn’t touch him enough. She couldn’t get enough of his kiss. She wanted to feel all of him against her at once. She wanted all the pleasure at once. She wanted to feel alive, something she hadn’t felt for six months.

Alive. Living. A woman that had no part of her missing.

In Travis’s arms, there was only the woman, there was no past, no danger, and there was nothing to fear.

“God help me, I missed you,” he groaned as his lips tore from hers and moved to her jaw, her neck. “Missed seeing you, touching you.”

A moan echoed from her chest as her heart tightened in a realization that she had missed him as well; even though she hadn’t remembered him, she had missed him, achingly.

He was making up for whatever time they had lost though. His hands cupped her breasts, lifted them. His head descended, his tongue licking over the tight thrust of her nipples as shards of sensation began to tear over her nerve endings.

It was incredible. It was the fantasy that followed her when she slept, the one she awakened from, her body dampened with sweat.


This was Travis, and denying him wasn’t something she could allow herself to do. Not this pleasure. Not this incredible, blinding heat.

Her fingers stroked into his jeans and found bare flesh. No tighty-whiteys, no boxers, just the hard, thick thrust of his cock pushing into her hand. The wide crest was hot to her touch, slightly damp. The heat of it sent a rush of pleasure flexing through her pussy as she felt his hand smooth from her breast, down her stomach.

His fingers worked her jeans loose as her hands stroked and memorized the iron-hard width and length of his cock. The more she touched him, the more she wanted.

Looking down, Lilly lost her breath as she watched his cheeks draw in, watched him suckle at the hard tip of her nipple. His eyes were slitted, staring up at her, the spark of green in the golden brown more intense now, glittering in his dark face.

Her knees were getting weak. Standing wasn’t as easy as it had been when she first walked into the cabin, or when she had first seen him in Hagerstown. It made her wonder what she had felt when she had first met him, six years before.

Just when she doubted she could remain upright, his head lifted. He licked her nipple, first one, then the other. His expression was tight with hunger, with sensual pleasure, as he stared up at her, need glowing in his eyes.

Then he straightened to his full height, lifted her in his arms, and strode to the large bed with its old-fashioned quilt and large fluffy pillows.

Her head fell back on the pillow as Travis’s hand moved beneath her back and cupped her shoulders, pressing her breasts firmly into the heat and hardness of his chest as his lips moved over her neck and breasts in heated, nipping kisses.

Arching beneath him, Lilly felt her blood boiling as pleasure heated her flesh and left her trembling. Within seconds he was moving down her body, removing her boots, his own. He shed his jeans, then smoothed hers down her legs, leaving her dressed in nothing but the contour-hugging soft cotton panties she wore beneath the jeans.

Standing at the bottom of the bed, he let her look her fill. He stood before her as her gaze roamed his hard body and paused at the jutting length of his cock.

Before he could come down to her, Lilly was on her knees. She saw the surprise in his face, though how he could truly be surprised she couldn’t explain. Surely he felt the wildness rising inside her, the hunger burning deep and hot?

Travis watched as she came to her knees like a sensual, sexual little cat. Her back arched, her head lifted as she crawled to him, her green eyes narrowed as she licked her swollen, sexy lips.

She was the most exquisite sight he had ever seen. The sexiest thing he had ever known.

His breath caught as she came level with his dick, her tongue peeking out, stroking over the flared head with a hot, luscious lick.

“Fuck!” One hand buried itself in her hair as the other caught the base of his hard erection.

He saw it in her now, felt it in her. She was as wild as the wind, the sexy, sensual creature he had known existed inside her.

Holding her firmly, he restrained that fire, controlled it, and watched it burn brighter inside her as her lips opened over the thick crest and took it into the burning heat of her mouth.

Clenching his teeth, Travis only barely held back the groan of complete ecstasy as the inexperienced wonder on her face held him entranced.

Innocent though she might be, she knew how to drive him crazy. Her tongue stroked around the too-sensitive head as she sucked at his cock hungrily. The heated licks were a hot counterpoint to the firm sucks, to the warm moisture he was delving into as she took as much of his dick as she could into the wet, velvet interior of her mouth.

“Hell yes.” He couldn’t hold back the growl, the hoarse rasp of complete pleasure that tore from his chest. “Damn you, Lilly. Your mouth is like pure pleasure.”

It was more than pleasure. There were no words that he could find for the exquisite sensations racing from his cock, to his balls, and up his spine. It was like being immersed in pure sensation, pure ecstasy. Undiluted with worry, danger, or upcoming missions. It was a pleasure that built upon itself, that intensified and filled him with a driving need for nothing but the pure heat of her body.

His thighs strained with the effort it took to hold back. He could feel perspiration building at his temple, on his shoulders. Heat surrounded him, burned through him. The effort it took to hold back, to allow her the time she needed…

“Fuck yes!” Her head lifted from his cock, slid down the shaft to the tight sac below where her tongue licked and stroked, played and wreaked havoc on his control.

Damn, she was making him crazy. Rapid-fire pulses of sensation raced through his dick, tightened through his balls, and tore across his nerve endings as he fought to enjoy it for a few more seconds.

Just another lick. Just another kiss of those satiny lips. Both his hands went to her head, his fingers threading through her hair. Short, agonizing strokes of his cock past her lips tested that final limit of his control as he fucked her sweet mouth, slow and easy.

He was on the edge. Holding back his release was nearly impossible but he had no intention of allowing it to end here. When he came, he had every intention of coming deep and hard inside her tight little pussy rather than the suckling heat of her seductive little mouth.

Ignoring her startled mewl of protest, he forced himself to remove his cock from the ecstatic grip she had on it.

“Not yet, minx,” he growled, as she gripped his thighs and attempted to pull the hardened flesh back to her honeyed lips.

Gripping her shoulders, he tried to ease her back onto the bed. That wicked feminine smile that drove him insane crossed her lips. She resisted him, refusing to ease back.

Travis’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m going to taste that sweet pussy before this goes any further,” he informed her, his tone rougher than he intended. “I’m going to fuck you with my tongue, suck that hard little clit, and feel you unraveling to my mouth before I fuck you.”

Her gaze glittered, the green flaming as her face flushed with heightened arousal.

“Sounds like a rather tall order.” Still on her knees, still so tempting, so seductive and demanding, she blew his fucking mind.

“Sounds like a plan to me.” Before she could evade him he had her on her back, struggling halfheartedly against him, a light, arousal-filled laugh leaving her lips as he forced his way between her thighs.

Before she could push him back, before she could distract him, he wedged her thighs farther apart, then laid his lips and tongue to the sweetest honeyed flesh he had ever known.

Her juices were slick and hot, like the finest syrup, glazing his lips and tongue as he bestowed kiss after kiss to the intimate folds. He sucked her clit into his mouth, tasted, laved it with his tongue, and lost himself in the intoxicating taste and heat of her.

Lilly stared at the ceiling, dazed, submerged in sensations that washed over her with the force of a tidal wave. Spreading her thighs wider, she tangled her fingers in his hair and lifted her head, watched and became mesmerized by the complete sexual absorption on his face.

This was paradise. It was pure ecstasy. His tongue licked around her clit, flicked the tender bud, causing her to jerk with an excess of sensations.

“Travis.” The little cry came unbidden from her lips as pleasure raced through her system. It wasn’t confined to the area he was kissing so intimately. The pleasure tore across her nerve endings and invaded every cell of her body.

Perspiration sheened his flesh as well as hers, as her juices glazed his lips.

He parted the swollen folds with his fingers, and his tongue licked, laved, loved. It circled the clenched opening to her pussy, flicked inside only to retreat as her hips jerked closer in a silent plea for more. Always more. She could never get enough.

She arched beneath him, her hips lifting to his lips, watching as slowly, so slowly, he licked to the aching center of her pussy, then, slow and easy, pushed his tongue inside her.

A long desperate wail left her lips. Her fingers tightened in his hair, trying to force him closer as she felt his tongue inside her taking quick shallow licks that stroked and caressed nerve endings she hadn’t been aware she possessed.

It was incredible.

Heat surged inside her, built around her. White-hot, blinding pleasure exploded inside her with a force that had her arching tight and hard to his lips, her pussy flexing around his tongue as she cried out his name, held on to him, relinquished control and gave herself to him.

She was still flying. Ecstasy still held her in its grip when she felt him move between her thighs and thrust inside her with a fierce, hard stroke.

The forceful, immediate stretching of tender muscles, the pleasure-pain that tore through her, brought her higher. Shock widened her eyes, rapture tightened her body, as he pulled back and began working inside the tight grip of her climaxing pussy with powerful strokes that pushed her deeper into ecstasy, flung her into a white-hot center of pure pulsing sensation that refused to release her.

Travis was dying. Sweat dripped down his face as he buried his cock inside her to the hilt on the fourth stroke. The orgasm that held her in its grip tightened her pussy to a near-painful snugness that had his release threatening to explode out of his control.

Pushing inside her again, he stilled, grimaced, and fought not to come. Hell, he was going to come. His balls were so tight they were painful, the sensitivity in his cock was near agonizing. He wanted to fuck her forever but he knew if he didn’t come soon he was going to die of a stroke.

Her pussy rippled around him, the ultratight muscles clenched and gripping, milking him with ever-increasing little tremors that stole his mind.

He was lost in a world of such sensual pleasure that nothing mattered but the moment and the woman. He was bound to her, more than just physically, more than just his cock buried inside the tightest, sweetest pussy he had ever known. He was bound to her soul, and he knew there was no way to escape.

Flexing his hips, he moved, dragging the fiercely throbbing length of his shaft back before thrusting inside her. Slowly. He couldn’t go faster, not yet. One wrong move and he was gone. He’d never manage to feel her pulsing around his cock in release again, he’d spill into her without thought.

Without thought.

He shook his head. He fought to pull free of her.


Condom.

There was a condom in his bag. Across the room. Clear across the room.

“Lilly.” He groaned her name as her legs wrapped around his hips and held on tight. “Baby. No condom. I forgot. Fuck.”

She shook her head as he tried to pull back again.

Her eyes opened, deep green eyes filled with mystery, with promise.

“Fuck me, Travis. Harder. Oh God, I’m so close…” Her hips churned beneath him. “I’m so close.”

And she was. He could feel her tightening beneath him again, feel her pussy heating further, her juices slick and hot as her entire body seemed to flush beneath him.

“Lilly.” The protest was halfhearted at best.

Never had he had taken a woman without protection. Never had he filled a woman with his come, even the wife that had betrayed him. He had never given that much of himself.

Lilly already held all of him.

Throwing his head back, he gritted his teeth and let go the last measure of control he had held on to. Fucking her with desperate driving strokes, he felt his release building, heating, threatening…

Lilly exploded beneath him. A long, low wail of completion filled the cabin as he powered into her again, again, driving her through another orgasm as fierce, as deep, as the first.

Her pussy flexed around his shaft, stroked it tighter, gripped him, milked him, sucked his release from him with such a violence that he knew he had lost himself inside her forever.

Burying in deep, hard, he gave in to the fierce, white-hot spurts of semen as it began to jet inside her. The more he gave her the more her pussy tried to milk from him. It rippled and gripped, stroked and sucked at his cock until he was shaking, shuddering, certain he would never survive.

When it finally began to ease, as the strength seeped from their bodies and left him collapsed over her, fighting just to breathe, Travis began to wonder at exactly what point he had lost his heart to her.

With his head buried in the pillow next to hers, one hand gripping her hip, the other buried in her hair, he tried to tell himself he could control this, even though he knew he couldn’t.

He felt her lips at his shoulder, her breaths shuddering through her body, then he finally felt her relax. He knew the moment exhaustion took her, eased her into sleep, and left her completely vulnerable in his arms.

He had taught her years ago to never leave herself vulnerable to a lover. A lover could be a killer. He could be the enemy in disguise. He hadn’t taught her that he loved her. He hadn’t taught her that he could be her greatest enemy.

But there she was, slipping into sleep, as he eased away from her and forced himself from the bed. A mumbled protest left her lips as he padded to the sink, dampened a small towel in warm water, then returned and cleaned her gently.

Spreading her thighs, he ran the warm cloth along the swollen, reddened folds of her sex, cleaning her juices and his come from the tender flesh, amazed at the complete trust she gave him as she continued to sleep.

How long had it been since she had felt safe enough to sleep? he wondered. How long since Lilly had felt safe, period?

After cleaning himself he moved to the bag he had dropped at the door and pulled his weapon and a spare clip from inside. He moved back to the bed, eased her beneath the quilt, then slid in beside her and pulled her into his arms after tucking the gun beneath his pillow. She cuddled against him with an innocent trust he was certain he should lecture her about later. After all, he was supposed to be no more than the wolf in sheep’s clothing. The enemy posing as the lover.

Smoothing her hair back, he let his eyes close and let himself sleep. It wasn’t a deep sleep, not here, not yet. He didn’t know if there was security here, he didn’t know the area, but he knew Lilly and he knew she protected herself. For the most part.

Once they were dressed and ready to face the day, then they would have to discuss this night, and they would have to face the implications of what the night had wrought.

Until then, she was sleeping in his arms, against his heart. And for now at least, she was his totally. The Ops didn’t matter, the mission be damned. For now, he was just a man holding his woman, and he wanted every moment that he could steal.









CHAPTER 8



LILLY WALKED THROUGH the wide double doors of her family’s home the next afternoon to face the combined disapproval of her mother and her uncle.

“Where have you been?” Her mother was smoking again. This time, she wasn’t bothering to hide it. The cigarette was held between her fingers as she glared at Lilly furiously. “Do you know I was ready to call the FBI? For God’s sake, Lilly.”

Guilt seared her. She should have called, perhaps left a note. Travis had lectured her about that.

“I’m sorry, I needed time to think.” She lifted her shoulders in an uneasy shrug as her gaze shifted to Desmond.

He was furious. His pale blue eyes glared back at her as he crossed his arms over his chest. The muscles beneath his fine cotton shirt bulged, attesting to the anger that flushed his ruddy complexion further.

“Where is your mind?” Angelica turned and stalked back into the family room, her head held high, the sharp odor of tobacco following behind her.


“I would suggest you step into the family room,” Desmond bit out between clenched teeth. “Running and hiding will do you little good this time.”

Lilly arched her brows. “I’m twenty-six, Uncle, not six,” she informed him.

“Then perhaps you should start acting your age,” he retorted as he, too, turned on his heel and followed her mother.

She really wanted to do just as he had told her not to. Run and hide. Facing her mother’s wrath had never been a preferred sport as far as she was concerned.

Blowing out a hard breath, she pushed her fingers through her hair before following the two. Entering the room, she moved toward the bar first, ignoring her mother’s muttered curse as she reach for the whisky.

“That is a gentleman’s drink,” Angelica reminded her. “It is not a drink for polite young ladies.”

“I’m no longer a polite young lady,” Lilly told her.

Pouring a shot, Lilly tossed it back quickly, her eyes fluttering at the pleasant burn that hit her stomach. Come to think of it, she distinctly remembered the fact that a glass of wine normally accompanied any conversation with her mother. Angelica was a dominant personality, and not always easy to get along with, even for her children.

“The least you could do is show me the respect of telling me when you will be out playing your foolish games all night,” Angelica snapped behind her. “It would keep me from informing the FBI that my daughter has been kidnapped again.”

“Kidnapped?” Lilly turned back to her mother. “I wasn’t kidnapped the first time, Mother.”


Angelica tamped out her cigarette in a nearby ashtray before staring at her daughter disdainfully. “And how do you know? Have you remembered the past six years?”

“Why, no, I haven’t,” she stated clearly. “But I think I would know if I had been kidnapped, Mother.”

“I rather doubt you would,” Angelica told her, her voice cold and brittle.

Lilly lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “According to the investigator’s report, I had quite a bit of freedom in the past six years. I can’t see kidnappers allowing their kidnappee to carry a gun. And I don’t remember a mention in that report of a ransom being demanded.”

Lilly propped her elbows on the bar behind her and stared back at the couple.

“I’ll call Dr. Ridgemore first thing in the morning,” Angelica said between clenched teeth. “Clearly you need help that I cannot provide.”

Ridgemore? Lilly stared back at her mother in shock. She was well aware of who and what Dr. Ridgemore was and what he did. He was co-owner and head psychiatrist at Le Fleur in France, a psychiatric hospital where her mother’s cronies often sent their children for evaluations when they were considered unruly.

“Mother, that isn’t a mistake you want to make,” Lilly stated gently. “After all this time apart, do you truly want to make sure that I never return to this family again?”

Le Fleur was the bane of every child’s existence among the social set Lilly had once been a part of. If they disobeyed their parents, they were sent to the hospital. If they became dependent on drugs, tried to marry someone their parents disapproved of, made any decision on their own, then they were shipped off.

It wasn’t every family that practiced such heinous decisions, but there were more than a few. They couldn’t handle their children, so obviously something was wrong with the child, not the parent. In Angelica’s case, the threat and the concern were very real. When one of her family members didn’t conform something had to be wrong with them.

“As you seem determined to get yourself killed, it seems the preferred alternative,” Angelica responded furiously. “You read the report Desmond received on you, Lilly. Did you even consider the repercussions such a life could have on your family should it become known? Do you even care?”

Her mother’s voice rose on each sentence, fury filling each word as her fists clenched at her side, her face flushing a delicate, rosy hue.

Once, Lilly would have been desperate to appease her mother. There had been a time when she had known nothing but fear of her mother’s rages. Not because she would hit her, or even punish her, but because with it came the censorious silences, the lack of an allowance, the car keys taken, friends turned away at the door.

How childish each of those punishments seemed now. If only she had no more to worry about than lack of an allowance.

“I’m sorry, Mother, I can understand how that investigator’s report could affect the family,” she stated, resignation filling her.

Her mother would never let her live that report down. It would never matter what the truth eventually turned out to be; the fact that there was the slightest hint of impropriety attached to her name was enough to ensure Angelica never forgot that her daughter had been accused of such a thing. Or that that accusation could become public knowledge.

“I very much doubt you gave your family a moment’s thought during the years you were away,” Angelica charged. “Had you cared even a bit, then you would have at least let us know you were still alive.”

Pain filled Angelica’s voice then.

“Perhaps I was trying to protect you, Mother.” Lilly couldn’t imagine any other reason. “Have you considered that? Someone killed Father and obviously tried to kill me.”

“Which only tells me you were somehow involved in his asinine little games,” Angelica threw back furiously. “Were you, Lilly? Is that what nearly got you killed? Please, God, tell me your father hadn’t drawn you into that paranoid probe he launched into Harrington’s?”

“Mother,” Lilly said wearily, not wanting to get into this with her. She had been outraged when her father suspected his own share holders of stealing from the company. The shareholders had been friends.

“Actually,” Desmond breathed out roughly. “We suspect your father had developed a bit of dementia perhaps. I mean, to think that someone within Harrington’s or perhaps a shareholder, was still embezzling funds from the companies. He refused to accept that whoever had stolen the money had gotten away, or that they were no longer trifling with the accounts.”

Dementia?

Lilly stared back at her uncle as she fought to hold in her shock. There was no way anyone could have believed her father had been ill.

“Father wasn’t ill,” she finally stated, the feeling of betrayal that filled her centering on her uncle. “Is this how you convinced Mother to marry you? By spreading such lies about Father?”

“Lilly!” Angelica gasped. “How dare you say such a thing.”

Lilly shook her head as Desmond’s lips thinned, his gaze narrowing on her angrily.

“Evidently, Father was dealing with much more than I knew before his death,” she informed them both tightly. “How could you have believed for even a moment that Father was ill?”

Angelica stared back at her for long moments, her breasts rising and falling quickly as tension thickened further in the air.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Angelica finally whispered. “You didn’t see him as he truly was, Lilly. You saw your father, and as a child, you excuse inconsistencies.”

Lilly lifted her hand to halt the coming tirade.

“I refuse to discuss this supposed illness,” she snapped. “You and I both know there was nothing wrong with Father other than a family that obviously refused to believe in him. And I well understand how he felt if you were so bold as to question his sanity to his face. My God, Mother, simply because we dare to oppose you or because we create a few waves doesn’t mean we’re in any way mentally deficient.”

“No, but when you throw away a title, wealth, and a stable home for the life you lived for six years, then there is no doubt in my mind that you were mentally unbalanced,” her mother shot back loudly. “Did you read that file, Lilly? Did it even connect in that selfish little brain of yours what you did to us for six years? You deprived me of my daughter. You deprived yourself of your family. For what reason? At least give me that. Why would you do such a thing?” She was yelling by the time she finished. Her mother’s voice and expression were filled with such tormented fury that Lilly had to fight the tears that filled her eyes.

“I don’t know,” she whispered painfully. “If I knew, Mother, then I would tell you.”

But would she?

Even as the words came out of her mouth, Lilly had a feeling she wouldn’t tell her mother the truth. Whatever had driven her away from her family would have had to be a threat to them as well.

“That’s all well and good.” Desmond’s shoulders tightened as he once again crossed his arms over his chest. “That doesn’t change the fact that your actions now are unacceptable, Lilly. You have gone irrevocably wild since connecting with Travis Caine again. This association must end immediately.”

Lilly blinked back at him. She had the most insane urge to laugh in both their faces.

“I’m no longer sixteen, Uncle Desmond,” she told him calmly. “Travis is a connection to the memories I’ve lost and whatever drove me from my family. Ending that association is not an action I’m willing to take at this time.”

She had a feeling it wouldn’t be an action she was willing to take at any time, but wisely refrained from making mention of that fact.

“I warned you she would refuse to listen to reason,” Angelica said. “Caine has somehow managed to bewitch her.”

“Oh my God, Mother.” Lilly did laugh this time. “Bewitch me? This isn’t the Middle Ages, you know, and Travis Caine isn’t some sort of wizard.”

“He’s a criminal is what he is,” her mother argued. “An element that has always attracted you. You were forever attempting to converse with the less desirable elements that attended any party you were invited to. No matter where we went it seemed you were attracted to the shadows. I warned your father you would come to a bad end if that habit continued.”

Arguing with her mother was fruitless. She and her father had often discussed her mother’s inability to ever admit she was wrong, and the trials in loving one who perceived that they had no faults.

“Lilly, you’re not fully healed,” Desmond said softly, his expression still filled with censure as he watched her. “Until you’re well enough to understand the decisions you’re making…”

“Don’t patronize me, Uncle Desmond,” she warned him then. “I’m not a child, nor am I a simpleton.”

“Then stop acting so foolish!” her mother said.

“I’ve had it.” Lilly turned for the door and began walking across the room. “This discussion is over.”

“Don’t you dare walk out on me, Victoria!” her mother demanded furiously. “I won’t have it.”

Lilly ignored her.


Striding from the room and up the stairs, Lilly couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps her uncle had somehow managed to deceive her father. Or worse, could he have killed his brother?

Stranger things had been known to happen, she thought. Desmond had obviously wanted his brother’s wife. Desmond had never married. He had no children. He had dedicated himself to his brother and his brother’s family. Or had he simply dedicated himself to his brother’s wife?

That was sickening. The thought of it had her stomach churning as she stalked into her bedroom, slammed the door closed, and locked it.

Could Desmond have actually killed his brother?

God, she couldn’t imagine such a thing. And knowing her mother’s complete obsession with appearances, she simply couldn’t imagine Angelica would have gone along with something so horrible.

That didn’t mean she hadn’t done it.

Pacing to the window, she stared beyond it into the shadowed, cool depths of the gardens below and fought to make sense of what was going on around her.

It was obvious Travis felt Desmond or Jared was involved in her father’s death, and the attempt on her life as well.

Now, why would a “facilitator,” a man who was no more than a criminal, really, care about proving whether or not anyone was involved in anything?

She frowned at the thought. That didn’t truly fit the personality of the man known as Travis Caine. A blood-monger. A man who had no problems killing in the name of his so-called job.


A mirthless smile twisted her lips at the thought. He acted more like an agent than a criminal.

But he’d made several good points. One being the fact that her father had trusted her with much more information than anyone had ever suspected.

Part of that information were the login and passwords for the Harrington financial vault that they kept on a secured server in the Harrington Manor.

She turned and stared at the laptop on her desk.

It wasn’t secured. Anyone could have tapped it and could spy on any information she pulled up. She needed the ability to secure it, and she needed to do so quickly.

Was anything in this house secure though? She turned slowly, her lashes lowered, her gaze taking in the areas that could possibly hide a camera. Finding electronic bugs would be much harder…

The memory flashed in her mind. She had stored a secured laptop as well as a variety of devices used to detect audio or video surveillance.

She remembered wrapping them in protective pouches and placing in the cabinet that sat in the corner.

Sitting down on the bed, she pulled her boots off, careful to keep her demeanor cool. Something warned her that her bedroom was indeed bugged in some manner. She was more prone to suspect the audio versus the video, though. Not that video bothered her over much.

She almost laughed at the thought. She had visited the French Riviera more than once and made use of the nude beaches there. She had never been particularly shy about her body, just rather picky about sharing it.

She would slip out tonight and get the items she needed. She could manage a few hours without getting caught, just not another all-nighter.

Strange, she felt no sense of trepidation about spying into her family’s finances. A part of her was too determined, too intent on finding whoever had murdered Father and was now determined to kill her.

She was a threat to someone. Enough of a threat that they hadn’t been convinced she had died in that car crash. They had gone looking for her, and somehow, they had managed to find her.

That had been yet another mistake on their part.

The first had been in killing her father.

The second in forcing her back here to the life she had obviously walked away from.

As she headed for the bathroom and a shower, a low knock sounded on the door.

“Yes?” Turning, she watched the door as it opened slowly.

“Fresh towels, ma’am.” The petite housemaid entered the room, her arms laden with towels as she moved for the bathroom.

Lilly stepped back as the young woman moved into the bathroom. Dressed in the customary gray skirt and white blouse her mother insisted on for the house servants, she moved quietly and as unobtrusively as possible.

Servants were forced to just about tiptoe around her mother. Her mother believed that servants shouldn’t be seen or heard unless there was no other choice.

“Thank you.” Lilly stood back as the young girl moved from the bathroom once again.


“You’re welcome, ma’am.” A shy smile and the maid scurried from the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

Lilly shook her head at the girl’s skittishness before entering the bathroom herself.

She laid out a towel and clothes before turning to the shower and adjusting the water. Stripping her clothes, she tossed them to the counter before pulling open a drawer for a hair clip to hold her hair out of the water.

The folded piece of paper lying on top of the clips had her pausing and staring at it suspiciously.

Pulling it free, she unfolded it carefully and stared at the words printed there.

Discretion is the better part of valor in any game.

Remember who you are, but never forget what you were, because that will be the only way to survive. Now, please, be kind enough to flush.

Her eyes narrowed on the last line before she glanced at the toilet and sighed heavily before crumpling the paper to a small ball and doing as requested.

It wasn’t as though the note held surprising information. She was well aware that she needed to play a more subtle game than she was currently playing—that of learning who she was while keeping her family unaware. She hadn’t been doing a very good job thus far.

For the rest, she just might be screwed. She remembered well who she had been before the past six years; it was after that that she had a bit of a problem. If her survival depended on remembering who she had been during those six years, then she was definitely screwed.

Now, if she could just find a way to force those lost memories free, then perhaps the answer to finding who had killed her father, and who was trying to kill her, might lie there.

One thing was for certain, she was going to have to remember soon, or she would end up truly dead, rather than simply pretending to be.









CHAPTER 9



TWO DAYS LATER Travis rode his Harley into a deserted warehouse lot and eased into the old brick building with its cracked and shattered windows and decaying wood doors.

The team was waiting for him. Noah, John, Micah, and Nik were lounging on their cycles while Jordan waited in the black SUV, the passenger’s side door open as he watched the entrance with narrowed, neon-blue eyes.

His driver was the red-haired little hellion who seemed to drive the commander insane on the best of days. Tehya was the jokester of the unit, the agent that wasn’t really an agent but an integral part of the unit nonetheless.

As Travis pulled the bike to a stop amid the semicircle created around the SUV and swung off the seat, he wasn’t surprised by the air of speculation that seemed to emanate from the group.

The three married agents, Noah, Micah, and John, were watching him warningly. They had tried to warn him over the past days about the deepening involvement between him and Lilly, but it wasn’t something he wanted to hear. Warnings weren’t what he needed. What he needed were solutions, and he hadn’t found any yet.

“I have to get back by evening,” he informed Jordan as he approached the men, who were now standing by the open door. “I’ve been invited to the Harringtons’ estate by Lilly for a little get-together they’re having.”

“The French ambassador.” Jordan nodded. “He’s a good friend of the Harrington family. Desmond and the deceased Harold Harrington were classmates of his for several years at Eton. The party is an excuse to discuss business with their American counterparts in a setting where their wives can also participate.”

“A dress-up party,” Nik snorted.

The Russian knew well the type of parties the Harringtons frequented. Like Travis, he’d been to several get-togethers hosted by the Harringtons or those of their social set before his induction into the Ops.

Nik had been a member of Russia’s political and social elite. He’d been a husband, a father, and a man on the fast track to a leadership position until he had pissed off the wrong political group.

Nik and Travis seemed to have that in common. Once, they had been a part of society, they’d had power, wealth, and ideals. Those ideals had been the cause of their “deaths.”

“So why are we meeting here instead of at the safe house?” Travis turned to his commander, then glanced around the warehouse casually. “And I notice Elite Two’s Commanders aren’t here.”

Santos and Rhiannon had the potential to become pains in the ass, if anyone wanted his opinion.


“This Op is under the jurisdiction of Elite One, just as their agent is,” Jordan reminded him, his tone brusque. “They’re only allowed in an advisory position. And we’re meeting here to ensure that that status remains uncorrupted.” The tight, merciless smile that pulled at Jordan’s lips was telling.

Well, now, wasn’t that surprising. Travis bet that wasn’t sitting well with Rhiannon in particular.

“Commander McConnelly is making waves,” Jordan continued. “She contacted Elite Command last night to report that she believed, based on the meeting three days ago with Night Hawk, the viability of the mission is in jeopardy. I was in a vid-conference with them this morning with my own report.”

“And what was your report?” Travis asked, trying to hold back his suspicions and his anger.

“I didn’t throw her to the wolves if that’s what you’re asking. But get Lilly under control, Travis,” Jordan growled. “You and I both know she’s regaining partial memories. Make sure she doesn’t become a danger to the Elite Ops or the order for cancellation will go out, Travis. She’s a civilian now. Elite Command won’t let her walk around with bits and pieces of our secrets in her head.”

That was what Travis liked about Jordan. He was a hell of a commander. He played by the rules laid out by the head of Elite Ops, Elite Command, and did the job he had taken on, but he also understood people and his men in particular.

“From all appearances he has more than a handle on her, Commander,” Micah, the Israeli contribution to the unit, said. “She’s been sneaking out of the estate every night and heading to Black Jack’s after Travis’s butler goes to bed, and strutting back into the estate the next morning as though her family weren’t in a rage because of it.”

And they were screaming with rage, Travis was sure of it. Desmond Harrington had demanded, more than once, that Lilly terminate her liaison with Travis, and each time, she had refused.

“Elite Command’s psychologist doesn’t believe Lilly’s going to be able to keep that calm demeaner she has much longer,” Tehya said at that point. “Dr. Lasal has been reviewing the reports sent in by each of you, as well as Jordan’s and Commander McConnelly’s. She believes the parts of Lilly’s memories that are being repressed may be about to break free. She doesn’t expect that her memories will return in full, though. Bits and pieces could be more damaging than remembering nothing, Travis.”

Travis shook his head, his lips to curling in a mocking sneer. “Lasal’s intentions are good, but she worries too much about things that may not happen,” he growled.

“Her cover was breached, Travis,” Jordan reminded him quietly. “We were lucky to save her. But Elite Command and the Ops can’t risk discovery. She’s a weak link. If there’s any chance she’ll expose the Ops, then she’ll be canceled. None of us want that, but we can’t allow her to become a risk to the unit either.”

“I agree with Travis. She was a damn good agent,” Noah pointed out then, “Personally, I think if she gets her memories back, she won’t spill our secrets.”

“Are you willing to bet Bella’s and little Nate’s lives on that, Noah?” Jordan asked, referring to Noah’s wife and infant son. “I’m not certain I am.” Jordan had been Noah’s uncle in that life before the Ops. He still retained that blood tie with his nephew, and reminded him of it whenever he needed to.

“It’s hard to bet Bella’s and Nate’s lives on anything, Jordan,” the other man stated coolly now. “But I’m not the only one here who has had to depend on Night Hawk to pull their ass out of the fire. We owe her more than suspicion and a promise of cancellation once this is over. No matter what her commanders want.”

“That also brings up a still unanswered question,” Nik said. “How was her cover breached? Doesn’t make sense that someone would target a call girl, no matter how exclusive she is. But they knew where to wait for her, they knew how to strike, and yet the investigation into the breach seems to have stalled.”

Nik’s eyes were on Jordan as he spoke, the accusation in his voice clear.

“I’m still working with Elite Command on that angle,” Jordan assured them. “Senator Stanton is particularly concerned about the matter. If the Ops is compromised, then it will jeopardize his career, and possibly endanger his daughter’s life.”

Elite Command was a group of shadowy figures who were the financial and center of operations for Elite Ops. The only member of that section that any of them were given the identity of was Senator Stanton. A contact point, Jordan had called the senator. If all else went to hell, Stanton was a man they could depend on because his daughter was married to the team that provided backup to Jordan’s team, Elite One.

Stanton’s son-in-law, Kell Krieger, was one of the former Navy SEALs that had provided backup on many of the missions the operatives were sent into. Discovery would reveal his family to the enemies the Elite Operatives had made over the years. Enemies that thus far had no idea who or what had taken them down. If they ever learned, then the SEALs as well as the operatives were guaranteed dead. And there would be no coming back.

“Then we have no idea how her identity was leaked, who attempted to kill her, or what we can expect from this operation. Right?” Travis’s frustration leaked through in his voice, as well as his control. He was riding an edge with Lilly, and he knew it. Just as he knew Lilly was riding a particularly dangerous edge herself.

“We’re hoping Lilly’s presence with her family will draw the killer out of hiding,” Jordan revealed as his gaze focused on Travis. “Have you sensed any movement or uncovered any new info?”

Travis shook his head. “All we have is the information Noah and I found the night we wired the office.”

That information was incriminating enough. As far as Travis was concerned, Desmond was involved in something up to his eyeballs. He just wasn’t entirely certain that something was the death of his niece.

“There’s no information circulating among our contacts either,” Tehya stated. “We’re in the dark here. Our only hope is Lilly at this point, and that the killer is tempted to go after her again sometime soon.”

“Third time is the charm,” Jordan said and Travis glared at him.

“Lilly is the only operative of the entire Elite Ops organization who has been targeted in the eight years the organization has been running,” Tehya stated. “Any other hit that’s been attempted has always been in relation to an operation. That’s not the case here, otherwise chatter would reach our contacts.”

“That doesn’t mean the Elite Ops isn’t endangered by this,” Nik said. “Whoever tried to kill her killed the plastic surgeon the Elite Ops placed her file with. Despite that safety measure, they still found her. That’s not a good thing. If they found Lilly, they could find any one of us.”

None of them wanted that. They had left their old lives behind and had no desire to have them resurrected.

“Morganna, Kira and I have initiated an investigation into Santos and Rhiannon as well,” Tehya announced. Morganna and Kira were the wives of two of their backup members. “So far, they’re coming up as assholes, not traitors.”

Jordan snorted at that.

“Yeah, well, that’s what we call Jordan on a good day, too.” Noah chuckled.

“The responsibilities of command isn’t all fun and games,” Jordan drawled. “Santos and Rhiannon have responsibilities to their agents just as I do. And Lilly isn’t their only agent.”

“No, she’s ours now,” John Vincent stated, his gaze turning to Travis.

Travis turned back to Jordan. “She’s always been one of ours,” he stated.

And that was no more than the truth. In some ways all of the girls of Elite Two were a part of Elite One. They had trained them, watched over them. Lilly’s move to the American-based operation could merely make it official. And if they survived this mission, it was a move that would definitely be made by Lilly. Travis would see to it.

Jordan shook his head. “You’re making a mess for yourself, Travis.” Though his tone was filled with disgust, Travis detected the smallest note of something akin to envy in Jordan’s voice.

“I’ll try to keep the mess to a minimum,” Travis promised.

Jordan leveled a hard, aggravated look at him. “You do that, Black Jack. And let me know if she remembers anything.”

Travis remained silent.

“If there’s anything I need to know, Travis, now is the time to tell me,” Jordan advised him. “I’m giving you the benefit of my trust by covering her ass, so at least do me the courtesy of making certain you do as much for us.”

He shook his head. “Her memories aren’t coming back, Jordan.”

“Great,” Jordan muttered. “Let’s just get this over with and take care of whoever the hell has targeted her as quickly as possible. I’d like to get my commanders off my ass even if you don’t care.”

“Where do we go from here, boss?” Nik asked as he leaned against the SUV and stared back at Jordan. “That party will have most of our players there. Hell, it’s just about the same invitation list that comprised the party the night Lord Harrington was killed.”

“That’s normal.” Jordan sighed. “We’ve been watching the Harrington parties for years now, an operative from one of Elite’s teams has always been in attendance. We’ve learned nothing. Whoever killed Lord Harrington did so quietly and without a trace. Except for his daughter.”

“It’s a damned miracle Lilly wasn’t killed.” Nik grunted. “If Travis hadn’t been at that party that night, then she wouldn’t have had a chance.”

Jordan’s smile was vaguely mocking as he shrugged negligently. “We were lucky.”

“And now she’s at risk again,” Micah stated as an uncomfortable silence descended on them. “The assassin will be waiting for another opportunity. There’s no doubt of that.”

“Why hasn’t he tried yet then?” Tehya piped up again. “He’s had every opportunity, why is he waiting?”

“I’ll be certain to ask him once we catch him.” Travis snorted. “Until then,” he checked his watch with a grimace, “I have a party to prepare for.” He turned to Nik. “As do you.”

Playing Travis’s bodyguard was often more amusing for Nik than true work. The bastard had a morbid sense of humor and he never failed to make use of it whenever he had the chance.

“Roll out.” Jordan nodded to the open doors. “The backup team has kept an eye on your exit, but we have to be careful here, too many people know Ian and Kell. Speaking of which, I believe they’ll be at your little ball along with Senator Stanton.”

Just what Travis needed—a member of Elite Command breathing down his neck. But if someone had to be there, at least it was Stanton. He could halfway make sense of the senator’s motives. Sometimes.

 

Lilly was waiting for him when he pulled into his garage nearly an hour later and shut off the Harley. Lounging back on the breastplate of her own cycle, her legs crossed and dangling over the back, she pushed the dark sunglasses down her nose and watched silently as he swung off the machine with slow, lazy male grace.

Damn, he was sexy as hell in black leathers. Lean, powerful legs flexed and spread as he faced her, causing the bulge between his thighs to become more prominent. A dark t-shirt stretched over his chest beneath the leather jacket, and heavy riding boots covered his feet.

He hadn’t worn a helmet and his hair was windblown, and the short, neatly trimmed growth of beard on his face gave him a sexier, more dangerous appearance. His eyes narrowed as she continued to watch him silently, and he crossed his arms over his wide chest.

“What’s on your mind, Belle?”

“Leaving so soon, Belle?”

She saw the hotel room, knew where it was, saw the man, naked, sprawled out in the bed, his eyes narrowed, his expression somber.

He was her lover. He had been her first lover, and as she stared at him, she wondered why was he the only man she ached for?

“It’s time to go, Black Jack.” She had to fight her tears. She didn’t want to leave the nice warm bed, the even hotter man, or the sense of security she found in his arms. “Nothing lasts forever, does it?”


She opened the door and stepped out. The plane was waiting for her. She had a vacation coming, just a few short days, and she wanted to go home…

It was gone. As quickly as the slow play of the memory began in her head, it stopped. But unlike previous memories, this one stayed. It didn’t tease her. It didn’t erase itself just as quickly as it had flashed in her mind.

But she remembered the emotions, the tears she had fought to hold at bay. How she had been torn between staying with Travis and going off for a few short, miserable days of hiding, of watching the family she had lost during the short vacation she had been given.

“Lilly? Are you okay?” She still stared at him as he tilted his head, his gaze so penetrating, as though he were trying to see inside her head, to track whatever thoughts were shifting through the shadows of her mind.

“I’m fine.” She shot him a quick, sexy glance as she fought to cover the lapse in her control. “You have a rather odd habit of making a girl want to live in a fantasy forever.”

She shrugged her own leather jacket from her arms. She hated riding without it, but suddenly, the temperature in the garage was stifling.

Not that shedding the jacket helped. As the leather fell to the seat of the cycle, Travis’s gaze flared at the sight of the camisole top she wore, minus a bra.

Her nipples were tight and hard, the full curves of her breasts suddenly swollen and sensitive. They ached for his touch. She ached for his touch. There wasn’t a cell on her body that wasn’t suddenly clamoring for the feel of him.

As though that memory and the aching loneliness she had felt within it needed to be soothed. She never wanted to feel like that again. She never wanted to be torn between the need to feel his arms around her and the need to spy on a family she couldn’t be with.

She had to fight back the tears now. The family she had ached for, that she had missed with such desperation, barely spoke to her. There was a wall between them. Her mother looked at her and they didn’t see Lilly; her mother didn’t see her daughter, she saw the call girl the report said that she had been.

And her brother. She had idolized her brother, Jared, yet he had turned his back on her at the hospital and hadn’t spoken to her since.

She moved closer to Travis, to the warmth and acceptance she had always felt from him. He had never asked her to be anyone other than whoever she wanted to be at any given moment.

That knowledge was there as she watched him, as he watched her, and the silence grew between them. It wasn’t a memory, it was simply something she knew.

As her breasts brushed against his chest, his hands lifted, stroked from her shoulders to her elbows and back. Lilly couldn’t help the slightest breath that expelled from her lungs, or the pleasure that raced through her arms at his touch.

“I missed you,” she whispered as she leaned her head against his chest, suddenly seized by emotions she didn’t quite know what to do with. “Why have I missed you so desperately, Travis? Were you truly such an integral part of my life?”

She asked the question, but she sensed the answer.


“Things stood in the way, Belle,” he whispered, affirming what she had known to be the truth. “There are still things that stand in our way.”

“Yet you’re here, now.” Lifting her head, she stared back at him and wondered if she should hide the emotions tearing through her. Wondered if she had done so before. Had she hid herself? Could she have given herself to him while still maintaining a shield between them?

“I’m here now.” He cupped her face, his palm warm and rough, his fingers callused and so very strong. “I’ll always be here when you need me, Lilly.”

“I need you now.” Her hands lifted to the edges of his jacket, pushed until it slid over his shoulders and fell to the cement floor beneath their feet.

Running her hands to the band of his jeans, she pulled and tugged at the t-shirt until it came free, then pushed it over the hard contours of his tight abs before her fingers moved to the snap and zipper of his pants.

He was watching her. Was he wondering what she would do? Had she always been so daring, so adventurous with him?

She must have been. She could feel a hunger that she didn’t want to attempt to control, that she had no power over, rushing through her. Like a tidal wave, it washed away the protests in its path and left all but the raging hunger crumbling in its path.

Parting her lips as his head lowered, Lilly watched his eyes, watched the darkening pupils, the hunger that filled them. She wasn’t alone in this need. It lived there inside him as well, almost an entity all its own and impossible to deny.


His lips covered hers, a hungry growl passing them just before that first second of contact and infusing the heat beginning to burn inside her.

Her fingers slid past the parted edges of the leather pants. The broad, heated shaft of his cock met her fingers, overfilled her palm and had her thighs clenching in need.

Her pussy rippled in hunger, as she remembered the feel of the heavy shaft stretching her, filling her, pulsing arrows of incredible sensation striking at the very heart of her sex. Her clit was swollen, her juices running thick and hot to coat the swollen, intimate folds.

Pleasure rolled over her in waves, one right after the other, as his kiss fueled an already naked hunger. His hands weren’t idle either. As her fingers stroked and caressed the silk-over-iron shaft of his cock, his fingers had lifted her top, bared her breasts, and played her nipples like a master musician.

It was incredible. It was always incredible. Each night she came to him, each night he touched her with such deft, sure strokes of his hands, Lilly found herself becoming more and more entrenched in the ever-deepening emotions that roiled through her.

She was falling in love with him.

No, she had already been in love with him, she just hadn’t allowed herself to realize it, or to accept it. There had always been a tie, a bond that had been unbreakable between them.

Her head tilted back as his kiss became harder, hungrier. His tongue swept past her lips, played with hers and sent her senses spinning out of control.

Looping her arm around his neck, she held on for dear life as the kiss seemed to sear to her very soul. Flames licked over her flesh, tortured her nipples where his fingers stroked, plucked, plumped the tight tips.

The sensation of his fingers on her nipples raced straight to her womb. Electric pleasure surrounded her clit, whipped around it and shot rippling fingers of destructive need into the heart of her pussy.

Her fingers tightened on his cock just enough to drag a strangled moan from his throat as his hips shifted and fucked the hardened flesh against her grip.

The thick, heavy crest was damp with precum, sliding against her fingers, slickening the head of his cock and heating her fingers.

Lilly swore she could never live without more of him. There was a dark, hungry core inside her that consisted of nothing but the aching need for his touch. His hands cupping her breasts, his thumb and forefinger pulled at her nipple as his lips jerked back from hers and moved to her neck.

Tilting her head back, Lilly couldn’t stop the whimpering little moan that came from her. His lips were so heated, his teeth raking sensation upon sensation against flesh that suddenly seemed much too sensitive.

Her nipples hurt, they needed his touch so desperately. They were swollen and hard, pushing toward him, the gnawing hunger to feel his mouth drawing on them tormenting her.

“What do you want, baby?” he groaned, his lips caressing the valley between her breasts. “Tell me, Lilly, what do you want?”

“You know what I want.” Her fingers speared into his hair, gripped and pulled until his lips were poised over her nipple, so close that the feel of his heated breath over the tight peak sent shivers racing down her spine.

His tongue peeked out, licked, and then they both froze.

They moved in sequence. The training Lilly knew but didn’t remember kicked in instinctively at the acrid scent of explosives flaming behind her.

She tried to turn to confront the assailants, but found herself thrown to the side, Travis’s hard body covering hers, as the explosion suddenly ripped through the air.

Her motorcycle.

“Move!” Travis was scrambling, his fingers brutally tight on her arm as he dragged her the short distance to the entrance of the garage. A line of flames was licking at the sleek black frame of his own ride.

They fixed their clothes hastily, their hearts racing, adrenaline pumping through their bodies.

There was no time to get to the cycles or to stop what was coming. Wild-eyed, Lilly was on her feet, choking on the fumes as the garage door opened slowly, too fucking slowly. She watched as the greedy flames licked at the gas tank of Travis’s cycle now, the interior of the garage, moving higher.

“Get out!” The garage door opened just enough to allow them to drop and roll to the other side.

They were on their feet, racing for the side entrance of the house, when the second explosion tore a huge hole in the side of the garage, catapulting debris and flames. Lilly dug her feet into the grass and sprinted for the door.

Turning at the doorway, they watched as wood, metal, and sparks rained down on the yard. The garage had little in it to burn. Thankfully the Hummer he kept in there was out for service and the Jag was parked out front or the resulting explosion would have taken out part of the house.

“Get in.” The door opened and Travis was pushing her inside as he jerked his phone from the holder at his side. “It’s Travis. Get the fuck over here.”

He disconnected the call and turned to face her as he pushed her into the kitchen.

Nik and Henry were racing through the hallway, coming to a hard stop at the sight of them.

“Stay here, Henry,” Travis barked. “The bikes just went up in flames. I’ve called for a cleanup crew.” He turned to Nik then. “Explosives. Get out there and see what you can find.”

Nik moved past her, his pale blue eyes like frozen chips of ice, his hard corded body pumped for action.

She turned to Travis, realization suddenly racing through her. “Attempt number three,” she whispered. “I’m starting to get the feeling someone doesn’t like me, Travis.”

And that someone had to have been in her home, the only place her cycle could have been accessed. The only place anyone could have planted the explosives.

And once again she had been damned lucky. Someone didn’t know what the hell they were doing obviously, or she and Travis both would have been dead.

As Lilly turned, stared around the kitchen and fought to get her bearings, she began to wonder if she would ever be safe, and if this was the reason she had deserted her home, her family, and her way of life for six long years.

To live.









CHAPTER 10



STRIKE TWO.

Lilly stood in Travis’s kitchen, her arms folded across her breasts as she leaned back against the counter, one ankle crossed over the other.

She lounged, she thought, and she watched.

She especially watched the black-garbed, black-masked men that moved through the garage and the house. No law enforcement personnel were present. The situation was being carefully contained.

And that didn’t surprise her. She was standing back, munching on a stalk of celery, watching, waiting, thinking.

This was the third attempt on her life. First, there had been the night her father had been killed, then a gunshot to the head, now her motorcycle. And it wasn’t just any motorcycle either. That had been her baby even if she couldn’t remember where she had gotten it from.

Lifting the celery stalk to her lips, she bit off another piece and listened to it crunch.


“Someone didn’t know what the hell they were doing,” a dark, slightly accented voice said.

Lilly turned her head to stare at the figure that entered the room. Black eyes, a peak of black hair beneath his mask. He was foreign.

It was becoming a game to stand, to watch, to let knowledge roll through her mind.

He was Maverick. She couldn’t remember the name he went by, the identity he used, or the agency he belonged to but she knew the code name.

“That, or they didn’t have the time they needed to wire it right.” Wild Card. Deep, dark navy blue eyes. He was different, she thought, different from the others somehow. He wasn’t a killer. He was a hero.

But did that make the others killers?

No, not killers, but they were harder, more lethal, for some reason.

But once upon a time, Wild Card too had been a killer. Now, he was a lover, a man who returned to home and hearth every chance he had.

Maverick had changed over the years as well. Just as Heat Seeker had. Heat Seeker was watching her now, his dark gray eyes thoughtful, intent. As though he saw more than she wanted him to.

Could he see that she knew things she was aware she shouldn’t know?

“It’s been a hell of a few months for you, hasn’t it, Lady Harrington?” he asked, his voice low, dark, and a bit amused.

“Seems so.” She popped the last piece of celery in her mouth and crunched before smiling tightly.


His head gave a small nod of sympathy. “Seems a shame. What could a pretty woman like yourself have done to piss someone off so bad?”

She swallowed, then inhaled slowly, evenly. “Perhaps it was because of my vocation,” she suggested with an edge of mockery. “A jealous wife perhaps? Who knew the life of a high-priced whore could get so dangerous?”

Silence filled the room. Every man there stilled, turned, and leveled their gazes on her. Even Travis. His gaze was dark, his jaw tight as she straightened and moved across the kitchen.

“I need a ride home,” she informed him. “I have a party to get ready for, as do you.”

She stopped in front of him, and for a second, just a second, her body became sensitized, her heart raced. She had been so close in that damned garage. So close to losing more of herself than she already had. She was losing more of her soul, each time he touched her. Her heart was already gone. It belonged to him, but now, she was risking the rest of her spirit to him.

For what?

What was she risking herself for? The man who loved her, or the man who would end up betraying her?

“Nik?” She spoke to the bodyguard as Travis stared back at her silently, warningly.

“Yes, Lady Lilly?” He was forever reminding her of her title.

“I need a ride to the house, please. It seems Travis is a bit tied up for the moment.” Her head turned, her gaze going unerringly to the intense blue eyes and commanding stance of the masked figure that stood on the other side of the room.

He hadn’t spoken much, and never in front of her.

Live Wire. His code name hinted at the dangerous personality she could be dealing with.

“Take her home, Nik,” Travis ordered, but his gaze never left her.

As she turned back to him, their eyes locked and emotions surged and twisted between them enough to make her chest tight, her heart heavy.

“I’ll be early,” he warned her. “Make certain you can find a private spot for us to discuss this.”

Lilly shrugged. “Never fear. I’ll just have the butler show you to my bedroom. It doesn’t get much more private than that, does it?”

She strode from the room, to the far hall and then out the side entrance of the house that they had fallen through as they escaped the explosion in the garage.

She needed to get away from the eyes watching her, the hidden thoughts, the suspicion. As though they were watching, waiting, poised to punish her for remembering whatever she had forgotten.

Memories that she hoped returned soon. The dual personalities were beginning to get on her nerves.

 

Travis turned back to the men in the kitchen as the masks came off and he faced the team that had come running at the first word of increased danger.

Jordan, John, Noah, and Micah watched him as he pushed his fingers through his hair and blew out a hard breath.

“That was Night Hawk,” John stated, his voice decisive. “You know, come to think of it, I haven’t seen much of the woman you described as Lady Victoria Harrington, Black Jack.”

Neither had he.

Once, he had belonged to England’s high society. London was his playground, royalty were his peers. He had drunk, partied, and done business with the world’s most elite social set.

He’d been the last of a family line that had been incredibly frugal with the inheritances that had been passed down. They had been built upon, saved, hoarded. Until Travis. Until he’d lost everything because of the deception of a faithless woman.

Travis had known Lilly then as Lady Victoria Harrington. He’d danced with her at parties, and fought against whatever it was that had drawn him to her at the time.

She had been so young, so innocent. Even then he’d found it hard to believe that her father was allowing her to participate in his activities with MI5.

“No, she’s no longer Lady Victoria,” he said, as the others continued to watch him expectantly. “Six years as a black op, living a double life, she’s not the young girl she was anymore.”

“Santos and Rhiannon are going to be at the party,” Jordan informed him then. “I’ll be there, as well as Ian and Kira Richards, and her uncle Jason McClane. You better get a handle on her before she enters the fray, Travis. Because the woman I just witnessed is a clear product of the Elite Ops. No one would mistake her for a silken-handed member of aristocracy, nor would they mistake her for a call girl. She was too damned tough.”


“She was surrounded by the team she has been able to trust for six years,” Travis argued. “Even more than her own team, Elite One was home to her, Jordan.”

“Elite One has been home to all those girls,” Maverick pointed out. “That doesn’t change the fact that they’re not a part of Elite One, Travis. She’s an agent without backing now, which means her commanders are going to be hot to cover their own asses.”

And that was damned hard to believe, of Santos especially. The commander had babied those girls since they had walked onto his base. Rhiannon not so much, she was cooler, but she had always seemed concerned, at the very least.

“Elite Command can’t risk exposure. Santos can’t risk lying to them,” Jordan continued. “If she breaks, then it falls at his feet. We’re responsible for our agents, no matter which commander they’re working with at the time.”

“You would turn on us that easily, Jordan?” Nathan asked, though they all knew the answer.

Jordan would give his own life before he’d turn on the men he commanded.

He shook his head as he rubbed the back of his neck wearily with a tight grimace.

“This isn’t about me, Noah.” Jordan finally shook his head. “It’s about Lilly and Elite Ops. If she doesn’t hold the cover and accept the background the investigator reported, then we’re all fucked. Think about that. Remember what I told you earlier. If the Ops falls, we’re all dead.” He looked to Noah, Maverick, and John. “We fall, and our families will fall with us, when our enemies strike. I don’t think that’s a chance any of us want to take.”


And it wasn’t a chance Lilly would take. She would never risk those she had fought with, especially the girls she had worked side by side with for the past six years.

“I’ll head to the Harrington estate,” Travis told Jordan. “I’ll meet with her and see how things stand after this little explosion. My own personal opinion based on watching her during training and over the years she’s fought beside us is that at the moment, Lilly’s coming to terms with the instincts she didn’t know she had. She doesn’t have the memories, Jordan, but she does have the instinct and intuition we taught her to listen to. We can’t take that from her, it’s too ingrained.”

“Get over there.” Jordan nodded. “I’ll run interference. I have to report the explosion, but I think I can cover her reactions to it. One thing is for damned sure, this isn’t going to help the situation.”

But then again, there wasn’t much that could help things now. Lilly had a killer after her, and whoever it was, they were slick. They weren’t experienced, he had to give them that. Experience, professionalism, and she would have already been dead. A trained assassin would have taken her out with the bullet, and even barring that, there was no way they would have screwed up the explosion on the cycle.

“We need to get backup in order to protect her,” Noah suggested. “This is the third attempt on her life, Jordan. The next one could kill her.”

“I’ve already requested the backup team and have been denied,” Jordan informed them, his jaw tightening. “The risk is too great. If she’s going to survive outside the Ops, then she has to do it on her own.”


“That wasn’t Senator Stanton’s decision,” Travis growled. “He wouldn’t have voted for that.”

“All decisions made by Command are unanimous,” Jordan reminded him. “It doesn’t matter how he feels personally. How we all feel. The Ops has to be protected, Travis, at all costs.”

Even at the cost of their agents’ lives.

Travis shook his head at the thought. A part of him understood, but a part of him didn’t understand a damned thing about it.

“Your agents are the Ops, Jordan. Perhaps you should remind Command of that.”

He turned and left the kitchen to make his way to the bedroom. His formal wear was waiting in plastic on the king-sized bed.

He picked up the bag and threw it over his arm, checked the contents quickly for everything he needed, then grabbed the overnight bag sitting on the floor.

Striding from the house minutes later, he headed toward the back of the property and the rough-hewn shed that sat next to the back drive. Security was still active, ensuring no one had gotten to the vehicle. Deactivating the security, he raised the bay door and stepped in beside the black Viper parked there.

Sleek, powerful, like the bike that had just been blown to hell, the sports car waited like a faithful lover. Running his fingers up the side, he pulled the keys from his pocket and unlocked the car, opened the door, then slid inside.

Three strikes. This was the third time someone had tried to kill Lilly, and he was getting ready to lose his patience. He didn’t know what the fuck was going on, but he was ready to find out.

And he intended to show Lilly’s family, and their particular little social set, just how he would ensure her protection.

 

Lilly knew when he entered the bedroom.

She’d left instructions with the butler, knowing her mother wouldn’t be finished dressing before Travis arrived. She and Desmond were in their suite on the other side of the house, and their house guests were similarly ensconced in their suites and preparing for one of the major business events of the year.

It was one of the smallest events, but over the years, it had become one of the most exclusive. Business deals were made or broken at this event. Company profits could be tripled or, with a spoken word, sent to hell.

It was also one of the social events of the year. For two days the women vied to wear the finest clothes, to ensure invitations to their own events, or to attend the events considered the most exclusive among this particular set.

It was a fucking bitch-fest was what it was.

Lilly kept her back to the door as the draft blown in from the hall receded, signaling that Travis had closed the door without so much as a click of the lock.

Turning to him slowly, she saw that he wore the same clothes he’d had on during the explosion. The faintest hint of dust and smoke wafted to her sensitive nostrils as she nearly smiled at the sight of a smear of soot just over his left eyebrow.

“The shower is through there.” She nodded to the open doors to the bathroom. “Make use of it if you like.”


He dropped the bag to the floor and laid the plastic-covered evening clothes over a chair by the door, then stared at her silently.

Vulnerability hit her like a punch to the gut. She could feel it washing through her system, tearing at the confidence she felt she had never had trouble keeping intact before.

Her fingers tightened on the belt of her robe as he stepped closer, his hands pulling at the bottom of his t-shirt and tugging it over his head before dropping it to the floor.

He paused then, sat on the end of the bed, and within seconds had the heavy boots off his feet.

“The butler turned his nose up at me,” he drawled in genuine amusement. “I have a feeling he didn’t think much of my dirty clothes.”

“You arrived in a Viper, though.” She shrugged. “His favorite car. He’ll forgive you for a little soot and dirt.”

“Ahh.” He nodded. “So all I have to do is arrive in the correct vehicle?”

“Pretty much,” she agreed. “Since I had your limo and your driver, I wondered how you would get here. Where did you have that baby stashed?”

“A small shed in the back,” he informed her as he straightened, standing in bare feet as he dropped his socks to the floor beside the boots. “I see you’ve had your shower.”

She touched her hair self-consciously. “I have to get ready. Hair, makeup, all that crap. It takes a while.”

She couldn’t believe she felt so damned vulnerable. Where was the smooth, confident woman she had been hours before? Why in hell did everything inside her seem to melt when Travis got that look in his eyes, the one that assured her he was thinking of doing some very naughty things to her body?

And he was doing this while standing there in bare feet with a bare chest, the soft mat of hair that sprinkled across his chest inviting her fingers to touch and explore.

“Your family’s party is turning into a hell of an event,” he stated as he moved closer, stopping within inches of her.

“It always does,” she answered, her voice too breathy, too weak to suit her. “And the final day it becomes a complete mess, if I remember. There are dozens of last-minute requests for guests by invited guests.”

“Are they often accepted?” he asked as he reached up to scissor his fingers around a curl that fell along her neck.

“Sometimes.” She swallowed tightly.

She wanted him again. God, she wanted him until she couldn’t think or feel anything but that need.

She swore she could feel the rasp of his chest hair against her nipples, though her robe separated them, could feel his cock pressed against her, her pussy swelling in hunger.

She didn’t give a damn about the party right now.

That thought had her stilling. She had never had such a thought before, at least not before that last party she remembered, hours before her father had died.

She wasn’t thinking right, she wasn’t acting right. In a way she couldn’t blame her mother and uncle for being so upset when they had to face the woman she was becoming. The question, though, was why wasn’t she upset herself?


“Speaking of last-minute guest invitations.” His lips quirked mockingly. “Santos Bahre and Rhiannon McConnelly have managed to procure invitations.”

She did freeze then. Staring back at him silently, unblinking, as she absorbed the information.

“How interesting.” She breathed in hard and deep. “And what should I expect when my former employers arrive tonight?”

It wasn’t tears that rose inside her, it wasn’t depression. She hadn’t been a call girl, but the world would see her as one, if that report ever became public. According to Desmond, it had taken an irrational amount of money to keep it from becoming public.

“Do you care what you should expect?” His head tilted to the side as his fingers slid into her hair, holding her in place as he gazed back at her, demanding answers.

“I don’t think I care,” she answered despite the tremors racing up her spine. “Would it do me any good to care, Travis? Would it make that report any easier to swallow?”

His fingers tightened in her hair for just a second as something hard and brutal flashed in his gaze. There was a glimmer of rage, carefully banked but not hidden. He didn’t like that report any more than she did, possibly less.

He had been her first lover, he had been her only lover, but there was a part of her that was terrified to trust him. A part of her desperate to trust him.

Believe in me, Lilly. His voice whispered through her mind now as it did in her dreams. No matter what, Lilly. Trust in me. But she was terrified to trust anyone.


“The report doesn’t matter,” he growled. “Do you hear me, Lilly?”

“Unless the international news stations get hold of it.” She felt her lips tremble and fought to stop it.

She was not a crier. Her father had taught her she wasn’t a crier. She kept her chin high, a cool smile on her face, arrogance gleaming in her eyes. She was royalty. Well, distant royalty, but royalty nonetheless.

Or she had been.

 

Travis watched her eyes, he always watched Lilly’s eyes. Once, they had been a pretty, clear hazel. They had been filled with innocence and ideals. She had been young, sweet, and lying through her teeth whenever she had played the sweet, curious little cat.

She wasn’t lying now, though. He could see the humiliation that flashed in her eyes at the thought of the investigator’s report, at the thought of those she believed to be her former employers showing up at her family’s party.

There was no fear in her eyes, but there was pain and confusion. And a hunger for something more than sex.

“I promise you, Santos and Rhiannon don’t want that report revealed any more than you do.” He wanted so desperately to tell her the truth, to at least hint at the fact that she had been playing a role, that she had never been a woman for hire.

“Isn’t that reassuring.” She moved to pull away from him.

Travis refused to release her hair, knowing it would hold her there, hold her in place. She had never moved whenever he caressed her hair, let the tips of his fingers caress her scalp.

She stared back at him, but her gaze still had that edge of steel, that cynical distrust that gleamed beneath the still-present arousal.

“It should be very reassuring,” he promised her. “Lilly, no matter what you fear, there is no one who wants to see the past become a risk to your life now.”

He released her hair, let his fingers trace down the side of her cheek, to her jaw, as his thumb caressed her trembling lips. The woman he had known as Lady Victoria Harrington had been soft, gentle. She had been a true lady. The woman known as Night Hawk had built herself a new life. She had trained, she had learned. She’d gone from mission to training and back again. She had never stopped, she had never rested.

“That past is still a risk,” she informed him. “If it’s true, then I’ll never be free of it, will I, Travis?”

If it was true. She was pressing him, asking, testing him.

“You will never be free of that past, Lilly,” he agreed.

Before she could say anything more, ask him anything that could, at this moment, endanger them both, he let his lips cover hers, let his kiss steal the questions from her lips.

They weren’t safe here. She had been betrayed by someone within this house.

He let the hunger overwhelm her for a few precious moments. Lips to lips, tongue to tongue, his hands caressing beneath the robe, stroking satiny flesh, tracking the few scars her body held. At her thigh, her hip, along her shoulder. He found them, caressed and stroked them, and stoked the fire beginning to rage between them.

It was always there, just below the surface, awaiting him. A fire hot enough to burn through the coldest night and to warm the hardest heart.

Stroking his hands back to her thighs, he let his palm slide between them, felt the soft, silken curls, the rain of sweet juices that slickened the plump folds.

It was like a rain of honey meeting his caress. Her thighs shifted apart as her breathing became hard, jerky. Sliding into the dew-rich slit, he found the plump swollen nubbin of her clit, so sensitive she arched and moaned in hunger as he caressed a tight circle around it.

Locking her to him, he let his fingers stroke over the tight little bud, rubbing to the side as he knew she liked, stroking the thin little hood over the delicate, sensitive bud.

Her head fell back, her hips arched forward, and Travis could have sworn her clit swelled tighter, harder, as she began to tremble in his arms.

She was so close to release. This fast, this easy, for him. She responded to him, she trembled in his arms, ached only for him.

His lips covered hers once again, his fingers parting the plump lips of her pussy further to circle the clenched, snug entrance that drew him like a magnet.

He circled the heated, slick entrance again, then dipped slowly inside.

He had to tear his lips from hers and grit his teeth as the tight muscles of her pussy gripped his finger, rippled around it and tried to milk it in deeper. It was the sweetest, hottest flesh he’d ever known in his life.

“Finish this,” she moaned, her knee bending, leg lifting along his thigh, to open herself to him.

He slipped a second finger inside her, feeling the tender tissue stretching around the impalement. It was the sexiest feel he had ever known. Lilly wasn’t the first woman he had touched so intimately, but damn if she wasn’t the most responsive, the sweetest. She was the one that made the blood boil in his veins, in his dick. She was the one that filled his nights with fantasies and kept his hungers on a sharpened edge day or night.

“Travis, you’re torturing me,” she moaned, a whimpering little sound that drew his muscles tight and left his balls throbbing with the need to get his cock inside her.

She was making him crazy for her. When Lilly was around, even the mission took a back seat to the woman.

“I need you,” she cried. A soft little wail had his fingers driving deeper inside her, feeling the snug flesh suck at his fingers as her hands tore at his pants.

God, if he didn’t fuck her he was going to die from the need. He had to get inside her. He had to fill her, pump inside her, feel the pleasure that exploded into complete nirvana when he came inside her.

Her silken, deft fingers stroked his cock, holding it firmly as it hardened to painful intensity.

Dragging his fingers from the tight grip of her pussy, Travis gave a desperate growl as he lifted her leg with one hand, her hips with the arm wrapped around them.

“Put your legs around me,” he ordered her desperately.


Whimpering cries came from her lips as he lifted her from her feet and felt her legs circle his hips as he guided the blunt head of his dick to the sweet portal between her thighs.

It was paradise. Pure ecstasy engulfed him as he began to press inside her, taking her, possessing all that sweet, fiery heat to warm the places in his soul that had been cold before her.

Lilly felt the iron-hard, white-hot entrance of his cock inside her. Her head fell against his shoulder, her arms and legs tightening around him as he shoved inside her, sending half the length of his erection powering inside her with a stroke of violent pleasure.

She wanted to scream but she couldn’t find the breath, the wash of sensations were too intense, too fiery.

She could feel the thick length of his cock stretching her, burning her, as her juices rushed to lubricate and prepare the ultrasensitive nerve endings exposed by the penetration. Nothing could have prepared them. She had to learn that. Each time he took her it was the same, so much pleasure she was lost inside it.

She could only hold on for the ride as she felt her back meet the wall, felt his hands clamp on her ass to hold her to him as he began to fuck her with hard, powerful strokes.

Each shafting entrance tore a cry from her lips and sent pleasure tearing through her as she fought to thrust back at him, her thighs tightening on him, her hands clenching on his shoulders as she let the exquisite sensation rule her.

The deep penetrating strokes stretched and burned, stroked naked nerve endings to a precipice of sensation so intense she was gasping for breath, begging, pleading.

When the explosion came, it hurled her through ecstasy. She felt as though she were a creature of pure sensation. A mass of sensual impulses that exploded over and over again, leaving her limp, breathless, and completely sated in his arms.









CHAPTER 11



LILLY PUT THE FINAL touches to her makeup and applied the last sapphire-studded pin to her hair when Travis walked out of the bathroom, fully dressed in his black tuxedo. The dark blond and light brown strands of hair that grew long at the nape had been tied back. The short growth of beard and mustache was still present, neatly trimmed and giving his face a dark, rakish look.

He was too damned handsome, and too damned dangerous. There was no mistaking the fact that Travis Caine was a man that others would be careful not to cross.

What did he have planned tonight? she wondered. She didn’t believe in coincidence, and the presence of her so-called former employers at the party, as well as Travis, was a fairly good indication that something was up.

Or someone was trying to learn something. That suspicion was firmly implanted in her head now, and it refused to leave. She couldn’t help but believe that Santos Bahre and Rhiannon McConnelly were hanging around for the simple reason that she was some kind of threat to them.


Rhiannon McConnelly had assured her that she and Santos Bahre weren’t there to drag her back into whatever life she had lived for the past six years. There was a part of Lilly that actually believed that. So what else could they be after?

How far could she trust them? She had a feeling that trusting them was the last thing she should do.

So where did that leave her with Travis?

“Are we arriving on time, or fashionably late?” he asked as he came up behind her at the mirror and adjusted the bow tie at his neck.

For a moment, a spurt of fear washed through her, a premonition that she was going to lose him. She could almost see him walking away from her, refusing to look back, leaving her cold and alone. She had to prepare herself for that. Nothing lasts forever; she had learned that lesson already. In the blink of an eye, or the shot of an assassin’s bullet, it could all be wiped away.

“You’re not answering me, Lilly,” he pointed out, his voice gentle. “Are you feeling well?”

“I’m supposed to be greeting guests with Mother.” She breathed in deeply as she fought to pull herself back from the mist of knowledge and memories she could feel awaiting her. “It’s a welcome-home party as well.”

A celebration, her mother had called it. A time to celebrate with their friends the fact that Lilly had returned, that she wasn’t dead.

The explanation given to friends and family had been a simple one. That she had run away, that she had hidden as she tried to come to terms with what had happened that night with her father’s death.


The crash had been declared an accident. Lilly’s father had been behind the wheel, and several eyewitnesses had sworn they had seen them driving from the estate together.

It wasn’t possible. She didn’t know who had been driving the car that night, but it hadn’t been her father. He had already been dead. She knew that. It wasn’t something she sensed or suspected, it was one of those things she knew without the memories to back her up and substantiated by Travis. According to him, this was what she had told him as well.

When Lilly had had no answers for where she had been or what she had been doing for six years, her mother had gone looking for those answers. She had found far more than she had wanted to find.

It was as though her mother had assumed no one else would bother to hunt for the identity her daughter had used those six years and conduct an investigation into it. And what did she think the journalists, who had been like rabid dogs after her release from the hospital, were doing? Twiddling their thumbs?

“You’re worrying again,” Travis stated softly as he laid his hands on her shoulders and stared at her in the mirror.

“Perhaps I have things to worry about,” she retorted as she moved away from him and smoothed her hands down the hips of the sapphire ballgown she wore.

She checked her appearance one last time, adjusted the string of sapphires at her neck, checked the tips of her sapphire blue heels for any smudges, then turned back to him.

“Why are Santos Bahre and his sidekick showing up tonight?” she asked point-blank, knowing he would at least have an idea why.

“Curiosity perhaps.” He shrugged. “They could be hoping a part of you will want to return to your old life, or that any memories that resurface will give them some sort of business edge.”

Her brows lifted. “I can’t imagine how their business interests would coincide with my family’s.”

“You’d be surprised.” His lips quirked in amusement. “Santos and Rhiannon are extremely astute business people. They have many more interests than that of business managers.”

“Business managers?” Her lips tightened. “That’s a hell of a title to give them, Travis. It’s my understanding they’re no more than high-priced pimps.”

He surprised her.

Gripping her arms, he swung her around and glared down at her furiously. “I’m growing tired of hearing you call yourself a whore, Lilly. You were never a whore.”

“What else do you call a high-priced call girl?” she snapped back.

“The title that damned investigator used was far from the truth,” he growled as he swung away from her then and paced to the end of the bed.

As he turned back, his eyes seemed to flame with anger.

“You were paid for a service rendered, and that service was not necessarily sex. You were trained for combat, for covert operations, and as a companion in dangerous situations. You were not paid for sex. If you had sex with the men you worked with, then it was your choice, not your job.”


Lilly glared back at him. “Tell me, Travis, once the press gets hold of that story, how do you think it will be viewed? And they will get hold of it.”

He shook his head to that. “That investigator wrote his report based on accounts given by less than reliable sources,” he growled. “Santos and Rhiannon operate a legitimate business. Their ‘escorts’ are advertised as those of a personal security nature. Do you truly believe they would risk either their reputations or their clients with anything less? They may get a hint of the trouble-making inclinations you seemed to have, or the less than savory individuals you may have worked with. But there is not a client that requested the services of Escorts Etc. that will ever claim you or the other girls to have been a whore.”

Lilly’s chin lifted, her lips tightening. “That is not the impression that was given while I was working,” she bit out. “Don’t deny it, Travis.”

“Impressions and truth are two different things,” he growled. “Escorts Etc. have reliable, reputable clients that will swear differently should anyone dare to accuse you of being anything less than a glorified bodyguard. Outside that, yes, you were known to deal with less than reputable individuals. Yes, the investigator may have spoken to one or more of them. But trust me, should the press actually manage to get one of them to talk, they will never dare to say you were less than a beautiful, companionable bodyguard. That cover will hold, Lilly, I swear it to you.”

“Cover! You make me sound like some sort of fucking agent,” she snapped back. “For both sides? Don’t tell me fairy tales, Travis, because I’ve read the report Desmond has on you as well. You’re a ‘facilitator.’ A man that works both sides for any country. You’re no more a patriot than I was, evidently.”

“I’m a businessman.” His jaw tightened furiously.

“You’re a liar!”

Lilly was shocked at the words that fell from her lips, the knowledge that suddenly stormed through her brain, bringing an explosion of pain to her temples.

She nearly doubled over for the brief seconds that the agony radiated through her skull, but at least this time, the knowledge remained.

He was lying. He was so much more than a businessman, and a hell of a lot more than a man that worked both sides. But what was he? That answer remained as elusive as ever.

“Lilly!” She felt him jump toward her as she stumbled, the reverberating pain lancing through her head like acid through her veins.

Pinpoints of rich colorful starbursts exploded before her eyes, nearly stealing her consciousness as the light from it intensified the pain to an agonizing level.

“Shhh, it’s okay. I have you, baby. I’m right here.” The words echoed through her head, as memories threatened, for the briefest second, to explode through her head.

“I have you, Lilly,” he whispered again, supporting her body, holding her upright as she fought against the brutal pressure in her brain.

“I’m sorry,” she gasped as his arms went around her, holding her against him as the pain slowly receded. “I didn’t mean that.”

His hand cupped the back of her head as he held it against his shoulder.


“I don’t lie to you,” he said gently, his lips against her ear. “I have no reason to lie to you, Lilly.”

And that, too, was the truth. How could he lie and yet be telling the truth? The conflicting instincts inside her were driving her mad.

“I want to make sense of what’s going on inside my head,” she whispered, a breath of sound that she knew only he could hear. “I want to make sense of who I am, and what I know and don’t know. And why, Travis, why do I trust no one but you?”

Why was her voice so low? It was a breath of sound covered by the rasp of tears she refused to shed as Travis held her close against him.

She could feel the tremors racing through her now, almost like shock, trembling through her body and rasping her voice as she fought to make sense of who she was. What she was.

“It’s shock, baby.” He kissed her forehead gently before swinging her up in his arms and sitting with her on the bed, holding her close. “It’s just shock. You could have died today. It’s finally catching up with you, that’s all.” There was an edge of warning in his voice, the same warning she often saw in his eyes.

Her room wasn’t secure. That thought raced through her mind once again as the pain eased entirely away. There was no way, at this moment, to ensure that no one was listening.

“Just shock,” she repeated as she stared over his shoulder into the dimming sunlight that glowed through the balcony doors, knowing it was more than just the shock.

She eased away from him, staring up at him intently. The pain had left slowly, but in its place was a certainty that if she didn’t figure out who was trying to kill her, quickly, then it would be too late. And perhaps it would be too late for both of them.

Travis held her tight, fighting his own demons, fighting the emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. When he had been inducted into the Elite Ops, he had been warned that his loyalty was to the team, and no one else. He no longer had a family, a country, or a lover. His entire loyalty was to the team and to nothing and no one else.

He’d had no problem with that then. He hadn’t wanted to divide himself, to risk his heart, or the lives of those he loved, again.

Standing there now, holding onto Lilly, he knew that that loyalty had changed, shifted focus. Hell, it had done so six years ago and he hadn’t even realized it. The team was taking a backseat to the woman, and he knew it.

Staring into her eyes as she looked up at him, Travis had to fight himself, to keep from telling her the truth. At that moment there was nothing more important than giving her the answers she needed with such desperation.

Lilly breathed in deep and hard to regain control of herself. The emotion and the needs ripping through her, the fear that battled with confusion.

I’m checking the garage later, Lilly mouthed. Someone had tried to kill her. Her cycle had been parked in the underground garage, unattended. Perhaps something had been left behind.

He shook his head firmly. He wasn’t arguing vocally with her. That was telling.


They had worked together often, he had said. She was trained for covert maneuvers, personal protection and guerrilla tactics. She sensed that. They were partners in more than the bedroom games they had been playing. It was time she put some of that knowledge, those instincts to use and figured out what the hell was going on. She might not have her memories, but she still had her instincts and the bits of knowledge that were coming to her in bits and pieces, every day. She knew just enough to make her dangerous now. Just enough to possibly get her killed.

But she wouldn’t go alone.

Lilly smiled at the thought.

Travis saw the smile. As John had stated earlier that day, this was pure Night Hawk. This was not Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington. This was the agent. The woman that could be more dangerous than most men could ever hope to be.

That gleam of stubbornness filled her eyes, and though he’d been expecting it, it still managed to surprise him.

She was morphing right in front of his eyes from the lady she was believed to be, to the dangerous covert agent she had been. The separate parts of Lilly weren’t merging together cohesively, or better yet for the Ops, the agent persona hadn’t died entirely.

No, he mouthed back at her. It’s being taken care of.

She jerked her arm from his grip, a frown tightening her brow as her lips thinned again. She wasn’t the least bit happy that someone else might be taking care of anything.

“I know how to take care of my own business,” she warned him in a low whisper, the light English accent slipping away from her to reveal the cool, accentless tone of the agent Lilly Belle.

Even now, knowing who and what she was, he found it damned hard to see Lilly as an agent right now. Hell, he’d seen her in action more than once, and it was still hard to believe it all the way to his soul.

“This has gone beyond your business.” He gripped her arm, keeping his voice to a mere breath of a sound. “Back off, Lilly, and let me take care of this.”

“I don’t need you to take care of this for me,” she assured him. “I’ll take care of this on my own.”

She was going to make him crazy. If she remembered who she was, what she had been, he might not have been nearly so worried. But she didn’t remember, and God only knew how many of the instincts buried inside her memories were still hidden.

She was adept now, she had proved that in the garage today. But he couldn’t be certain, clear to his soul, that she had retained enough of her past identity to be able to protect herself effectively.

“I have guests to greet,” she reminded him as she flashed him a hard look from gem-cold green eyes. “And a party to attend. We need to leave now, if you don’t mind.”

Damn her. Travis had to grit his teeth to keep from snapping out something he knew would cause a confrontation. Lilly didn’t deal well with what she called “smart-ass male remarks.” Not that he did well with the feminine kind either. Strangely enough, though, when her sweet mouth got smart, his dick just got hard.

It was hard now. As he followed her from the bedroom, along the open hall and down the elaborate, curved staircase, his cock was throbbing with an increased hunger that he was damned if he knew what to do with. Especially at the moment.

“Mr. Caine.” Desmond Harrington stepped from the open doorway of the ballroom, his gaze cautious as the doorbell rang and Lilly took her place at her mother’s side.

“Lord Harrington. Lady Harrington.” Travis paused at the bottom of the steps and observed Lilly’s mother watching her with a glimmer of silent condemnation.

Lady Harrington wasn’t happy to see him.

“Why am I not surprised to see you here, Caine?” Lord Harrington sighed as the first guests began to filter into the large foyer.

Lord Desmond Harrington’s expression was heavy, resigned. The deep furrows in his forehead, surprisingly, went along with his rough face. He was a man that had survived by his own wits and business sense, unlike his half brother who had been born into society and a fortune that stretched back to Cromwell’s time.

“I don’t know, Lord Harrington, why aren’t you surprised?” he asked the other man as he kept his eyes on Lilly.

Lilly seemed too off balance. Travis could sense the fine line she was riding, the sharp edge of nerves and conflict that were tearing at her.

“You’re sneering at my title,” the other man growled, though there was no true heat in his voice. “It’s offensive.”

Travis grunted at the accusation. “Perhaps you don’t understand an American’s version of respect.”

He was actually more English than Harrington was. He was a Dermont, born into a long line of Dermonts, and had inherited a fortune that stretched back even further than Cromwell’s time. His grandsires had married proud English heiresses and built that fortune until the present Lord Dermont could sit back and rest on the fine pillows his ancestors had created for him.

“American, huh?” Harrington’s tone was singularly disbelieving. “Why do I have a feeling there’s much more to you than meets the eye, or the investigator’s report?”

Travis turned back to him, his brow lifting. “Went that far, did you?” He was a bit amused by the fact.

“You’re not exactly on the right side of the law,” Harrington muttered. “You’re a danger to her now. You were a danger to her before.”

No, Travis hadn’t been a danger to her. They had saved each other’s lives more than once. His Lilly was a hell of a lot more woman than Desmond Harrington could ever guess.

Travis turned to Lilly’s uncle and stared back at him with a hard gaze for long seconds before saying, “You won’t convince her to let me go, Harrington. Don’t even try it.”

Desmond grimaced. “I’m figuring that out, but it’s something her mother isn’t happy over.”

“And her brother?” Travis asked. “I notice he’s not here to celebrate her return to the family fold.”

For a second, regret and grief flashed in Desmond’s pale blue eyes. He turned away for a moment before sipping from the drink he held in his hand.

“Jared is having a hard time coming to grips with this,” he finally stated as he stared down his nose at Travis. “But I have a feeling you’re already aware of that.”


Aware of that didn’t fully describe it. He knew damned good and well that Jared Harrington had turned his back on his sister at the hospital, proclaiming that the woman lying unconscious before him was not his sister.

Her face had changed, but her relationship to him hadn’t. Still, Jared had denounced her, just as he still denounced her despite the DNA tests that assured the world she was indeed who she purported to be. She had changed her looks, her name, her life, he had claimed. She had disowned her family first.

Travis stepped back as the guests began to file into the ballroom, stopping to greet Desmond, then moving to the buffet and drink bar.

As Senator Stanton greeted Desmond, Travis noticed the other man’s gaze sliding toward him as though curious. Several minutes later Santos and Rhiannon made their appearance as well, their business personas firmly intact. Cool, professional. Just a hint of danger.

“Mr. Caine, it’s good to see you again,” Rhiannon greeted him, resplendent in a long silver and black strapless ballgown that gave her the appearance of one of the fairies she was named for.

“Rhiannon, Santos.” Travis nodded as they shook hands, well aware of Desmond’s interest as he watched them.

“It’s wonderful to see Lilly again,” Rhiannon commented with a cool smile. “Santos and I have been worried about her.”

“There’s no need to worry,” Desmond growled. “She’s safe with her family, where she’s supposed to be.”

Rhiannon’s brow arched. “I believe that’s how we came to meet Lilly to begin with,” she stated softly. “The dubious protection of the bosom of her loving family. I hope you take better care of her this time, Lord Harrington.”

Harrington’s jaw tightened furiously as his pale blue eyes shot enraged flames Rhiannon’s way. Her response was yet another cool smile before she moved at Santos’s urging to join the party inside.

“I don’t like your friends,” Lilly’s uncle informed him as he turned an angry glare on Travis.

Travis shrugged. “Friends and acquaintances are two different things, Harrington. But she does have a point.”

“And that being?” he snapped.

“Lilly’s family didn’t protect her diligently enough. A mistake I don’t intend to make.”

Travis turned his gaze back to Lilly then, watching her portray the genteel English lady to perfection as she helped her mother greet the guests as they filed in.

She was sleek and well-mannered with just the slightest hint of reservation as she spoke to the guests who were once close friends.

Those friends had married in the past six years, had had children, moved away from the interests they had once shared and accepted the death of the young woman they had called their friend.

Now, they were facing her again, and sensing the changes within her. Changes that made them wary and uncomfortable.

As the line began to thin, he snagged a drink from a waiter’s tray and moved closer to her.

“Thank you.” There was a gleam of desperation in her gaze that he was certain even her mother hadn’t seen as she took the champagne and sipped at it. Very ladylike. But he noticed she consumed more in one sip than most ladies would in the same situation.

“The band is starting up,” he murmured as he bent to her ear. “Shall we go inside, snag a plate from the buffet, and dance a bit later?”

“Lilly has duties to attend.” Lady Harrington turned to him with a frosty smile and a gleam of hatred in her eyes. “Do be a nice gentleman and amuse yourself elsewhere.”

He felt Lilly stiffen beside him. “That’s enough, Mother,” she said gently. “If you’ll excuse me, I believe I will take Travis up on his offer. We can talk later.”

“Lilly.” Lady Harrington caught her daughter’s arm as she turned to leave. “Don’t consort with him in public. It’s bad enough you do so in private,” she hissed for her daughter’s ears alone.

“I love you, Mother.” She kissed her mother’s cheek before turning, accepting Travis’s arm, and moving slowly away.

Travis felt an edge of sorrow for the other woman. She had her daughter back, but it wasn’t the daughter she remembered, and it was one she was having a very hard time accepting.

“The party will wind down around midnight,” Lilly stated as they entered the ballroom. “Be ready to go to the garage with me, or I’ll go alone.”

She kept a smile on her face the whole time.

“I wouldn’t advise that,” he warned her tightly.

“I’m certain you wouldn’t, but it doesn’t really matter.” She stopped and stared up at him, ice filling her gaze. “Someone has tried to kill me twice now. I’ll find out who it is, Travis, and when I do, they’ll pay.”


There was more than anger in her voice now, there was pain. The frosty reception she had received from her friends, the condemnation in their gazes, the unsympathetic curiosity, all were taking their toll.

She may have been one of the Ops’s best female agents, but she was also one of the few that had managed to retain her heart, as well as her dreams.

“Travis, Senator Stanton wants to meet.” Nik edged close, his voice pitched low as Travis watched Lilly while she listened to one of Desmond’s closest friends brag about a recent business deal he and Desmond had made.

The stiffness in her body was telling. The observation of moments ago cemented in Travis’s mind as he noticed her discomfort.

“When?” Travis murmured.

“It’s set for now. Santos, Rhiannon, Noah, myself, and you. You have five minutes.”

“Where?”

“Your limo.”

Travis gave a quick nod. “Inform me I have a business call and I’ll take it in the limo.” Travis lifted his drink to his lips as he spoke.

Nik inclined his head before moving to stand behind Travis, taking his stance as bodyguard.

Travis continued to move about the ballroom with Lilly, listening, watching, as she reconnected with those old friends.

Their discomfort and guilt nearly matched hers.

There was no doubt in his mind that Lilly no longer fit in with the society she had been raised in. The fact that she was no longer Lady Victoria was becoming more and more apparent.


“Mr. Caine, you have a business call,” Nik announced just loudly enough to allow those he was standing close to to hear.

“Lilly, dear.” Travis bent close to her ear as she turned to him. “Stay in the ballroom. Keep your eyes open. Let’s see who approaches you while I’m gone.”

She nodded, but her gaze was filled with suspicion as he laid a quick kiss at her brow before heading out of the ballroom and then the house.

His limo was parked at the far edge of the wide circular drive. Opening the door, Nik stepped aside as Travis slid in, then joined him before closing the door securely.

“Senator.” Travis nodded at the older man sitting across from him.

“Good to see you, Travis.” Senator Richard Stanton reached out his hand for a quick shake before sitting back with a smile. “Jordan told me you were surprised when you learned about Elite Command. Did you think he shouldered the entire burden of the Ops on his own shoulders?”

“They’re broad enough, sir.” Travis grinned. “Though I doubt he’d thank me for saying so.”

“Hell, no,” Stanton grunted a laugh. “That boy is a hell of a commander, but politics aren’t exactly his forte. He pisses off most of the members of Command every chance he gets.”

“As do most of us who are unfortunate enough to come in contact with them,” Santos stated ruefully, his aristocratic features mocking.

“I would guess there are days Travis wishes he didn’t know about us now.” The senator grinned back at Travis.


“I’m glad to know men such as you are there, if someone has to be, sir,” Travis stated.

“Suck-up.” Rhiannon rolled her eyes.

For all her Irish heritage she could be as rude as any American.

“Is there a problem, sir?” Travis ignored the Elite Two co-commander as he turned back to the senator.

“Elite Command has received word that Jared Harrington flew to Russia last week in an attempt to meet with one of the other agents Lilly worked with, Nissa Farren.”

Travis’s brows arched. Nissa had been assigned to America’s embassy in Russia as one of the assistants working in the ambassador’s office.

“Why Nissa?” Travis asked.

“We’re not certain, but there’s no doubt it’s in connection to his sister. We’ve sent Shea Tamallen to England to connect with Harrington to learn how he found out about Nissa and exactly what he’s after.”

“How does that affect our operation here?” Travis asked.

“As a warning,” the senator informed him. “As well to let you know that should you or Lilly find yourselves in need, then I’ll be in town. You have only to contact me. Elite Command may be forced to make decisions that often seem cold or uncaring of individual agents, but we still try to do all we can to ensure not just your safety, but also your trust in us.”

“Trusting shadow groups that look at the money line rather than the personal line isn’t always easy, Senator,” Travis stated.


“We understand that,” the senator sighed. “But that’s what we’re aiming for.”

“Thank you for the information, sir, as well as the explanations.” Travis nodded. “If we’re finished?”

“We are indeed.” The senator nodded as well. “I have some things to discuss with Santos and Rhiannon if you don’t mind us using your limo. We’ll vacate the vehicle soon, though.”

“Take your time,” Travis offered as Nik opened the limo door and stepped out.

Moving to the house, Travis could feel an edge of wariness tightening his nape now.

“Get with our contacts in London,” he ordered Nik. “Find out what the fuck Jared Harrington is up to before Shea finds her ass on the line as well.”

“I’ll take care of it at first opportunity,” Nik’s voice was a growl now. “He’s moving up on my list of suspects, Trav.”

“Yours and mine both,” Travis all but snarled. “Trust me, Nik, yours and mine both.”









CHAPTER 12



IT WAS CLOSER TO one before the party began winding down, as Lilly had predicted. The couples left were those spending the night in the guest rooms, and there were plenty enough of those to go around. The additional wings to the three-story mansion as well as the guesthouses behind it provided sufficient room for the large parties and crowds of guests who often stayed there.

He watched as Lilly quickly shed her ballgown for the black, snug jeans, T-shirt, and boots. His dick throbbed, hard as hell, as she slid a dagger into the side of her boot. Her hair was quickly released from the pins holding it, then scooped back into a ponytail that fell past her shoulders in a thick, sleek ribbon.

He was going to fuck her the minute he got her back to the her bedroom, he thought. He was going to put her on her knees, grip that damned ponytail, and ride them both to exhaustion. He should do it now, before she managed to get either of them into a mess tonight.

“I still highly advise against this,” he commented as he drew his t-shirt over his head before sitting on the bed and pulling the light hiking boots he preferred over his feet and lacing them.

“I’m certain you do.”

She kept patting her thigh as though she knew something was missing. The holsters she wore strapped to those sleek thighs were missing. She never went on a mission without going fully armed. The action was telling.

Santos and Rhiannon had watched her carefully after their meeting with the senator tonight, as had Ian and Kira Richards, and Jordan Malone. All eyes had been on Lilly, and everyone was seeing changes in her.

For those who had believed she had been dead, they watched her warily now, sensing that dangerous side of her. For those who knew the dangerous woman she was, they sensed the simmering volcano within her.

“Let’s go then.” Rather than going to the bedroom door, she headed to the wide French doors and the balcony outside.

And damned if he didn’t follow her. For six years one of the highlights of his life had been watching Lilly move while she was on a mission.

“I need my weapons.” She swung a leg over the iron railing of the balcony as she stared back at him. “We both know just how illegal they are, don’t we?”

The two modified automatic Glocks she wore strapped to her thighs were her babies. She was beyond armed and dangerous with those bad boys. Even more, she was beyond hotter than fucking hell. His dick got harder, if possible, just thinking about it.

A sigh slipped past his lips as he followed her over the railing and dropped to the ground behind her. He let her lead this time, simply because he loved watching her ass. That and the fact that the threat of danger was minimal. No one had ever said he wasn’t an overprotective male chauvinist when it came to a woman and a mission.

Slipping around the back of the house, he was surprised when she found the concealed window into the underground garage. Opening it smoothly, silently, she shimmied inside and disappeared into the darkness of the garage.

Travis followed, wedging his shoulders through the narrow opening and grimacing at the snug fit. Even wearing the black slacks and t-shirt, he found the opening was barely wide enough for him to get through.

Dropping to the cement floor, he landed as silently as she had as he surveyed the area quickly with the night vision glasses he’d slid over his eyes before leaving the room.

“Unoccupied.” Her voice came through the small earbud receiver at his ear as he located her on the other end of the cavernous parking area.

The garage wasn’t filled with vehicles, but it was damned close. Guests’ vehicles driven personally had been stored in the underground garage for their convenience and to keep the smaller parking area outside free. Each vehicle was worth a damned fortune, if he wasn’t mistaken. Not that he was surprised, just rather amused as usual.

His Viper was parked in a far slot, the valet that had parked it obviously enamored of it, as he had made certain that the spaces beside it were empty.

“How many guests were here last night?” Travis asked, his tone soft as he flipped the night vision glasses to the top of his head and slid out the small flashlight he carried in his back pocket.

“When I left here this morning and headed to your place, the three guesthouses were already filled, and half the guest wing,” she answered, her voice a breath of sound at his ear. “This garage was three-quarters filled at that time.”

“Plenty of hands to do the devil’s handiwork then.”

A light laugh escaped her lips. “That’s funny. I remember someone else who used to say that.”

“I doubt they said it as well as I,” he grunted, though he hoped he managed to pull off a casual tone.

He was going to have to start watching himself closer. He had known her before his “death.” Not so much personally as socially. As Lord Xavier Travis Dermont, the heir to the Dermont legacy, he had attended many of the events Lilly had.

“His name was Travis as well,” Lilly stated, causing him to grimace though he knew there was truly no way for her to make the connection between Travis Dermont, MI6, and the Elite Ops.

“He was a good man then.”

“Yes, he was a very good man.”

Travis paused, his gaze finding her shadow as she set the small motion alarm at the entrance to the garage to alert them if anyone entered.

“You knew him well?” he asked her.

“He was married to a faithless little whore,” she said, sighing in regret. “The bitch was killed in the explosion that she set to get rid of him. She betrayed his mission and his cover to a particularly nasty set of criminals and actually thought she could survive it.”

He didn’t have to fight back the rage and pain anymore. He’d buried that part of himself long ago. His wife had destroyed him, there was no way to fight against it. Unlike Lilly, there was no going back for him. There was no rebirth.

“Was he a good friend of yours?” The hatred in her voice when she spoke of Katy surprised him, though. She’d always been cordial, friendly, despite his dead wife’s ignorance whenever she was around.

They hadn’t been friends, though, not she and his wife, nor he and Lilly.

“No, but I thought well of him.” The reservation in her words had his gaze narrowing on her then.

“You were in love with him?” he asked, barely managing to hide his incredulity. How the fuck had he managed to miss that?

“‘Love’ is a strong word to use.” She sighed. “I was incredibly drawn to him, though. Remember, it’s been six years since I disappeared, and he died two years before that. So I was very young and he was very married.”

And she had never displayed her crush, nor attempted to gain his attention at the time. Travis nearly shook his head at the thought.

“I danced with you once, you know, just before your disappearance.”

“When?” She was moving along the far edge of the garage then, her own penlight trained on the ground as he moved to do the same.


“The party you disappeared from. I was there with another agent. We danced the waltz. You were dressed in a soft autumn brown ballgown with tiny silk leaves cascading through your hair.”

He could almost feel her thinking. “I don’t remember you.” The edge of regret in her voice was stronger than the one she had used to voice her memory of his past identity. “There’s a lot I don’t remember of that night.”

“You were beautiful that night, Lilly. You danced like a dream, and your smile was as bright as the sun.”

She was silent for long moments. He’d learned over the years that Lilly didn’t accept compliments as an agent nearly as well as she had as a socialite.

“Did Nik figure out the makeup of the explosive used?” she asked, ignoring his compliment as she moved closer to the slot the motorcycle had been parked in.

“He knows it misfired,” he stated. “The metal explosive cap wasn’t intact. If it had been, it would have exploded while you were on the interstate.”

“Wow, there would have been no coming back from that one, huh?”

Travis made his way to her, sweeping the light over the cement floor as he searched for even the smallest trace of something that could have come from the cycle or the explosive.

“You have a problem taking compliments from me, or just anyone, Lilly?” he asked her as he stooped and began searching under the vehicles that surrounded the area where the cycle had been.

“Pretty much just anyone,” she answered blithely, her voice muted as she bent down to check beneath a sleek, metallic red Lamborghini.


Once, she had been smooth, charming as hell. Not that she couldn’t be charming as Lilly Belle. She could be, but that charm was usually layered with a frozen smile and ice chips in her gaze. And more often than not, one of those damned dangerous modified Glocks was in her hand.

“Who else beside Desmond was in the house today that could have wanted me dead?”

Lilly lay on the cement floor to shimmy as far as possible beneath the Lamborghini, which truly wasn’t far, and shine the flashlight over the area, especially around the tire areas.

“I should be asking you that question. You live here.” Travis slid beneath a Hummer, his own light scanning the floor thoroughly.

“Don’t play games with me, Travis.” She rolled to the next vehicle, slid beneath it and searched again. “Tell me what I need to know.”

What the hell was she remembering?

Travis stared at the glimmer of her light as suspicion began to form inside him.

“Now isn’t the time to tell you what you want to know,” he finally told her. “Suffice it to say, I’m having several of your guests investigated.”

“And you didn’t tell me,” she stated.

“I haven’t yet had time.”

Their voices were still barely high enough for the comm devices they were using to pick up the sound.

“Perhaps you could find the time later?” she suggested, and Travis almost smiled.

That sounded more like an order to him than a suggestion.


“Perhaps I could.” They both rolled to the same slot at the same time.

The motorcycle had been parked close to the entrance to the main house. The space was currently occupied by a Lexus SUV. The four-wheel-drive luxury vehicle sat high enough from the ground that they were able to slide easily beneath it, both lights gleaming on the small spot of fluid below where the cycle’s motor would have been located.

“The explosive was placed in the oil pan?” She rubbed her fingers against the fluid before bringing it to her nose and sniffing slightly.

Travis did the same, then rubbed his fingers together to test the feel of the fluid.

“That’s not gas or oil,” she stated.

“Nope. Not.” His eyes narrowed on the spot before he reached to his front jeans pocket and pulled free a sterile bag and swab.

Tearing the swab open, he rubbed it against the spot, then pushed it into the small bag and sealed it. He was aware of Lilly watching, her eyes narrowed, her posture cautious, before she began to scour the garage floor beneath the Lexus for anything further.

Remaining quiet, Travis did the same. He was moving his light over the floor where the tires of the SUV sat when he heard her murmur a little hum.

“You have another of those bags? Tweezers?” She was tense, her light trained on a metallic glimmer as he pulled the required sterile bag and the tweezers from his back pocket.

“At least one of us came prepared,” she murmured as she accepted the items.


Travis watched as she picked up the metal and slid it into the bag before sealing it and handing it to him.

“Nik gets that?” she asked, nodding toward his hand where he was tucking the bag in his pocket.

“He’ll take good care of it,” he promised her.

“Interesting.” Her expression, from the dim light he had to see by, was equal parts confusion and suspicion.

“Interesting in what way?” Travis asked, often intrigued by the fact that Lilly was more open now than she had been during her years as an agent.

She was still Night Hawk, but not as hard, not as distrustful as he had been over the past six years.

“Interesting in the fact that he seems a jack of all trades.” She shrugged. “Yet, none of those trades really ring true. Tell me, Travis, exactly who is Nik Steele?”

He grinned. “A jack of all trades, essentially. He’s a mercenary, in fact. I’ve been lucky to purchase his time over the past six years, though there are occasions when he takes other jobs to break the monotony of working with me.”

Suspicion filled her gaze now. “Sure, Travis,” she finally muttered. “That’s as good an explanation as any.”

It wasn’t a lie, exactly. That was Nik’s cover, and he was damned good at playing his part.

“Remind me to be sure to check any further facts you give me on my own life, okay? I have a feeling that the line between truth and lie with you can get rather blurred.”

There were times, he would completely agree with her.

He was in a hell of a position. He knew the truth, he had the answers she wanted. If she hadn’t remembered who and what she was, she at least suspected there was a hell of a lot more about her than she was being told.

How could she help but resent him for not telling her the truth? The truth could kill her, though.

“Is it the explosive cap that was missing from the cycle?” she asked as she stared back at him.

“I’m not sure.” He shook his head, staring back at her. “I’m into negotiations, baby, not explosives.”

“I’m sure I knew that,” she said as she began to slide out from under the SUV.

They both froze at the sound of the small beep of the alert Lilly had programmed that signaled that the door into the house had opened.

He hadn’t thought about setting an alarm there, but she had.

That signal had most likely saved their asses.

“The cycle was parked over here,” Desmond’s smoothly accented voice commented harshly as the door closed. “Did you bring the flashlight?”

“I have it, Lord Harrington.” Light gleamed on the floor and moved closer as Lilly and Travis quickly rolled from beneath the SUV and moved several car lengths away.

They each took a position against a tire of a Hummer, crouched and listened closely.

“When did you hear about this?” Desmond’s tone was furious.

“I received the report an hour ago,” his bodyguard answered. “The man we had on her lost her once she left the house, but he had a fairly good idea that she was headed to Caine’s house. He arrived after the explosion and it took a while for him to learn the reason for the commotion after he arrived.”

“Were the police called?” Frustration and disgust filled Harrington’s voice.

“No, sir,” Isaac answered as they stopped next to the Lexus SUV. “No police were called, but a team moved in. Black vans and identities hidden by black masks, no identification. The vehicles they arrived in were registered as rentals, presumably still on the lots they were registered to. We were able to get no information on them.”

“Did anyone attempt to follow them?” Harrington barked.

“Yes, the investigator followed one while his partner moved in on another. They were professionals, Lord Harrington. My men weren’t able to keep up with them.”

Desmond cursed furiously. “Son of a bitch, what the hell is that girl going to get into next?”

“I’d be careful tempting fate by asking that question,” the bodyguard grunted.

Lilly peeked around the tire, bending to see beneath the Hummer to the SUV where the flashlight gleamed on both Isaac and Desmond as they stared at the floor of the garage beneath the Lexus.

“It’s a logical question.” Desmond harumphed irritably.

“It appears to me that the girl was into too much before her return as it was,” Isaac stated. “She should take a break.”

Lilly rolled her eyes at the rueful tone of the bodyguard’s voice.


“There’s a fluid stain on the cement.” Isaac didn’t answer the obvious question. “This isn’t from the Lexus either.”

“From the cycle?” Desmond asked.

“I’ll need to send a sample off,” Isaac stated. “There’s nothing else here, Lord Harrington.” The light continued to sweep across the cement.

“If someone messed with that damned death machine of hers, then this is the only chance they would have had,” Desmond growled.

Lilly’s brows lifted. So her uncle hadn’t been involved in this attempt on her life? Or maybe he was just acting in front of Issac. He could have assigned Issac to keep tabs on her, but that didn’t mean Issac knew he was trying to kill her.

“Just find out what that fluid is from,” Desmond ordered him. “Then see what your investigator can learn about that damned Caine. There’s more to him than we have so far, I can feel it.”

“What more could there be?” Issac asked. “I’ve worked with him. He arranges things, Lord Harrington. Is your business ally attempting a takeover? Don’t want to commit murder? Call Travis Caine. Need to build an army? Call Caine. Want to take over a small country—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, call your bloody Caine. I get it,” Desmond snarled back as Lilly turned and lifted a brow in Travis’s direction.

A small country, huh?

He flashed a smile back at her. A rakish, wicked smile that had her stomach tightening and her clit swelling. He shouldn’t be able to induce such a quick, heated response. There was something just not quite right about that. Something that warned her that she was only going to end up hurting in the end.

Because she loved him.

Good God, just what she needed, to love a man that facilitated the invasions of small countries and the takeovers of cartels. No wonder her uncle was so bloody not excited over this relationship.

She grinned back at him. She was going to end up with a broken heart, there was no doubt, but damn if she wasn’t having more fun now than she had before he showed up.

“Hell, let’s get out of here.” The shuffle of bodies moving could be heard. “I need to reassure Angelica. She’s having a damned fit over this Caine situation. She called Jared tonight and he refused to even discuss his sister, which had only incited her further.”

Lilly jerked her head back, lowered it, and steeled her heart against the pain. What was that trick? She was slowly learning it, or was she simply slowly remembering it? There was a way to keep it from hurting. Especially where Jared was concerned. There was a way to block the pain, a place to put it where she could take it out and deal with it only when she had to. She didn’t have to deal with it now.

“I have to agree with him in a way.” Issac sighed heavily as they moved away. “She’s not the same woman that disappeared six years ago. She changed.”

“What created those changes, though?” Desmond asked. “That’s what I want to know, Isaac, and I want the truth this time. That report was so pat it sickened me. Victoria was no call girl. She was no terrorist’s girlfriend. There’s something that stinks about this entire deal and I want to know what the hell it is. And I want to know quickly.”

Lilly seconded that motion. She wanted to know herself what had created her, why she had become the woman she was.

The door closed behind the two men, and the lock snapped into place.

“Jared took one look at me in the hospital and sneered,” she said softly. “He told Mother, ‘That’s not my sister,’ and he walked away.”

She remembered watching the back of his head as he left the hospital room and crying. She had cried like a little child because her brother didn’t love her.

She wasn’t crying now.

Straightening, she kept her face turned from Travis as they made their way quickly back to the narrow window and then to her room. Sliding past the balcony doors, she came to a quick, hard stop.

“Damn, this night is just getting better and better,” she stated, noticing that Travis hadn’t moved in behind her. To face her mother. The coward. She had a feeling he was still hiding on the damned balcony.

“Dear Lord, you look like your great-uncle Marcus, dressed to go a-thieving.” There was anger filling her tone. Angelica wasn’t trying to be amusing, but Lilly couldn’t help but laugh.

“I don’t remember Great-uncle Marcus.” She crossed her arms over her breasts and tilted her head to the side. “Tell me about him.”

“He was a damned thief,” Angelica snapped, her blue eyes sparking with anger. “He was arrested so many times that the shame was nearly unbearable for the family. He was royalty. We are royalty and you are dishonoring every drop of blood inside your body that binds you to the greatest history on earth.”

“Oh Lord, this lecture again?” Lilly clapped her hand over her mouth, astonished that the words had actually slipped from her lips that time.

Her mother’s face was a bit worse than astonished. Outraged anger filled it, darkening her blue eyes and flushing her porcelain flesh.

“This lecture again?” Angelica repeated. “Never, Lilly, never in your life have you spoken to me in such a way, with such disrespect.”

“And I’m sorry, Mother.” She tucked her hands behind her back and crossed her fingers. “I’ve just been stressed out. I haven’t been feeling well.”

Angelica’s eyes narrowed. “Well enough to dress in black and be slipping in and out of windows. Running around riding a motorcycle like a hoodlum. What would you do if the paparazzi caught wind of this? We do not need your face splashed over the newspapers again.”

“Such as it was when you found me?” Lilly suggested. “I’m terribly sorry my return has been such a hardship for you, Mother.”

“A hardship?” Angelica gasped. “You believe it a hardship? No, the hardship comes in trying to figure out why the life you’ve been given isn’t enough for you. What in heaven’s name makes you think you can throw it all away for a past you seem determined to return to?” Frustrated anger filled her mother’s voice, her expression.

Angelica had always loved her life, the life of an English lady. She was considered a premier hostess; she wasn’t just related to the Queen Mother, she was also a friend. She had luncheons with the woman, for God’s sake.

Of course her mother couldn’t understand.

“It was bad enough your father had to get himself killed, he nearly had you killed as well, and for what, Lilly? For God and country? God might care, but let me let you in on a little fact. Your bloody country couldn’t give a damn one way or the other, and sometimes, God has to blink. The next time you die you may not be nearly so lucky as to have the option to return.”

She hadn’t had the option to return last time.

Lilly caught her breath at the thought, the knowledge. She wasn’t supposed to return. She was never to have returned.

“I don’t want to discuss this, Mother.” She sat down on the bed, lifted one foot and unlaced a boot.

“As stubborn as always,” her mother snapped, stepping closer. “You were always too hardheaded. Always too determined to have your own way, weren’t you? Just call you Lilly.” She sneered. “Lilly, as though you’re no more than a common little tart.”

“Good God.” Lilly rolled her eyes and let her foot fall to the floor. “Mother, have you lost your mind somewhere? One of the names you gave me is Lilli-an. And don’t you think ‘tart’ is a bit of an outdated word to use?”

“Have I lost my mind somewhere?” her mother burst out. “You’re, you’re sneaking into your room at nearly three in the morning, consorting with criminals, and doing God only knows what.”


“God knows everything I do.” Lilly sighed, wondering if she could possibly continue to hold back the tears. The censure in her mother’s tone broke her heart.

“I want this to stop!” Angelica demanded. “Immediately. You will cease to consort with that terrorist you’ve taken up with. You will cease consorting with anyone that you’ve known in the past six years. You will be Lady Victoria Harrington, Lilly if you insist.” Her mother’s arms straightened, her shoulders stiffened. “You will not embarrass this family further.”

Lilly pulled the first boot off. As she lifted the other to her knee, Travis stepped from the balcony to the bedroom. Leaning against the door frame, he leveled a hard, silent look on her mother.

Angelica Harrington wasn’t easily intimidated. She had stared down two husbands, a son, a mother, and, it was rumored, the Queen Mother at one time.

“I’m tired, Mother,” Lilly said softly as she untied the boot and ignored the silent battle going on between her mother and her lover. “We’ll discuss this tomorrow, if you don’t mind.”

She wasn’t going to cry, she assured herself.

“I’ve tried to be understanding, Lilly.” Tears glittered in her mother’s eyes, and Lilly felt her own throat tightening. “I’ve tried desperately to be patient, to find some part of the daughter I lost six years ago.” She shook her head as a tear slipped free. “Perhaps you did die that night with your father.”

Lilly didn’t speak. She stared at the floor as her mother turned and stalked from the bedroom, the door slamming behind her.

Lilly breathed in slowly and deeply before returning her attention to the boot. She unlaced it, pushed it from her foot, then removed the socks she had donned with them.

Standing, she pulled the T-shirt off, then the jeans, leaving herself dressed only in the light lacy white camisole and panties she wore beneath.

She suppressed the chill that tried to race up her spine, and the sense of cold, depressive despair. Her mother had never spoken to her in such a way. She was reputed to be brutal to others, even friends. She had heard her parents argue through her life and her mother had been like sharpened steel slicing through melted butter.

Lilly could feel the wounds herself now, and they sliced to the bone.

“It must be because it’s your mother,” Travis stated as he moved into the room. “Anyone else and your tongue would have sliced them to the bone.”

She turned and stared back at him. “If you can’t respect your mother, you can’t respect yourself,” she said sadly. “I should have kept my mouth shut.”

Why hadn’t she? She used to. Lilly remembered that. The lectures were always lovingly tolerated. She had never snapped at her mother.

Travis shook his head, his hands settling on her shoulders. “She was wrong. Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington didn’t die six years ago.” His head lowered, and the ice that had been forming inside her began to melt. “Six years ago, she was reborn, and knowing the before and after, I have to say I much prefer the version in my arms now.”

His hand smoothed down her hair, his arms held her close. And Lilly realized that in the months since she had awakened with six lost years, no one had held her. No one had hugged her. And no one had said, “Welcome home.”









CHAPTER 13



SHE WAS GOING TO break his heart. Travis had never before seen such tormented emotion on Lilly’s face as when her mother had raged at her.

He’d seen concern in Angelica Harrington’s eyes at other times. He’d seen love on her face. She cared for her daughter, but not to the exclusion of her pride evidently. Or the exclusion of the paparazzi.

Holding Lilly close against him, he couldn’t help but wonder what the hell had truly happened that night in England at the fateful party when Lilly had lost everything important to her.

It had been by sheer luck that Noah had been outside that night and had seen the masked figures loading Lord Harrington and his daughter into the Harrington car.

They hadn’t been able to stop the assailants, and by the time Travis and Noah were able to catch up with them, the car had been flying off the cliff, the explosion ripping through the darkness.


The suspects had raced away, and attempting to save Lilly and her father had been more important than chasing after their murderers.

Hypnosis had gotten them nowhere with Lilly in her attempt to remember who killed her father. As her mother said, she was hardheaded, stubborn. She was willful, but she was a damned good woman and a hell of an agent. She was a woman that cared enough about injustice to fight against it.

“When I was younger, we dressed the same,” Lilly whispered against his chest. “My mother would have my dresses made to match hers for our shopping trips, luncheons. The Queen Mother once told me that I was the perfect lady, and that she was proud to know me.”

Travis bent his head over hers and held her tighter. There was such pain in her voice.

“Jared was always very jealous,” she said. “But he loved me. He and Father would take me hunting and riding with them. They allowed me to go on walks with them in the evenings. We were such a close family. Before Father died. Before I died.”

She pulled away from him and moved toward the bathroom. “I need a shower.”

“I have to connect with Nik tonight,” he told her. “Come with me.”

Surprisingly enough, she shook her head. “I need to shower.”

She needed to think, perhaps.

Travis didn’t want to leave her alone. He could see the emotions tearing through her, feel the tension inside her.


“Santos and Rhiannon met with you and Senator Stanton, Nik, and Noah Blake tonight as well as Jordan Malone,” she stated as she moved to the bathroom. “I was rather surprised that a senator would associate with two high-priced pimps.” She walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind her.

Hell, how had she known about that meeting, and who else knew about it? Travis’s jaw tightened. Seconds later he pushed into the room while she adjusted the water in the shower.

Lilly turned to him, suspicion still roiling through her as she watched the set expression on his face.

“Why don’t you simply tell me what I need to know?” she asked, hearing the chill in her own voice.

She watched as he leaned against the counter, his eyes narrowed on her while the water ran full blast in the shower.

It would drown out any listening device, she knew. A murmur of voices might be heard, but not the actual words they were saying.

“What do you need to know?” He crossed his arms over his chest as he watched her, his gaze flickering over her body.

Mimicking his stance, she leaned back against the shower, crossed one ankle over the other, then crossed her arms beneath her breasts, deliberately plumping them out for him.

“Are you enemy or ally?” she asked.

His lips thinned. “Don’t ask me that question, Lilly,” he warned her softly.

Lilly shook her head as the tears finally flooded her eyes. “Who can I trust, Travis? Tell me who I can trust and I’ll go ask them my questions.”

She needed someone, oh God, someone she could trust to give her the answers she needed. She felt as though she were breaking apart inside. As though she had lost something so essential that a part of her was missing now and she didn’t know what to do without it.

He wiped his hand over his face as he breathed out roughly. “Lilly, you have to be patient.”

“Patience is going to get me killed,” she hissed furiously, shuddering at the knowledge that she had no idea how to watch her own back, or who to watch out for. “For God’s sake, Travis, someone has tried to kill me twice now, and that’s not counting six years ago when I disappeared. Someone tried to kill me then, and we both know it.”

His jaw tightened in fury. The knowledge was there in his eyes. She could see it.

“You know what happened the night Father died,” she whispered.

“I told you I knew you. You have that in the report your uncle paid for. We fought together plenty of times, Lilly. You’ve covered my back—”

“I’ve saved your ass.” The tears were clogging her voice now, fighting to be free. “I know I have.”

“And I’ve saved yours,” he agreed. “You already know this.”

“Why?” She just wanted the truth. That was all she wanted, and she knew she hadn’t gotten it yet. All she was hearing were half-truths and lies and she was tired of it. “Why did we save each other’s lives?” Her breathing hitched with the tears. “Tell me, Travis. Please, God, just tell me who I was.”

“You were Lilly. You still are Lilly.” But she was more, and she knew it.

“Are you my enemy or my ally?” she asked him again, feeling the pain, feeling a sense of betrayal tearing through her. “Tell me, Travis, which are you?”

“How much do you remember?”

“Pieces,” she whispered. “The safe house, the storage shed where I had my cycle parked, my weapons stored. I remember what I think are pieces of what had to be missions that don’t make sense yet. The memories are closer, Travis, I can feel them.”

“Why can’t you wait for them to return, Lilly?” he sighed heavily. “It would be so much easier for both of us.”

Her hand lifted, covered her lips. She had no idea how much longer she could hold back the tears, as the pain resounded through her.

“My brother turned his back on me,” she whispered, feeling her lips tremble. “He said I was nothing to him. I was no sister of his.” She shook her head, fighting against that memory. “My mother hasn’t hugged me. My aunts haven’t visited me. The people I knew as friends stare at me as though I’m some apparition that disgusts them.” She rubbed at her arms, breathed in roughly. “I changed my face, Travis. I changed even my eye color. Tell me why.”

She wasn’t going to cry, she told herself. She wasn’t going to allow the tears to fall, because if they did, then she might never stop.

“You’re my lover.” She shook her head slowly, desperation clawing inside her. “Can I even trust you?”


“You can trust me, Lilly.” There was a promise in his voice, there was sincerity and emotions she couldn’t define. But a part of her recognized an underlying warning as well. “You can trust me with your life.”

“Then tell me what I was. Tell me who I was,” she demanded roughly. “Stop stringing me along.”

“How did you know where your safe house was located?” he asked softly.

She licked her lips nervously as she shook her head. “I knew the memory was just there, as though it had never been lost.” Her shoulders lifted as she felt the confusion herself. “I don’t know how I knew, Travis. I just knew where it was.”

“You knew your weapons were missing earlier,” he pointed out. “How did you know?”

“I just knew,” she snapped. “I just remembered that they should be there.”

Lilly ran her fingers through her hair and clenched at the strands as though she could force the information out of her brain.

She wanted the information out. She wanted her memories back. She wanted her life back. She wanted to know who she was. Lilly or Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington. Which was she, and which life should she be living?

“What else do you just know?”

“Answer my question first,” she cried out. “Enemy or ally?”

“What the fuck are you doing, asking me that question?” The words tore from him furiously as he stepped quickly to her, grabbed her arms and jerked her against him. “Tell me that, Lilly. Why the hell are you fucking me if you don’t know whether I’m your friend or your enemy, your lover or your assassin?”

“Are you my assassin?” Her head shot back to stare into his furious gaze. “If you were my lover, my ally, you would give me the information I need to survive,” she argued, just as furious as he was now. “You wouldn’t lie to me, Travis, and I know you’re lying to me.”

“How? If you don’t remember anything, then you have no idea what is truth or lie, Lilly,” he snarled back at her. “Keep it that way, damn you. In this case, trust me, ignorance is truly bliss.”

“No…” Ignorance was going to get her killed, she could feel it.

She would have argued, but before she could get the words past her lips, he was kissing her again. He was always kissing her when there was something he didn’t want to deal with. He was always stealing her senses, her resolve, by throwing her into a maelstrom of pleasure that she couldn’t deny.

The pleasure was as fierce as ever, but the tears fell anyway. Silently, slowly, Travis felt the salty warmth against his lips, tasted it against his tongue.

Pulling back, he stared down at her still-too-innocent eyes, and watched as the pain built in her eyes, the tears dampened her face.

“God, Lilly,” he whispered. His thumbs ran beneath her eyes to wipe away the wetness as a small sob shuddered in her chest.

Leaning his forehead against hers, he stared down at her and breathed out heavily. “I can’t give you what you want. Not because I don’t want to. Because I won’t. I won’t risk you to that point.”

She had no idea how dangerous the information was that she wanted. There was a chance, a slim one in his opinion, but a chance that she could hold on to her life here.

The tears fell faster as she trembled in his arms, pain and confusion sweeping through her with a force that lanced his soul. “I’m going to die anyway, Travis. Whoever is determined to kill me will succeed eventually. Without the truth, I have no way of defending myself.”

She didn’t want to die. She wanted to live, to laugh, to love Travis. She wanted to hold on to him forever, but she wanted to know about the life she had lived, the enemies she had made.

She was vulnerable right now, and she knew it. She was too vulnerable.

“I won’t let anything happen to you.” His arms tightened around her, his hand pressing her head against his heart, where she wanted to stay forever.

“You can’t stop it.” She knew it. “There’s so much I don’t know, Travis. But I know I can protect myself.” She fought the wrenching sobs trying to tear from her body. “I know I can. Just as I know…” Her fingers dug into his flesh as she fought to hold on to him. “Just as I know you’re going to leave.”

She couldn’t hold on to him forever. Agony resonated through her at that realization. It was like a dagger, tearing holes in her heart, shredding her hopes. She was living day to day and she knew it, just as she knew she would be living a fool’s dream if she let herself believe otherwise.

“I won’t leave you in danger.” She could hear the promise in his voice. The sincerity.


“Unless you’re ordered to do so!” Anger was burning inside her along with the tears, tearing at her, driving a wedge through her soul and splitting it apart.

Jerking away from him, she swiped at the tears on her face before turning to face him. “Tell me who I was. Tell me what I was.”

Let me be able to trust him. The knot of hunger in her stomach was only building, the need to trust someone, anyone, was ripping her apart.

His nostrils flared as she watched the struggle on his face then.

“You’re asking me to sign your death warrant,” he finally said softly.

Lilly shook her head. “I’m asking you to save me, Travis. I can’t live like this. I can’t stumble around blindly any longer. I can’t live without trust, without someone to turn to, and I can’t live without understanding why I dream of blood and death and a fucking rifle in my hands that I know I’ll use to kill.” With each word her voice was rougher, more strained, the rage bleeding through until her fists were clenched, pressed into her stomach as she fought to hold back the agony resonating through her.

“Lilly Belle was trained to work with covert ops.” Travis’s voice was strained now, his gaze tormented. “You know that, Lilly, it was in the report provided by the investigator.”

“According to that report she was a high-priced call girl trained to protect herself and the agent she was fucking.” She sneered at him.

That hurt the worst. Knowing there was a chance, no matter what he said, that the world would see her as a whore. “Don’t lie to me,” she whispered as his lips parted. “I know I wasn’t a call girl. I know I wasn’t there to provide a little secure entertainment for whatever bullshit agent needed a friendly fuck at the time. But that’s how the world will see me if that report is revealed. At least give me the truth, allow me that much.”

“No, you weren’t.” He breathed in deeply, Travis raking his fingers through his hair and glancing at the water running in the shower.

“Then what was I?” Desperation clawed at her chest then. If she couldn’t trust Travis, then who could she trust?

He moved closer. “I am the only friend you have in this situation,” he warned her, his voice so dark now, so rough she flinched. “You have no other allies. You have no one else you can discuss this with, do you understand me, Lilly? To the bottom of your soul, understand me or you will die. You will die and there will be no way in hell I can save you.”

Her lips parted, fear and hope slamming through her now as she stared back at him, her gaze still hazy from the tears.

“I already knew that.” She tried to stop her lips from trembling. “I’ve known since the second I awoke in that hospital six months ago that every breath I draw could be my last.”

“Only if you fuck up,” he growled. “Only if I fuck up. Lilly Belle was a private contract agent that worked with a select group of agents both private and government. She wasn’t trained to fuck, Lilly. She was trained to provide a distraction or to back up operations. And you were one of the best.”

“I killed,” she whispered as another tear fell.

His thumb eased the tear from her cheek. “You killed, just as I have, to save lives. That rifle you used covered my back more times than I can name, and each time, you saved my life. You kept me alive, Lilly. And as God is my witness, there are times you kept me sane.”

“I’m not the real Lilly Belle, am I? She enjoyed killing, Travis. I read the whole report. She killed for sport.”

He shook his head. “You’re not the real Lilly Belle. But the real Lilly Belle was the only identity available that could be used at the time. She was killed in Beirut six months after the crash you were rescued from. That cover worked perfectly. She wasn’t well known, she wasn’t seen often. Many of her jobs coincided with training exercises your father sent you on while you were learning to work with MI5. So it was the identity you were given.”

She shook her head slowly then. “You’re not the real Travis Caine either.” Pieces of the puzzle were beginning to fall into place now. Memories were slowly shifting, revealing themselves as he spoke. Bits and pieces, shards of memory not yet whole.

Travis shook his head slowly. “I’m not the real Travis Caine.”

Lilly stilled. She could feel a part of herself flooding with hope now, emotions surging, demanding to race through her body at this tentative proof of trust.

If he trusted her, he loved her. A part of her knew that what Travis had just admitted would seal his own death if she ever revealed it. Not just at the hands of his enemies, but those he worked with as well.

Shadows shifted now and raged through her brain. Pain struck at her temples as she fought to pierce the shield between herself and her memories.

She could feel them closer now than they had ever been before. As though this small measure of trust from him had weakened whatever wall had been placed inside her head to keep the memories at bay.

“Who are you?” Her hand lifted, her fingers trembling as they touched his lips, felt the warmth there, remembered the passion. He touched her as she knew no other man could have touched her, emotionally as well as physically.

She needed him to trust her completely, just as she had done with him.

She had trusted him with her fears, her knowledge; would he do the same? Would he give her a piece of himself that she knew he would have given no one else?

His head lowered, his lips moving to her ear.

“I’m Lord Xavier Travis Dermont,” he whispered. “I’ve danced with you and once watched your eyes fill with dreams, and in that second knew I had taken the wrong woman to wife. I knew, Lilly, because that was the moment I first fell in love with you.”

A gasp passed her lips a second before his covered them. Filled with life, trust, and truth, the feel of his kiss shot straight to her soul, clenched her heart, and tore away the control that held back her tears.

Her hands speared into his hair to hold him closer to her. Her lips parted, her tongue stroking against his as it sipped from her, tasted her.


For the first time, they were meeting as equals. As two people who trusted, perhaps two people who loved, she thought as his arms pulled her closer and lifted her against him.

He shielded her with his body as he had always shielded her with his protectiveness. A sense of something falling into place inside her moved through her as she heard herself cry out, felt the crumbling of the wall that had surrounded her heart.

“You’re mine, damn you,” Travis said as he lifted her and placed her ass on the counter behind her. “You were always mine.”

She had truly always been his, because she remembered that dance. It had been her eighteenth birthday, when her hopes and dreams had been so strong. She remembered dancing with Lord Dermont and feeling the magic that had surrounded them. The same magic that surrounded them now, that fueled their kiss as his lips covered hers once more, magic that fueled each touch as he quickly removed the remainder of their clothes with desperate, eager hands.

It was as though the walls that had come down between them had released something far more than just the truth. It had released emotions held in check too long. A hunger they had been unaware had been banked.

As he shed his jeans, Lilly’s hands were there. She gripped the thick shaft as she slid from the counter to her knees, staring up at him, allowing her tongue to flick out and lick the heavily engorged crest.

“Fuck. Lilly.” The sound of his voice fueled this particular hunger. It began to rage through her, to boil in her veins and cause her mouth to water for the taste of him.


Staring up at him she painted the heavy crest with her tongue, flickering over it, licking beneath it, teasing him with the touch of her lips as his hands buried in her hair.

“How bloody damned beautiful you are,” he whispered, the proper aristocratic English accent slipping past his lips. For her. He was giving her all of himself. In this moment, she held parts of Travis that no other woman ever had and probably never would.

The agent as well as the aristocrat. The man that had, for a few years, helped shape a nation publicly as well as covertly. The one that now only had the option of working behind the scenes.

Except in her arms. No part of him was dead now.

As her lips parted and sank over the engorged crown of his cock, Lilly knew that in this moment, she had all of him.

“Sweet, pretty Belle,” he growled as the hardened flesh seemed to thicken more, to tighten until it seemed as hard as iron. Like silk covering steel, thick enough that her lips stretched around it, hard enough that they felt almost bruised as he began to thrust in shallow strokes past them.

Her hands gripped his thighs, feeling the response of his body as she sucked, licked. The muscles tightened, flexed. A heavy groan passed his lips as she rubbed her tongue against the ultrasensitive spot beneath the head.

His fingers tightened in her hair as she moved one hand from his thigh to his balls. There, her fingers played wickedly, stroking the roughened sac, cupping it, flexing around it.

Oh God, it was so good. The feel of his cock filling her mouth, thrusting past her lips and heating her tongue, was incredible. She felt every response to the pleasure she gave him. There was no guesswork. It was there against her lips and tongue, just as the moans were filling the room, his as well as hers.

Travis stared down at her, watching as she sucked his cock into her mouth and laved it with her tongue. It was the most incredible pleasure he had ever known. Nothing could be so good as this, as watching her take him with such intimacy, such hunger that flushed her face and hummed in her throat with desperate moans. The vibrations of her sounds of arousal echoed on the stiff flesh of his dick and sent spiraling fingers of sensation to attack his balls.

It was like being immersed in pleasure. His entire body vibrated with it and he clenched his abdomen desperately with the effort to hold back his release.

Eyes closed, face flushed, her expression showed such sensual pleasure that Travis could barely hold on to his own control as he watched her.

Her silken lips, the wet heat of her mouth, the flickering of her satiny tongue combined to shred what little control he had left after committing himself fully to her.

He was hers. As surely as she belonged to him, he belonged to her now.

Groaning at the need to hold back just a little longer, he clenched his teeth against the ecstasy pounding through his body and realized that he was slowly losing his grip on the tightly held trigger of release.

“God yes,” he moaned. “Sweet Lilly. Your mouth is so damned good.”

Too good. He was going to come. Damned if he could hold it back much longer. It was ripping through him, tightening through his muscles, building until he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold it back much longer. He couldn’t hold it back much longer.

His balls tightened further, the length of his cock throbbed, pounded with the need for release.

“Lilly. I can’t hold back,” he groaned as his hands tightened in her hair to pull her back. “I’m going to come, baby.”

She moaned against the head, a soft vibration of hunger that had his cock spurting in warning release.

A cry sounded in her throat at the slight release, her suckling became harder, her tongue licking, probing, drawing in as much of the taste as possible as he lost that final thread of restraint.

Rapture washed through him. Ecstasy on a scale of complete soul-destroying pleasure tore through him as he felt the fierce, hot jets of come racing from the tip of his cock, spurting into her mouth. His body drew so tight he wondered if it would break. His head jerked back, both hands clenching in her hair as hard shudders racked his body and fed the deep pulses of seed from his balls.

And still, he wanted more of her.

Still hard, his cock so sensitive he knew he’d spill again soon, Travis pulled from her, jerked her to her feet, and lifted her to the counter once again.

“Wrap your legs around me.” He lifted her legs to his hips as he gripped the shaft of his dick and found the luscious, slick entrance to her pussy.

It was like fucking into silk and syrup. Tight muscles gripped the head of his cock as he pressed inside her, and the silken feel of her flesh wrapped around him like an intimate fist and sucked him inside, inch by inch.

Lilly’s back arched. Her hands gripped the edge of the counter, her legs locked around his hips, and she swore she was flying in a world of sensation so intense that even the brush of air in the room was a caress against her flesh.

Travis’s erection burrowed inside her, stretching the sensitive walls of her pussy and sending her into a maelstrom of such intense sensation that it was all she could do not to scream.

In two hard thrusts he was buried to the hilt inside her, his hips pressed hard against her as the sound of their breathing became a ragged symphony of pleasure around them.

He didn’t stop, he didn’t pause. Once he had filled her he began moving with deep, hard strokes, shafting inside her as tender flesh and sensitive nerve endings began humming in pleasure.

The intensity of sensation began building. Electric fingers of ecstasy sizzled over her flesh, tightened her muscles and sensitized her clit until she was no more than a creature of sensuality. She could feel the ecstasy rising, brewing inside her. It built, burning through her, rushing into every cell until the conflagration hit her womb and exploded inward in a release so powerful, so deep, she knew she would feel the imprint of it for the rest of her life.

She felt Travis joining her. His cock throbbed in release inside her as he shuddered against her, his lips at her neck, his teeth rasping her flesh.


Her name was a growl, a curse, just as his was a pleading cry falling from her lips.

They were tied to each other. They were bound.

For the moment, they were one entity tied by pleasure, by hunger. By something Lilly feared could get them both killed.









CHAPTER 14



“WE FOUND A CONTACT.” Nik strode into the makeshift communications room Jordan had set up in the small house they had rented for the operation.

The samples of fluid he and Lilly had found where the motorcycle had been parked were lying on the table where Jordan sat awaiting Nik’s expertise in testing it while Travis went over the reports that had come in from the other agents.

“Who?” Travis questioned him, his voice sharp as Jordan turned from the computer screen as well.

“David Fallsworth.” Nik strode to one of the other computers and began typing in commands. “London. He works in the warehouse district where Lilly was shot.” The file on the contact was pulled up. Picture, a rap sheet as long as Travis’s arm, and a documented history of information he had supplied to the Elite Ops in exchange for immunity from prosecution in several cases.

Travis moved and stared at the screen. “What does he have?”


“What he has is a possible description of our killer.” Nik straightened with a cold smile. “But he’s skittish on this one. He won’t discuss this online or on the phone. He’s willing to talk to a go-between, though. We promised we’d send one he could trust.” He grinned back at Travis.

“How do we know he actually has something?” Travis asked.

“There were two men, the day before Lilly was shot. They were asking around about Lilly Belle, flashing her picture. They heard she had contacts in the area and were looking for those contacts as well as Lilly herself. According to good ole David, he can point you in the direction of a few people these guys talked to. But even more important, the contact names they were given?” He shot a look between Jordan and Travis. “They were both found floating in the Thames days after she was shot. We weren’t notified of the deaths because the contacts weren’t ones Lilly had listed.”

Travis had taught her that. She had her official contacts, then she had those that only she dealt with. The fact that someone had found contacts that only Lilly dealt with hinted at the fact that someone had been damned thorough and efficient enough that neither the Elite Ops, nor Lilly, had been tipped off.

“Do we have anyone watching him?” Travis asked as he mentally began preparing a checklist for the flight out.

“We have a contact watching him until you arrive.” Nik nodded.

“I’ll have the plane prepped and ready to fly you out.” Jordan turned back to the computer and began typing. “Nik, you’ll be flying out with him and providing backup. We’ll have everything ready for you to test the fluid samples when you get back.”

“What about Lilly?” Travis turned back to him, concern unfolding inside him. “Whoever’s trying to kill her isn’t going to stop, Jordan. If they realize I’m out of town, or unavailable, they could strike again.”

“We have Wild Card on site,” Jordan reminded him. “He’ll stay in close proximity. I’ll have Maverick move in and cover the outside of the house in case of problems until you return.”

Wild Card, aka Noah, and Maverick, aka Micah, would ensure that Lilly was protected, Travis knew. They had their own women, they understood the fears riding Travis’s back where Lilly’s protection was concerned.

It was the best he was going to get and Travis knew it. He’d discuss Lilly’s protection with Wild Card and Maverick himself.

“The jet is prepping as we speak,” Jordan announced. “You fly out in an hour.”

Travis’s jaw tightened. There would be no chance to talk to Lilly, and calling her wasn’t going to happen. He couldn’t be certain the calls were secure.

“Fallsworth will be waiting at the Wharf Tavern, two blocks from the warehouse district at noon tomorrow,” Nik told them. “He’s usually pretty reliable. Let’s hope he is this time as well.”

“Find Lilly’s killer and we have a damned good chance of finding her father’s killer, as well as the person or persons who’s been targeting the savings, pensions and trust funds of the rich and famous,” Jordan grunted. “And we hopefully shut down a major contributor to a nasty little terrorist organization at the same time.”

But he was leaving Lilly without so much as a warning. That didn’t set well at all with Travis, but at the moment, his choices were limited.

“Let’s roll.” Nik nudged his arm as he passed by him. “Faster we get there, faster we get back.”

He wouldn’t have a chance to warn her he had to leave, but he could leave additional protection. He wasn’t comfortable leaving her alone. Her memories were returning slowly, and only in pieces. There was too much she was still fighting, too many memories that were still evading her, leaving her vulnerable.

“We have her covered, Black Jack,” Nik said, his voice low. “Let’s find the bad guys, then you can figure out the rest of it.”

Travis gave a brief nod before turning and leaving the room. Stepping from the house, he pulled the phone from its holster at his waist and quickly keyed in the speed dial.

“What’s up, gorgeous?” Raisa, code name Raven, picked up the other end.

One of the remaining three Elite Two agents, she and the others were on standby in Hagerstown, waiting in case Lilly needed them. They were there unofficially; neither Elite Command nor their commanders were aware they had ditched their fact-finding missions and headed there to help Lilly.

They were a unit. They were family. Sisters, they called each other. They were Lilly’s sisters.

“You and the others have night watch. Be careful, though, because Wild Card and Maverick are on watch as well,” he ordered her. “I have to fly to London to meet a contact. Keep your eyes open and make sure she stays safe.”

A slight harrumph came over the line. “You think we’re not doing that anyway, hotshot? You taught us to be family, Travis. That hasn’t changed just because she doesn’t remember us.”

Travis’s lips quirked into a smile as the door behind him opened and Nik stepped out.

“Take care,” he told Raisa softly. “I’ll call when I land.”

Disconnecting the line, he shoved the phone back into the holster, disconnected the leather carrier, and handed it to Nik as he accepted the mission sat phone the other man tossed to him.

Any calls into the cell would be directed to the satellite phone. The satellite phone was more secure and reception more dependable.

“Let’s roll, Black Jack,” Nik sighed. “I’ll contact Fallsworth that you’re on your way in and see if we can’t get this over and done with as soon as we land. Hopefully, we can fly back and get the arrest warrant processed for our killer as a nice little present for Night Hawk.”

Travis had a feeling it wouldn’t be nearly that easy. It was a nice thought, though.

Rubbing at the back of his neck, he strode quickly to the Hummer and moved into the driver’s seat as Nik opened the passenger-side door and slid in.

Leaving like this wasn’t setting well with Travis. Something felt damned wrong about it.
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The dull throb of a headache in her temples was becoming irritating. Lilly walked slowly down the curved staircase of the house that her mother and uncle, well, her stepfather now, she guessed, had taken for the summer, and headed for the kitchen.

Coffee might have a chance of easing it. She had developed a taste for the rich brew in South America during training exercises.

Pain seared her temples as the memory slowly filtered through her mind. It wasn’t a flashback, it was something that was just there when it hadn’t been before, and with it was heavy pressure and sharp pain at the sides of her head.

This could become a definite distraction, she thought as she extracted a cup from the cabinet and moved for the filled, heated coffee pot at the end of the counter.

Things had changed, not just with her, she thought as she filled the cup and moved to the heavy walnut table that sat in front of the bay window in the breakfast nook of the kitchen.

Things had changed with her family as well. Six years didn’t seem that long, unless one was dropped into the situation rather than easing through it as they lived daily life within it.

Her family had changed. Her uncle was now her stepfather. Her brother had disowned her, and without the steadying influence of her father, her mother was more neurotic than ever before.

Lilly almost grinned at the thought.

Her father had commented many times that perhaps her mother needed a vacation in the south of France. The wording in reference to her mother’s friends who checked themselves into the clinic, or forced their children in for whatever transgressions they had committed.

Her mother didn’t deal well when she perceived a threat to her social standing or the appearance of perfection that she strove to project where her life and her family was concerned.

Lilly could just imagine the nightmares Angelica Harrington had when it came to that investigator’s report being released to the public or the paparazzi.

And then to have Lilly herself projecting the very appearance of the wild, unconventional life she had lived those six years? No doubt her mother had been trying to convince Desmond that the south of France was the best place for Lilly right now.

Desmond and her father both had had a strong dislike for the Ridgemore facility, thank God. Unlike some families who sent their children for a stay there over the smallest of reasons, Lord Harrington and his brother had expressed their disapproval of it often. Several times they had stood by other fathers who had been forced to fight their wives over the tradition of using the facility as a form of punishment.

How many times had her mother threatened to send her there? Lilly knew there had been more times than she wanted to remember. As much as she was certain she had missed her family and her life here, wouldn’t there have also been a sense of relief at having to no longer live by the rigid guidelines her mother had set for the family?

Wouldn’t she had loved the adventure, the easing of the restlessness that had always filled her?


“There you are.” Her mother stepped into the kitchen, moving for the teapot at the side of the stove. “Would you like more tea, dear?”

Lilly lifted her cup. “It’s coffee, Mother.”

Angelica grimaced in distaste. “You were raised on tea, dear.”

“I enjoy the coffee.” Lilly sipped at the warm drink before setting the cup back on the table and crossing her arms on the table top as she watched her mother.

“Your manners have seriously deteriorated.” Angelica nodded to Lilly’s arms crossed on the top of the table.

“I know, Mother,” Lilly agreed as she left her arms in place. There was no polite company present, so there was no need to worry about it.

“Do you now make gross noises in public as well?” Distaste marred Angelica’s face.

“Not hardly, Mother.”

Silence fell as Angelica made her tea and moved to the table.

“Desmond and I are heading to D.C. for an early dinner with friends; would you like to join us?”

Lilly shook her head. “I might lie down for a while. I woke this morning with a headache.”

She might take the opportunity to snoop around Desmond’s office a bit. She hadn’t had a chance before now. It seemed either Desmond or her mother was constantly around her if she left her bedroom.

Her mother finished her tea, an uncomfortable silence falling between them.

“Lilly, you need to make a choice.” Her mother set her empty tea cup to its saucer and stared back at her coolly. “What sort of choice, Mother?” she asked as she leaned back in her chair, laying her hands politely in her lap.

“Whether you’re Lady Victoria, or the hoodlum Lilly Belle.” Angelica rose to her feet, her eyes glittering damply though her expression was willfully set. “Both cannot coexist. You must be one or the other. Decide quickly which it will be.”

“Or what, Mother?”

“Or I’ll have to make the decision for you.”

With that, Angelica moved from the kitchen, her head held high, her shoulders straight.

Lilly sighed. It seemed her mother was perhaps a bit more irritated with the situation than Lilly had assumed.

Covering her face with her hands, she inhaled slowly and fought to bring her own emotions under control.

Once, she had fought daily to please her mother and to still live the life she had wanted to live. That had worked, to a point, until she had turned eighteen and her mother had introduced Lilly to the man she had expected her daughter to marry.

Hell, Lilly could barely remember him. She certainly couldn’t remember his name. Lilly had taken one look at him and escaped the room on a pretense that her father was expecting her in his study.

She had, as far as her mother had accused her, shown her contempt for her mother that day.

Lilly had, in her own estimation, showed her mother that she wasn’t a child who needed her friends, or in this case her husband, chosen for her.


Living with her mother had not been easy, but Lilly had loved her. Just as she had loved her brother. She had adored her father. And through the six years she had been away from them, she had missed them to the point that at times, it had felt as though the pain would kill her.

Her eyes widened.

That was a memory.

She remembered that now.

She had ached to go home, to play with her niece and nephew, to watch them grow up, to protect them from her mother’s neurosis and to even argue with her mother when she had to.

She hadn’t missed the threats of being committed to the Ridgemore Clinic, though.

She almost smiled. Well, maybe she had missed the threats.

As she heard Desmond and her mother leave the house, Lilly rose from her seat and walked to the foyer to see Isaac trailing out the door behind them.

The house was eerily silent now. With her family gone, the servants were prone to congregate in the basement servants’ quarters and relax.

That left Desmond’s office deserted.

And locked.

Her eyes narrowed as she remembered the small, seemingly innocuous leather case in the items she had grabbed from her storage shed.

Making her way upstairs, she quickly extricated it from the luggage she had hidden it in.

Her lock-picking set.

And she remembered how to use it.


Getting into the office was simple. The electronic keypad security was bypassed and the key lock simple to get through once Lilly began working. Within minutes, rather than the seconds it used to take her, she was sliding into the office.

Once there, she looked around, wondering at first where the hell to start.

Instinct was an incredible thing, though.

She moved to the computer, powered it on, and as she stared at the request for the passcode, that memory as well slowly emerged.

Once she was in, she was able to begin the download of the hard drive and the online vault into an account she had set up that morning herself.

As the information uploaded, Lilly turned her attention to the files in the room. The file cabinet contained mostly financial information that she was certain would be easy enough to find in the electronic files she was downloading. It appeared to be printouts of specific information used for business purposes.

Desmond, as her father had before him, did quite a bit of business while taking the yearly trip to the States.

There were other files scattered around the room, though. Going through them, Lilly found something she hadn’t anticipated finding. Tucked into a long, slender yellow envelope were pictures of her.

Those weren’t investigator’s reports.

She stared at one, her brow furrowing as she tried to remember.

Her hair was several shades darker, but her features were clearly the ones she was growing accustomed to now. She was dressed in a long, silken evening gown, her hair pulled to the crown of her head to cascade to her shoulders. It was a party of sorts, the older male she was standing with recognizable.

The leader of a Colombian drug cartel, Diego Fuentes. His hand rode low at her back, his smile clearly flirtatious as she laughed at something he said.

Her eyes narrowed as the ache in her head became stronger.

He wasn’t just a cartel leader.

A double agent.

Diego Fuentes was a CIA asset into the drug world as well as the terrorist influences invading it.

She had been on a mission.

There were other such pictures, but the one most telling was taken in the area where she had been shot. The picture had been taken in the winter. There was actually snow on the ground. Lilly was standing outside a warehouse talking on a phone. In the background she could make out a small sign that proclaimed the building holding the offices of Secure Escorts Etc.

This picture was taken before she was shot. Someone had been watching her, tracking her jobs, tracking her, until she had nearly been killed.

She slid the pictures inside the envelope, folded it, then shoved it into the waistband of her slacks at her back.

What was her uncle involved in?

She moved quickly to the computer, checked the progress of the files downloading to find they had finished, and quickly covered her tracks and shut down the computer.

As she was moving around the desk to make her way from the room, the slight beep of the security pad outside had her racing for cover.

It was daylight; hiding behind the curtains wouldn’t be wise. Just before the door opened, Lilly slid behind the ornate couch along one wall, flattening herself against the wall as she lay on her side and watched as the door opened.

Her mother entered the office and moved to the file cabinet.

“I can’t believe he forgot the files,” she muttered as another set of legs followed behind her.

“Do you need any help, Lady Harrington?” one of the security personnel that Lilly remembered her father employing when she was sixteen asked softly.

“I have it, Samuel,” she sighed. “He should know how important this is. Simply because he doesn’t agree with them, he thinks we should just toss it away. There are days I simply don’t understand that man.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Samuel answered noncommittally.

Lilly’s brow arched at the irritation in her mother’s voice as well as the fact that she was bitching so vociferously to what she would consider a servant.

“Something simply must be done about him.” Angelica’s voice sharpened, “It’s as bad as trying to deal with Victoria and her insistence on being called Lilly. Have you ever heard such nonsense?”

“No, ma’am,” Samuel answered.

Angelica sighed heavily again. “Shall we leave then? I imagine this is something else we’ll have to deal with ourselves.”

“I’ll take care of it, ma’am,” Samuel promised.

Lilly’s eyes narrowed as her mother and the bodyguard left the room, locking the door behind them.


Sliding from behind the couch, she dusted herself off, then stared at the door and shook her head in astonishment. Perhaps she should have paid more attention to her mother when she was younger. Spent more time with her or something. Never had Lilly known her to speak so familiarly with help. Not that she disapproved of it, she just knew her mother did disapprove of it. Highly.

The changes six years had wrought blew her mind.









CHAPTER 15



TWO DAYS LATER LILLY moved through the house, her hands jammed in the pockets of the violet silk slacks she wore, a heavy frown on her face as her hand gripped the silent cell phone in her pocket.

She hadn’t heard from Travis since the morning he had left to take the metal and fluid samples he had found to Nik. She’d gone to the house, only to find it silent and empty. Even Henry the butler hadn’t been in residence.

There had been no voice mail, no letter, no text, no message sent via anyone to let her know where he was or what was going on.

“Lilly, there you are.” Her mother stepped from the sitting room, looking concerned. “I was wondering if you might like to go shopping?”

“Not today, Mother.” Lilly gave her a soft smile, hoping to soften the rejection, although she could see the edge of hurt and anger in her mother’s expression.

“You’re ghosting about this place like a restless spirit,” her mother accused, propping her hands on her hips and facing her with a frown. “Really, Lilly, perhaps you should see that psychiatrist the doctor recommded.”

Lilly rolled her eyes at the suggestion.

“I don’t need a psychiatrist, Mother,” she assured her. “I’m fine, just tired.”

Angelica crossed her arms over the tan and cream print blouse she wore and tapped her sandaled foot as she stared back at her daughter. The light, honey-brown above-the-knee-length skirt was a perfect complement to her mother’s legs just as the cream-colored pumps were.

“You wouldn’t be so tired if you slept at night rather than sneaking out at all hours,” she retorted. “Really, Lilly, you can use the front door, you know. You are over twenty-one and hadn’t had a curfew for several years before you disappeared. I doubt I’d try to enforce one now.”

“How do you know I’ve been slipping out of my room at night, Mother?” she asked.

Lilly had a very well-developed intuition and she knew she hadn’t felt prying eyes watching her. She had been aware of the investigator her uncle used to spy on her. He normally watched her balcony window. As though that were the only place she could sneak from the house.

“Does it matter how I know?” Angelica advanced further into the foyer. “I’m simply curious to know why you feel you must. What are you doing, Lilly, that you feel you have to hide it?”

“Perhaps I’ve just needed to get out,” Lilly said. “I don’t sleep well.”

“And the doctor gave you something for that.” Angelica frowned in concern. “You’re out with that Caine person, aren’t you? Do you think I hadn’t noticed he hasn’t been slipping into your bedroom lately?”

That Caine person, as though he didn’t matter enough to actually have a first name.

“Does it really matter what I’m doing?” Lilly finally sighed. “As you said, Mother, I’m a big girl now, I don’t have curfews and I know how to make my own friends.”

“I used to think you knew how,” Angelica said sadly. “I’m not so certain anymore, Lilly. I don’t think I even know who you are anymore.”

That makes two of us, Lilly thought.

“I don’t want to argue with you, Mother.”

“I do have a suggestion, dear,” her mother said. “Dr. Ridgemore has suggested that perhaps you need to rest more. You know he has a fine facility in southern France. It’s the perfect place to relax. You’d be well taken care of.”

Lilly stared back at her in incredulity. “Ridgemore’s facility is a joke,” she burst out. “Surely you’re not serious, Mother!”

Angelica’s face tightened. “You’re not acting well, Lilly, and your uncle and I are extremely worried. Even Jared agrees that might be the best choice. And Ridgemore is not a joke. It’s a very well-respected medical facility.”

Her mother wanted to have her committed? Did she really think that Lilly would allow her to do such a thing?

But her mother was serious, and Lilly knew it. Angelica had decided several times when Lilly was younger that she might need therapy or counseling. Both of which meant that Lilly wasn’t doing as Angelica wanted and might need to be convinced by a harrowing stay in Ridgemore’s clinic.

Lilly had heard rumors of the clinic, and she had seen the few friends she’d had who had been sent there. They returned much too quiet, too restrained. They no longer trusted their friends, and made choices on what their parents considered acceptable rather than what they themselves wanted.

“You’ve obviously been through a very trying time, dear.” Angelica touched her arm gently, her blue eyes darkening with remorse and sadness. “Whatever happened during the six years you were away was traumatic enough that you chose to block it out of your mind. I only want to help you to become better. Jared thinks—”

“Jared thinks, my ass,” she snapped. “What’s his problem? Is he scared he’s going to have to share the Harrington inheritance or something?”

“My God, Lilly, listen to your language!” Her mother gasped. “You sound like a street tramp rather than a lady.”

Lilly pushed her fingers through her hair and fought for a way to tamp down her frustration. She had no doubt her mother was looking into having her committed. It was popular among the upper classes to force children into asylums for drug or alcohol addictions, even for something so minor as consorting with people the parents considered too common. Defiance was often diagnosed as a mental problem that needed advanced psychiatric help. Such treatment did nothing more than create greater problems than before.


“Mother, there’s nothing wrong with me, mentally,” she said as she stared at her mother in disbelief. “I’m perfectly fine, I promise you.”

She tried to pass her mother, to put as much distance between the two of them as possible right now.

“Lilly, we need to discuss this.” Her mother’s fingers tightened on her arm. “This is a serious issue, and one that must be addressed.”

“And does Uncle Desmond agree with you?” Lilly snatched her arm back. “Tell me, Mother, how long do I have before Ridgemore’s ‘friendly’ assistants arrive to drag me to his asylum?”

“How common you sound,” Angelica said. “You are not the child I raised, Lilly. You need help and you know it. As always, you have Desmond wrapped around your little finger, just as you had your father. Neither of them dared to disagree with you then, and Desmond wouldn’t risk it now.”

As far as Lilly was concerned, Desmond was anything but “wrapped.” As normal, her mother did love to exaggerate.

Lilly shook her head in disbelief. She couldn’t comprehend this. Her mother had been strict when she felt it was necessary, and Lilly knew Angelica had often agreed with her friends when they sent their own children away. But Lilly had never believed, never even imagined, her mother would seriously consider such a thing for her own children. She had threatened in the past, often. She and Lilly’s father had argued over it. But a part of Lilly had never thought she would actually do it.

“You made a mistake warning me, Mother,” Lilly assured her. “Trust me, there’s not a chance in hell I’m going to allow you to have me committed.”

“No one allows it, dear,” Angelica promised her. “You may think you can make such disastrous decisions on your own, but you are a member of royalty, which means you can be forced to adhere to our rules.”

And she was right. Angelica could very well force her daughter into an asylum, unless her uncle Desmond blocked the move. As head of the family, Angelica couldn’t force Lilly into anything without his help.

She had to fight the tremors threatening to rush through her body now, the fear that her mother would do something so horrible tearing through her. This was the part of her mother that her father had always shielded her from.

Lilly shook her head, disbelief still warring with fury as she stared at the mother she had always loved.

“Father would have never let you do something like this,” she whispered painfully. “And you would have never truly considered it when he was alive.”

“Oh, really, Lilly,” her mother spat. “Surely you remember the arguments your father and I had? The screaming matches? They were all about you. He treated you more like his lover than his daughter.”

Lilly recoiled in shock and disbelief. That hadn’t been true! Her father had loved her. He had taught her to protect herself. He had trained her to protect the Crown. He had trusted her. But there had been nothing indecent in her father’s love for her.

“You’re crazy!” Lilly stared at her mother in horror. “You’re the one who needs to be committed, Mother, not me. You’ve lost your mind if you think you can make such an accusation or that I will allow anyone to lock me up. I’d kill them first.”

“You should see yourself,” her mother sneered. “You’re at the edge of violence and unable to control yourself in the least. I’ll be damned if I let you destroy yourself or the Harrington name further.”

“That’s enough, Angelica.” Lilly swung around to face her uncle as he glared at her mother, the battle of wills heating the foyer with tension.

“You know it’s the truth as well as I, Desmond,” Angelica snapped. “Harold spoiled her atrociously. She believes she can do whatever she chooses now and embarrass her family. She’s not some common little whore ripping around the countryside. She’s related to the Queen, for God’s sake.”

“I’m sure the Queen really doesn’t give a damn what I’m doing at this moment or any other,” Lilly snapped back. “I do know I’ve had enough of this conversation.”

Turning from her uncle and her mother, Lilly headed for the winding staircase.

“Dr. Ridgemore will be here tomorrow to speak with you.” Her mother’s words had her freezing in her tracks. “Please try to look presentable, if you don’t mind.”

Lilly turned and looked at her uncle. “Are you going to allow this, Uncle Desmond?”

His expression was filled with disbelief as he stared at Angelica. “Hell no, I won’t allow it.” He glared back at his wife.

“You think you’re the only one who has the right to make a decision here.” Angelica’s head lifted arrogantly. “Jared can overrule you, Desmond, as you are not her legal father, and I promise you, he will.”


Jared. Her brother. Oh God, the brother she had known and loved all those years ago would have never allowed her mother to do something so heinous.

“We’ll see about that,” Desmond said. “I’ll call Ridgemore myself, Angelica. You don’t have the power to stand against me on this.”

Angelica was nearly shaking with rage as Lilly quickly moved up the stairs. Her voice lifted furiously.

“You think I have no power? Do you believe I will spend my life arguing with you over that child’s destructive tendencies? I’ll be damned if I will. She will learn to behave like a lady once and for all. Nothing else will be acceptable.”

Lilly knew she had to get out of here.

She hurried to her bedroom and the large walk-in closet. There, she jerked the hidden backpack from inside one of the heavy pieces of luggage she had stored it in and threw it to the side. Pulling a change of clothes from the racks, she quickly dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and hiking boots. She threw a light leather jacket over the backpack, slung the strap over her shoulder, then went quickly to the balcony.

Within seconds she was over the railing and hurrying toward the garage. But rather than enter the cavernous parking area, she moved past it, sprinted into the heavy foliage surrounding the stone wall, and within minutes was jumping lithely to the sidewalk beyond.

She had no idea what the hell was going on, but one thing was certain—she had seen too many of her former friends become casualties to their parents’ determination to force them into a certain mold. They had married men they hated because of the threat of disinheritance or worse. They had turned away jobs, turned away friends.

Nowadays such enforced confinement was supposed to be illegal. Yet it wasn’t. Lawyers and doctors conspired with parents. They drugged, rehabilitated, and mercilessly berated young women, and sometimes men, until they did as they were ordered. Until they became robots no longer searching for happiness but seeking only to stay out of that brutal, medicated environment.

Fear sent a chill of horror racing up her spine at the thought. She had to get away. She had no vehicle, and it would take forever for a cab to arrive.

Before she knew what she was doing she dialed a number. She stared at the phone, listening to it ring. Who the fuck was she calling?

“Where are you?” The young feminine voice was cautious.

Lilly gave her the location quickly.

“Get out of sight. I have a tracking beacon on your cell phone, leave it active. Someone will be there soon. Disconnect now.”

The line went dead.

Lilly flipped the phone closed before ducking behind a stone fence, using the hedge that bordered a vacant property for cover. And she waited.

She glanced at the phone and the number she had dialed. She had no idea who it was, but she recognized the voice on the other end. It was familiar. It was someone she could trust. She hoped.

God, where was Travis?

She tried his cell phone number again. His house number. Voice mail was the only option she was given.


“Travis. Help me,” she whispered into the phone.

She had no idea who was coming for her or how much they could be trusted. All she knew was that at this point, she would prefer to fight her way free of terrorists than to go against her mother and Dr. Ridgemore.

Cynthia Danure, the stepdaughter of one of her mother’s friends, had told Lilly years ago exactly how she herself had ended up under Dr. Ridgemore’s care. How her mother had assured her he was just there to talk to her. He had come with several assistants and a medical van. Cynthia had been taken away sedated and hadn’t returned for six months. By then, the young man she had been in love with had been framed for stealing and incarcerated in a prison for two years.

The young man had been bright, with big dreams and a will to see them through, but he’d been unfortunate enough to be stubborn. He’d gone looking for Cynthia, certain his lover wouldn’t simply run away.

Lilly wouldn’t be caught in that trap. She had no idea how firmly Desmond would stand up to her mother, or whether her mother was right when she said that Desmond couldn’t stop her. She knew she was being betrayed by her mother and her brother. Whatever they were after, whatever they had in mind for her, it was definitely something she couldn’t survive. Something she wouldn’t allow.

The phone rang. The display showed the number she had dialed nearly twenty minutes before.

“There’s a white Ford Taurus pulling around, Lilly,” the voice on the other end informed her. “Get in the car.”

She waited until the Taurus eased in closer, then stepped from behind the bushes and ran for the passenger door. The car didn’t stop. The door flew open, though, and Lilly jumped inside, slamming the door closed as the vehicle accelerated.

“Well, it’s bloody damned time you remembered us, bitch.” The bright smile, dark brown eyes, and easy affection on the other woman’s face at least gave her a measure of hope that she hadn’t stepped from the frying pan into the fire.

Lilly sighed heavily. “I’m going to assume I know you. And I’ll assume I’ve not just fried my ass by calling. But could you please at least give me your name?”

The other woman’s wide, almond-shaped eyes became wider, gleaming with concern as she shot Lilly a quick look.

“Raisa McTavish,” she introduced herself. “Code name Raven. We’ve been waiting for your call. I assumed all your memories had returned when you contacted Shea.”

Lilly shook her head before checking behind them quickly.

“We’re not being followed,” Raisa assured her. “Besides, Nissa is behind us a fair ways to ensure no one even tries. So, what made you desperate enough to remember the number if you haven’t remembered us yet?”

Lilly pressed her fingers to her forehead and fought the pain building there. “I have no clue. I haven’t been able to contact Travis and things were getting a bit insane in the Harrington household.”

Raisa gave a light laugh. “Your mother is such a witch. I never understood how a person as compassionate as you actually came from the same genes.”


“Perhaps Father diluted them.” The pain was beginning to build. Lilly had never seen her mother as an evil person until now.

“Well, your father was definitely a hunk,” Raisa purred. “For his age, he was damned fine-looking. It was a shame he died. You once said he taught you most of what you knew.”

“He was a good man.” He would have never betrayed his children. Never would he have suggested for a second that Lilly be committed for opposing him, or for seeing Travis. He would have raged, given her the cold shoulder, perhaps disowned her. But something so cruel as to have her placed in an asylum? He would never have done such a thing.

“So what’s the wicked witch of the Thames up to?” Raisa continued good-naturedly. “I imagine she’s screaming bloody raging murder over your association with Travis.”

Lilly shook her head as she swallowed against the pain building in her head. “She’s not raging. She’s trying to have me committed instead.”

Silence filled the car. Several more turns were made before Raisa blew out a hard breath. “Do you remember your cousin Elizabeth? She was committed just after your death.”

Lilly lifted her head and stared back at the other girl, horrified. “Elizabeth was a child.”

“Fourteen when your aunt and Angelica went against her father to have her committed for claiming her brother’s wife had tried to touch her. She was in Ridgemore’s establishment for over a month before you managed to find a way to get in to check on her but you couldn’t get her out. They had her for two years before she was released. She hasn’t been the same since, you told me once. You secretly checked on her often.”

Her cousin Beth? Little Elizabeth, who had been such a gentle, sweet child. A vague disassociated memory eased through her mind then. Little Beth, medicated, staring at Lilly vacantly. How she had wished she could have helped her.

Lilly swallowed back the bile rising in her throat. She shouldn’t be so shocked, she thought. Perhaps a part of her had always known how her mother was. That was why she had been so close to her father. He had protected her against her mother’s rages when she was much younger.

Lilly wanted to wipe the image of Beth out of her mind, but it refused to leave. She had slipped into the clinic and tried to speak to her cousin. She remembered that. She had sat with the girl, whispered her name, and Beth had stared unseeingly at the wall.

When Lilly had turned her face to stare into her pretty brown eyes, a single tear had run down Beth’s cheek.

She had been placed in the clinic because the bitch her brother had married had tried to molest her, and Lilly remembered that she hadn’t doubted it was the truth.

Lilly had known the woman Beth’s brother had married. She had been a perverted little tramp who hid behind polite smiles and innocent protests. She had done as her parents wished to their faces, and behind their backs had lived a life that would have given her father a stroke and her mother a nervous breakdown.


Lilly reached up and rubbed at her head. The headache was growing progressively worse, each new memory, no matter how slight, sending shards of pain ripping through her head.

“Where’s Travis?” she finally forced herself to ask. “I’ve been calling his cell for days.”

“Travis is OTC,” Raisa stated as they pulled into a winding gravel road. “He was called out the other day. He contacted us when he left and we’ve been on watch since. We didn’t expect you to call, though.”

“On watch?” Lilly asked, shaking her head. “Why you? What about the team he’s with?” And she knew there was a team.

Raisa frowned at her. “Do you remember anything?”

She shook her head. “Bits and pieces.”

“Damn. That sucks,” Raisa murmured sympathetically. “That’s okay, darling. You’re back with your sisters now. We’re here to help. And ‘on watch’ means we were watching the house at night, keeping our eyes open for any bad guys that might be coming your way and following up leads on who blew up those lovely cycles Shea souped up for you. She’s rather upset over that. Said she was castrating the bastard who did it the moment she knew who it was. Travis’s team has been watching out for you as well, but Travis knew we wanted to be a part of this.”

A face flashed in her mind. Long blond hair, dark blue eyes, a sad face, a melancholy air. Someone who had been horribly hurt. She had cried once in the dark. She had whispered someone’s name over and over again. Shea. Shea Tamallen.

Lilly shook her head, grimacing at the increased ache in her head. It was becoming agonizing. The pain in her temples was beginning to radiate through the rest of her head.

“Here we are. Home sweet home.” The Taurus pulled up in front of a charming two-story farmhouse. Rosebushes grew along the side of the wraparound porch while tall oaks and pines sheltered the house on three sides.

“Nice,” she whispered, forcing the words past her numb lips.

“Let’s get inside, see what’s up with your mother.” Raisa opened the door and jumped out. “Come on, we have something for that headache too. I know it has to be a bitch—your face is nearly white.”

Lilly stepped slowly from the car.

She knew where she was. She remembered the house. She had been here before. She had hidden here before. It was a safe house, but for what?

“Come on, Night Hawk, let’s get you all better.” Raisa steadied her by gripping her elbow and leading her to the house.

God, she needed Travis. She needed to know what the hell was going on and she needed a sense of balance. She could trust him. She might want to trust the overly cheerful, willful woman leading her to the steps, but she had no idea if she could.

She knew Travis would protect her. Right now, she didn’t have a chance in hell of protecting herself.

The front door opened and two other women stepped out. They all ranged between the ages of twenty-six to perhaps twenty-eight. They stared at her with eyes that were too knowing, too filled with secrets and shadows.


They were her sisters. Not by blood, but by war. And they had a pact.

 

Travis stepped off the plane to see the black SUV that pulled up on the darkened tarmac. As the vehicle came to a stop, Jordan stepped out of the driver’s side and watched silently as he moved across the distance to the vehicle.

“We have a problem.” Travis threw his pack into the back of the vehicle and turned to face Jordan.

“What kind of a problem?” His stomach was clenched, a sense of foreboding raging through him as he stared back at his commander.

“Lilly’s disappeared. She left the estate twelve hours ago and hasn’t been seen since. Her family is searching for her, but no authorities have been called in as of yet. Santos and Rhiannon are screaming at Command to pull in unit four to find her, and Command is refusing to answer the summons.”

Travis froze. “What do you mean, missing?”

“She walked out of the house and disappeared. The last time she was seen she was arguing with her mother over you. Wild Card was in house at the time and reports Angelica has made arrangements to have Lilly committed to an asylum in the south of France because of her refusal to stop seeing you.”

“Fucking bloody bitch!” Travis quickly circled the vehicle and jumped in on the passenger side as Jordan put it into gear. “Any leads?”

“All we know is that her family hasn’t found her,” Jordan reported. “Things went from bad to worse real fucking fast, Travis. We’ve contacted Senator Stanton but he’s refusing to give us any information on any damned thing. Command is silent. The only response Santos and Rhiannon have had is to take care of their own house-cleaning. And I’ll be damned if I like the sound of that.”

“Have you heard from Elite Two?”

Travis needed his cell phone. The sat phone had been damaged just after arriving in England. Lilly would have called.

“MIA,” Jordan responded. “They can’t be found.”

“That’s not unusual.” Travis stared straight ahead, forcing himself to be patient until he could retrieve the cell phone. Lilly would have left a message. He knew she would.

“Give me a break here, Travis,” Jordan grunted. “I’m not Santos. I know how close this unit is to those girls. You know where they are, and I bet you anything they know where Lilly is. Thing is, if she doesn’t contact myself or her commanders soon, if she doesn’t make the right moves, then her mother will have the power to get her committed, just as she wants to do. She’s already making arrangements to have the case heard in England. And we both know how that goes.”

“She’ll make contact,” Travis informed him. “I need a cycle and a communications helmet as well as my cell phone. Keep Santos and Rhiannon in the dark until I find out what the hell happened. I don’t want to spook Lilly or the girls.”

Travis shook his head. “The girls are watching her, Jordan. If they had her they would have contacted.”

Jordan shot him a surprised look. “You’re certain?”

“I’m positive.”


There was a chance she had made it to the safe house she owned. He would look there after contacting the girls and learning what they might know. He was praying they were with her.

“Wild Card didn’t follow her when she left?” he asked.

“No one knew she was gone until it was too late.” Jordan shook his head. “We have a serious situation here, Travis. An Elite Op on the run, her memories compromised, her ability to protect herself hindered.” His voice became angrier. “And didn’t I warn those fucking fools this would happen? The minute Lilly stepped out of line, her mother was ready to ship her ass to Ridgemore. Exactly where we can’t risk her being.”

The drugs and advanced shock therapy Ridgemore would use could possibly destroy Lilly. The psychiatric drugs Ridgemore was known for could be disastrous.

It was a problem Jordan had indeed warned Elite Command of. Angelica Harrington’s circle of friends knew only one way to deal with children determined to lead their own lives. That was by enforcing their wishes through restraint and drugs.

It was no damned wonder those same kids were becoming drug addicts, and many of them were eventually taking their own lives.

“I’ll find her.” He would find her, or there would be hell to pay.









CHAPTER 16



“TRAVIS GATHERED most of the information over the past few months.” Raisa spread the hard-copy files and maps out on the long kitchen table two days after Lilly had arrived.

Lilly had spent most of her time at the farmhouse sleeping. The headaches were bad; the shots Shea had given her had barely touched them. It had taken the medic more than twenty-four hours to find a combination of medications that would help and to acquire them.

She was finally headache-free, though, and able to figure out exactly what was happening to her, and to her life.

“Here’s what he’s been working on.” Raisa drew her attention back to the table. “This is the warehouse where you were shot six months ago.” She pointed to the top of a warehouse across from another unmarked warehouse. “You were parked here.” She pointed to the Land Rover parked between the two warehouses. “The shot was fired perfectly, but you turned at the last second. That’s all on video but we can’t access the video file from here yet.”

“We’re still uncertain why you were targeted or by who.” Nissa Farren, the communications whiz kid of the group, turned from her equipment to look at the rest of them. “Travis has been running down leads the past few days—that’s why he’s not here. We didn’t expect your mother to try to have you committed. But never fear, Black Jack will take care of everything.”

Black Jack. His code name. She was Night Hawk. She was part of a group of women trained to provide backup and distraction on missions conducted by the male counterparts of an elite covert operations group. The name of which the other women still refused to give her.

“It seems Black Jack can take care of everything,” she murmured.

“Travis and the others are our big brothers,” Shea Tamallan said, her smile somber as she looked at Lilly. “They’ve always watched over us, along with Santos.”

“And Rhiannon?” she asked. “What about her?”

Nissa shrugged. “Rhiannon is harder to figure out. I’ve been working with her for a few months longer than you were with us. None of us have ever figured her out. She’s very compassionate, but she’s also very by-the-book. It makes it harder to work with her.”

“She would have never approved our deployment,” Shea stated. “She and Santos argue often over us, and the missions we’re given. They didn’t want you returned to your family, but Elite Command needed you for this mission.”

“How nice,” she murmured. “But Santos has always watched over us, right?”


“It’s hard to explain without telling you more than we should,” Raisa stated soberly. “We have to be careful, Lilly. And you especially have to be careful. If there’s the least suspicion that you know as much as you do, then Elite Command will have no choice but to order your death. They can’t afford the risk to the other agents.”

There was a lot of information she still didn’t have, but she had acquired much information in recent days. She knew she had been specifically trained to work with a certain group of agents. A group Travis was a part of. The call-girl cover had been created to keep them above suspicion as agents, and the troublemaking personas were intended to allow them to move freely as needed and to lend them an air of danger that made it logical for them to be in the company of the agents they were trained to provide backup for.

“What information do we have, if any, on the latest attempt?” Lilly asked.

“We have the explosives cap and the fluid,” Raisa said. “Both of which were used in the bomb makeup and have been used before. Surprisingly enough, your father was tracking the maker of that bomb before he died. It’s the same bomb tied to an explosion at one of his offices four months before his death.”

Lilly nodded. “I remember that. It happened around four in the morning, so no one was hurt, thank God, but we never did find out who was behind it. We couldn’t even figure out why they would have wanted to do it.” She shook her head. “it’s just an office building. There was nothing to be gained from blowing it up.” A frown creased her brow. “So whoever blew up Father’s office in London used the same bomb to try and blow me up here in Maryland?”

Shea shrugged. “We’re hoping that Travis’s trip to England will shed some light on all of this,” she told her. “We need to wrap this up, hopefully—in Santos and Rhiannon’s opinion—before you remember anything about the six missing years. They truly wanted you to have the chance to return to the family you missed so desperately once they were ordered to allow it, Lilly. We all wanted that for you.”

Because they had all lost so much as well. Family, friends, careers, and lives, as they continued to fight for a world that didn’t give a damn about them.

Lilly turned away from the table and paced over to the window. “When does Travis return?”

“We believe he flew in before dawn this morning. He’ll be debriefed on his mission, which normally takes close to twelve hours, then Jordan should release him. He’ll come looking for you.”

“Does he know where I am?”

Shea nodded. “I left a message on his cell phone. I asked him to call with an update, which isn’t unusual in itself.”

She gripped the phone in the pocket of the light hoodie she wore. The girls had made her turn it off, telling her that she could be tracked if it was active. It was how they had found her. She knew they were telling the truth, but…

But if Travis did call her, she wouldn’t know it. Wouldn’t be able to hear his voice.

She raked her fingers through her hair and turned to the window again. Waiting. Watching.


Travis hadn’t called Shea yet. Why hadn’t he called?

“You know, it’s so odd to see you without those Glocks you wear on your thighs.” Nissa gave a light laugh as Lilly ran her hand to her thigh. “Would you like to have them?”

Lilly turned to her. “You have them?”

Her smile was wide, bright. “We have some of your things here. We brought them just in case you needed them.”

Nissa rose from her chair and motioned Lilly to the back of the house. The bedroom she went into was the one she shared with Shea. The two half-beds were placed on opposite sides of the wall. One side of the room was neat as a pin. The other side, as though an invisible line ran through it, was a complete shambles.

Of course Nissa moved to the messy side of the room.

“Here you go.” She pulled a large bag from the nearby closet and tossed it to the unmade bed. “Two changes of clothes, your guns and knives, and plenty of ammo. There’s also an unregistered sat phone, but please don’t call Travis yet. There’s also cash, credit cards, a few disguise aids, and some fake IDs. Everything a girl needs to survive in the deep dark underground.”

Everything she needed to survive, but not to live.

“You were ordered to contact Santos and Rhiannon if I called, weren’t you?” Lilly sat down on the bed, pushing the mussed blankets behind her as she began to go through the bag.

“Of course.” Nissa shrugged. “At least that’s what their commanders told them to do. Santos’s exact words were, ‘We were told to order you to do this’.” She laughed. “We rarely pay any attention to orders from Command.”


“And if Santos had given the order himself?” She looked up at the other woman.

Nissa shrugged again. “We would have ignored it. Lilly, we only have each other to depend on. One of these days you might be covering my ass again with that rifle of yours. I don’t want you pissed off with me if that day comes.”

“Where’s my rifle?” She remembered it now. The lethal sniper rifle that she had used to cover the asses of the agents she worked with. There was another in her storage shed, but it wasn’t her favorite.

“That I don’t know.” Nissa shook her head. “Santos retrieved it from the Land Rover when you were shot. I haven’t seen it since.”

But…There was another safe house, she thought as yet another piece of memory broke free. And that safe house was fully stocked.

“Company’s coming. Move!” Shea yelled from the kitchen.

Lilly moved. She didn’t stop to question anyone or ask for directions. She grabbed the holster and pouch of clips before racing to the next room and the window that looked out on the driveway.

She had time to buckle the belt and strap the holsters to her thighs. She checked the Glocks quickly, shoved the clips in and stood ready.

“No one called and warned us of a visit.” Shea raced into the bedroom and slapped a comm device in Lilly’s hand. “If we’re attacked, get out, hit the woods, and head for Friendly’s Tavern. Know where it is?”

Lilly nodded. “I know.”

“Someone will be there.”


Shea raced from the room as Lilly slid the device in her ear.

“Comm check,” she murmured.

“Comm check,” each woman answered in reply before Nissa reported. “We have a van moving in, dark panels, dark tint. Looks like we have a masked driver. Be prepared to jump and run. We don’t fight this out unless we have no other choice.”

Lilly pulled the Glocks from their holsters.

Her jaw tightened as the van moved slowly into view. She watched, silent, eyes narrowed as it came to a stop behind the Taurus.

A second later, all hell broke loose. The back doors flew open as four dark figures raced from the back, two from the doors, and all began firing.

The Taurus exploded.

The house shook, windows imploded, and shards of glass rained around Lilly as she tore through the bedroom for the back door, joined by the other four women.

“Stay to the trees!” Shea ordered her as they moved out the back door at the same moment the front door burst open in a rain of fire. “Run!”

As Lilly and the other women raced for the tree line only feet away, Lilly saw the shadows moving there. Dark, masked, though diffrent from the others. Her guns cleared her belt as she ran, keeping the trees between them. Suddenly those dark figures rushed past them.

“Take cover!”

Travis.

Lilly stared, shocked, into his furious eyes as he paused to bark at her. “Stay back with the others! Cover our asses and make sure no one gets hurt.”


He shoved a rifle at her.

It wasn’t her custom-made rifle, but it was close enough.

Lilly holstered the Glocks, grabbed the rifle then ran up the rise to a tree that would give her the best possible view. As though she’d been born to climb, she shimmied up it as Nissa followed her.

“Spot,” she ordered the other woman.

“I’m an excellent spotter,” Nissa answered as they moved into position. “You have ammo for that bad boy too in your bag.” Nissa nodded to the bag Lilly had slung over her shoulders.

Lilly took aim.

“Our boys have the narrow gray stripes on their shoulders,” Nissa hissed. “Don’t hit one of them. We enjoy the hot, lurid fantasies we have about them. Even though most of them are married now.”

Lilly gave a quick smile, then braced the rifle on a limb of the tree and took aim.

“They have a sniper at three o’clock. Looks like a spotter searching for you, sweetie.” Nissa pointed out the slightest disruption among the branches at the three o’clock angle.

Lilly aimed, checked the wind, calculated her distance and fired.

The first body fell. With the second shot his spotter followed suit.

As she narrowed her eyes and surveyed the trees for an additional threat, the whiz of a bullet slamming into the tree next to her head had Lilly freezing.

She calculated the direction, checked the distance, and waited.


“Where is he, Nissa?” she growled. “Sometime before he takes our heads off.”

“To the right of the first, third tree, halfway up at the seven o’clock limb. He’s going to be hard to hit with this wind, though.”

“See his spotter?”

“Haven’t seen him. Caught a leaf trembling at nine o’clock, though, if you want to take a chance.”

“I’m feeling lucky.”

She found the position, watched the leaves, and took the shot.

The body fell, but she didn’t track it—she watched the seven o’clock limb, waited, caught a gleam of black, and took the next shot. Another body fell as she quickly swung the rifle to the battle raging in the front yard. Somehow snipers had been in place before the attack. Someone had sent ten men to take out four women. They should have sent more.

She had taken out the snipers while the team below made quick work of the assailants that had rushed the house.

Below, the four shadows with their little narrow gray stripes were kicking some serious ass. Within minutes there were only two left, lying flat on the ground, hands raised in surrender as the dead bodies were being gathered.

Lilly watched as the team worked with perfect precision while the four women covered their backs. This was one of the reasons they existed, what they had been trained for.

She and Nissa watched for snipers, while the two women on the ground kept the perimeter clear and watched for any breaks or surprises.

“We have a clear.” Raisa’s voice came over the link. “I repeat, we have a clear. Two live ones on the ground. Stay in place and I’ll bring you your masks.”

Lilly and Nissa waited until they saw Raisa below them. Jumping to the ground, they took the dark masks, pulled them over their heads, and tucked their hair beneath.

“Stay clear of the live ones,” Raisa told them. “Black Jack and Live Wire want a clear field with no distractions.” She looked amused. “Live Wire seems to think you might be a distraction for Black Jack. Now, what would give him that impression?”

Lilly shook her head, her lips thinning. “They weren’t here to take out Live Wire, they were here to kill me. I think I have the right to know why.”

Moving quickly to the front of the house, the rifle cradled in her arms, Lilly strode straight to where the two men were restrained and laid out in the grass.

The four men standing over them moved aside as she came closer. Staring into the dark, furious gazes, she handed her rifle to Travis, reached down and, with a quick jerk, revealed their faces.

She wished she hadn’t.

She stared into faces she knew. Into the eyes of men who had been hired by her father. Men she had known before her “death.”

“Do we need to interrogate them?”

Her head jerked to Live Wire. Jordan Malone.

She gave a quick nod. She didn’t remember the rules, but she knew not to speak, not now, not here. They knew her, knew her voice, knew their target. She wasn’t taking chances.

Jordan jerked his head to Travis. “Get out of here.”

She backed up, still staring into the malevolent gaze of the bodyguard she knew as Ritchie. He wasn’t one of her mother’s most trusted, but he was still a part of the Harrington staff and had been for years.

The other, Samuel, was also well known. He’d been hired by her father and well trusted. He’d flirted with her several times. Laughed with her mother, played poker with her uncle.

“Ritchie James and Samuel Mayes,” she murmured to Travis. “Bodyguards working for my mother and uncle. I need to see the others.”

Travis nodded, his body language showing his fury as he led her to the others and quickly stripped off their masks.

She stared at them icily.

“We have files on them,” Travis said quietly. “Enemies, Lilly. All four of these men were with a private mercenary group we went against in Berlin three years ago.”

“I know them.” She heard the complete emotionlessness of her voice, felt it inside her. “But not from Berlin. In the past six months I’ve seen them either speaking to Desmond, Isaac, or one of the other bodyguards. This was an orchestrated hit. I was set up.”

“We don’t have reports on them,” he stated quietly. “We’ve been watching the family. We’ve not seen them or we would have put a better circle of security around you.”


She shook her head. “It would have been easy for them to get past you. One at a time, coming in quietly. They met inside the house here or in England. I saw this one.” She kicked the balding blond in the shoulder. “This one was at the hospital several times when Desmond’s bodguard Isaac came in.”

Travis lifted his hand and motioned one of the others over.

“Burn the bodies,” he ordered them. “We need to interrogate the other two, but get a team in to clean this mess up. Let’s keep this quiet. I’m sure Lilly doesn’t want to deal with her mother’s concern over a hit when she returns to the house.”

Lilly turned to him in shock. “Are you crazy? Do you know what she’s planning? I’m not going back to the house. She’s having me committed, Travis, and Harrington bodyguards just tried to kill me.”

A hard, cold smile formed on his lips. “Does she know what I have planned, sweetheart?” he asked her. “Trust me, neither she nor Ridgemore will dare to defy me once I show up with you. And this time, trust me, I won’t be leaving until this is settled, baby, and you’re safe.”

Her lips curled mockingly. “Strange you say that.” She stared at him now, so damned happy to see him that she could barely stand it. So furious that she hadn’t been able to find him, that he hadn’t been there when she needed him. “You didn’t tell me you were leaving.”

His eyes narrowed on her. “I left security.”

“I didn’t need your damned security,” she hissed as she moved closer, staring up at him, her body shaking she was so damned mad at him. “I needed to know you would be gone. I needed to know to watch my own ass while you weren’t here.”

“You should know that anyway.” He reached out, grabbed her arms and jerked her closer. “I left security, Lilly. I would have never left you unguarded.”

“Then where the hell were they?” Her finger stabbed into his chest. “What am I supposed to do, damn you? Kill the whole fucking family while I’m waiting on your damned security? Or just hope for the best as the guys in white suits drag me off?”

“No one would have gotten you out of that damned house. I had men in place. If you had given them time, they would have gotten you out and gotten you to safety.”

“Well, excuse me for not twiddling my thumbs while I wait on you to take care of poor little ole me.” She tried for American Southern, it came out rather mangled. She blamed it on her anger. She was certain she had pulled it off before.

“Don’t push me right now,” he snarled back at her. “Do you have any idea the hell I’ve gone through while trying to find you? Do you have any idea how close I was to not getting here in time?”

“Do you have any idea how close I was to blowing them all to hell and back?” she snapped back. “I might not remember jack shit but don’t think I don’t know what I’m doing. And don’t think I will ever tolerate you disappearing like that again without one word of warning. Not while you’re sleeping in my fucking bed.”

“Wow. He’s sleeping in your bed. Do I get details now or later?” Raisa laughed behind her.

Lilly ignored Raisa. She glared at Travis. “Find a place to talk. Fast. We have things to clear up, love, and we’ll do it rather quickly. Or you’ll wish you’d never seen me, met me, or touched me. I promise you that.”

She turned on her heel and stalked away from him. It was all she could do to keep her hands away from her guns.

That way, she didn’t shoot him just for being a man. For leaving. For not letting her know. For making her fear he would never return.









CHAPTER 17



IN A PERFECT WORLD, she would have known there was security in love. There was a mother’s dedication, compassion, and devotion as she had once believed. There was a family’s loyalty. In a perfect world, there was the knowledge that tomorrow would bring another day to add to the vault of memories and love.

Where had her perfect world gone?

Lilly sat on the bed in the darkened bedroom of another safe house, this one a large apartment in the heart of Hagerstown only a few blocks from the bar she had often met Travis in.

She stared into the dark but it was memories she saw. Her father’s laughter, his gentle voice, and his loyalty. She saw their walks, remembered their talks. She saw her mother, always distant from them, always appearing amused, yet accepting of the bond they had had.

She’d been wrong.

Jared had often stood with Angelica, quiet, intense. Her brother had always been very intense, very studious, but she’d believed he was being protective.


Where had her family gone?

Looking down, she could barely make out the dim outline of her fingers as they picked at each other. A nervous habit she’d had all her life. Her mother had often lectured her over it. Lilly had seen those lectures as loving, as a mother’s concern. But she remembered now the times that her mother had commented that perhaps it spoke of a deeper problem. That perhaps Lilly would feel better if she spoke to a doctor about her problem.

Lilly stared at her fingers. Perhaps it hadn’t been her problem that had needed to be addressed.

She remembered, although she hadn’t wanted to remember before, the horrible fights her parents had once had. Not that she had known what the fights were about at the time. All she remembered were the sounds of the raging arguments that had come from their suite.

They had argued over her often.

How many times had her mother tried to have her confined during those years that Lilly had believed she was safe and secure with her mother’s love, with her brother’s loyalty? That it was all simply threats.

She nibbled at her lower lip as she felt the pain gather in her soul before bleeding through her spirit. Where was that perfect world she had believed existed?

This was why she had chosen a far different life when she’d had the chance. But still, how desperately she had missed her family.

She had forgotten the monsters that existed in that perfect world.

“Lilly.” A soft knock at the door heralded Travis’s arrival.

She wiped the tears quickly from her face as the door cracked open, allowing a slender ray of light to pierce the darkness.

“You have a very bad habit of disappearing when I don’t want you to, Travis,” she told him quietly as the door closed behind him, enclosing them once again in the darkness.

“Can I turn the light on?” he asked.

“I’d much prefer you don’t.”

She watched as he paused, his dark shape shifting slightly before he moved to the bed as though he needed no light to see by.

“Whoever is trying to kill me is someone associated with, or within, my family. Isn’t that right?”

He eased down on the side of the bed. “That’s what we suspect.”

She nodded slowly. “How would they have found me after the first attempt to kill me? A new face, new hair, new eye color, plastic surgery.” She rubbed her fingertips together. “No fingerprints. How did they find me?”

“We don’t know.” He sighed. “That’s one of the things I’ve been trying to find out. So far though, all signs point to the Harrington camp.”

She gave another slow nod. “The first attempt was during the party. Father was in a meeting when I came to the office. I remember that much. He’d been investigating the embezzlement from several companies Harringtons owned or had shares in. The money was going into an account proven to fund terrorism. I had been helping him for months, but those final months, he pushed me out of it. We argued over that.”

“He was trying to protect you?” he asked.

“I think perhaps he was,” she said as she looked down at her hands to realize she was picking at her fingers once again. “Do you think it was Uncle Desmond?”

Her father and uncle had been very close, but she remembered that Desmond hadn’t known that her father worked for MI5, and he had cautioned Lilly against letting anyone in the family know that she was as well.

Even her mother hadn’t known what Lilly was doing.

“Let’s say he’s at the top of the list,” Travis answered. “We’re focusing on him.”

Lilly felt her heart clench at the thought. “Father trusted him. He loved him.”

“The ones we trust the most are often the ones who will betray us first,” he said, gently. “Whoever it is, Lilly, whatever their motive, they meant to see you dead. Today made the fourth attempt on your life, and this one was professionally contracted.”

“How did they find us?” She frowned in confusion, still trying to figure that one out. “My cell was turned off. I didn’t contact anyone. How did they find me?”

“You could have been followed,” he answered softly. “Several of the assailants were in your uncle’s employ. Any one of them could have followed you to the safe house, then returned. It could have taken time to call the others together, to plan a reasonably successful assault. Two days isn’t much time to plan the assassination of four women. One of whom was known to be able to take care of her herself quite well.”

“You could have planned and executed that one within hours,” she pointed out.

“But I’m better than they are.” He chuckled.

Lilly allowed a small smile to touch her lips, but she couldn’t bring herself to laugh.


“They’re my family,” she whispered. “My mother and brother, my uncle. They’re all I’ve ever known for love and security. What the hell happened, Travis?”

He breathed out heavily. “As long as you were the child you were supposed to be, then you were well loved,” he told her. “Perhaps it’s that society, that generation, or just that small clique. I’m more inclined to say it’s a very small clique that believes in committing a child for daring to have free will. Most parents suffer the minor embarrassments and disappointments as a part of life.”

She let her head fall back against the wall behind her and stared up at the dark ceiling.

“Mother never showed me this side of herself. Not to this extent.”

“Or your father never let you see it?” Travis suggested. “He tried to protect you.”

“Maybe.” She moved to swing her legs off the bed but he stretched his arm across her thighs and held her in place.

She was suddenly very conscious of the thin robe and her nudity beneath it. The shower she’d had earlier had done nothing to still the nervous tension racing through her.

She’d wanted to run. She wanted to fight. She wanted to find a place to expend the fury inside her before she was forced to return to the house her uncle had rented for the summer.

“Travis, now isn’t a good time.” She still hadn’t managed to forgive him for his absence.

He chuckled lightly. “Bullshit, Lilly. You have all that energy dying to burst free and I’ll be damned if I didn’t miss you like hell.”


“Oh yeah, you missed me so much,” she mocked him. “All those phone calls, checking up on me, phone sex at one in the morning. It was so much fun.”

She pushed against his shoulder, but not really with enough force to dislodge him. When it came to Travis, saying no wasn’t an easy thing to do.

“There was phone sex? Was it good?” Dark, roughened by arousal, his voice whispered across her senses like a velvety caress.

“It would have been if it had been more than simply in my dreams,” she bit out, clearly remembering the anger and fear that had torn through her when she realized she was only days away from being committed.

“I wouldn’t have allowed you to be taken from me like that, Lilly,” he said gently, as though he knew exactly what she thought, what she felt.

“You couldn’t have stopped it. You weren’t here, remember?” she pointed out angrily.

“Lilly, I didn’t leave you unprotected.”

“I protected myself.” She pushed at his shoulder harder this time. “Let me go, Travis. This discussion is becoming boring.”

“Then get unbored.” His voice was harder, though no less sexy. “I didn’t betray you, Lilly, nor did I let you down.”

“You weren’t there,” she snapped furiously. “You didn’t even tell me you were leaving, Travis.”

“Dammit, Lilly, it was a quick trip out. I should have been back before the next night. My sat phone was damaged or I would have gotten your message and returned faster.”

“So what is this relationship then? Or is it not even a relationship? Friends with benefits? Fuck buddies? What, Travis? Tell me the rules now so I at least know what to expect the next time you decide to disappear for however long.”

“You want to know what the hell this relationship is?” He came over her, looming above her like a dark shadow of sensual wrath.

“It would be nice.” Her voice was weak and breathy. She sounded like a damned sex kitten or something. Hell, she was starting to feel like one.

“This relationship is completely monogamous,” he growled as his hand smoothed down her shoulder, her arm, gripped her hip. “And I’m a possessive bastard, Lilly. Did I ever mention that?”

She shook her head. No, he hadn’t mentioned that at all. Perhaps he should have; she would have melted far sooner.

“So that would make this relationship fairly exclusive, wouldn’t you say?” He jerked the hem of her robe to her thighs. “That makes you mine, baby. No friends with benefits. No fuck buddies. Simply fucking mine.”

“Call next time,” she snapped.

“Fine.” His other hand gripped her neck, held her still and kissed her with enough force, enough hunger, to curl her toes.

It was like this with him. Like a fire blazing through the darkest night, stilling the rage and the pain and replacing it with hunger and a sense of emotional security. There was no true safety, not in their lives, not in their line of work, but there was this.

Deep, desperate kisses filled with hunger and heat branded her lips and her senses as pleasure began to wash over her in heavy, heated waves. Travis jerked her to him and Lilly found herself being lowered to the bed as he came over her, his hands tearing at the belt of the robe, at his own clothes. Through drugging tastes of her lips, his head tilting, his tongue thrusting against hers, he managed to divest himself of his clothes and to tear aside the edges of her robe.

She was all but naked now. The dark surrounded them, white-hot hunger and needy groans mixed with his own male growls of arousal. It was like having those ragged edges of her soul slowly repair themselves.

She wasn’t alone any longer. Travis was here. He was touching her, holding her. There was nothing, no one, that could harm her as long as she held his heart.

Heavily muscled shoulders flexed beneath her touch as his hands cupped her breasts, sending surging pulses of sensation rippling through her nipples when his thumbs stroked over them.

Lilly could feel the invasive pleasure throbbing through her pussy, swelling her clit. Her juices gathered on the intimate folds as her nipples swelled, ached, and lifted to his touch.

“I missed you, my Lilly,” he groaned as his lips moved to her neck. “I dreamed of your touch. Of tasting you, having you.”

His lips moved lower, his tongue stroking over a tight nipple as brutally hot fingers of sensation struck at her womb, her clit. Arching against his thigh, Lilly felt the desperate hunger unraveling inside her. This moment in time was hers alone. She didn’t have to share it. No one could invade it. There was no danger here, there was only this. His lips covering her nipple to suck it inside his mouth as his tongue flicked over it.

He drew on the tight bud, suckling it deeply, almost roughly, as she arched to the incredible sensation. From one nipple to the other he moved. The excruciatingly sensitive tip rioted with such extreme pleasure that she couldn’t hold back the whimpering little cry that tore from her lips.

It was incredible. Her head thrashed against the pillow as he licked the hard nubbin, swirled his tongue around it, then sucked it inside his mouth again and fed on the arousal rising inside her.

Lilly’s hips arched as Travis’s thigh wedged between hers and pressed firmly against the mound of her pussy. Her clit swelled tighter, throbbed with pleasure. Her juices spilled from her clenching vagina, her body desperate for his possession, preparing it for the intensity of touch that she needed.

She wanted more than gentle touches, and that was what she was getting. She wanted more than easy kisses and slow caresses. And he would give it to her.

“Sweet Lilly,” he growled as he pulled back, reaching out with one hand to the bedside table and flipping on the low light there.

The soft glow washed over his naked, bronzed flesh. Muscles rippled beneath the skin, perspiration dotted his brow, his shoulders.

Easing back, he stared down her body.

“Touch your breasts,” he ordered, his eyes focused on the swollen mounds as he lifted her hands to them. “Show me, baby, what you like, what you want. Make me crazy.”


Make him crazy? Oh, if this was what he wanted, then she had a lot of experience in touching herself.

She cupped her breasts, her fingers clenching on the mounds teasingly. With her index fingers she raked her nipples, gasping at the pleasure of having him watch.

“Oh yeah,” he breathed out roughly, his eyes narrowing on her now. “Is that how you like it, baby? Slow and easy?”

A teasing smile curled her lips. With thumb and forefinger she pinched at the distended nipples, her breath catching at the thought of Travis touching her so firmly, with his fingers, his teeth.

She bit her lower lip to hold back another moan as she tugged at the tender tips, her shoulders shifting against the bed as pleasure tore through her.

“Ahh, so that’s how you like it, love,” he whispered. “Shall I do that for you, while perhaps you show me other things you might like?”

He moved, sliding behind her as he lifted her before him. Lilly gasped as she found her head resting on his thigh, the heavy width of his cock at her cheek as it rose proud and flush along his stomach.

“There, love.” His hand stroked her breast, cupped it, petted it. “Show me what else you like while I play with your pretty nipples.”

Lilly could feel the perspiration gathering along her neck, her breasts. Fighting to breathe, Lilly felt his thumb and forefinger surround her nipple as he placed one of her hands on her midriff.

“Show me, Lilly,” he growled. “Show me what you want, sweetheart.”


What she wanted? She wanted his touch. She wanted his fingers stroking her, touching her, possessing her.

She stared up at him as his fingers worked her nipple, rolling it, plumping it, and sending electrical flames of sensation tearing to her womb.

Her fingers slid lower, ruffling the border of curls just below her abdomen. She could feel the folds of her pussy swelling, her clit pounding, as her fingers feathered against it.

“Beautiful,” he breathed out roughly. “Part those pretty folds, Lilly. Let me see your little clit. Let me see how you pleasure yourself.”

Lowering her other hand, she parted the plump folds of her pussy as she used the other to circle the tight bud of her clit. Pleasure was racing through her, excitement sizzling through her nerve endings, as she touched herself with her fingers, while Travis tormented her nipples with exquisite pleasure.

As she looked up at him, her gaze locked with his, and she watched his eyes narrow, darken, as her fingers circled her clit. The pleasure was incredible. It was like nothing she had ever known when she’d touched herself before. It was brutally intense, whipping through her system and sending her nerve endings rioting with exquisite pleasure.

Her fingers stroked through her folds, dipping into the slick dew, returning to run around her clit as his fingers sent waves of pleasure surging through her nipples to her pussy, clenching the intimate folds with brutal need.

Her hips writhed beneath her own touch as her head turned, her lips parting, her tongue licking along the shaft of his cock as it rose before her.

She needed the taste of him. The touch of him. She needed him.

She moved her fingers faster as a hard groan tore from his chest. Her head lifted, her tongue touching the head of his cock, licking over it, tasting it.

She felt as though she were dying of excitement. It was racing through her bloodstream, pounding in her heart. She couldn’t survive this. She was going to die from the intensity of the sensations, but she would die happy. She would die knowing no pleasure could ever be so great.

As her fingers dipped inside her pussy a gasp of tormented pleasure passed her lips. Her lips parted, surrounded the engorged head of Travis’s cock, and sucked him inside her mouth. She milked the hard, throbbing flesh, sucking it deep, laving it with her tongue.

Driving her fingers deep inside the hot depths of her own flesh, she angled herself higher against his chest, kept the hard crest in her mouth and slowly came to her knees. Her thighs tightened on her own hand for long seconds before slowly withdrawing them.

Lifting her head, she felt his hands tighten for a second in her hair before he allowed her to straighten. Licking her lips, Lilly lifted her fingers, still wet from her juices, and painted the heavy dew across his lips as they parted and he sucked two of her fingers inside.

The feel of his lips suckling her fingers had her pussy rippling in impending orgasm. She had never been so close to coming without actually being penetrated.

“I needed you,” she whispered as she straddled his thighs, staring into his eyes as he released her fingers, his hands moving to clench the mounds of her ass.

“God. Never again. Swear.” His expression twisted into lines of tormented pleasure as she gripped the shaft of his cock and rubbed it against the tortured knot of her clit.

“So good,” she moaned, her hips shifting, her pussy clenching.

“Fucking good,” he groaned. “Fuck me, Lilly. Stop teasing the hell out of me.”

She smiled back at him, shifting the engorged crest until it was poised at the entrance of her pussy.

Ecstasy began to pound inside her then. Moving her hips, shifting, pressing down, as she felt the wide, heavy length of his erection stretching her wide.

Pleasure-pain enveloped her, sending sizzling, heated currents of rapture racing across nerve endings so sensitive, she whimpered with the building exaltation. She couldn’t stay still. Her hips jerked against the hold he had on her ass, her need to race to completion beating inside her.

“Easy, baby,” he groaned, his fingers bunching in her ass, pulling the rounded flesh apart, sending additional sensations assaulting her nerve endings.

Sensations she had never expected to enjoy. The feel of his fingers dipping into the extreme wetness flowing from her pussy, around his cock. The feel of those fingers smoothing the slickness back, rubbing against that once forbidden, untouched area.

It was untouched no longer, because she didn’t have the willpower to stop him. Hell no, she wasn’t stopping him. She was pressing down, making the touch firmer, more invasive.


Her eyes flared open as his fingertip penetrated that hidden entrance. Heavy-eyed, intense, he watched her with increasing hunger as his finger continued to slip slowly inside as she pressed down, taking his cock deeper, his finger deeper.

The dual penetration was exquisite. Her fingers clenched on his shoulders as she rode him slow and easy, taking all of his cock, all of his finger, and milking them as she felt the pleasure burning over her nerve endings.

“God, you’re beautiful.” His voice was whiskey rough, dark and hungry. “So fucking sweet and hot, Lilly.”

Sweat eased down his temple, drawing her gaze as she felt his finger ease from her rear, gather more of her juices and penetrate once again.

“Travis. What are you doing to me?” Shudders of pleasure were tearing through her as she felt her muscles ease, relax, and welcome a second finger.

“Travis.” His name was a plea, a cry of such incredible pleasure she didn’t know if she could bear it.

His hand eased on her hip. Rather than holding her back, he let her free. She couldn’t hold still. She couldn’t stop the need to ride him hard and fast, to feel the fiery burn, the desperate sensuous rise of ecstasy.

Lilly felt her head tip back on her shoulders as it began to build, to tighten through her. She tightened her hold on him, her nails digging in, desperate mewls rising from her throat as electric intensity, white-hot fingers of sensation, began to radiate outward from both penetrations. His cock filled her, stretched her. His fingers fucked inside her rear, sending flames shooting along previously untouched nerve endings, triggering a flame that built, that rose, that overtook her in an explosion so sudden, so blinding, she screamed his name.

He was thrusting hard and deep beneath her, one arm wrapped around her, holding her close as his fingers drove deep, his cock drove deeper, and he groaned her name and stiffened beneath her.

Fiery bursts of release erupted inside her. She felt it, throbbing, pulsing, filling her as her pussy clenched around him. Her head fell to his shoulder as she felt herself crying, shuddering, hard tremors raking through her body as the pleasure tore through her over and over again.

She couldn’t contain it. She couldn’t fight it. She had lost any measure of restraint when it came to Travis long ago. So long ago. When he was bound to another woman, when she was barely a woman, on a dance floor surrounded by others, she had given him her heart.

He had always held her, and she had never realized it. He had filled her fantasies as Lord Dermont. Then he had filled her deepest desires as Travis Caine.

And now, now he filled every dream, every emotion she had thought she would never be filled. The lover she had never believed would be in her life.

Breathing heavily, she collapsed against him, shudders still racing through her body as the aftershocks of pleasure continued to pulse through her. The wildly exciting penetrations of her body left her exhausted, left her mindless. She could do nothing but hold on to him now, to pray that for this moment, he would continue to shelter her, that he had the strength to hold her as she fought to catch her breath.

As she felt his fingers ease slowly from her a small moan escaped her lips. The pleasure was still brutal. The feel of his fingers retreating caressed those nerve endings, so sensitized she could barely catch her breath from the added caress.

“Easy, baby.” He sounded sated, relaxed, as his hand smoothed down her back. “Give me a second here and I’ll carry you to the shower.”

She had to laugh at that. A low, weak sound, but one filled with a deep satiation. “You’ll drop me.”

“Right now,” he agreed, his lips smoothing over her shoulder. “No breath right now.”

He gave a deep sigh, one that assured her that he had been just as satisfied, just as fulfilled as she was.

“That’s okay.” She snuggled closer. “I like being right here.”

“I like you being right here.” His lips pressed against hers gently. “Right here in my arms, Lilly. It’s where you belong.”

And it was exactly where she wanted to be.

 

It was still dark and Lilly lay pressed against his chest when Travis’s cell phone rang. Travis picked up his phone and looked at the display. He frowned when he saw “Harrington” on the screen.

He sat up in bed, careful not to disturb Lilly. She turned over with a soft murmur. “Hello.”

“Caine,” Desmond said. His voice sounded grim. “We have things to discuss. You, me and Lilly. If I make sure Angelica is not here will you both meet me at the house around noon? I really think you both need to hear what I have to say.”

Travis was silent for only a moment. Then he looked down at Lilly and said, “We’ll be there.”









CHAPTER 18



THE LIMO PULLED into the stately, oak-tree-lined drive that led to the house her family had taken for the summer. After pulling to a stop, Nik got out from the driver’s seat, came around the car, opened the rear door, and stood aside as Travis stepped out.

His eyes narrowed as the door opened, and rather than the houseman at the entrance, he instead saw Isaac, Desmond’s personal, chief bodyguard.

The dark silk suit he wore almost hid the bulge of the weapon he wore beneath his arm, but not quite. He was a formidable figure, if one wasn’t confident in their ability to stand against him.

Travis was rather confident.

Isaac’s dark brown eyes flicked to where Lilly stood beside him, resplendent in a soft, light blue camisole and matching skirt. Strappy flat sandals covered her feet. Her shoulder-length brown hair was pulled back into a casual ponytail and she even carried a small clutch purse rather than a rifle.

She looked every inch the perfect little lady.

Travis held his arm out to her, and almost grinned at the arrogant little tilt of her head as she laid her hand on his arm.

“Lady Lillian. Mr. Caine,” he greeted them as they moved up the steps. “Lord Harrington is awaiting you.”


“I’m certain he is,” Travis responded. “And Lady Harrington? She’s gone?”

“Lady Harrington is in D.C. shopping, I believe,” Isaac informed them as he stepped aside. “Lord Harrington may have neglected to pass along the information that her daughter had been found and was returning.”

“Her daughter was never lost,” Lilly informed him coolly as they stepped into the foyer and waited for Nik to step in before Isaac closed the door behind them.

“So I see.” He inclined his head in approval. “Follow me, Lord Harrington is waiting in his study.”

Travis placed his hand on Lilly’s lower back as they followed the bodyguard. It was hard to believe Isaac McCauley was involved in anything nefarious. He had been with the Secret Service, served a short stint with the CIA, and had then gone private. His reputation was sterling and above reproach.

Isaac paused at the study doors, gave a brief knock, then opened them and stood back as they entered.

Desmond Harrington stood in front of the cold fireplace, his leather-shod foot propped on the hearth as he leaned an elbow casually against the mantel. He’d shed the suit jacket he usually wore. The sleeves of his white, fine cotton shirt were rolled to his elbows and the dark blue silk slacks were still perfectly creased.

At first glance he was the epitome of professionalism, until Travis looked closely at his face. He looked like an exhausted thug. The red hair closely cropped, the lines on his face. Desmond Harrington was a hard man, and it showed in every line and wrinkle of his face.

In his free hand he held a short glass of what appeared to be whiskey. Watching them, he remained silent as he lifted the glass and sipped from it before nodding to Isaac.

“Can I offer anyone a drink?” Isaac asked as Travis, Lilly, and Nik came to a stop in the middle of the room, facing Desmond.

“I’ll have my regular, Isaac,” Lilly answered, her voice smooth and sweet and so ladylike it was hard to believe she could wield a sniper’s rifle as easily as she held that glass of Crown and Coke.

“I’ll take the whiskey straight,” Travis answered as he pressed his hand into Lilly’s back, urging her to the love seat despite the fact that they hadn’t been invited to sit.

Nik stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against the wall beside the door and watched everyone with narrowed eyes.

Silence filled the room as Isaac poured the drinks, then moved across the room to hand Travis and Lilly theirs.

“Isaac, would you mind stepping outside now?” Desmond asked.

“I do, Lord Harrington,” Isaac answered firmly. “You know that’s not a very good idea at the moment.”

Desmond sniffed disdainfully as he turned his head, threw back the rest of his drink, and grimaced tightly. “There are days, Lilly, when I wonder what the hell made me think I could handle the legacy your father left behind.”

He slapped the glass to the mantel, raked his fingers over his head, and blew out a hard breath before glaring back at her.

He looked tired, she thought. Tired and filled with regret and grief.


His gaze focused on Travis Caine for long, intense minutes.

“It’s damned hard to trust you,” he said, sighing.

“I’m a man of my word, Lord Harrington,” Travis reminded him. “You know that as well as anyone.”

Lilly looked at him in surprise. He sounded as though her uncle actually knew him.

Desmond shook his head as he turned to her. “Six years ago I contacted Mr. Caine to negotiate an agreement between Harrington Translation and Dictation and a much larger company intent on taking it over. Your father was buried in an internal investigation at the time and I agreed to handle the attempted merger. I contacted your Mr. Caine to aid in that.”

“A legal negotiation?” she murmured as she turned to Travis.

He grinned, sliding a look at her from the corner of his eye. “I do stay within the law occasionally, my dear.”

Desmond grunted at the comment. “We would have lost the company if it hadn’t been for him. With your father’s death, and what we believed was your death, the family was in chaos for months.”

“It appears to me that the family is still in chaos,” she stated sadly.

Her uncle shook his head before lowering it for long moments. Finally, he heaved another sigh before moving to a nearby high-backed leather chair and taking a seat.

“Mr. Caine contacted me with the information that you had been found,” he stated as he leaned back. “He told me then that he had known of your existence for years and had remained quiet. With your injuries, though, he was afraid you wouldn’t make it, and he wanted your family close if that were true.”

Lilly remained silent. That didn’t sound like the truth to her; it didn’t feel like the truth, though she had no doubt it was what he had told her family.

“Why are we here, Lord Harrington?” Travis finally asked. “You sent Lilly’s mother away and were rather intent on this meeting. I will assume there’s a reason for it.”

“Of course there is.” Desmond glared back at him irritably before turning back to Lilly. “Returning may not have been a good idea, child. Perhaps when Mr. Caine called I should have simply gone to the hospital alone and advised you to continue hiding.”

“Why would you do that?” she asked, wondering herself why her intuition hadn’t warned her to stay away.

“Because this family is more fucked up than any dysfunctional American family that you’ll find,” he stated roughly. “Jared rather surprised me, though. I didn’t expect him to disown you.”

“Perhaps he doesn’t like losing the additional inheritance,” Travis suggested.

Desmond shook his head. “Lilly’s money is in trust. Nothing could be done with it until you turned twenty-six—if you were still alive, that is. And upon Lilly’s death it wouldn’t go to Jared anyway. It would go to a charity chosen in Lilly’s name. Your brother’s trust was set up the same way.”

Yet another surprise.

“When was that decided?” Lilly asked. “Father told me nothing of this.”

“And he wouldn’t have until you were old enough to begin drawing from the fund,” he answered her. “Unfortunately, you ‘died’ before you reached the age that you could touch your inheritance.”

“What is the point of this, Uncle Desmond?” she asked.

“Someone tried to kill you six years ago, and then three times in the past six months. It’s hard to believe it isn’t personal, isn’t it, Lilly? And now you know there’s less reason to suspect your brother. So tell me I haven’t risen on your list of suspects.”

Lilly looked to Travis, then back to her uncle. “I don’t know who to suspect,” she finally stated, wondering what the hell was going on here.

“You were helping your father on that investigation,” Desmond said then. “You were working with him and MI5 before you disappeared.”

Now, she was shocked. Her father had made her swear to never reveal anything about the investigation. She stared back at Desmond silently, trying to figure out what he knew, and what he simply thought he knew.

“She has an excellent poker face.” Desmond nodded toward her. “She always did have.”

“What do you want, Harrington?” Travis sat forward now.

“I want my brother’s killer. And I want the person trying to kill my niece stopped,” he said, his voice soft. “I want the slow, steady embezzling of Harrington funds to stop, and I want my life back.”

“And I’m to facilitate this, how?” Travis asked.

“Better yet, why should you be drawn in?” Lilly rose to her feet, tipped her drink to her lips, and finished it in one hard swallow before moving slowly to the bar.

She needed a moment to think, to figure out what the hell was going on here.

“You argued with Mother when I left?” she asked as she moved past Isaac to pour herself another drink.

Desmond chuckled. “Oh yes, my dear. Your mother and I argued quite loudly and for well through the next day. When Ridgemore showed up, we argued quite a bit more. You know how it works. She screams until she gets what she wants, and if she doesn’t get what she wants, then she makes your life hell. Correct?”

Lilly poured herself another drink before turning back to him and leaning against the bar. “Mother never screamed at me. Not when Father was alive, anyway.”

His expression softened, turned gentle. “No, she didn’t scream at you. Because whenever she did, she had to face not just your father, but also your uncle. We did our best to shelter you. Sadly, it seems it was in vain.”

He was gazing at her as though he held some affection for her. The way he watched her when she was a child. He had spoiled her just as her father had.

“Your father and I had hoped that by combining forces we could compel your mother to allow you to have your dreams,” he said quietly. “You wanted to join MI5. You wanted to be adventurous. She wanted you to marry well, have children, and become a replica of herself. To her, that was her measure of success. Unfortunately, it seems to be how she and her friends measure their success. By how well they can turn their daughters into younger versions of themselves. She had your husband picked out, the sex of your children and their names. She had already decided where you would live, close to her of course, and who your friends would be. It would be her way, or no way at all.”


“You make her sound crazed. I mean, more than usual.” She needed another drink just to hold back the anger that she was only now seeing this. And not because he was telling her it was the truth, because she had witnessed it herself.

“Not crazed, simply arrogant, and certain of her own power.” He shook his head. “She’s royalty, remember?”

It was coming together so slowly, too slowly. Lilly felt the heavy weight of agonizing knowledge as it began to settle into her heart, to slice at her soul. She wanted to scream in denial, but she couldn’t. She had to hold it back, she had to focus on the truth rather than the fantasy world she had lived in as a child.

Desmond wiped a hand over his face as Lilly kept a careful eye on him, as well as Isaac.

“I was helping your father.” He stared at the whiskey in his glass for long moments before gazing back at her. “God, he loved her.” He leaned his head back against the chair and stared at the ceiling. “He loved you better, though, and she knew it.”

Lilly’s lips trembled for a brief second before she controlled it. Instead, she met Travis’s gaze, saw the compassion in it, the regret.

“How did she manage it?”

Once again Desmond shook his head. “I don’t know. Harold had figured it out. He told me that night, but he didn’t tell me it was Angelica. He was going to fill me in the next morning. The next thing I knew, you were both supposedly dead. I only figured out it was Angelica about six months ago and have been trying to pin her down with hard proof ever since.”


Lilly swallowed tightly as Travis moved from the loveseat to stand beside her, to lend her his support, his warmth.

“How did she find me? I changed everything about myself.”

“Everything but certain mannerisms,” Desmond pointed out. “You attended a party in Bangladesh a few years ago for the ruling family’s oldest son. We were there, along with Jared.”

Lilly flinched at the pain that struck her temple, as well as the memory. She remembered it. Clearly. She had been forced to leave the party early when Jared had kept hitting on her. He’d danced with her, flirted with her. Her own brother. It had been more than she could bear.

“Your mother commented several times that Lilly Belle was so similar to her Victoria.” He gave a harsh laugh. “Hell, I didn’t even catch on.”

“The pictures found in Desmond’s files were taken by Samuel,” Travis revealed. “Your mother had him following you.” He turned back to Desmond. “I’m guessing you stumbled across the pictures in Angelica’s files and made copies.”

Lilly watched as Desmond pinched the bridge of his nose and fought back the dampness in his eyes.

“I hired Isaac for his reputation and his ability to keep his employers alive,” he finally stated harshly. “We’ve been trying to catch her embezzling the money. We’ve tried to find a way, especially since your return, to get the proof we needed.”

“She’s smart, and she has the money to hire others to do her dirty work,” Travis said coldly. “She sent a hit out on Lilly yesterday. They found the safe house she was staying at. Ten men arrived to kill her and the three young women she had taken refuge with.”

“My God.” Desmond sat forward, swallowed tightly, then looked to Isaac. “I may need another drink.”

Isaac turned to the bar just as the large glass window of the room shattered.

Travis pushed Lilly to the floor as Isaac was thrown against the bar by the bullet that slammed into his body and jerked him around. Another tore into his shoulder and he landed on the floor unconscious or dead, she wasn’t certain which.

The doors to the library flew inward and four assailants rushed the room, automatic rifles drawn and leveled on them as Lilly stared up in horror.

Her gaze went around the room quickly. She couldn’t see Nik. Where had he gone? Had he been in on this? Had he betrayed the Ops?

She had to swallow against the bile in her throat as pain pierced her head. Memories were swarming her now, racing into her brain with a speed she couldn’t fight.

She was an operative. A highly secret operative, one whose very existence depended on the agency that had saved her. An agency whose survival depended on their ability to never be revealed.

“Well, Desmond, it looks as though you’re as stupid as your brother.” Angelica walked into the fray.

Resplendent in cream silk, she wore slacks, a matching top, and heels, which, combined with her light hair, gave Angelica the angelic appearance her name implied.

She appeared innocent, unthreatening, untouchable.


She stopped in the middle of the room and stared down at Lilly. Her head tilted to the side, and for a moment, regret flashed in her gaze.

Desmond sat down slowly in his chair, his hands resting casually on the arms as he leaned his head back and obviously fought with the realization that they may have failed.

“You always were a nosy little bitch.” Angelica sighed as she glanced at Isaac’s fallen body before turning back to Lilly. “You should have returned as my daughter rather than some little whore determined to destroy what I’ve built over the years. Really, Lilly? A call girl?” She shook her head. “I truly hope the money you made whoring was worth the loss of your life now.”

Lilly eased up until she was sitting on the floor, partially shielded by Travis’s larger body. “Anything would have been worth escaping you,” she told her mother quietly. “I only wish I had remembered why I decided to remain dead to begin with. Tell me, what did happen the night you killed father?”

Angelica just glared at Lilly for what felt like hours, then sighed. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter now if you know since this will be over soon.”

Lilly swallowed in relief, hoping that she had just bought them all a little more time.

“The night of the party, your father had been acting very strange. Actually, he had been acting strangely for several days before that. He had been very distracted and he claimed that he had been tied up in work, but I had a feeling that it went deeper than that. I knew he had been looking into the embezzlement of funds from our and other families’ accounts, and up until that point I hadn’t been the least bit concerned that he would trace anything back to me. Nothing could be traced back to me, after all. When Jared began working for Dunnolly & Dunnolly, I had gotten access to his password during a lovely family visit, and that’s how I got the passcodes to the accounts of some of the other families. My accountant got the rest. He made it look like the accounts had been hacked from the outside, and after that, the money was difficult to trace, and even if they did trace it, none of the accounts were linked to me in any way. If any suspicions were to fall, it would probably fall on Jared. I suspect MI5 had him in their sights for quite some time. And besides, who in the world would suspect Angelica Harrington of pulling off such a crime? Really, it was the perfect setup.”

“And you were just computer savvy enough to make it work with just a little help,” Lilly said, her eyes narrowed. “I always was impressed with the skill you’ve managed your own wealth.”

Angelica pursed her lips in annoyance. “Your father managed to trace one of the offshore accounts back to my accountant—the idiot.” She looked scornful. “Once he matched that up to the fact the other families who were targeted were all represented by Dunnolly & Dunnolly, it eventually led him to suspect me. I had noticed that he was missing from the party that night and I went looking for him. He was in his study, on the phone. He sounded agitated, so I listened, trying to find out what he was talking about. Apparently he was on the phone with his MI5 contact and he told him or her that he knew who was behind the embezzlement and that he wanted to come in with the information. I couldn’t let that happen.

“While he was finishing up his call, I slipped into my office next door, got the gun I kept in the safe there, and went in to confront him.” She laughed. “Actually, I should say that he confronted me. He asked me if I had overheard his conversation and I told him that I had. He asked me to turn myself in, which I found hilarious. Really, why would I want to do something like that?”

“So you killed him,” Lilly said, her tone tight with fury.

“Yes,” Angelica said, coldly. “That would have wrapped things up nicely. The party was still in full swing and the study was far away enough that no one heard a thing. I was just about to call one of the associates here and tell them to dispose of the body when you came knocking. I hid behind the door, and when you came in, I knocked you unconscious.”

“And your so-called associates put Lilly and her father in the car and sent it over the cliff,” Travis said. “You were hoping that the explosion from the car crash would disguise the fact that your husband had been shot.”

“So clever,” Angelica said mockingly. “Yes, that’s what I was hoping. And I was sure that I could move the process along quickly enough that no one would look at his body too closely. Who wouldn’t try to accommodate the grieving Lady Harrington who had just lost her husband and daughter in such a tragic accident?” She looked at Lilly. “Well, almost lost. I had been convinced that your body had been washed out to sea.” Angelica shook her head. “Well, we’ll see if we can’t make your death a fact this time around.”


Lilly laughed. “Oh, and how will you manage it this time? That bullet to the brain wasn’t exactly fun, Mother.”

“You’re such a disrespectful little bitch,” her mother sneered. “Do you think I’m not aware that you spied on us? Sitting in the trees watching the family from afar? You would have never stayed away. Eventually, you would have returned. And we couldn’t have that. The trust fund your uncle watches so closely is too important. The charity.” She smiled slowly. “Well, it needs your money far more than you do.”

The charity. Lilly felt her heart speed up further, a sense of realization flooding her senses.

“The charity is a terrorist fund,” she whispered, her hands beginning to shake as the weapon tucked at the small of her back began to burn against her flesh with her need to use it.

“Of course.” Her mother smiled. “Those quarterly donations of the interest ensures that I have a steady supply of men to do what needs to be done. The world is in horrible shape, darling. It needs some discipline.”

Discipline. The world needed discipline.

“Lilly Belle has such enemies as well.” Angelica clucked. “Such a shame. They broke in while I was shopping and killed you, your lover, and your uncle and his bodyguard.” She looked at Isaac’s still form. “Handsome man. It’s a shame he had to be so damned ethical.”

A movement at the front of the room, behind the men surrounding Angelica, caught Lilly’s attention. Nik. He was slowly easing along the edge of a heavy armoire to assess the situation.

“Poor Mother.” Lilly sighed. “You can’t get your way, so you kill. But do you truly believe we’re the only ones who know this?”

Angelica laughed. “You have no proof, darling. What you do have, however, is the ability to irritate me and to take the money I promised my friends.” She glanced to one of the hard-eyed men beside her. “Truly, there’s nothing you can do. It’s over, darling. You’ll die for good, you’ll be mourned, and I can grieve the death of yet another husband who died trying to save you from the people you managed to tie yourself to. Whores such as yourself do manage to create bad situations. It’s a proven fact.”

“You watch too much television.” Lilly followed Travis as he eased to his feet. “It’s not going to be that easy.”

Angelica stepped closer, her expression hardening. Her hand lifted and she slapped Lilly across the face. Lilly didn’t even try to avoid it. She took the blow. When her mother was dead or in prison, then Lilly wanted no doubts in her own mind as to the choices she had to make.

Nik was now in position. Desmond was slowly sliding his hand into the side of his chair. Lilly prayed he was moving for a weapon. She realized that Isaac was conscious, as she saw his good hand slide beneath his body.

This was the only chance they were going to have.

“Your weapon, Mr. Caine,” Angelica demanded as she turned to Travis. “Your reputation is far too good. I think I’d prefer you not keep it.”

Travis’s hand slid beneath his jacket, slowly.

Desmond’s hand gripped something at his side.

Lilly, using Travis’s body for cover, slid her hand to her back.

It happened quickly. Too quickly.


Nik stepped out. Travis drew his weapon, Isaac rolled to his back, and Lilly dropped to her knees.

She fired at her mother. Tears filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks as the bullet slammed into Angelica’s shoulder. It wasn’t a kill shot, but as everyone acted at once, two more bullets took her from Desmond’s and Isaac’s guns.

Nik and Travis made quick work of the others. Lilly stared into her mother’s eyes, watched as realization surged through the other woman.

Angelica dropped to her knees, blood soaking the cream color of her top, dripping to her slacks, as she held Lilly’s gaze. Held it. Hatred flooding it, twisting her expression.

“Fucking whore,” Angelica wheezed as she slowly melted to the floor, her eyes losing that brilliant glitter, dimming, and slowly becoming lifeless.

Her mother.

Lilly crawled to her, lifted her head in her lap, and slowly brushed the hair back from her face as the gunfire eased and the smell of death began to invade the room.

There were other men there now. Elite Ops One. Black masks covered their faces, but Lilly knew who they were. She didn’t bother to look up. She watched her fingers touching her mother’s brow, her hairline. She looked composed and peaceful in death.

She looked innocent. She looked like the mother Lilly remembered.

“Good-bye, Mother,” she whispered as the tears continued to fall. “I loved you.”

She had lost everything. Everyone.


“Lilly.” Travis was behind her, easing down, his hands settling on her shoulders as she realized she was sobbing. “It’s over, baby.”

She shook her head.

“It’s okay, Lilly.” He sat beside her and eased her into his arms. “I have you, baby. It’s over.”

“I love you, Travis,” she whispered as she laid her head on his shoulder. “I love you.”

“I love you.” He laid his cheek against the top of her head.

“You’ll have to leave me now,” she whispered. “I know that.”

“Shhh,” he shushed her gently as he whispered. “Keep the memories inside, sweetheart. You don’t remember anything. Keep it that way.” He turned her face to him. “Keep it that way, and I’ll hold you forever.”

Forever? Could she truly have a forever now?

With Travis?

She felt the smile that touched her lips, felt the pain and loss as it eased from her heart.

“I’ll have you forever?”

“Forever,” he swore.

She turned her head to him, her lips touching his as she whispered. “Then I don’t remember a damned thing, Black Jack.”

He smiled against her kiss. “That’s the way, Night Hawk. Now, let me hold you forever.”

His arms surrounded her. There, amid her past, all the death, and the things she thought she had lost, Lilly found love.

A love she could hold on to forever.









EPILOGUE



IT WAS OVER.

Lilly stood aside, Travis’s arms wrapped around her, as agents of Homeland Security arrived at the house and began taking over the situation.

Senator Stanton was there, as was Jared Malone. The Homeland Security agent assigned to the case didn’t question Travis’s presence too deeply, though he questioned Lilly extensively.

But it was over. Her mother was dead and the threat that had followed Lilly since the night her father had died was gone.

“Lilly, come sit down,” Travis urged her as the agents continued to question Desmond. “Let me get you a drink.”

She nodded shakily. She felt as though she were in shock, though it wasn’t exactly shock. Or perhaps it was. She couldn’t make sense of the grief tearing through her.

She had lost everything. Her entire family.


“Here, baby.” Travis pressed a glass in her hand. “It’s your favorite.”

Her favorite. Whisky. She had never been a champagne girl. Another disappointment to her mother, she remembered.

She wiped at the tear that escaped and wanted to huddle into herself and wail like a child. She had no family.

“Let me in there.”

Lilly’s head jerked around at the sound of her brother’s voice.

“Damn you, I bloody well don’t care what kind of a crime scene it is, let me see my sister.”

The shock was building.

Lilly stood to her feet and watched with a sense of complete disbelief as her brother pushed past the agents standing at the door and stalked into the room.

And he wasn’t alone.

The glass in her hand dropped to the floor, the sound of it shattering at her feet, ignored at the sight of her brother.

“Jared,” she whispered, the tears falling now, shudders racing through her body at the sight of her brother, older, his eyes filled with remorse as he opened his arms to her.

Lilly pressed back against Travis, her hands gripping his arms now as she stared at him. Stared.

He had disowned. Her he had been such an important part of her life yet he had turned his back on her. There was a conversation behind her, Travis ordering someone to get him another drink.


“Lilly.” He stopped in front of her, his gaze tormented.

She stared at him, unable to understand why he was here now.

“You look just like grandmother’s pictures when she was younger. It’s no surprise Mother knew who you were at that party.”

Lilly stared back at him painfully. “You disowned me.”

He shook his head wearily as he raked his fingers through his overly long hair. “I had no choice, Lilly. I had to stay away, and I had to have a reason for doing so. I was working to uncover the truth of what she was doing; I couldn’t do that if I was here, allowing her to draw me into her machinations.”

Lilly shook her head, as she tried to make sense of everything. “You were going to help her have me commited.”

“Lilly.” Desmond moved beside him. “He would have never done such a thing. But she had to believe he would. We needed every moment to gain the proof we needed against her. She wasn’t working alone, though she did, I believe, like to convince herself that she was smart enough to steal the funds she’d embezzled without any help. We had to learn how deep it went.”

Lilly shook her head as she turned to stare at her uncle.

My God, things were out of control here. There was no way she could make sense of this.

“Desmond and I knew what she was doing, but proving it wasn’t nearly as easy. She may have been crazed, but she was damned intelligent. Too intelligent to catch easily.”

Lilly shook her head again. “Did you know?” she asked Travis as he held her close to his chest, his arms holding her steady.

“Travis didn’t know, Lilly,” her brother said gently. “Just Desmond and I knew, and I was actively working the case, which made it impossible for me to allow Mother to believe I was in any way convinced that you were truly alive. Or even cared if you were.”

She flinched.

Lilly could feel her breath tight in her chest, the dizziness that filled her. Memories were crashing inside her now. Six years’ worth were flooding her senses as she fought to breathe.

“Lilly, we did what we had to in our attempt to try to gather enough proof to have her arrested,” Jared stated. “She was always one step ahead of us. When you were shot in England, we knew you were her weak spot. She couldn’t accept you had possibly become an escort. From the conversations I overheard, she was enraged by your cover, and determined that if you didn’t fit into her idea of the life you should live, then she would kill you. Returning you home was the distraction we needed to force her to mess up.”

“You used me?” What hurt worse, six years of lies, or learning the truth simply because they had needed her to trap her mother?

“You weren’t safe any longer,” he sighed. “At least here, within her sight, your memories erased, you had a chance of surviving long enough for us to finish what had to be done. Isaac and Desmond watched out for you, just as Travis did. It was the only way to keep you alive once she knew who you were.”


Lilly lifted her hand to cover her mouth. She was going to scream. She was going to sink to the floor in madness as she stared at the father she thought she had lost and the brother she had believed disowned her.

“Lilly Belle,” her brother whispered. “Do you remember how Father used to call you that, when you were a child?”

She did remember. Just as she remembered how her mother had hated it.

“You shouldn’t have done this,” Travis snapped behind her, fury filling his voice. “For God’s sake, you could have gotten her killed. You nearly did.”

Jared frowned darkly over her head. “What would you have me do?”

“A hell of a lot different than this,” Travis growled back.

“Lilly, I love you, sister,” Jared whispered as her gaze sliced to him. “Give me a chance now. The danger has passed, let me try to make up for it now.”

A sob escaped her lips.

“Lilly,” her brother crooned, his eyes flashing with grief as he stared back at her now. “There’s no way to make up for the past six years, or the pain you’ve suffered. There’s no way to make up for the lies. But I love you.”

Desmond moved in beside him. “He loved you enough, Lilly, that he let you go to save you. Something we all know couldn’t be easy.”

The tears were flowing now. She couldn’t hold them back. She couldn’t stop them from falling.

Travis released her as she stepped into her brother’s embrace.


Travis watched as her brother sheltered her in his arms, as he bent his head over hers and his own tears fell.

“Travis.” She turned to him, throwing herself back in his arms, tears and joy filling her voice as his arms went around her. “I’m finally really alive.”

“I know, baby.” He held her close to his chest. “I know.”

I won’t let her go. He mouthed back at the senator, the only man who could spoil Lilly’s happiness.

The senator shook his head. I always knew you wouldn’t. His response surprised Travis.

Lilly was in his arms. His woman. His lover. The holder of his heart.

She had her family, her true family. The men who had stood aside and allowed her to do what she had to do to survive, while they had fought to clear her way home.

She could truly go home now, as the woman she was rather than the woman her mother would have forced her to be.

Lilly leaned back in his arms now. “You’ll hold me forever now?”

He smiled down at her. “Always, Lilly. I’ll hold you always.”

And there, in front of her brother, her uncle, Lilly reached for his kiss. Slow, loving, her lips touched his as her hands clasped his face. She leaned into him, leaned against him, and Travis knew nothing mattered, nothing would ever matter as much as Lilly did.

He held his Night Hawk in his arms. The woman he had loved far longer than he should have. The woman who had held his heart far longer than she should have.

She was home, but he was home, too.

Right there, in her arms.
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PROLOGUE

The dresses were gorgeous.

Mikayla Martin stood back from the finished products and rubbed at her lower back as she let a small, pleased smile curve her lips.

They were the dresses that romantic dreams were made of. Miles of frothy lace, satin, silk, and chiffon. Thousands of tiny seed pearls had been hand-sewn onto each one. Love had gone into the creation of each of the three wedding gowns, and the jade bridesmaid dress had been sewn with extra attention to detail. It was her favorite color, and one of her own designs.

Finally, after so many years of hard work and dreams, and the designs she so lovingly crafted, Mikayla’s Creations was beginning to get a small measure of notice. Mikayla had no dreams of runway success. What she did have were dreams of a small, exclusive reputation that would keep her clothing shop open and thriving.

She breathed out a deep sigh and fought to let the dresses go. She wanted to pack them up and take them home with her. She didn’t want to let a single one of them out of her sight.

“I know that look on your face, Mikayla.” Her assistant, Deirdre Maple, pushed back her hair, propped her hands on her hips, and gave Mikayla a knowing smile.

With her kittenish expression and long red-gold hair, Deirdre was the advertising drive behind the shop. While Mikayla kept the customers happy, Deirdre brought them in by showcasing the wedding gowns and exclusive ball gowns Mikayla created. The bridesmaid gown she had been fondling was one of those. A one-of-a-kind that had been designed for one woman, one body.

There was a small section of the shop dedicated to less formal clothing. Exclusive designs of more casual attire and a small selection of unique, one-of-a-kind footwear and other accessories. But the majority of the shop was dedicated to the formal dresses and wedding gowns Mikayla so loved.

“Yeah, I know, I gotta let it go.” Mikayla forced a grin as she stepped back and gave it one last regretful look. “Go ahead and call our future bride and our lucky bridesmaid and let them know their dresses are ready for pickup. They’d better hurry, though, because I just might steal them after all.”

Deirdre gave a low, light laugh, her hazel green eyes twinkling with laughter as she shook her head. The girl wore a sleeveless silk emerald blouse, no collar, the tailoring sewn to match her slender figure. The taupe above-the-knee slim-line skirt and matching pumps drew attention to the blouse and to Deirdre’s lush head full of red-gold curls as they cascaded nearly to her hips.

“You told me to remind you that you have to pick Scott up after work today.” Deirdre glanced at the clock on the wall. “If you’re going to get there on time, then you’d better rock and roll.”

Mr. Unreliable. Of all her brothers, Scotty had to be the most irritating, if the most lovable one. The baby of the family, he was always happy, always laughing, and rarely took anything seriously. He was forever needing a ride, advice, or a loan. Their mother called him the “needy one”. Mikayla just called him lazy—although she did it affectionately.

“You know you’ll have to listen to him whine if you’re late.” Deirdre laughed. “Better hurry.”

Mikayla grimaced before looking around the interior of her “baby.” This store was her life.

“You could hire a cab to go after your brother,” Deirdre told her. “That way you could stand here and admire your handiwork a while longer.”

Mikayla laughed, though her gaze lingered a moment longer. She turned away and strode across the plush chocolate carpeting of the floor.

She moved around the display of dresses and gowns and toward the counter where she pulled out the invoices from the shelf below.

“Everything has been paid in full,” she told Dierdre as a sense of accomplishment filled her. “Now, if we could just get a few more of these orders in, I could breathe a little easier.”

“They’ll come in,” Deirdre assured her, and Mikayla couldn’t help but believe it.

The shop was growing slowly, but it was growing. The sense of fulfillment she felt was overwhelming at times. Mikayla was doing something everyone had told her she didn’t have a chance of succeeding at in the current economy.

“Do you think either of us will ever wear one of those wedding gowns?” Deirdre nodded toward them. “Hell, Mikayla, aren’t you tired of waiting for Mr. Right yet? I think I am. Mr. Almost Perfect might do it for me.”

Mikayla turned her face away, hoping to hide her own doubts. She sometimes feared that Mr. Right was a figment of her dreams. That the incredible sex, deep romance, and shared bonding she dreamed of was the stuff of fantasies and romance novels, not real life.

“Not for me.” Mikayla shook her head at the very thought of settling for less, though. “Some things last forever, Deirdre, if you know how to work for your dreams.”

That dream didn’t have to be a marriage, children, a life spent sharing the day-to-day adventure of simply living together. But it was a dream Mikayla found hard to let go.

Deirdre’s sigh was heavy. “You have to be the only pragmatic romantic I’ve ever heard of,” she accused. “Come on, Mikayla; it never lasts forever. Why not take what we can get?”

“It” being marriage. Deirdre thought in terms of marriage. She wanted the dress, the wedding, the little gold band on her finger, the little white picket fence.

For Mikayla, marriage, like any commitment, took a lot of work, understanding, and patience. She’d seen that in her parents’ marriage all her life. Her mother and father had set a perfect example of what real love and a real relationship was. That was what Mikayla wanted. Not just the wedding, the gold band, or even the white picket fence. It was that sense of belonging, that feeling of being a part of something that was larger than herself. Something that she could be a partner in.

She wasn’t dependent. She didn’t want to be taken care of, and she didn’t want to take care of anyone. At least not in the sense of accepting responsibility for him. She wanted to take care of his heart with the promise of her own, and she wanted a partner willing to share each day with her and, perhaps, one day, to share children with her.

She wanted the whole dream, and she was willing to wait for it. She just hoped that while she was waiting there was someone out there actually making his way toward her. She wasn’t getting any younger, her grandmother often reminded her. Just as her grandmother reminded Mikayla that twenty-six was too old to still be a virgin.

How Mikayla’s grandmother knew Mikayla was still a virgin she hadn’t yet figured out. Did she have a red V painted on her forehead that she couldn’t see?

“I don’t know, Mikayla.” Her assistant leaned against the counter, her hair falling around her face as she grinned impishly. “I know what I’m missing by sleeping alone.”

Mikayla laughed. “As if you sleep alone that often. You and Drake aren’t exactly abstaining, last I heard.”

Deirdre and Drake Marshal had been on-again, off-again since high school. They couldn’t seem to make up their minds if they loved each other or hated each other. Just as Deirdre couldn’t seem to decide if Drake was Mr. Right or just Mr. Available.

“Okay, I’m out of here then.” Mikayla straightened the paid invoices again before gazing around the shop a last time.

Grabbing her keys, she turned and opened the old-fashioned glass front door and stepped out onto the sidewalk. Hagerstown was in its full flush of late-spring warmth. The trees were fully budded, many already showing their bright green foliage and swaying with the gentle wind that pushed through the historic town.

Mikayla loved it here. This was home. She had been born in Hagerstown, raised in it. She had gone to design school in New York, and the whole time she had been away all she’d wanted to do was come home.

It was sprawling, often loud, filled with tourists on the best of days, and pulsing with life. It wasn’t as exhaustingly busy as New York or D.C., but Hagerstown still thrived with life and hummed with excitement.

At least, she felt the excitement.

Pulling her keys from the pocket of her light jacket, she hit the remote and unlocked the doors to the cherry red Jeep, she’d finally allowed herself to buy, before stepping onto the running board and lifting herself in.

Her skirt tightened above her knees before she swung her legs in and closed the door behind her. Starting the engine, she almost grinned at the feel of the motor throbbing through the vehicle.

Pulling into the stream of traffic, she eased through the busy streets, heading for I-70 and the job site her brother was working on several miles along the interstate.

The building site for the newly designed office space was a major deal for the company her brother worked for, as well as for her father. Her father had won the plumbing contract for the building, and a cousin had won the interior design contract for part of it.

Hagerstown was booming, and growing, though sometimes Mikayla feared it was growing too fast. Still, she loved watching its progress.

Flipping on the CD player, she slid one of her favorite CDs in. The soft-rock eighties tune filled the interior and soothed the weariness that was beginning to blur at the edges of her mind.

She had put four months of steady, hard work in to make the deadlines for the early-spring weddings of the brides whose dresses were waiting at the shop. Ordering, fitting, sewing, adjusting. From late winter through late fall the store, though not booming, was definitely busy. This year had been their best year yet.

She wanted to get home, relax in a bubble bath, and let that sense of satisfaction work through her before she started on reconciling accounts, bills, and orders.

It might be Friday night, but Mikayla still had work to do. Not that she had much else to do. The dating pool had been relatively dry lately, she had to admit.

Or maybe, as Deirdre accused her of doing, she had perhaps just set her sights too high.

That was always a possibility, she admitted to herself. She wanted something that might not even exist in the real world.

None of her friends had ever been swept mindlessly off their feet with a kiss. Sex hadn’t made the earth move beneath them. They didn’t love with a devotion that canceled out the thought of ever being with anyone but the one they loved. They were often unfaithful and saw the practice as a game of sorts. The thrill of the chase, of being chased, and being smart enough not to get caught.

They played with their own lives and with their children’s lives, and it was something Mikayla wanted no part of.

She wanted the romance, the excitement, and she wanted honesty. She hated being lied to, and the thought of having the man she loved being unfaithful to her was enough to make her take a third and fourth look at any man offering to fill her life.

Was she as deranged as her friends often accused her of being? Were her standards simply set too high and dooming her to failure as well as to a life of loneliness?

Perhaps not deranged, but she was definitely beginning to worry that she was that hopeless romantic who was going to turn into an equally hopeless spinster.

What had her brother Scotty said? She was going to end up living alone in her perfect house, surrounded by her dresses, and still waiting for her perfect Prince Charming the day she died a perfectly lonely death.

And she was very afraid that was definitely the future she was looking forward to.

And in those moments she wondered if Deirdre wasn’t right . . . if perhaps Mr. Almost was good enough. Except Mikayla hadn’t even managed to find a Mr. Almost, either. If she ever laid eyes on him, then she might consider it. Just to say she had tried.

Shaking her head at the thought, Mikayla took the exit along a newly developed business site and drove along the rough, uneven road to the hulk of steel and metal rising from the dirt at the end of the dirt drive.

She pulled her Jeep alongside the six-story skeletal frame of the office building where her brother Scotty had all but ordered her to meet him.

Why her youngest brother couldn’t manage to keep his own ride running she hadn’t figured out yet. He was always tinkering with this, tinkering with that, and it never failed that he called her when he managed to tinker it into complete auto failure.

One of these days she was going to do as she threatened and get the family together for a mechanical intervention where her brother was concerned. He was going to have to learn to keep his hands off his vehicle’s guts. If something wasn’t truly broken, then there was no need to fix it, right?

Pulling into the muddy mess at the front of the unfinished building, Mikayla blew out a hard breath.

Mr. Unreliable had struck again. As usual, he wasn’t where he was supposed to be or doing what he was supposed to be doing.

In this case, waiting for her to pick him up.

So where was he? Where was anyone? The place was utterly deserted.

Turning down the lush, wild strains of Barry White on the CD player, Mikayla tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. Pursing her lips, she stared around the muddy mess of the job site, eyes narrowed against the dim light as she searched for her brother.

Her lips thinned as she mentally counted to ten.

She wouldn’t get upset, she told herself. Her day had been too good to let this ruin it. She’d just finished two of the most gorgeous wedding gowns she had ever created and the last bridesmaid’s dress. Rows upon rows of seed pearls, yards of satin, silk, and lace, and miles of tucks to go along with the hefty payment she had received.

Two months of sewing delicate rows of tiny pearls and witnessing the tearful smiles of two brides who would treasure those dresses for the rest of their lives.

She sent up a little prayer that those dresses would be treasured through a lifetime of wedded bliss.

Now, where was her brother?

She wanted to get home, pour a glass of wine, and relax in her new hot tub just long enough to ease the tension that still hadn’t worked its way out of her body. She had meetings tomorrow with several brides, a groom, and four society princesses looking for the perfect dress to wear to the perfect party.

She grinned at the thought. The women scheduled to go through the dozens of books filled with ball gowns, slinky satiny gowns, and silky clouds of perfect creations tailored to bring a gasp to the most jaded lips would bring a much-needed boon to the shop.

The financial crisis hitting the world at the moment hadn’t seemed to affect the sale of dresses, gowns, and various accessories that were “must-haves” for the well-put-together society princess.

Mikayla checked her watch, tapped her fingers on the steering wheel again, and blew out an irritated breath.

Scotty better hope he didn’t need her to ever pick him up again. This was it. She had been sitting here for ten minutes already. Where was he?

Turning the CD off, she opened the door to the Jeep and stepped out of the vehicle.

Her nose wrinkled at the smell of oil, mud, and what she swore was sweaty men. What was it about construction sites? Every time she had been forced to come out after her brother she swore the place smelled like guy BO.

This was the last time she would allow herself to be guilted into this. Scotty was going to have to get himself a girlfriend or something. Someone willing to make this drive and go searching for him, again, because he needed a ride.

The last time he had needed a ride Mikayla had ended up waiting an hour for him to finish what he swore was an important project before he left. She’d learned later he’d been playing poker in one of the toolsheds.

The rat.

Gritting her teeth, she pulled her cell phone from the holder at her hip and hit his number.

It rang.

“This is Scotty; leave a message.” Voice mail. She hated it. She hung up without leaving a message. She would end up saying something she was certain she would regret.

Dammit, the least he could do was answer his phone.

“Listen, I told you I was taking care of it.”

The sound of an angry voice above had Mikayla stepping back to stare up at the building, searching for the source of it. Perhaps Scotty was up there.

She was going to kill him.

A quiet murmur of another voice had her straining to hear what was said.

“Look, you owe me already. It’s time to fucking pay up, you ignorant bastard. I told you, I need the fuckin’ money. I did my part; now you do yours.”

Mikayla’s nose wrinkled as she searched for bodies to go with the vulgar words.

There was a low, quiet murmur in response.

“Look, I’ve had about enough of this. Pay the fuck up before I let him know exactly what’s going on here.”

The voice belonged to Scotty’s boss. Eddie was his name. The foreman, Eddie Foreman. All three of her brothers snickered over the name.

Her lips parted to speak, to let the foreman know she was there and, she hoped, to find out where her brother was.

“What the hell are you doing? Put that gun the hell away. Have you fucking lost your mind?”

Mikayla stared up in horror as the pair came into view.

“You’re costing me too much, Eddie.” The voice was low, a harsh, angry growl that sent a shard of fear racing up Mikayla’s spine, but what met her eyes had terror streaking through her. The gun in his hand, even from five stories up, drew her gaze, the dull black reflecting the last rays of the sun with a wicked, vicious light.

She jerked her gaze from the gun to the man holding it, her mouth going dry at the shadowed face she recognized despite the steadily dimming sunlight. It was Maddix Nelson, the owner of the construction company her brother worked for, and Maddix was holding a gun on his foreman.

She could see Eddie Foreman’s face clearly. His heavy features were twisted into lines of disbelief and fear. Maddix Nelson’s face, on the other hand, was cold. Colder than Mikayla could ever remember seeing it. And she had seen him many times over the past several years. All three of her brothers worked for him. The oldest brother, only two years younger than Mikayla, had worked for Nelson Building and Construction for over four years now.

Her father worked with Maddix through the plumbing business he owned.

She could feel her hands shaking, her stomach clenching in horror, as she watched Maddix lift the gun until it was pointed directly at Eddie Foreman’s chest.

“You’re crazy!” Eddie wheezed. “Put that fucker down, man. All I want is my friggin’ money. You owe it to me.”

“You owed me results, Eddie,” Maddix snarled, his lips pulling back from Eddie’s lips in anger.

Mikayla watched in suspended disbelief as Eddie stepped back, though there was no way to escape. A thick steel beam met his back. There was only one way to go, and Maddix Nelson had that way blocked.

She had to do something. What could she do?

Mikayla could feel her chest tightening in fear, in total and complete disbelief, as Maddix took a step closer.

Mikayla backed to the Jeep, gripped the door, and scrambled inside. She had to give Eddie a chance. There was no one else around.

She had to do something.

“Don’t do this, man!” Eddie cried out.

Mikayla laid on the horn, praying. . . .

She screamed at the sharp retort of gunfire. Throwing the Jeep into gear, she screamed again, hysteria threatening to overtake her as Eddie fell five stories to the rough ground below, obviously dead.

He fell faceup, his eyes wide, staring blankly as Mikayla hit the gas. She heard the bullets hit the driver’s side door. One tore through, cracking the hard plastic of the gearbox, sending shards of sharp plastic flying.

Ducking over the steering wheel, she raced from the job site. Mikayla’s hands shook as she tore at the cell phone at her side. Pulling it free, she hurriedly hit the programmed speed dial as sobs tore from her chest.

“Hey, Miki, Scotty called—” Her father’s voice came over the line.

“Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Daddy, he killed him! He killed him! I saw it. I saw it all!”

Heavy sobs shook her body as she raced off the rough dirt road onto the interstate and raced for home, for her parents.

“Miki, settle down.” Her father’s voice tightened, firmed, and became commanding. “Are you driving, Miki?”

“Oh, God, Dad, he shot at me,” she cried out as she checked the rearview mirror, her body shuddering so hard she was surprised she could keep the Jeep on the road. “It was Maddix Nelson, Dad. I saw him.”

“Miki, where are you?”

“I was supposed to pick up Scotty.” Then a horrible thought pierced her mind. “Where’s Scotty, Dad? Where is he?”

“Miki, settle down,” he snapped then.

The sound of his voice, commanding, reminding her of her childhood years, when she knew when her father was at his most serious. He was at his most serious now.

“Now, listen to me. I’m getting in the truck, honey. Me and Mom are coming. Tell me where you are right now. We’ll meet you.”

She hurriedly gave him her location.

“Keep heading toward us, honey,” he ordered. “Keep talking to me. We’re on our way.”

“Where’s Scotty?” she sobbed. “Was he there?”

Oh, God, her brother couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t bear the thought of it.

“Scott called me earlier, Miki,” her father promised her. “He got a ride. His phone died while he was talking to me and he couldn’t reach you. Scotty’s fine. Now concentrate on driving. I’m almost there. When you see me, just pull over.”

She could hear her mother in the background, her tone calm but the concern in it heavy.

She was safe. She would be safe. Her father wouldn’t let anyone hurt her.

She was amazed that she wasn’t pulled over. They would surely think she was intoxicated if they had. Panic was pulling at the edges of her mind, and Mikayla never panicked. She had been raised with three younger brothers. Three younger brothers would make a girl crazy if they had half a chance. Mikayla had never given her brothers a chance.

But her chest was so tight she could barely breathe. Tears filled her eyes and blurred her vision. She felt as though she were in a nightmare she couldn’t wake up from.

“He killed him,” she whispered again.

“Keep it in your mind, Mikayla Ann. Remember it until we get to you and get you to the police.” Her father’s voice firmed again, the use of her first and middle names snapping her out of the hysteria threatening to overtake her again. “Where are you, honey?”

She quickly gave him her location once again.

“Pull over at the gas station just ahead of you,” he told her. “We’re coming up on it now.”

“I see it. I see it.” She was crying harder.

She couldn’t believe it. Eddie Foreman’s face kept flashing before her eyes, his eyes unseeing, the blood soaking his chest, his body bent and broken.

“Mikayla, pull over!” her father snapped.

Mikayla shook her head, blinked, and with a hard twist of the steering wheel whipped into the gas station. The Jeep tilted at the hard turn, rocked, then righted itself before she pushed it into park and threw the door open.

She fell out of the Jeep as her father and two of her brothers raced from the two pickups they had arrived in. Behind them were two state police officers she hadn’t expected—officers her father or brothers had obviously called. Mikayla ran to her father’s arms, desperate; she felt his arms close around her.

She was safe, she told herself. Her father and the police would take care of everything.

Maddix Nelson wouldn’t kill anyone else.


CHAPTER 1

Four weeks later

Nikolai Steele pulled the wicked black Harley into a vacant parking spot on Washington Street, let the engine throb for several seconds, then turned the bike off slowly, ignoring the curious looks of several women walking past him on the sidewalk as he stared across the street at the office front of Nelson Building and Construction.

Sometimes, past favors sucked. This was one of them. He owed Nelson for some rather important information the man had provided several months prior. Nik almost shook his head. That IOU was now about to become a pain in the ass.

“I’m here.” He spoke quietly into the comm link built into his helmet.

“Carry the helmet in with you, Renegade. Leave the comm on so I can pick up the conversation and see what he wants.” Tehya Talamosi, the red-haired sprite working communications, spoke quietly into the link.

He nearly rolled his eyes at the new code name. Unlike the others, his code name had changed several times over the years to reflect the differing areas of the missions assigned. For this more personal job “Renegade” reflected the fact that this time, he was working alone.

His initial meeting with Nelson would be overseen by his commander, Jordan Malone, until it was ascertained whether or not this was indeed a personal contact or if it was something more. Something that could possibly risk the Elite Ops unit or Nik’s cover.

Pulling the key from the ignition, Nik swung from the bike and slowly pulled the helmet from his head, careful to leave the sensitive electronics inside active.

He had no idea what Nelson wanted; all he knew was that he had contacted Nik in a manner in which he shouldn’t have been able to contact him. It’s what had put Jordan on alert, and it left a hell of a lot of questions for the man to answer.

Holding on to the helmet, Nik waited for a break in traffic before strolling across the street. At six and a half feet it was impossible not to draw attention to himself. Add that to his well-conditioned body, long white blond hair, and what he knew were his unusually strong Nordic features and Nik was impossible to hide in plain sight.

This was why he preferred the shadows. Nik had the ability to blend into those shadows, to watch, to wait, and to garner the least amount of attention possible.

The shadows were safer. There he wasn’t forced to interact with others. He didn’t have to risk friendships, loyalties, or possibly the drive to fill the unnamed hunger that plagued his soul.

Stepping onto the sidewalk, he was aware of the pedestrians who cleared a path around him. They watched him with wary curiosity, sensing instinctively that this was a dangerous man.

Nik stepped inside the offices of Nelson Building and Construction and walked up to the receptionist’s desk.

“Maddix Nelson.” Nik’s voice, normally dark and rough, sounded more dangerous as he stood over the petite young receptionist.

She swallowed tightly as her brown eyes widened, youth still fresh enough that she felt no fascination for the monster staring down at her. She felt only that inherent fear, that need to run.

“M-m-may I ask—”

“Steele.” He gave only his last name. The name and identity he had been given eight years before.

She jerked the phone from its cradle, punched in a number with a jerky movement, and stuttered his name into the phone.

“Mr. Steele, Mr. Nelson’s assistant will be right here.” She laid the phone on the cradle as she glanced desperately at the small seating area off to the right. “It will be just a moment.”

Nik had mercy on her. He stepped back from the receptionist’s station, but he didn’t sit. He moved to the edge of the lobby, placed his back against the wall, and waited.

He didn’t have to wait long.

Maddix Nelson’s assistant, Alison Chenkins, moved down the staircase that led to the upper floors rather than using the elevator. Dressed in slim black slacks and a white tailored blouse, with low heels, she gave the impression, a correct one, of quiet efficiency and confidence.

“Mr. Steele.” She moved right to him, a slender hand reaching out in greeting. “Thank you for coming so promptly.”

Nik’s brow arched sarcastically as he accepted the handshake, careful not to pinch her hand in his much larger one.

“We can use the elevator or the stairs,” she offered. “Mr. Nelson is in his office.”

“Stairs are fine with me.”

“Excellent.” A friendly smile tugged at her lips as she turned and moved for the staircase. “If you’ll follow me.”

He followed, keeping a careful distance between himself and the assistant, his gaze constantly searching his surroundings.

Nik hadn’t expected Nelson’s favor to be called so quickly. Nor had Nik expected the message to come through a contact whom only a few people were aware of.

“I always take the stairs whenever possible.” Alison Chenkins grinned back at Nik as they moved past the second floor. “The elevator is quicker, but the stairs are better for my hips.”

“And give Maddix Nelson time to prepare himself,” Nik stated quietly.

She almost paused on the steps before her smile turned cooler and the chatter stopped. She turned, and her pace quickened until they were pushing through the fourth-floor door and moving into the plush assistant’s office outside Maddix Nelson’s office.

Maddix didn’t make Nik wait. He was standing in the door to his office, his dark hair brushed back, but not as neatly as Nik remembered it being before. There were added lines on Maddix’s face, his brow creased with worry. Six weeks had wrought an almost devastating change to the man’s face.

“Nik, thank you for coming.” Maddix invited Nik into his office with a wave of his hand.

Nik glanced into the office, then to Maddix in a signal that the other man was to go first.

The other man gave a mirthless smile before stepping into the office.

Nik stepped inside as he tucked the motorcycle helmet under his arm to provide Tehya with clearer audio and visual coverage of the room.

“You contacted me through an unusual source, Mr. Nelson,” Nik stated as he moved to the side of the room, putting the wall at his back. “Care to tell me why?”

Maddix ran his fingers through his hair, and it was obviously not the first time.

“I tried to reach you through Lilly Harrington and her fiancé, Travis Caine, but they were out of the country and unavailable,” Maddix stated quietly. “That only left the few contacts that I could find of Caine’s to get a message to you.”

Nik arched his brow again, remained silent, and waited. Maddix ran his hands over his face before sitting in the large chair behind his desk. His suit jacket lay over the back of the chair, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up haphazardly. The shirt was wrinkled, as were the slacks he wore. He looked like a man under pressure.

“It took a while,” Maddix finally sighed. “I finally learned Caine was in Aspen last year and possibly knew Bailey Serborne Vincent. I contacted her husband, John Vincent, and looked into the possibility that he could help me contact you.”

Nik leaned back in his chair then and watched Maddix silently for long moments. So that was how Maddix had known to contact John Vincent, code-named Heat Seeker, an undercover agent with the agency Nik worked in as well.

Maddix’s knowledge of John had caused an edge of concern when Maddix had contacted Nik.

“How did you learn Travis was in Aspen?” Nik asked.

“Raymond Greer,” Maddix answered. “I knew his wife, Mary, when we were younger. They were in D.C. several weeks ago, when Mary mentioned Bailey’s marriage to John Vincent and John’s friend Travis Caine standing as best man in the wedding.”

How small the world was becoming, Nik thought.

“So, who do you need to rid yourself of?” Nik asked.

Nik’s reputation had been created long before he had taken the identity. Nik Steele had been an assassin and thief, willing to take almost any job.

Maddix’s expression reflected disbelief for several seconds. “No, you misunderstand, Nik. I don’t want to get rid of someone. I want to find out why someone wants to get rid of me. Have you heard about the murder that took place at my building site outside of town?”

Nik narrowed his eyes. “A bit.”

Tehya’s information on it was as thorough and in depth as only Tehya could make it. He knew about every piece of evidence collected, the entire depth of the investigation, and the fact that Maddix was seen committing the murder at the time that he had an airtight alibi.

Maddix gave a mocking laugh, a bitter, angry sound.

“I can’t understand it. I know that girl. I know her family. Her father worked for me, her cousins. Her brothers.” He shook his head wearily. “She seemed like such a good girl, Steele. Mikayla Martin has never seemed like a psycho before, so what the hell happened?”

“I take it you’re saying you didn’t kill your foreman?” Nik asked as though he really didn’t care.

“No, I didn’t kill my damned foreman.” Maddix shot Nik a disgusted look. “As I’m certain you already know, I was in an impromptu business meeting with the mayor, the chief of police, and several of our city leaders. But that damned girl refuses to believe it.”

Maddix was out of his chair and pacing to the wide, historically old windows of his office and stared down at the traffic bustling below before turning back to Nik.

“I need your help,” Maddix said, his wide, tanned face creasing in tiredness. “When you needed information, I provided it for you. When you needed the blueprints on the estate the Harringtons were using, I provided it, quietly. I was there when you needed me; now I need you. You said you owed me. Now I’m calling in the debt.”

Nik pursed his lips and stared back at the other man thoughtfully. Yeah, Nik owed him the favor; there was no denying that. And Maddix wasn’t scrimping when it came to hiring the best. Nik was the best. He took care of things, all kinds of things. If a man wanted the best personal security, he called Nik. If he wanted the best assassin, he called Nik.

“You want the girl killed then?” Nik pressed.

“Fuck no!” Maddix looked like he was going to have a seizure. Shock and disbelief transformed his face as his brown eyes widened once again until they looked as though they would bulge from his face. “I don’t want her hurt. I want to know what the hell is going on with her. Why did she target me?”

Nik sat back as he stared at the other man in confusion.

“If you had me investigated, Maddix, then you know what I’m known for. What makes you think I can help if you don’t want this girl to simply disappear? You’re hiring a sledgehammer here when you need a flyswatter.”

Maddix shook his head as he stared back at Nik as though horrified.

Maddix swallowed tightly, his Adam’s apple bobbing in tight reflex. “I don’t know who else to turn to that could actually do the job. Look, Nik, I’ve helped you in the past, and I don’t want that girl hurt. I simply want to know what the hell is going on. Mikayla has never been caught in a lie. Someone is trying to destroy me. Mikayla or someone else, I don’t know. I want to know who and I want to know why.”

Fuck, Nik didn’t need this.

As Maddix said, he’d provided invaluable information weeks before, during an operation that had threatened one of their own. An operation that had been of vital importance to the security of several nations. Nik did owe Maddix, but as Nik stated, Maddix was hiring a sledgehammer to swat at a fly.

Nik propped his ankle on his knee, set the helmet on his leg, and angled the face shield in Maddix’s direction.

“Did you kill the foreman, Mr. Nelson?” Nik asked coldly, holding his hand up to forestall the words on the other man’s lips. “Let’s not protest yet, because I warn you, you lie to me and I find out, and I’ll kill you as well as those lying for you. Tell me the truth and tell me what you really want before we go any further.”

Maddix shook his head, frustration lining his face as he moved back to his desk and took his seat. A position of control, Nik thought. This was where Maddix Nelson felt the most in control.

“I didn’t kill my foreman.” Maddix wiped his hands over his face again before leaning back in his chair and laying his arms on the sides. “I swear to you, I wasn’t there. And I don’t want the girl hurt. Not so much as a bruise or a moment’s fear. But I do want to know what the hell is going on. I’ve lost three damned good builders, one of the best contract plumbers in the business, and an interior designer I was salivating to get for that office project. All because of Mikayla Martin. They’ve pulled from the project because of their belief in her. And I swear to God, I don’t even blame them. If I were someone else, I’d believe her, too. That’s how honest she has always been. How good her reputation is.” Confusion filled his face now. “If you asked me if I knew a good woman, then Mikayla would be the first that came to my mind.”

Maddix shook his head as he sighed heavily, his lips tightening for long moments.

Damn if Maddix didn’t act as though he was telling the truth. Nik watched curiously as Maddix lowered his head and stared at the desk for long moments.

As he lifted his gaze back to Nik, Maddix finally sighed, confusion evident in his dark brown eyes. “You know, I helped that girl get a loan for that dress shop of hers. My wife and I sent all our friends there for dresses, tuxes, suits, whatever we could do to help her. My wife, Glenda, and Mikayla were fast becoming friends before this happened. I just can’t understand why she’d lie like this.”

“And this is what you want me to look into?” Nik asked incredulously. “Do you know how much I charge, Maddix? I don’t come cheap, even for a fucking favor. This is like putting a junkyard dog in a cage.”

Maddix’s eyes narrowed. “You owe me, Steele; you made that statement yourself. That you owed me one. I’m calling in your marker.”

“That marker gets you a discount,” he grunted. “And a slim one at that. This isn’t a cut-and-dried job. You’re talking about indefinite work here.”

Maddix leaned forward. “Nik, I put myself in a spot when I helped you before. I risked my business, my family, when I went against Lilly Harrington. If she had learned what I was doing, she could have convinced friends to pull out of some very important D.C. contracts I have. I went out on a limb for what you were doing. Remember that while you’re setting your price.”

Nik rose to his feet. “I’ll take eighty percent of my normal fee for the job in cash.”

For a moment, grief flashed in Maddix’s eyes. “I don’t have enough in personal cash at the moment, and too many eyes are watching the business funds since this murder,” he finally said, his voice low. “Give me fifty, Steele. Come on; I know a lot of people. I’ll owe you.”

“I don’t want your favors, Maddix.” Nik stood to his feet as he stared back at the other man coldly. “I’ll be at the Suites until morning if you change your mind.”

“Steele.” Maddix rose as well, his movements jerky. “Look, I don’t have a good feeling about this. I’ve built my business using my gut, and my gut is twisted into so many knots it’s painful. Whatever the hell is going on isn’t going to threaten just me; it’s going to threaten her.” He reached to the desk and tossed a picture across it with an angry jerk of his hand.

Nik shouldn’t have looked. He knew he shouldn’t look, but he wanted to make certain the helmet was angled correctly for Tehya to get an image of the picture. However, his eyes went straight to the photo as well, narrowed, and something inside him became intrigued.

Thick, long dark blond hair fell straight as a ribbon, thick and healthy, over her shoulder and across her breasts like a soft, warm, living curtain. She had a wide, clear forehead, a pouty lower lip that drew the male animal inside him. Brows a shade darker than her hair arched over eyes that seemed to suck him in. Amethyst eyes. Eyes that glowed even in that damned photo. They were surrounded by thick, naturally long lashes. Her face was makeup free, innocent, honest. Pure.

Purity, he knew in many cases, was only skin-deep, but somehow, even that cynical part of his soul wanted to believe the purity he saw in her went clear to the bone.

“She has three younger brothers and her parents are damned good people,” Maddix snapped. “That girl.” His finger stabbed at the picture. “She’s decent, Nik. I’ve known her all her life and she’s known me just as long. She’s investigating me, for God’s sake. Talking to people. Refusing to relent on her belief that I was the shooter she saw.” His hands were shaking in anger, and perhaps in a little fear. “She’s costing me contracts, clients, and more damned sleep than I can afford at my age.”

“Eighty percent of my fee,” Nik repeated, fighting back the gut-clenching need to go lower. “I’ll be at the Suites.”

Nik forced himself to turn around and walk out of the office, leaving an astounded Maddix Nelson behind him.

Striding from the building and across the street, Nik straddled the motorcycle and pulled the helmet on.

“Give me,” he told Tehya as he buckled the strap beneath his chin and started the Harley.

“I’ll have what I can get by the time you get to your room,” Tehya promised. “I’ll drop it off myself.”

Nik pulled into traffic, his jaw set in lines of tension as he headed for the hotel.

“What do you have already, Tehya?” he questioned her firmly. “I know you’re not empty-handed.”

A chuckle came through the link. “Renegade, trust me, this time, I’m well and truly empty-handed at this point, but I’m still looking. Fix me a cup of coffee and we’ll discuss it when I get there.”

Mikayla stood outside the home of the deceased foreman, Edmond “Eddie” Foreman. Her lips didn’t curve into a smile at the thought of his name now. She felt that familiar sinking of her stomach, that flash of fear at the memory of his face as he hit the ground. His eyes had been wide in surprise, blank in death. Blood had continued to saturate his shirt; one leg was twisted at an odd angle.

The fall had broken his back, his hip, and his leg. What had killed him, though, had been that bullet in his heart. The bullet that Maddix Nelson had put there.

Breathing in deeply, Mikayla pushed her hair back, straightened her shoulders, and strode up the cracked walkway to the two-story duplex Eddie had owned with his wife, Gina.

Mikayla had only met Gina once, at a company picnic Maddix Nelson had thrown for his employees and contractors and their families. She was a quiet woman, Mikayla remembered. Gina hadn’t smiled a lot and had spoken even less. Eddie had insisted on being the attention getter of the family. He was loud and brash, but he hadn’t deserved to die as he had.

Mikayla was hoping Gina would be willing to discuss her husband’s death with her. So far, most people were highly uncooperative when it came to answering her questions about Eddie Foreman or Maddix Nelson. They watched her suspiciously or in some cases with outright dislike.

Strangely, Maddix himself was staying particularly low-key about the entire event. He had somehow managed to convince several city officials to give him an alibi, as well as the chief of police.

Maddix wasn’t vociferously protesting his innocence. He was being rather smart, she concluded, by keeping quiet and allowing his friends to cover his murdering butt.

Moving to the front door, Mikayla knocked firmly at the rough wood door, noticing the peeling paint, the crack in the door frame, and the state of disrepair that the wood porch was in.

Eddie Foreman hadn’t done much for the upkeep of his own home.

The door opened slowly.

“Miss Martin.” There was a hint of a sigh in Gina Foreman’s voice. “I had a feeling I would be seeing you soon.”

Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, the police dispatcher looked harried and tired. No doubt she was staying awake at night, perhaps worried that she was in danger herself. Mikayla knew she would have been.

Dark blond and brown hair framed Gina’s pretty features and fell to just below her neck in a layered straight cut. Her chocolate brown eyes were somber, the shadows beneath them attesting to her lack of sleep.

“Mrs. Foreman, I’d like to talk to you for a moment.” Mikayla stared back at Gina earnestly. “I just have a few questions.”

Gina Foreman closed her eyes briefly. She was dressed for work. The black T-shirt she wore carried the insignia of a dispatcher, and Mikayla only hoped the woman cared more about her husband’s death than she did about her job. Mikayla wasn’t holding her breath, though.

She was doomed to disappointment, though. It was a good thing she hadn’t held her breath.

“You know I can’t talk to you,” Gina finally stated regretfully as she laid her arm against the door frame and rubbed her forehead against it.

“I understand no one wants you to talk to me,” Mikayla agreed painfully. “But he was your husband and he was killed in cold blood.” Mikayla wanted to scream. Anger was like a parasite inside her, spreading, eating away at her control.

“Miss Martin, let it go,” Gina advised her softly as she straightened. “The police are investigating his death, and I have every confidence that Chief Riley will find his killer.”

Mikayla couldn’t let it go. She couldn’t get that image of Eddie Foreman’s sightless gaze staring up at her out of her mind. It haunted her.

“Are you sure?” Mikayla asked, doubt heavy in her voice. “Or will he simply continue to cover for your husband’s murderer?”

Gina Foreman’s face tightened as grief flashed in her dark eyes once again.

There was no doubt she was mourning her husband, even though from what Mikayla understood, Eddie Foreman hadn’t exactly been a loving, faithful husband.

“I can’t talk to you,” the other woman repeated. “Don’t do this to me. Don’t make me doubt people I trust. . . .”

“Do you think I didn’t trust Maddix Nelson as well?” Mikayla argued softly, desperate to convince the woman to talk to her. “Mrs. Foreman, I watched your husband die in front of my eyes. I saw the man who shot him. Perhaps you can ignore that, but I can’t. I see it every night in my nightmares. I can’t escape it.”

She couldn’t forget it. She had tried. She had fought sleeping just to escape the dreams. She couldn’t get the image of Eddie Foreman’s dead body out of her mind. She couldn’t forget that evening, the sounds, the smells, the horror of it. The feel of complete terror enveloping her as Maddix Nelson had shot at her next was still an ever-present reminder that nothing was certain. Especially tomorrow.

Gina lifted her hand to her trembling lips as tears gathered in her eyes. Eyes that were shadowed and dark with weariness and grief. Mikayla hated seeing that pain; she hated adding to it.

“God, don’t do this to me.” Gina shook her head, her dark blond hair swaying just below her neck as she shook her head.

She was a pretty woman, Mikayla thought. She’d often thought Gina Foreman was too pretty for her portly, overbearing husband.

“Mrs. Foreman, I need answers,” Mikayla whispered, her fingers curling into a fist as she pressed them against her stomach. “I have to know why so many people would lie for Maddix Nelson.”

“And I can’t let myself believe you,” Gina said, refusing the request, though her voice was thick with tears now. “I can’t let myself believe that what you say is true, Miss Martin. Because if it is, then it means not just Maddix Nelson, a man I’ve trusted for years, is a murderer, but it means my boss and other people I respect are lying for him. And that I just can’t believe. I know them. I don’t know you. Good-bye.”

The door closed in her face.

Mikayla raked her fingers through her hair as she turned and stepped from the porch, her teeth gritting at another dead end.

She’d put off coming to talk to Eddie Foreman’s wife for three weeks after the funeral, hoping that in that time Gina Foreman would begin questioning the excuses Maddix Nelson and his friends had given her.

The lies, Mikayla amended. There could be no excuse for murder, or for covering it up.

Moving back to her Jeep, she wanted to stomp her feet, scream. Even her family argued with her over the questions she asked, the people she had tried to talk to in the past weeks.

Her parents were beside themselves with worry, and she couldn’t blame them. It seemed as though the entire city council was covering for Maddix Nelson rather than trying to bring him to justice.

The police force patronized her if she even tried to question them. They followed her at times, watched her, though as of yet no one had threatened her. She had a feeling it was a good thing she strictly obeyed traffic laws or she would be paying a hell of a lot of fines.

She was expecting trouble soon, though. She was surprised it hadn’t happened yet. The police were actually all very polite, cool, and apparently quite dismissive, but she could see the promise in their eyes. Mikayla knew she would never be able to depend on them if she needed protection.

As she moved around the front of the Jeep, her head lifted at the sound of a motor throbbing up the street. The wicked black Harley was cruising down the street, pulling attention to the extra tall, broad form of the man riding it.

His entire face was shielded by a black helmet, but nothing could hide the incredible body covered from shoulders to feet in matching black leather.

It was almost enough to steal her breath. It wasn’t every day a woman saw the perfect male form, but if this wasn’t the perfect male form, then it didn’t exist.

Long muscular legs, broad shoulders, powerful arms, and, if she wasn’t very much mistaken, a corded, muscular flat stomach beneath the snug black jacket he was wearing.

Wow.

She had only seen men like him in magazines.

If only she had seen him before her life had gone to hell four weeks ago. Before she had seen a man murdered and realized that her word meant nothing in the town she had been raised in, the town she loved.

There were days that she wondered if her life would ever be the same again. Nothing seemed to matter anymore but justice. And as her friend Deirdre told her daily, she was searching for justice for someone she didn’t even know.

Or was she?

There were days she wondered if she wasn’t searching for justice for herself as well.

No one believed her. No one believed she had seen Maddix Nelson shoot and kill his foreman that evening. Oh, they were nice enough about it. Most people were quite good at patronizing her.

Perhaps it was someone who resembled him, they said.

Had Mikayla been drinking? Doing drugs? Those questions had been asked often.

Her lips tightened as she jerked her attention from the fine specimen on the motorcycle and pulled herself into her Jeep.

She didn’t have time for a man. She didn’t have time to fantasize or to long for one right now. A man couldn’t help her. Until Mikayla found out why everyone was lying to her, no one could help her.

Because nothing else mattered.

She wasn’t a liar and she wasn’t deranged, and it seemed as though it was up to her alone to prove it.


CHAPTER 2

Nik tossed the black helmet to the bed before striding to the refrigerator just inside the door of his hotel room. The small suite wasn’t luxurious but clean and comfortable.

“What have you found?” He turned to Tehya as she watched him from the sofa across the room.

“Pretty much nothing.” She shrugged her slender shoulders as she brushed back her long fiery red hair and watched him with brilliant emerald green eyes. “She’s honest, pays her bills on time, never bounces a check, and until four weeks ago devoted herself to the clothing store she owns in town. She’s the oldest of four children; her father is considered dependable and honest, as is her entire fucking family. Two of her brothers have had speeding tickets, nothing more. They’re your average American family, Nik.” Tehya shook her head and stared back at him as though confused. “I don’t think I’ve ever investigated anyone without a shady past, secrets, or a blemished reputation. I could be going into shock.”

He grunted at that as he pulled a beer from the fridge and closed the door with a snap.

“Bullshit,” he growled. “There has to be more.”

She stared back at him with offended mockery. “I know how to do my job, Renegade, and I’m damned good at it. If there was something to find on her, I would have found it. The extremely interesting part here is that there’s simply nothing to find.”

Twisting the cap from the bottle, he moved into the small area and sat down in the chair across from her.

“Maybe she was sleeping with Maddix Nelson? Scorned love perhaps?”

A strange smile quirked Tehya’s lips as she shook her head. “I accessed her gynecological records. Your mark is a virgin, my friend. Lily-white and pure.”

Shock widened his eyes. “There are virgins left in the world?”

Tehya’s brows lifted, her own gaze reflecting her surprise. “Well, there are few over the age of sixteen,” she agreed with a laugh. “But she’s one of them.”

“Damn.” He reached back, released the leather thong holding his hair at his nape, and shook his head in bemusement. “She’s not a hag. Does she have a disease of some sort?”

“No diseases.” Tehya shook her head. “She’s just your typical nice girl next door. It seems they’re not extinct after all.”

Nik couldn’t fathom it. He wondered if he had ever known one of those nice, innocent girls and decided he hadn’t. He sure as hell hadn’t ever known a virgin.

“Why would your typical all-American girl next door want to destroy the reputation of the man who provides jobs to practically her entire family?” Nik asked Tehya as he rubbed at his jaw thoughtfully. “From what Maddix said this afternoon, her brothers, her father, even her damned cousins are working for his company.”

“They were working for it,” Tehya amended as she crossed her blue jean–clad legs and leaned back in the corner of the couch. “Her father broke his contract with the company the week after Mikayla’s accusations against Nelson. The next day her brothers quit, and two days later her cousin pulled out of negotiations on the design contract Maddix was ready to sign. Two other cousins, heavy-equipment operators, quit the next week.”

Nik rubbed at his upper lip with a forefinger as he considered that information.

“She was at Eddie Foreman’s home this afternoon after I left Maddix’s office,” he told Tehya. “I drove past the house and saw her leaving.”

Tehya nodded as she adjusted the shoulder of her loose white shirt. “She’s been questioning a lot of people. Most of them seem to simply tolerate her and her questions. They’re torn between believing her and believing Maddix. It doesn’t help her cause that Maddix as well as his alibis seem genuinely confused by her accusations. Of course, those involved in a conspiracy always look better when dealing with such things in a gentle manner.”

Nik arched his brow at her statement. “I don’t think I’d be nearly so patient.”

“Of course you would.” She grinned. “You’d pull the trigger real slow and easy.”

He grunted in amusement before tipping the beer to his lips and considering the information they didn’t seem to have.

“What about Maddix Nelson?” he asked.

“According to him, the chief of police, and two council members, they were in an impromptu business meeting at the time of the shooting. Neighbors swear they saw each individual enter Maddix’s home and saw him open the door for them. It appears he has nosy neighbors.”

“Most neighbors are nosy,” Nik mused.

Tehya inclined her head in agreement as Nik tapped a finger against the arm of the chair.

“Interesting,” he finally stated. “Your sweet girl next door accusing an upstanding business figure of murder and he has the perfect alibi that places him in his home in a meeting. Does it seem a little pat?”

“A little.” Teyha shrugged. “I’ll be honest, Nik, I pulled every contact the Ops has in the area and a few we don’t. I’ve covered this from back to front since you received the call from Maddix Nelson through Jordan’s personal line. I can’t find anything on him, or on the girl. If you accept his request, then you have your work cut out for you. And Jordan sent a warning. You’re in this one on your own. The team’s being pulled to Dallas on another op and we won’t be free to help you.”

Hell, he didn’t want a damned thing to do with this. He wanted to pack up and fly back to Texas rather than deal with the woman he had seen leaving Gina Foreman’s home that day.

He unwillingly remembered that long, thick dark blond hair. Almost because her eyes had caught his attention and immediately held it. Those amethyst eyes that were prettier in person. And evidently the innocence he had glimpsed in that photo went further than skin-deep.

“Jordan needs you to take care of this quickly.” Tehya rose to her feet as she stared back at him. “We miss you when you’re not with us, Nik.”

His lips twisted at the message before he finished his beer and leaned forward to place it on the wood tray that sat on the large padded stool between the couch and chair.

Of course they needed him, Nik thought. Jordan’s team was small and specialized; having even one member out during a mission could make it more difficult.

“I’ll do my best,” Nik promised, though he had a feeling this little favor was going to cost him much more time than he had.

“Look, Nik, maybe you should just walk away from this one,” Tehya suggested as she walked to the side of his chair and laid her small hand on his shoulder. “Most of us owe a lot of people a lot of favors that we can never truly repay. This might be one of those cases.”

But something inside him clenched at the thought of leaving. Mikayla Martin’s image flashed before him, determination notching her small chin.

He stared at the wall across the room rather than the woman who often saw too much. “We’ll see.”

“Sure you will.” She patted his shoulder before moving to the door. “Give me a call if you need anything. And remember, the ladies from Elite Two are leaving town day after tomorrow. If you need their help, they’re available until then.”

The three women who had once been a part of the European Operation, Elite Ops Two, had been assigned permanently to Jordan when their former commanders had been assigned to another unit. They were now 100 percent American on paper and awaiting their next assignment.

If Nelson came up with the money, Nik mused, then he was stuck here. Nikolai Steele did not work for free, but he owed Maddix, and Nik believed in paying his debts.

Stripping, he stepped into the shower, adjusted the water, and began washing away the grime that hours on the Harley had managed to accumulate on his body.

After leaving Maddix’s office, Nik had ridden around, checking out locations and residences of the players involved. That’s how he had run into Mikayla Martin as she left Gina Forman’s house. As the water beat over his body, Nik opened his eyes to stare down at the heavy erection that hadn’t abated since he had gotten his first true glimpse of Mikayla.

He’d never gotten so hard so fast in his life. Especially for a woman he knew he couldn’t have.

But then, no one had ever dismissed him as Miss Martin had done. Her expression had at first been interested, admiring, and though Nik wasn’t the least bit conceited, he had been irritated when she had turned from him, her expression twisting into a grimace.

It had only made him harder.

She was too tiny. Hell, she couldn’t weigh a hundred pounds soaking wet if her life depended on it. But still, she was curvy. Nicely rounded breasts had pressed against the tailored white blouse she wore, while a flirty spring green skirt had flounced just below her thighs. Matching strappy sandals had complemented her legs, short though they were.

If she was five four it would shock the hell out of him. That long mass of straight, thick dark blond hair was the kind men dreamed of. Hair that would wrap around a man, hold him to her, bind him.

Nik grimaced, his fingers going to his dick as warm water sluiced down his body.

As tiny as she was, he could think of nothing but seeing her above him, lowering herself on the heavy shaft of his cock, her cries of pleasure echoing around him. Her pussy would be snug. His fingers tightened on his cock at the thought. She’d be hot and slick. He’d make sure she was wet enough to take him, but she would still feel the bite of erotic pleasure-pain.

Her face would flush. Would those amethyst eyes darken? Hell yeah, they would.

He stroked his fingers over the heavy shaft as he imagined her taking him, easing her hot little pussy down the thick stalk of his dick as her heavenly lashed eyelashes fluttered in pleasure.

He’d watch her. His fingers tightened further. He’d have to watch her take his cock. Watch plump, flushed folds of flesh part for the wide crest as she worked herself down it. Her heavy juices would coat his shaft, ease along it to the tight sack of his balls.

His jaw tightened at the thought as heated water ran over the taut sack.

God, he could get into fucking her.

Once he was lodged inside her to the hilt he’d watch her face as she rode him. Watch all that long hair as it flowed around her. Maybe it would cover her breasts, her tight nipples peeking through the strands.

And he could brush her hair back so his fingers could touch her tender nipples. Nipples that would be reddened, swollen from his earlier suckling of them. He would have caressed them, tasted them with his tongue as his hands stroked her body. Every inch of it. No part of her sweet flesh would go untouched by him. His hands, his lips, his tongue, would know every sweet inch of her flesh.

His hand moved faster, the thought of the pleasure that could be had building in his balls until they were tight, tortured with the need to come.

He would grip her shapely hips in his large hands. He bet he could span her waist with his fingers. He’d hold her, keeping her from moving too fast, from finishing it too soon. He’d press her tightly onto him as she filled herself with his erection, ensure that her delicate little clit rubbed against him. She would cry out then. Her soft pussy would ripple around the hard flesh, suck at it as she fought for release, as the tight portal grew hotter, slicker.

He pumped his hand down his dick as he imagined it. Imagined her crying out his name, her hands pressing into his stomach for leverage, her head tossing, reddened lips parting as she fought to breathe.

He would give her what she needed then.

Hell yes. He’d hold her hips tight and buck beneath her, driving deeper and harder inside the heated depths of her sweet cunt as he felt her unravel around him. Her pussy would clench and flex. It would spasm with convulsing, heavy strokes along his dick as she arched back.

And he would fuck her harder. He would thrust his cock inside her as hard and deep as possible as he felt her release, felt her juices spilling along his shaft before he came with her.

“Fuck, yes,” he groaned, eyes closed, his balls tightening, surges of sensation racing up his spine as his cock jerked in his grip and his seed began to spurt.

He’d drive in hard. A groan tore from him. He’d lodge inside her to the hilt. His come spurted again as his hand tightened, moved faster. And he’d fuck her as he came. He’d pump into her with all the ferocious hunger and building need he’d denied himself for so long. A heavy snarl of hunger echoed around him as his abdomen clenched and the last harsh convulsions of release shot from his dick.

Ah, God. He’d give it all to her.

He leaned against the shower wall and fought to catch his breath.

As tiny as she was, as tender as she would be, he’d not be able to hold back.

You’re a monster. My God, Nikolai. Do you care nothing for me? Do you not care that you hurt me every time you touch me? Is it not enough that I suffer in your arms?

Nik flinched at the memory, the harsh words tearing through his head as sanity returned.

Would Mikayla see him as a monster as well? A man whose needs would only hurt her?

Of course she would. Disgust tore through him. He wouldn’t be able to help but hurt her. She was too small, and he was much too large.

And there was no future for it.

He was a dead man. Dead men didn’t hunger. Dead men didn’t need.

He stared down at his dick in surprise. Dead men might not do any of those things, but that wasn’t a dead man’s cock he held in his hand. It forcibly reminded him that his hand was ineffective in stilling a hunger he shouldn’t have.

“Fuck.” He muttered the word with an edge of disgust before jerking a cloth from the rack inside the shower and soaping it quickly.

He didn’t have time for this.

There was always a chance that Maddix would come up with the two hundred and eighty thousand dollars that his fee worked out to—with the discount. He should have ignored the call, he thought as he began to wash himself roughly. He should have forgotten that he still possessed some measure of honor. He should have denied the debt and moved on to the next mission.

There were so many things he should have done and hadn’t. His biggest mistake had been staring into amethyst eyes and forgetting that he was a dead man.

Shaking his head, Nik finished his shower, dried off roughly, then dressed in jeans and T-shirt before moving to the bedroom and lacing hiking boots on his feet.

On the off chance Maddix managed to come up with the fee, Nik needed to be prepared. He needed more information on the players involved in this little game. There had to be more than Tehya had managed to come up with.

Someone was lying, Maddix Nelson or Mikayla Martin, and Nik needed to at least have a place to start. Maddix had been too damned sincere perhaps, though it wasn’t easy for most people to lie to Nik. He’d seen and heard every lie and knew the expressions and contradictory reactions that went with them.

Mikayla Martin had accused Maddix of murdering one of his employees, and rather than being enraged, Maddix had been confused. He hadn’t struck out at the girl; neither had the chief of police. Maddix was playing a damned good game, Nik had to admit.

But then, so was Mikayla.

Moving to the small kitchenette, he was in the process of moving his backpack when a firm knock sounded at the door.

Nik turned and stared at the dark green panel in disgust. It seemed as though Maddix Nelson may have come up with the funds after all.

Nik moved to the green steel door and checked the peephole. Sure enough, the other man stood there, his expression stoic as he stared at the closed door.

Gripping the knob, Nik opened the door slowly and moved back to allow the other man to enter.

Maddix entered, his shoulders straight and tense as he reached back with one hand to rub at the tense muscles in tight circles. In the other hand, he carried a briefcase.

Nik stared at that briefcase, knowing what it contained.

Hell.

“Two hundred eighty thousand dollars.” Maddix set the briefcase on the small table just inside the door as Nik moved to the other side.

Maddix stared at the case, sighed heavily, then looked back to Nik. “There it is,” he said. “It’s yours.”

Nik stepped to the table, laid the briefcase flat, then flipped open the locks.

He flipped through the stacks of bills. Yep, that looked like two hundred and eighty thousand dollars to him. A fee for a favor owed.

Fuck.

There were days he wished he hadn’t been raised to understand what honor meant. To understand what a favor owed truly was. Because standing there now, Nik could feel his gut clenching at the knowledge that he was stepping over a line.

He clicked the locks back into place and pushed the briefcase toward Maddix with a disgruntled glance toward the other man.

“It’s all there.” Maddix stared back at Nik in confusion.

“So hold on to it,” Nik growled.

Maddix stared back at Nik silently, confusion darkening his eyes. “But you demanded the fee up front,” he reminded Nik.

That line was staring him in the face, tempting him to cross it, to be the bastard the past was turning him into. To cross it now meant crossing it forever. There would be no turning back.

There would be no sunlit wheat-colored hair spread across his chest. No amethyst eyes staring back at him with true trust. Trust that wouldn’t be later marred by the money that now sat between him and a job he knew better than to take.

“Take your money and get the hell out of here.” Nik injected enough ice in his voice to ensure there was no chance of detecting the conflicting emotions raging inside him or the choices he didn’t want to make at the moment.

“What . . .” Panic reflected in Maddix’s face.

“I owe you the fucking favor,” Nik stated coldly. “No fee required. Keep your money, Maddix. Maybe you can try to pay me off if I find out you’re lying to me.” He made certain his smile was colder than his eyes. “But I doubt it would work.”

He’d hoped Maddix couldn’t access the funds. Nik knew, despite Maddix’s alibis, that there were indeed federal eyes watching for large withdrawals of personal funds that would hint at a hired killing.

He’d stared into eyes that hinted at dreams, at innocence. If he found out the innocence was true, then heaven help anyone daring to harm her.

Where the fuck had that come from?

“She gets to you, doesn’t she?” Maddix shook his head. “I knew that picture would do it. It’s the eyes.”

Nik stared back at him, realizing now, as he had instinctively suspected earlier that day, that he was being played.

“I’ll call you if I need to talk to you,” Nik informed Maddix. “Until then, get the hell out of my face and pretend you don’t know me. Or I’ll walk away, Maddix. Right after I help her string your ass up.”

And he could do it. He would do it. It wouldn’t matter how many alibis Maddix had; Nik could destroy every damned one.

“I don’t have to worry about that, Nik.” Maddix picked up the briefcase and moved for the door. “And I can honestly say I have no damned idea who you are.”

Nik stood back and watched as Maddix moved past him to the door. Maddix left the room, pausing only long enough to throw Nik one last confused glance before leaving.

Nik kicked the door closed, a curse escaping his lips as he raised his hands and linked them behind his neck before pacing into the bedroom.

The wildness burning inside him was only growing as the years passed. He managed to hold it back most days by throwing himself into a mission, by becoming the cold, unemotional robot he’d turned himself into ten years before when Jordan had offered him the chance of a lifetime.

A chance to walk away. To fight without rules. To make a difference.

Had he made a difference?

Not enough of one.

He still couldn’t sleep at night. He still awoke to the sounds of gunfire, of his daughter’s screams before he could reach the car she had died in.

If he had made enough of a difference, wouldn’t those nightmares have left him by now? Wouldn’t he be able to sleep in peace?

He stared at the bed, perfectly made, large, comfortable. The Suites had near-perfect beds. And he knew from experience he would find no sleep in them.

He left the helmet lying on the couch as he grabbed the keys to the Harley and left the room. Closing the door tight behind him, Nik made his way from the hotel to the shadowed back lot where he’d parked, and quickly checked the bike over before straddling it and giving the key a quick twist.

If he couldn’t sleep, that left work. And he had plenty of work to do here. If he was going to figure out if Maddix was lying, then the place to start was with the girl.

All good girls had their secret little vices. There was no such thing as innocence or purity. Mikayla Martin might have a lot of good in her, but Nik was betting she was hiding a lot of bad as well. The key to getting past the good girl’s defenses was to find her vices.

She might not party, but she did like to dance. She didn’t have a steady boyfriend, but she was prone to date quite often. She was definitely a mystery.

Pulling from the parking lot, Nik hit the brightly lit streets of Wesel Boulevard while heading for the Cancun Cantina just minutes away.

Tehya’s initial investigation into Mikayla showed a girl who loved her job, her family, her friends, and having fun in general. She was serious when she had to be, but she enjoyed her social life.

She was a different kind of woman, he thought. He wasn’t certain if he knew how to deal with a woman who enjoyed her social life just as well as she enjoyed her job.

He was used to women who were somber, cynical, bitter, and/or psychotic. Women who had lived on the dark side too long, for whatever reason. Even those who worked with the team had their mental scars, their dark sides. They’d seen too much, knew too much about the evil that existed within the shadows.

She didn’t look like a woman who knew anything about evil. She would be the type of woman that would provide a man the calm within the storm. Or would she remind him of everything he had never known or had and the innocence would be something to resent?

As Nik pulled into the Cantina lot he couldn’t imagine that. He couldn’t imagine resenting the peace that could be found in her arms.

He shook his head. His father had once told him that peace came from within a man. It was a peace Nik had yet to find within himself.

Securing the Harley, he strode into the Cantina, the loud music, weekend gaiety, and dim lighting similar to nearly every other club he’d been in during his time with the Elite Ops.

The dance floor was packed, bodies gyrating to the music pounding out from the surprisingly good country western group performing.

He scanned the room, searching for hair the color of wheat. Mikayla was a creature of habit, so he should find her here tonight.

She worked diligently at her shop five days a week and most nights. On Sunday she had lunch and dinner with her parents and she was available for her brothers and friends whenever they needed her.

She had a full social life and a broad base of friends. She truly was your everyday girl next door, from all accounts.

It was now Nik’s job to delve beneath those accounts and find the truth. All he had to do was protect his soul in the process.


CHAPTER 3

Mikayla tapped her fingers against the table as her date, Thad Dawson, stood beside the table talking to friends. He worked in a law firm all week and then socialized on the weekends with the same people he worked with which made little sense to her.

At thirty, Thad was charming, appeared sincere, and seemed to have all the qualities of a Mr. Right. Not that she was looking for Mr. Right. She truly wasn’t. But as her father often reminded her, she wasn’t getting any younger.

She was his baby girl, and he just wanted to see her settled.

Mikayla just wanted to bring a killer to justice so she could get back to her life. She had dresses she wanted to make, unfinished designs waiting for completion. She had a life to get back to.

She should be doing something besides sitting here on a date with a man more concerned with the cases he’d been working on through the week than he was with hitting the dance floor, where she could at least expend some of the nervous energy still raging inside her.

At least she was still dating, she thought mockingly. It seemed people were divided where she and Maddix Nelson were concerned. Those who believed her, or simply considered her amusing, were inclined to allow her within their circle of friends. The other side simply gave her a wide berth.

Thad, she suspected, only still asked her out because the owner of the law firm he worked for was still close friends with her father and hadn’t, so far, seemed to take a side.

Things had definitely changed between her and Thad, though. The last few weeks, the budding relationship had become strained, and after tonight she doubted seriously she would see him again.

She might as well have not been here for all the attention he was showing her.

“The bastard was so guilty, Emily.” Thad chuckled, breaking into Mikayla’s thoughts, and rather than angry, or with a sense of offended justice, Thad sounded merely amused and almost in awe.

The bastard in question had murdered his wife.

“Hey, baby, the prosecutor knew he didn’t have enough evidence. I simply pointed it out. That’s why we’re paid the big bucks. To make certain our clients have every advantage.” Thad’s friend and co-worker Emily Shaltz was filled with smug satisfaction.

As the daughter of one of the partners of the law firm, she was arrogant and self-important. Something Mikayla had always been able to overlook in Emily. Her parents were friends of the family, and Mikayla had always tried to overlook some of Emily’s more grating qualities. Until the past weeks.

Mikayla’s lips tightened at the obvious, in her eyes, miscarriage of justice. No wonder so many people hated lawyers. All that mattered to them was winning. Well, to some of them. There were a few, she had to admit, who were the good guys. They just weren’t a part of this circle.

“And that’s why Emily is moving quickly into a partner’s position.” Thad was clearly impressed.

“I’m not the only one.” Emily turned to Thad, her gaze raking over him with obvious interest. “Thad is heading there quickly himself. He clearly has what it takes to make the partners notice him.”

Mikayla sat back and watched the display. Tall, svelte, and slender, Emily Shaltz, with her clear dark blue eyes, curvy, tall body, and so obvious superiority, had no doubt of her charisma and sexual charm. The fact that Thad was obviously falling quickly beneath the promise in that cool gaze was really no surprise.

She could slip away and no one would notice her, Mikayla thought with a slight edge of amusement. She could go home, do a little work, and actually go to bed at a decent hour and she doubted Thad would even know she was gone.

“Ma’am.” The waitress at Mikayla’s side drew her attention but received no more than a passing glance from those standing at the other side of the table.

Mikayla glanced up. “Yes?”

“The gentleman at the bar has offered to buy you a drink.” The waitress pointed toward the extremely tall, had-to-be Nordic, blond man sitting casually at the bar. Even from across the room he presented an imposing figure.

Mikayla glanced back at Thad, gave a little smile, and shook her head. “Nothing for me, thank you.” She rose to her feet. “I believe I’m heading home for the night.”

Light blue eyes, rakishly long white blond hair, and a body guaranteed to stop women in their tracks at thirty paces. There wasn’t an ounce of give in those broad shoulders, nor in the hard, savage lines of his arrogant face.

A dark overnight growth of beard and mustache shadowed his lower face. He looked entirely too confident of his own sexuality, and dangerous.

Danger exuded from his pores. It surrounded him. It was so much a part of him that Mikayla felt her heart racing at the impact of it.

She had seen similar men. Not as hard, not as dangerous. Men who had been in war for too long, who had returned home unable to fit back into the steady, peaceful routine they had known before they left. But they were a pale imitation of this man. This man was the essence, the very definition, of danger.

The dark rider she had seen on the motorcycle earlier had had a body to die for. This man had the body, but those hardened features, the cool ice blue eyes, and the expression of hardened purpose held the warning that he was more than just a hard, gorgeous body. This man was a weapon.

It was definitely time she headed home. If she had drawn the attention of this man somehow, then she could be in more trouble than she already thought she had gotten herself into.

Thad didn’t even notice when she left the table. Damn if that wasn’t enough to prick a girl’s ego. He’d harassed her for weeks for a date before she’d given in. Thad was a good friend, she’d known him most of her life. He was a nice guy, but too intent on impressing the boss’s daughter to pay much attention to his date. She understood. She wasn’t tall and curvy and a part of the social sphere Thad wanted to enter. She was short, perhaps too curvy. Her long hair wasn’t blond; it wasn’t brown. It was what her mother called dirty blond. It was straight; it wasn’t silky. Her breasts weren’t large, and she wasn’t available for a quick one-night stand.

That pretty much canceled her out for most men.

Slipping through the throng of dangers, she headed for the exit.

The Cantina sat below the major convention center and hotel in the county. It was connected to it and provided a major source of entertainment for the guests there.

It was often a major source of entertainment for Mikayla. In the past weeks, she hadn’t quite been in the mood for entertainment, though.

Pulling the keys to her Jeep from her jeans pocket, Mikayla was suddenly thankful that Thad had been running late today. It meant she’d had a reason to drive her own vehicle to the club rather than riding with him.

It gave her a ride home.

Moving through the shadowed parking lot, she pressed a key between two fingers defensively, prepared, just in case. She’d learned the hard way that nothing was really safe. That at any second something could happen. Something one didn’t bring on oneself.

Watching the shadows warily, her gaze canvassing each area that could hide a threat, she moved as quickly as possible to her Jeep.

It had been impossible to park close to the entrance of the Cantina. She’d been forced to park in a lot across the street. The only place available at the time was far, toward the other end.

She should have gone home when she realized she couldn’t park close enough to the bar to be safe. But Thad had been so insistent.

This would teach her.

Quickening her step, she waited until she was close enough to the vehicle before hitting the automatic door locks. She heard the click as she rounded the car. Her hand was reaching out for the door latch when she’d realized how serious her error had been.

Hard hands grabbed her from behind.

“Fucking troublemaking cunt!” A harsh growl sounded behind her.

Mikayla didn’t have three younger brothers for nothing, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to be a victim who didn’t fight back.

Fear roiled through her. Terror became a creature, snarling, fighting, as adrenaline surged through her bloodstream and nothing but the instinct for survival ruled.

She swung her fist with the key tight between two fingers.

A male grunt sounded in the darkness as she felt herself being thrown, flipped around as she slammed into the back of the Jeep.

Her face raked against the side of the canvas top as her breast was driven against the spare tire. A cry of pain tore from her lips, and with the next breath she was screaming, kicking, scratching, the key gripped between her fingers as she lashed out. In the dark, she couldn’t see much: a shadowed face. Her attacker wasn’t much taller than she, but he was strong.

His fingers wrapped around her throat, clenched. Mikayla drove the keys into a soft midsection. A hard grunt, the fingers loosened, but a second later it felt as though a sledgehammer had driven into the side of her face.

A fist. Distantly, she realized it was a fist. Every muscle in her body went lax for precious seconds as shock and pain traveled through her body. The keys fell from her fingers, her only weapon of defense gone as she felt those fingers, too strong, wrap around her throat once again.

She was going to die.

Mikayla could feel that knowledge rattling inside her brain. She couldn’t fight against strength. She was too weak now. Her senses felt scattered, her breath so short.

She was definitely going to die.

Nik walked out of the Cantina, his gaze searching the brightly lit front entrance of the club as he looked for Mikayla. Cars whizzed by, their headlights flickering through the shadows as he narrowed his eyes in his search for her.

Mikayla had managed to get out of the bar before he realized she had left. She had disappeared into the throng and he’d lost sight of her. By the time Nik realized she was leaving he was too far behind to catch up with her.

She must have been parked close, he thought. The only way she could have gotten away from him so quickly was if she was parked directly in front of the Cantina.

His jaw tightened.

He was turning to stalk to the far end of the lot to his Harley when he heard it: a muted cry.

He stopped, pausing, his gaze searching the parking area across the street.

Where had it come from?

There. Again.

Moving, Nik raced across the street, seeing two shadows struggling at the far end of the parking lot. He was pounding across the blacktop when he heard a strangled cry of feminine rage.

The taller shadow fell back briefly. But only briefly.

Nik wasn’t close enough.

“Mikayla!” He called out her name as he raced between the cars.

The shadow paused, twisted, and in less than a second sprinted off.

Nik watched in horror as hair the color of the softest wheat shone for the briefest second in the flashes of the car lights on the other side of the parking area.

Almost in slow motion she crumpled to the ground just before he could reach her.

Fuck. Fuck.

He was too late.

Horror raced through his system as he hurriedly crouched beside her, his hands running over her quickly as he searched for the telltale dampness of blood, the sign of broken bones. The hilt of a knife.

“No.” Weak, panting, she pushed at his hands as they moved over her breasts. “What are you doing?”

She sounded muffled, strangled. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness. He could see her face now, no blood. One hand pushed at his as the other rose to rub at her neck.

“Miss Martin?” He brushed her hair back from her face as he helped her sit up. “Are you okay?”

If he were a lesser man, a normal man, he would have been shaking.

His hands framed her face as she stared up at him, her head wobbling as he felt her shuddering.

“Mikayla?” He tried to smooth out the ruined sound of his voice, compliments of a fire that had burned too bright, too hot, too long ago.

“I’m fine.” Her voice was low, weak. “Who are you?”

“Nik. Nik Steele.”

Fuck, he knew her name, but she hadn’t met him. She was going to be suspicious as hell.

“The waitress was nice enough to tell me your name,” he told Mikayla as he watched her fighting to catch her breath, her hand still massaging her neck. “Are you okay?”

She nodded jerkily, the movement halting as she grimaced in pain.

“He tried to strangle me,” she rasped, fear quaking in her voice. “You scared him off.”

He hadn’t scared the fucker off fast enough. She could have been killed. It took only a second to use a knife, but whoever had attacked her hadn’t wanted to kill her the quick, easy way.

Thank God.

“Help me up.” She pressed her hands to the ground to push herself up.

“Here.” Nik gripped her beneath her arms and lifted her carefully to her feet, holding her as he watched her find her balance. “You should go to the hospital.”

Her head lifted slowly.

“Oh, my God, no!” The ragged sound of her voice had rage striking through his chest. The sound of irritated vocal cords. The struggle to breathe as she was being strangled had done minute damage as well.

“You should be checked out.”

“My entire family would show up like avenging angels.” Her hand lifted shakily to her brow.

“It would be better to make certain you’re not hurt.”

“I’m fine.” She took a deep breath. “I’m just shaky.”

“Too shaky to drive—”

“I have to find my keys.” She shook her head slowly. “Help me find my keys.”

Her keys were at her feet.

Bending, Nik picked them up, holding them away from her as she reached out for them.

“Hospital, or I can drive you home. Take your pick.”

Mikayla stared up at the stranger. There was a sense of familiarity in the way he acted toward her. It didn’t make sense. She didn’t know him. She knew she had never met him before. She would have remembered if she had.

“Who are you again?”

“Nik Steele,” he answered, his voice, despite its roughness, incredibly gentle.

“That doesn’t tell me who you are.” She stared at the keys in his hand. “Could I please have my keys?”

He shook his head slowly. White blond hair dusted against his shoulders as his dark clothing blended in with the night.

“I told you, I can drive you home or to the hospital. There’s always the option of calling an ambulance or the police.”

“No.” Her response was quick.

The last thing she needed was the police. She doubted very seriously they’d help her anyway. They would probably give her assailant a medal.

“No police.” She just wanted to go home.

“Come on.” His hand gripped her arm, not roughly but in a grip of steel as he steered her to the passenger seat of the Jeep. “Get in. I’ll take you home.”

He helped her into the passenger seat, hiding a smile as she watched him warily, suspiciously.

There were options. She could feel her cell phone in the back pocket of her jeans. She could call one of her brothers.

No. No way. Any of the three would freak out, call her parents, and she would end up in the hospital whether she wanted to be there or not. And her father would definitely call the police. He’d curse and yell at them when they showed their lack of concern. Her mother would be shocked. She knew most of the police officers in town by first name. There was no sense in allowing more of them to disappoint Mikayla’s gentle mother.

Jorrey Martin had cried last week when Mikayla had called to report a break-in attempt at the shop. No one had showed up. Her father had been forced to call and threaten them with a report to the state police.

Not that that would help.

The driver’s side door opened and the huge form of the strange man was forced to release the catch on her seat, shoving it back the full length before he could fold his frame into the seat.

“Address?” He turned to her as he pushed the key into the ignition and turned it on.

Mikayla gave him her address quickly, then watched as he put the Jeep into gear and backed out of the parking space.

“Know where that’s at, do you?” she asked.

She didn’t live in Hagerstown. She’d bought her first house in the small town of nearby Williamsport.

“Actually, I do. I just rented the house next to you this afternoon. I was waiting until tomorrow to move in.” His teeth flashed in the dim glow of the dash lights as he glanced over at her. “Hell of a coincidence, huh?”

She so did not believe in coincidence. The house beside hers was definitely for rent. The single-story brick and stucco, like her own, was set behind a screen of evergreen and decorative privacy pine.

“And how do you intend to get back to your car?”

“My Harley,” he told her. “Call a cab and have it waiting on me when I get there. I’ll see you safely inside your home; then I’ll leave. I’m not moving into the house until tomorrow.”

“And you care why?”

That didn’t make sense. At the moment, Washington County and the surrounding area was rather divided over whether to kill her or to laugh at her.

She had witnessed a murder and seen the murderer, and no one wanted to believe her because the murdered hadn’t been well liked and the murderer was a powerful member of the community with an unbreakable alibi. And it seemed someone definitely wanted to shut her up.

“Why wouldn’t I care?” Nik asked as he pulled to a stop at the intersection. “Not all men are assholes, pretty girl.”

Her brows lifted. Pretty girl?

Mikayla watched the traffic, her hands clenched desperately in her lap as she fought to hold on to her control. Fear was a wild creature inside her, barely contained. This was a stranger. He wasn’t the man who had attacked her. If he had been, she would have been simply dead. His hands were huge, a fitting match to the extra tall, corded length of his body and his rough-hewn face.

“I didn’t say you or anyone else was an asshole.” She touched the bruise she could already feel forming on her face. “Except the person who decided to use me for a punching bag tonight.”

“You went out without a purse or anything to steal; it’s hard to believe it was a mugger,” Nik commented. “Why do you think you were attacked?”

Mikayla glanced at his profile before sighing tiredly. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

He chuckled at that. “Nope. Texas.”

“Figures.” For some reason, it was hard to see him as a Texan, though. “Been here long?”

“Long enough to rent a house.” He grinned as he slid a look her way before returning to the traffic. “And you haven’t answered my question.”

She bit her lip in indecision. “I might have made some people angry.” She shrugged, feeling defensive. Angry.

The store was thriving more from curiosity than from her designs. She no longer trusted friends to hold her secrets, because too many had repeated things she had confided to them. She had tried to play the game as Maddix Nelson was, keeping her reserve in public and trying to find the truth by talking to those she knew were connected to the foreman. But no one would talk to her. And Maddix had the perfect alibi. An evening business meeting with the chief of police and two of the members of the city council. It was an alibi she would have believed herself if she hadn’t known better.

“Might have?” Nik shot her another glance as he turned onto the interstate and headed for the exit to nearby Williamsport. “How did you ‘might have’ pissed someone off?”

“Something I’d rather not talk about.” Mikayla gave a quick shake of her head. “I’d rather know why you’re here from Texas.”

“A job.” In profile, the hard, sharp planes of his face held a wicked, sexy edge.

The sight, the image of him, had a strange effect on her. Her stomach tightened in response; she could feel her heart racing. It was pounding against her chest, making her breathing short, as she became aware of a peculiar sensitivity within her body.

“What kind of job? What do you do?” She sounded a little breathless, but she could excuse it. She had just been attacked. She’d been struck. God, her father had never even spanked her. That was the first time she had ever been struck in her life.

“I’m in private security,” Nik answered, his voice rasping along her senses, almost broken. It was one of the most arousing sounds she had ever heard.

“What kind of private security? Like a bodyguard? A security guard?” She brushed back her hair as the aches of the strikes against her flesh began to actually hurt.

At least nothing had been broken.

“Installation of customized security systems in this case,” he told her. “I’m good with electronics.”

“You said ‘in this case’?” She lifted her hand slowly to the ache in her ribs. “Do you sometimes do other things?”

“Bodyguard, deliveries. I’m pretty well rounded.” He made the turn onto the exit, then headed through the small town Mikayla called home.

“So you’re here to install personal security systems. Who are you working for?” She needed a distraction until she could get rid of him.

“Privileged information,” he drawled as he glanced back at her. “Sorry.”

“Not a problem.” She shook her head as they drew closer to the house. A part of her regretted that the ride was almost over.

She felt safe here with him, despite the fact that she didn’t know anything about him.

“You’re hurting,” he stated, his voice hardening as he pulled the Jeep slowly into her driveway and slid it into park before turning to look at her.

She almost jerked her hand back from her ribs.

“Some guy just knocked me around for the hell of it,” she pointed out with an edge of bitterness. “Yeah, I’ll have a few bruises.”

“I think you should go to the hospital,” Nik suggested, his gaze intent as he stared back at her. “You could be seriously hurt and not know it.”

She shook her head. “It’s bruises.”

“You don’t know that, Mikayla,” he chided her, his voice lowering. “It could be something far serious and you wouldn’t know.”

“He slammed me against the Jeep and hit me in the face,” she said, rejecting the idea. “There are no internal injuries or broken bones. I’m just going to be sore.”

“You’re just going to have a bruise across the whole side of your face.” He reached out then, his fingertips almost brushing against the ache in her cheek. “He should be killed for that alone.”

Mikayla’s lips parted before she could control it, her heart speeding up, racing until she swore she could feel it in her throat.

It wasn’t racing in fear. It was racing in excitement at the thought of Nik’s fingers touching her flesh.

“Let’s not talk about killing.” She almost gave a hard, bitter laugh. The last thing she wanted to even think about was killing. “I forgot to call your cab. You’re going to have to wait awhile for it to arrive.”

His lips quirked in amusement. “Not a problem.” He pulled his own cell phone from the holster at his side before hitting a number.

“Pickup,” he notified the other end before giving the address. “Yeah. Good thing I caught you. I’ll be waiting outside.”

He flipped the phone closed.

“A friend?” she asked.

“A co-worker. She owes me a favor.” He pushed the phone back into the holster before turning back to Mikayla. “I’d ask for coffee, but I can almost feel the word ‘no’ on your lips.”

She had to grin at that. No matter how much she wanted to spend more time with this intriguing man, she wasn’t as brave as she wished she were.

“Sorry,” she sighed, hearing the heavy regret in the sound. “My dad is already going to go ballistic because I didn’t call him first thing. If he finds out I let a stranger into my house, he’ll begin to question how well he raised me.”

“A woman who listens to her father. A strange concept.” Nik grinned, causing her stomach to turn flips at the quirk of his hard, bitable lips. Damn, she would love to taste those lips.

“There are a few of us left,” she promised him, letting a small laugh pass her lips despite the ache in her ribs.

“Yes, so it seems.” He tilted his head in agreement. “Ah, well, my ride will be here in two more minutes. I have to say, I was glad to meet you, Miss Martin.”

“And I have to say, thank you for saving me.” She grinned back as she held her hand out. “Can I have my keys now?”

Pulling the keys from the ignition, he placed them slowly in her palm, his fingers touching her flesh as she felt a subtle, low rush of energy as it passed over her skin.

Her fingers curled over the keys, brushing his as his hand lifted.

“Thank you again,” she said, her voice more breathless than before.

“I’ll see you soon,” he promised. “Remember, I live just next door. Come on now; let me see you inside so I can be sure you’re going to be okay. Like your father, I’ll worry.”

“You have children?” Was he married? Oh, Lord, was she lusting after a married man who was going to move in next door with a wife and children?

His expression stilled, though. Something hard and brutal flashed in those icy blue eyes.

“I did once,” he finally said before giving his head a hard shake and pulling the latch to the door and stepping out quickly.

He didn’t want to talk about it; that was obvious.

He was a father once, he said. His child was dead or somehow lost to him then?

She held her questions, her curiosities. Some subjects were too sensitive, especially between two people who didn’t know each other.

Her door opened; then he reached inside and gently helped her from the Jeep.

“Nik, I’m sorry.” She laid her hand on his arm.

“For what?” His eyes narrowed in the dim light.

“For whatever hurts you,” she said softly before stepping aside and moving gingerly along the sidewalk, aware of him behind her.

Her door was still locked. Inserting the key, she unlocked it, stepped inside, and pushed in the code for the alarm system. Everything was still secure. Her lamps were still on; her cat, Biskus, meowed from the arched doorway into the kitchen just as he did every time she returned.

“Everything’s fine.” She turned back to Nik, aware of him staring down at her, tall and broad. Protective. “Thank you again.”

“Thank you.” He reached out, touched her unbruised cheek, then turned and left.

A car pulled up at the curb and as Mikayla watched the door open she saw the redhead inside. Tall, of course, and pretty.

And then they were gone.

Closing the door behind her, Mikayla reset the locks and the security system before staring down at the rather large black and white long-haired cat that had adopted her.

“Well, it’s just you and me again, Biskus.”

He meowed again, then turned and loped back to the kitchen.

A clear indication he felt he deserved a treat for being left at home alone.

She felt perhaps she deserved a treat herself. For the bruise on her face, the one she felt forming on her ribs, the fear she had experienced that night, and the man she had been forced to walk away from.

Her father would have been horrified.

She could hear him raging even as a smile tipped her lips.

Her brothers would go crazy.

And that still wasn’t enough to dim her interest.

Or her arousal.


CHAPTER 4

“Oh, my God!” Deirdre’s voice was horrified, her expression slackening into lines of complete disbelief as Mikayla walked into the shop early the next morning.

She had timed her arrival to coincide with Deirdre’s and to ensure she could take care of customers while Mikayla hid for the day.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Mikayla assured her assistant.

Mikayla knew her face looked damned bad. The bruise spread across her cheek to her jaw and then to the side of her lip. Her lower lip was split and, though not grotesquely swollen, incredibly uncomfortable.

“It’s not as bad as it looks?” Deirdre’s eyes were wide, her hands moving from her silk-clad hips as she rushed across the plush carpet to Mikayla.

“Mikayla, what in the world happened to you?” Her friend’s green eyes, the color of a summer leaf, filled with threatening tears as her hands lifted to Mikayla’s shoulders and turned her more fully to the light. “My God. Who hit you? Do I need to start collecting bail for your brothers?”

“They don’t know, and you’re not going to tell them.” Mikayla suppressed a shiver; she was doing everything she could to keep her family from finding out.

“You think you can keep this from them?” Deirdre propped her hands on her hips again, the cream silk of her skirt stretching over her hips as her shoulders straightened beneath the light blue sleeveless blouse she wore.

“I’d better keep it from them,” Mikayla muttered. “They’ll make my life hell otherwise.”

“So what happened?” Deirdre demanded again, following Mikayla as she gave a brief shake of her head and moved to her office at the back of the shop.

“I was attacked in the parking lot of the club,” she told the other woman as they entered her office. “Maybe it was a mugger.”

“And maybe it was a Nelson fanatic,” Deirdre snapped, anger filling her tone now. “That’s who it was, wasn’t it?”

“I really don’t know, Deirdre.” Mikayla plopped her purse on the less-than-tidy desk and sat down gingerly in the softly padded chair behind it.

“What else is wrong?” Deirdre would have to notice the careful way Mikayla took her seat.

It never failed. Her family and friends were like overprotective bears at times.

“Look, I was just knocked around a little bit,” Mikayla assured Deirdre. “A white knight showed up, rescued me, and delivered me home safe and sound.”

And that was enough to distract Deirdre.

“White knight?” Deirdre plopped her rear on the corner of Mikayla’s desk, the open door giving her clear sight of the front door, and gave Mikayla a demanding look. “Give deets, girlfriend.”

Mikayla laughed. “Deets, huh? What makes you think there are any details?”

Details such as height, hair, eyes, pure male sex appeal. Oh, Mikayla had deets.

“Well, duh.” Deirdre laughed. “ ‘White knight’ is the key word here. Tell me all about him.”

Mikayla’s lips parted as the light tinkle of the bell at the door sounded. She started to laugh at the pout that formed on Deirdre’s lips, until she saw a look of complete awe fill her face.

Mikayla leaned forward tentatively and restrained a sigh at the sight of the man walking across the carpet. In black leather pants, biker boots, and a T-shirt that stretched across his hard, broad chest, Nik Steele walked into the dress shop.

“The white knight,” she murmured in amusement as Deirdre seemed locked in amazement.

“Mikayla?” He stepped into the office, looking between her and Deirdre.

Ice blue eyes. Mikayla wondered if there was actually any emotion behind that gaze. The night before, she hadn’t seen the ice there, the hard, almost cynical light; instead, she had felt something, sensed it, in the way he acted, the tone of his voice.

But she remembered what he had said. He’d once been a father. Losing a child would destroy the soul, she thought. But would it leave anything for anyone else?

“Can I help you, Mr. Steele?” Leaning back, she let her gaze rove over that gorgeous hard body just one more time.

His lips quirked as though he was well aware of his effect on her and Deirdre as well. It would be hard to miss it; Deirdre was staring at him as though he were a sweet and she was dying for a sugar rush.

“Yes, ma’am, you can.” A flicker of warmth glimmered in his icy eyes. “I was wondering if you’d like to join me for steaks tonight? I thought I’d throw a few on the grill. Break out a couple of bottles of beer.”

“If she’s not interested, then I am.” Deirdre suddenly found her voice. “She’s not real smart sometimes, ya know.” There was a wealth of amusement in Deirdre’s expression as Mikayla frowned at her.

“She appears extremely intelligent to me,” he drawled, that sexy grin still tugging at his lips as he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door frame.

The flesh between her thighs heated, grew damp. That rat-a-tat-tat of her heart made her breathless. He had an effect on her that no other man ever had.

“Yes, she’s extremely intelligent,” Mikayla informed him as though participating in the conversation.

“I don’t know.” Deirdre leaned her hand against the desk and glanced back at Mikayla. “Look at her face. See, she knows better than to be in dark places by herself. I bet that was where you found her, huh?”

“It was indeed.” Nik’s gaze sliced back to her. “Parked in the darkest area as she played punching bag for some asshole. She hasn’t told me why yet.”

Deirdre’s gaze swung back to Mikayla in amazement. “He doesn’t know?” She switched back to Nik. “You don’t know?”

“I didn’t say I haven’t been checking into it.”

He knew.

Mikayla swallowed tightly before drawing in a deep breath. At least, as deep as sore ribs allowed.

“Figure anything out yet?” she asked.

“A few things,” he answered. “Enough to know why you were attacked last night.”

“You work fast.” A sense of disappointment filled her. She couldn’t tell if he believed her or not.

“So who do you believe?” Deirdre voiced the question Mikayla was only thinking.

Nik stared back at Deirdre as though in surprise. “I tend to believe the punching bag. They rarely get used without reason.”

Mikayla’s heart melted. It was totally illogical, but he wasn’t laughing at her, and he wasn’t questioning her honesty.

“There you are, a smart man.” Deirdre waved her hand toward Nik as she stared back at Mikayla, satisfaction filling her gaze. “Now, if you don’t show up for that steak, then I’m gonna.”

Deirdre bounced from the desk at the sound of the bell tinkling once again. Nik straightened and stepped into the office. Deirdre got as far as the doorway and froze and Mikayla could have sworn she whimpered.

Mikayla knew who it was. Deirdre turned to Mikayla, her expression filled with pity. “Can I have the day off?” she asked as Mikayla’s father and brothers stepped into the store.

Dread filled Mikayla. “Can I?”

Nik was standing on the back deck of the rented house, the grill heating, steaks lying on the small grill ledge, as he heard the gate between the two properties squeak as it opened.

He restrained a grin.

He’d left that shop that morning just after giving her father the details of the night before. First, Nik had been required to show ID and subject himself to an in-depth interrogation on why he was there and how long he was staying and even provide references. They were references Nik had no doubt Mr. Martin would call.

The man was extremely protective of his only daughter, and the three young men with him had been almost as intense. There was no doubt Mikayla was well cherished by her family.

She had humored them, though there had been desperation in her gaze as she looked at Nik. A plea to rescue her as her family descended upon her.

He’d been amused, he had to admit. A part of that amusement had been overshadowed by grief, though. He would have been just as protective of his own daughter. Seeing Ramsey Martin’s fear and love for his child had sent a shaft of guilt tearing through Nik.

What would he do had he ever learned a man was intending to use his child as Nik was intending to use Ramsey Martin’s child?

He’d kill him.

That was an easy question to ask.

But Mikayla wasn’t a child any longer. She was a grown woman, one with an innocent appeal that drove him insane.

He couldn’t equate Mikayla with a child, his or any others. He was man enough to see the woman in her, and to be aroused by her.

“I was wondering how long it would take you to break free.” He didn’t turn as he sensed her moving toward the deck.

“I completely blame you for the entire debacle that my day has been.” The accusation in her voice had a grin tugging at his lips. There was no true heat, more exasperation and irritation than anything.

“That’s why I have your beer extra cold.” He turned to her, and he swore his cock surged harder, faster, than it had the night before.

Son of a bitch. Look at her. That fall of soft wheat blond hair over one side of her face as those amethyst eyes watched him with narrowed intent.

That look sliced right through him. Like fire snaking through his body. He felt sweat begin to dot his shoulders, felt his balls tighten painfully.

Hell, he wanted to taste her so damned bad he could barely stand it. The need for it was a hunger raging through him with a force that almost left him shaking.

He’d never wanted anything like he wanted this woman right now.

“How do you like your steak?” He had to turn from her. If he didn’t turn away from her, then he was going to lift her up on the long wooden table, stroke that flimsy dress up her thighs, and peel it from her plump breasts.

“Medium whatever,” she answered as she stepped up to the deck. “I hope you have salad and a potato to go with that. You owe me after the hell I went through today. Do you know they made me go to the hospital? Do you know what hospitals are like? I hate those damned places.”

He turned back, just for a second, he told himself. He was just going to look at her for another second.

She stood at the top of the steps, her hip cocked, one hand resting against it as her hair fell around her shoulders like a sunlit cape.

She was so damned short. And so fucking petite he was almost scared to touch her. Hell, she’d be the death of him. He was going to expire from sexual hunger before the night was over.

“Salad and potato are waiting inside,” he promised her.

He’d done his homework. He knew how she liked her steak before he’d even asked her. He knew she preferred Caesar salad and baked potatoes. She liked ranch dressing on her salad, butter and ranch on her potato. She preferred rolls with honey and liked lemon with her sweet tea.

She wore dresses, rarely wore jeans, and she liked silk and French lace beneath her clothing.

He was dying to get under her dress.

“Where’s that beer?” The irritation in her voice only made him harder. Made him feel challenged.

“Here you go, pretty girl.” Pulling open the door to the minirefrigerator beneath the grill, he opened the beer, then turned and handed it to her.

Her fingers glanced his as she took it and he swore his body tightened further. His cock was going to explode at this rate.

Nik swore he could smell the sweet, soft aroma of arousal reaching out to him, or perhaps it was just the innocent curiosity in her gaze and his own imagination.

“God, they made me crazy.” She plopped down on the seat at the picnic table, crossed one slender leg over her knee. Her strappy soft blue sandals were an attractive contrast to the white and pale yellow sundress that barely met her knees.

The fluttery dress was pretty as hell, feminine and soft, tempting. It made a man want to slide it right off her body.

“They love you.” Nik tossed the steaks on the grill, hoping to distract himself before he ended up trying to seduce her right there on the back deck.

“To death.” She gave a charming little puff of air behind him. “Mom showed up just after you left. She cried when I didn’t want to go to the hospital. Then she cried some more when she got a good look at my face. Do you have any idea how hard it was to escape them? Do you know Dad is threatening to move my brothers in with me? Can you imagine how irritating my brothers are?”

“They seemed concerned.” He could see her killing them in three days flat. The three of them had postured, growled, and frowned at him the entire time he had been at the shop.

“They seemed mentally retarded.” That little puff of air again.

He chuckled at the accusation.

“I swear I think Dad must have dropped them on their heads when they were babies. Those three have the combined IQ of a brick.”

Mixed with the irritation was affection. She loved her brothers, but Nik could understand why they made her crazy. Once upon a time, he had had a sister himself. One he had hovered over and protected.

“You managed to hold them off, though?” Damn, he hoped she had, because he had every intention of seducing the hell out of her. That would be rather hard to do if she had three brothers living with her.

“I threatened to cook for them.” He caught her shrug from the corner of his eye.

“You can’t cook?”

“Not as far as they know.” She tipped the beer to her lips, took a long, refreshing drink, and he almost came in his jeans. He could only imagine how sexy those pretty lips would look on his body. On his cock.

That told him a lot, though. She protected herself against the overprotection of her family. She had deliberately allowed her brothers, men who enjoyed their food, to think she couldn’t cook.

He tested the steaks, judged their doneness, then pulled them from the grill and placed them on the china. Moving to the table, he set the steaks in front of her, moved back into the house, and gathered the rest of the meal.

The first beer eased her irritation. The second was enjoyed with the steak as early evening began to dim. Nik lit the citronella candles he had waiting on the far edge of the table, pulled two more beers from the minifridge, and cleared the dishes.

“You should be punished.” A little pout crossed her lips as he returned to his seat. Even the bruise marring her face did nothing to detract from the seductive image.

“Why is that?” He chuckled as he leaned closer. “I didn’t tell your father anything.”

“No, you told the owner of the bar as he was leaving this morning, who then called my father in like five seconds flat. You have to be careful around here, Mr. Steele. There are no secrets.”

“I’ll remember that.” He watched her carefully. “The owner of that bar had some very interesting information, though.”

He watched her eyes. In less than a second the guileless amusement turned to wary suspicion.

“I bet he did.” She tensed, her eyes filling with disappointment.

“You’ve had a lot of problems like this, haven’t you, Mikayla?” Nik asked gently.

Her lips twisted mirthlessly and for a second he saw a flash of grief.

“Yeah, I have.” She shrugged, causing the filmy strap of her dress to slip partially over her silken shoulder. “Maddix has the perfect alibi.” Her head lifted, her eyes meeting Nik’s head-on then. “Are you sure you’re on the punching bag’s side here?”

There was a wealth of cynicism in that look, and hurt. She believed in what she had seen. She truly believed Maddix Nelson had committed that murder.

“Let’s say I’m in the ‘I wasn’t there’ camp,” Nik finally answered her, wondering at that prick of guilt he suddenly felt. “And I tend to lean to the side of the underdog. I have to say you’re definitely the underdog here, sweetheart.”

“Underdog” was an understatement.

Mikayla stared back at Nik Steele, wondering at the shadow that briefly darkened the light blue of his eyes, that made them appear not so cold or lacking in emotion.

What did he hide behind those eyes?

“Yes, I’m the underdog,” she agreed, shrugging before reaching to her shoulder to readjust the strap of her dress.

He watched her. Those eyes focused on her movement, lightning swift, and with another flash of that brief, dark emotion. And hunger. Mikayla glimpsed the hunger in his gaze. That flash set a charge within her own nerve endings. It was like flash fire. It tore across her flesh, tightened her nipples, and for a second literally stole her breath.

“I should go.” But instead of jumping to her feet as she knew she should, she sat there instead, allowing his gaze to hold her trapped.

“Why?” Eatable lips. The man had completely eatable lips. Just a little bit full, just a little bit sexy, hinting at restraint, and a tempting hunger to lose control.

She could feel it, that knowledge, sense it with the raging feminine need coursing through her body.

“Because you’re dangerous,” she whispered, feeling her fingers shake as she lifted them from the table. “And I think I’ve had enough danger in my life lately.”

She had to force herself to begin standing.

“Are you sure you want to leave now, Mikayla?”

He stood, leaned closer, and for that moment she was lost.

She was lost in his eyes. Icy, icy blue eyes that at first were as frozen as the Arctic. Until he came closer. Until she glimpsed for a second that flame of blue in their depths.

Until his lips touched hers.

That kiss.

She had read about that kiss. She had seen movies that revolved around that kiss. But she had never known it herself before this. This was the first time.

As his lips brushed against hers heat seared her senses and some unknown narcotic began to infuse her blood. Wild, impossible pleasure began to pound through her body, focusing between her thighs, swelling in her clit, dampening her sex. Sensual, sensuous, the heavy lassitude washed through her, allowing her lips to part, to accept that first brush of his tongue.

She had kissed before. She’d had lots of kisses. She was a virgin; that didn’t mean she had never been kissed. It didn’t mean she had never been touched or tempted.

But never had she been tempted like this. Parting her lips further, she allowed her senses, her curiosity, to take control. A kiss like this was once in a lifetime. It was a kiss that personified danger, broken hearts, and star-crossed hungers.

She trembled as he moved around the table, never breaking contact, the kiss growing only deeper as he took deep, drugging sips of her lips. He rubbed his lips against hers, licked at her tongue with his. Then his lips slanted over hers and he took them as a man intent on seduction.

Mikayla wasn’t going to fight it. This was more man than she had ever had so close. More man than she had ever dared to approach, ever wanted to approach. Mikayla had always wanted nothing more than to live a safe, steady, sane life.

Life hadn’t been any of that lately; why not grab some of the pleasure to be had from it?

She gasped as she felt herself being lifted. The smooth planks of the picnic table were under her thighs as Nik’s hand cupped her neck, holding her in place as his kiss deepened.

Summer heat whipped not just around her but also through her. The feel of his strength, the touch of his lips, were heady. She wanted more.

Mikayla couldn’t resist reaching up to his hair, her fingers tugging at the leather strap holding it back. The coarse, cool strands flowed around her fingers, down the sides of his face. The sensual feel added to the pleasure beginning to build in her body.

“Such a brave little beauty,” he murmured, his head lifting as her eyes opened.

What had ever made her imagine his eyes were cold? Icy? That wasn’t ice. It was a steel blue flame blistering in its heat.

“Brave? Stupid maybe?” She was breathless, but it was the feel of his hands on her thighs, pushing the hem of her dress higher, that had her losing her breath.

The heated rasp of calloused flesh sent fingers of blistering pleasure racing through her nerve endings. Her gaze jerked down. She had to watch. Eyes wide, her lips parting, she watched as his large, broad hands slid her dress slowly up her thighs until his thumbs met at the damp center of her silken panties.

He stood between her spread knees, his legs shifting to part her thighs as his thumbs moved subtly against the center of her panties.

“Nik . . .” She tried to breath. She had to convince herself this was a bad thing. She had remained a virgin all these years, waiting until it was right.

Was this right? Or was it just a man who knew exactly how to play the human body?

“Shh. I just want a taste, pretty baby,” he crooned. “I’ve never tasted innocence before.”

Her gaze flashed back to his. That pale blue flame licked over her senses as his head lowered.

His lips stroked along her jawline to her neck. Flash points of pleasure seemed to tear across her nerve endings, streaking to alternate points of her body as she began to ache with sensual heat.

His thumb pressed against her clit as it throbbed for attention. The firm, knowing touch sent spirals of sensation tracking lower, invading the depths of her sex and clenching through her body with near-violent desire.

She had never wanted like she wanted this touch. The heated warmth of his fingertips against her inner thighs, his thumb pressing against her clit as his kiss sank inside her.

It was incredible.

He was the ultimate bad boy bringing the ultimate pleasure, and Mikayla, like any good virgin, was much too susceptible to it.

The exquisite sensation raced through her body like a narcotic she couldn’t resist. It weakened any thought to protest, any need to deny. It sensitized her flesh, heated it, and had her lying back for him as he came over her, his knee pressing against the table, replacing his thumbs as one hand gripped her hip and dragged her closer to the firm pressure of that diabolical knee.

For twenty-six years she had remained a virgin and she was ready to throw it all away right now, right here.

Her head tipped back as his lips moved from hers, to her jaw, to her neck. The heated rasp of his unshaven jaw brushed against her neck as his lips waged a path of sensual destruction along the tender flesh of her neck.

It was incredible. It so surpassed pleasure, came so close to orgasmic bliss, she could barely breathe for it. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t do anything but feel.

Oh, God, it felt so good.

His fingers played at the edges of her breasts as his lips moved lower, brushed against the rounded tops, licked over them. His tongue painted a trail of fire that sent a quicksilver rush of sensation tearing through her womb.

“You have to be the sweetest thing I’ve tasted in my life,” he growled as he pushed the strap of her dress over her shoulder, revealing more of her breast, daring to nudge her dress lower until the tender bud of her nipple was revealed.

She was doing this on his deck? Letting him touch her like this, taste her like this, on his picnic table? And she was loving it.

The side of his finger rasped against her nipple as she arched closer, feeling his tongue lick between the valley of her breasts. She wanted his tongue on her nipple. She wanted to feel it enclosed in the heated cavern of his mouth. She wanted it like she had never wanted another touch.

Was it the danger she had faced? The knowledge that tomorrow had almost not arrived for her? Was it the danger? Was it simply the man?

The man was incredible.

A low, muted groan, or a growl, vibrated against her breasts as his lips smoothed over her nipple. Racing pleasure raked over the tender tip, sent an incredible mix of sensations flowing through her.

Her head tipped back, her back arching as she bit her lips to hold back a cry. Her nipple lodged between his lips as his tongue stroked over it. Stroked, like a wet, heated flame.

She was on the verge of begging for more. Begging was clearly becoming an option when she suddenly stiffened at a sound she couldn’t believe she was hearing.

“Mikayla, are you out here?”

Her brother? Scotty?

Her eyes flew open, watching as Nik’s head lifted just enough to allow his eyes to glance through the veil of his lashes toward the gate that separated their yards.

“Mikayla, your car’s out front. Where are you?”

Her lips parted in shock. “He called the police the last time I tried to ignore him.”

Nik’s expression tightened with predatory intent, a glint of danger flickering in his gaze.

What was she allowing herself to get into here? Where had her common sense gone?

“She’s not here, Neil,” Scotty called out. “Get Beau; we’ll call the sheriff. He might actually help us this time.”

Her eyes widened. All her brothers were there?

Oh, Lord.

“Let me go.” She wiggled beneath Nik, still feeling too fragile, too feminine, against him. “They really will call the sheriff.”

They didn’t care how they embarrassed her, but she was lucky. They cared. For all their overprotectiveness, for all their irritating ways, her brothers loved her.

Nik’s gaze slid slowly back to her. She imagined she saw a war waging in his gaze, whether to release her or to hold her, to ignore her brothers or to tempt her further.

Finally, between one breath and the next he eased up, straightened, then lifted her from the table.

His hand slid the strap of her dress up as the other adjusted the neckline, hiding the rounded flesh of her breast as he stepped back.

“A lucky save,” he told her, his lips quirking. “Go do what you have to do, pretty girl. We’ll talk later.”

Talk? She could just imagine where that conversation would lead.

“I think the best thing I could do is stay away from you,” she said softly. “I don’t need a broken heart, Nik.”

“Do any of us?” He glanced behind her. “There are your brothers.”

“Mikayla.” Suspicion laced Beau’s voice as he opened the gate. “What are you doing here?”

Nik stepped back. “Good night, pretty girl.”

He turned and stepped into the house, the doors sliding closed behind him.

Mikayla turned, faced her brothers, and breathed out wearily.

A lucky save? Or simply a reprieve?


CHAPTER 5

Maddix Nelson’s home was in the most exclusive part of Hagerstown. The rising mansions and gated estates were lavishly rich and heavily secured.

The Nelson home was on the lower end of lavish, situated in a gated community, surrounded by other similar homes, just as expensive, just as secured.

As Nik pulled the Hummer into the Nelson driveway behind several other vehicles, he was clearly able to see why his neighbors had been so certain Maddix had been home the evening Eddie Foreman had died. They were intensely curious. Even now Nik counted no fewer than half a dozen watching as he stepped from the vehicle and made his way along the precisely placed sidewalk that led to the front door.

The door opened as he stepped onto the ornately decorated front porch.

“Nik.” Maddix opened the door and stepped inside. “They’re all here.” “They” being the two city council members, chief of police, and mayor, as well as Maddix’s son, Luke.

Nik followed Maddix through the quiet, understated luxury of the house to the back of the house where the office was located.

Nik stepped into the room, paying particular attention to the heavy, closed drapes, the dark wood walls.

“Nik, Councilman John Cooker, Mayor Dempsey, Chief Daniel Riley, Councilwoman Caroline Faulkner, my wife, Glenda, and my son, Lucas. We were all here the night Eddie was killed.”

“This is ridiculous, Maddix.” Glenda Nelson, Maddix’s younger second wife, was clearly his trophy bride. At thirty-three the former model with her dark chocolate skin and rounded dark eyes was an exotic beauty who was clearly put out at being asked to attend this meeting.

His son, Lucas, sat slumped in a chair in the corner, his brown eyes narrowed with spoiled defensiveness. His expression bespoke a man who considered himself far beyond being required to attend to anyone else’s schedule.

The councilman and -woman watched in interest from their places on a love seat. There was a heavy sense of familiarity between the two that bespoke of lovers, despite the fact that they were married, to other partners.

The chief of police sat in a chair next to a cold fireplace, his lips set in a thin line, his hazel eyes watching Nik suspiciously as Mayor Dempsey nodded his head in greeting.

The gang was all here.

“Thank you for meeting me,” Nik said, making an attempt at a polite greeting.

“It wasn’t as though some of us had a choice,” Maddix’s son sneered.

“No, it wasn’t,” Nik agreed. “But I’m certain we all appreciate your cooperation.”

Cooperation his ass. Nik had warned Maddix he would drag the son there by his hair if he wasn’t in attendance. It was a threat Maddix had evidently relayed.

“Why must Luke and I be here, Mr. Steele?” Glenda crossed her arms over the soft pale cream blouse she wore with stylish white shorts. “I’m certain we weren’t needed.”

“You were all here the night Eddie Foreman died,” Nik said. “I have some questions I wanted to ask.”

“Yes, we were all here, which means Maddix obviously killed no one,” Glenda continued to protest. “That makes this an exercise in futility if you ask me.”

So much for cooperation.

“Did I ask you?” Nik queried with cool softness.

“Enough, Glenda,” Maddix growled. “Let Nik do his job. If he asked you to be here, then it’s for a reason.”

“We should have invited Mikayla.” Luke’s lips tightened into a smile of clear male appreciation. “Then perhaps I wouldn’t be so bored.”

Nik turned his head and stared at the other man. “And why do you say that, Mr. Nelson?” he asked.

The smile shifted to one of anticipation. “Once this is over, it would be nice to take what’s owed me. The little bitch was teasing the hell out of me before she dropped me cold after she accused my father of murder.”

“Shut your damned mouth, Luke,” Maddix ordered his son furiously before Nik would make a move to shut his mouth permanently. “I told you to stay away from that girl before any of this happened. She’s too good for your spoiled, whorish ways.”

There was an edge of contempt in Maddix’s tone that surprised Nik. Luke was Maddix’s only child, a son at that, and obviously spoiled past redemption. The fact that Maddix was taking a stand when it was obviously too late made no sense to Nik.

“His mother raised him,” Maddix explained with a glare toward his son. “Until she couldn’t do a damned thing with him, either.”

“He’s twenty-seven years old. Throw his ass out and let him figure it out on his own,” Nik stated coldly. “For now, he can sit tight and keep his mouth shut or he’ll deal with me.”

He slid Luke a cold, hard look as the other man opened his mouth to speak again. Just as quickly, Luke settled back and merely glared mutinously back at them.

“Why are we here, Mr. Steele?” the councilwoman asked then, clearly as bored with events as Nik was becoming.

Nik turned his gaze to her, revealing nothing. “To satisfy my curiosity, perhaps,” he stated.

The real reason was to gauge the honesty of Maddix’s alibi. Guilt was never as cleverly hidden as others believed it was. Bringing them all into the same place as they had claimed they had been the first time gave Nik a chance to decide if they were lying or if that meeting had truly taken place.

“I wasn’t even in this damned room,” Luke muttered. “I was upstairs. If I remember correctly, Dad was rather insistent that I not stay.”

Maddix’s lips tightened as his expression turned reproving. “He was drunk.”

“I was.” Luke smiled sardonically.

“I was by the pool.” Glenda waved a graceful hand toward the pool outside the office. “I don’t involve myself in Maddix’s business affairs.”

No doubt. Not for the first time Nik was amazed at familial interactions. They were nothing like his family, back in Russia, before he’d lost all he held dear. His may not have been willing to stand up to their government to help Nik, but they all knew better than to disrespect their parents. He and his brothers and sisters had worked from an early age and learned to take care of themselves. Nik had never been able to make sense of men and women like Luke Nelson and Maddix’s trophy wife.

“Was there anything in particular that you needed to know, Mr. Steele?” The chief of police watched him with barely disguised animosity. “Or are you just checking us out?”

Nik allowed his lips to quirk mockingly. No doubt the police chief had investigated him. Nik could see it in Riley’s eyes, in the hunger to make an arrest that could possibly be the turning point of his career. Possibly. If he could actually come up with any proof to back the rumors that circulated in certain circles where Nik Steele was concerned. Thankfully, they were rumors. Even the U.S. government, armed forces, and law enforcement agencies often depended on the information he provided and even, at times, his services.

“Just checking you out,” Nik agreed as he crossed his arms over his chest and turned his gaze back to the son. “You know Ms. Martin then?”

“I spent the better part of three months wining and dining her,” he grunted. “She was ready to put out when she decided to try to ruin Father for whatever reason.” He glared back at Maddix. “Not that I could blame her much.”

Nik watched Maddix roll his eyes. “He begged that poor girl for a date for two years. She finally gave in to him just to shut him up.”

Luke snickered at the comment, his gaze filled with sarcasm as he stared back at Nik. “She’s a frigid thing, I have to say, but I could have melted her.”

Frigid? Mikayla?

There was no doubt in Nik’s mind that Luke Nelson hadn’t had a chance at Mikayla. She had been anything but frigid the week before on Nik’s back deck.

“Did any of you know Eddie Foreman?” Nik asked as he turned to the others in the room.

“I rather doubt it,” the councilwoman informed him as she smoothed back a strand of her carefully colored blond hair. “Our meeting that night concerned city business interests that Maddix is a part of, not his construction business.”

That was pretty much what Nik expected. His reasons for being here had very little to do with the questions or any information that could be gained on the foreman.

Nik was learning quite a bit, though, more than he had expected. There was a lot to be learned from simply watching.

“What do you have so far, Nik?” Maddix rubbed at his forehead at he cast the others a disgruntled look.

“Nothing yet.” Nik cast Luke Maddix another look, one he was certain was filled with confidence. “I’ve moved in next door to her, though. She’s a nice girl.”

“I told you she was.” Maddix shook his head. “I thought she was too good for this.”

Luke was glaring back at him now.

“How long before she learns why you’re here, do you think?” Luke grunted with bitter amusement. “It’s not as though you’re hiding it. Do you think she’s going to thank you for lying to her?”

Nik arched his brow. “In this situation, lying isn’t an option.” He shrugged. “She’ll learn soon enough and I won’t deny it. I’ve told her no different.”

He would give Luke Nelson no ammunition against him, or Mikayla. It wouldn’t matter whether others knew why he was there or not. Maddix had called Nik to find out why Mikayla was lying. The problem was, he couldn’t tell which one of them was lying, her or Maddix. It was a disturbing realization.

“Do you think we haven’t checked you out, Steele?” Animosity thickened Luke Nelson’s voice.

“Enough, Luke,” Maddix growled.

“Tell him, Riley.” Luke’s sneer in the chief of police’s direction was snide and filled with derision. “You can’t arrest the bastard, though, can you? Can’t or won’t. Maybe you’re just too damned scared?”

Chief Riley’s wide, square face tightened in anger as Nik merely shook his head. “He can’t arrest me.” Nik stared back at the chief. “I have yet to break a law.”

Which wasn’t entirely true.

“That we can prove,” the chief muttered. “You know, Steele, I’m only here because Maddix is a friend and I want this cleared up just as much as he does. Otherwise, I’d be trying to find a way to fry your ass, no matter the fact that certain government agencies find you useful.”

“That you can prove. And fortunately for me, I have many friends,” Nik agreed as he inclined his head mockingly. “And on that note, before I murder this little bastard of Maddix’s, I’m leaving.”

Fury stiffened Luke’s expression as he jumped to his feet and turned to his father.

“I feel sorry for you, Maddix,” Nik stated, pitying the man. “Try suspending his allowance for a while. Maybe he’ll act like a decent human being rather than the disgrace he’s turning out to be.”

Nik walked out of the room as Maddix lowered his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. Almost simultaneously Glenda and Luke began raging. It didn’t surprise Nik that Glenda was joining in on Luke’s side; like the two council members, Glenda and Luke Nelson were making a little happy time between the sheets.

Nik wondered if Maddix was aware of it.

On second thought, Maddix wasn’t a stupid man; he probably was.

Leaving the house, Nik walked back to his Harley, swung on, and twisted the key. The engine flared to life with a heavy, deep roar.

Maneuvering out of the wide driveway, he headed for the security gates and what he considered freedom beyond. Hell, he’d prefer to pledge the rest of his life to the Elite Ops than to live like this. Accepting deceit and selfish bickering such as what he’d glimpsed in Maddix Nelson’s life.

The man hadn’t raised his son with the same values he lived by; that was for damned sure.

But Mikayla had those values.

Where the hell had that thought come from?

Nik felt his enter body tense, tightening involuntarily at the thought of the too-small, too-fragile woman he had held in his arms the past week.

He hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind, nor had he been able to keep from watching her. He was spending more time tracking her than he was tracking a killer. And that wasn’t even Nik’s job. His job was to figure out why she was lying about a man who hadn’t, or at least who swore he hadn’t, committed murder.

This was turning into a hell of a job, and one that was clearly going to take more time than Nik had anticipated. His commander, Jordan, was already questioning how much longer it could possibly take. The team had already been sent out to the next mission without Nik. That was something that hadn’t happened in all the years they had fought together.

It was something that shouldn’t be happening now. Except Nik couldn’t seem to pull himself away.

The bruises on Mikayla’s face were only now beginning to fade a bit. He knew that because he spied on her. As disgusting as it seemed to him, he couldn’t help but watch out for her, to check up on her.

Someone much larger, much stronger, had dared to attack her in the darkness. Because of what she had seen or because of what she thought she saw?

Nik knew the surrounding area was divided on the subject of Maddix Nelson committing murder. Many thought he was capable of it. Some thought he was capable, but that in the case of Eddie Foreman he hadn’t actually acted. Others thought the idea absurd but were amused by the battle being waged over it.

And at least one night, someone had decided to put a stop to the small woman who had instigated that battle.

A cold, hard knot of rage formed in Nik’s stomach at the thought of the harm that could come to her. Something dark and protective welled inside him despite his battle against it.

Hell, he’d lost enough in his life. Did he really need to allow himself to become attached to a woman he knew he could never allow himself to have fully?

He could fuck her. He could take that shining innocence she had saved for so long and mar it with the darkness that lived within his soul, but he couldn’t keep her. For a brief moment in time he could let the warmth and light that flowed through him when he touched her fill his soul, but he would have to walk away soon.

His life wasn’t his own for two more long years, and even then he couldn’t call it his own. There was no chance that once that time was past he could ever live a life even resembling happy.

He’d made enemies. He’d walked a line that no man could walk and expect to find peace later.

He was known in many dark corners of the world as a killer, a purveyor of war and destruction. And he wanted to bring that into the life of a woman who seemed to vibrate with warmth?

And yet how could he walk away?

His jaw ached at the force of his teeth grinding together. His hands flexed deliberately around the handgrips of the motorcycle handlebars as he turned toward town and the shop he knew Mikayla would still be working in.

Creating dreams. That was what she did there.

She created dreams in the form of dresses for both the innocent as well as the jaded. In each stitch of each design that she created herself, she lived her own dreams.

Dreams of romance and adventure, dreams of candlelit nights and passion.

And he knew, in a back room of her own home, she was creating her own dream. The first fragile form of a white gown that she would one day wear as she walked down the aisle herself.

He’d seen it when he had slipped into her home. His fingers had touched the fragile lace of the underskirt she had begun as his eyes had memorized the sketch on the table.

Mikayla was making her wedding gown. A creation of satin and lace, of beads and ivory. A gown she would wear for the man who would claim her heart forever.

Nik couldn’t allow himself to be that man.

There was a part of himself that clenched in fury at the thought of any other man claiming that place in her life, though Nik knew it was a place he could never claim himself.

Damned if he did, damned if he didn’t.

His job here was to find out why Mikayla Martin was lying about what she had seen.

His opinion was, if she was lying, then she was the best damned liar he had ever laid his eyes on. Or simply a woman he wanted more than he had ever wanted any other woman.

The potential for destruction was only growing.

Mikayla stared at the plate-glass window of her shop, feeling the tears that threatened to flood her eyes.

“LIAR.” The word was brilliant crimson. The defacer wouldn’t be caught. Mikayla had been through this too many times now to even bother calling her lawyer to once again demand the security tapes from the bank across the street. They always showed the same thing. Whoever used the paint wore a now-familiar black face covering. They had run across the street, painted, and run back while Deirdre and Mikayla were closer to the back of the store.

“LIAR.” The letters were like a brand on her soul as the door opened and Deirdre stepped out with a bucket of hot sudsy water, a scraper, and sponges.

“I’m sorry, Mikayla,” Deirdre said softly as pedestrians walked by slowly, whispering.

Everyone whispered.

“It’s not your fault, Deirdre.” It was her own fault, she thought. She must not have been careful enough when she stopped by the new foreman’s house, a friend of her father’s, and tried to discuss Eddie Foreman with him.

That or he had called Maddix Nelson after she had left.

“Luke Nelson told some of the guys at the bar that his father had hired a private investigator,” Deirdre said as Mikayla dampened the window, then went to work with the scraper. “Have you seen anyone?”

She shook her head. No one had talked to her. A part of her wished they had, then that evening wouldn’t seem more like a too-vivid nightmare than reality.

There were days she had wondered if it had even happened. If it hadn’t been for the fact that Eddie Foreman was indeed dead, then she would almost be convinced she had imagined the entire thing.

“What about Nik Steele?” her friend asked. “Have you seen him again?”

“Coming and going.” She scraped at the stubborn paint as Deirdre began working on the other side. “I haven’t spoken to him again.”

“Not since your brothers cock-blocked you.” Deirdre snickered.

Mikayla knew what her friend was trying to do. Deirdre was trying to ease the hurt. This had happened so often now that there were times Mikayla wondered if it even hurt any longer.

“I don’t want to talk about that, Deirdre.” Perhaps she had made a mistake in telling her best friend about the deck fiasco with Nik Steele.

“Of course you don’t.” Deirdre grinned. “Then you might have to admit you miss him.”

Of course she missed him. There was no doubt about that. But the sane part of her brain realized that the absence was for the best.

“Doesn’t matter.” She finally shrugged, keeping her eyes firmly on the job at hand. “Some things are better off unknown.”

Nik Steele was better off being one of those unknowns. Like aliens, the mysteries of the universe.

As she watched the water smear across the red, mixing with the color, looking like blood running in rivulets to the sidewalk, the image of Eddie Foreman flashed in her mind.

She swallowed tightly, her heart thudding sluggishly at the remembered fear.

“Mikayla, you don’t mean that,” Deirdre said softly.

“I mean it,” she whispered as she fought to shake off the nightmarish image of Eddie Foreman’s dead body. “He’s a bad boy, Deirdre. I’m the good girl. Doesn’t that suck? Sounds like a recipe for trouble if you ask me.”

“Sounds like a recipe for some incredible sex to me, but I’m prejudiced toward the idea.”

The dark rasp of his voice sent a rush of sensation up Mikayla’s spine. She swung around, her gaze hitting directly in the center of his chest before lifting, slowly, to those incredible light blue eyes.

What had ever made her believe his gaze was icy? It was hot. Filled with hunger, with sex, with trouble.

Deirdre was so dead. That wench had totally betrayed her.

Blood rushed to her face, heated her body. That was all well and good, but the flush afflicting the flesh between her thighs was terribly uncomfortable. It was lush, damp, so heated. The need for touch began to rock her system, to travel across her nerve endings and throb in areas of her body that she was certain shouldn’t be throbbing.

“You weren’t supposed to hear that,” she muttered irately, turning back to the window, scrubbing at the paint, promising to make sure Deirdre paid for this one. Somewhere, sometime.

“We need to talk, Mikayla,” Nik stated as he moved closer, the heat of his body surrounding her. “Could you leave the cleanup to your assistant?”

“No, actually, I can’t.” She was too close to proving just how thin that layer of her good-girl persona was. It was barely skin-deep, and the flames burning beneath it were melting it away as quickly as a fire softened butter.

He had an effect on her she knew no man should have on a woman. He made her weak. He made her need things she knew she shouldn’t need.

She had plans. Her plans did not include having her heart broken, her future forever marred, by the man she couldn’t have.

“We could always discuss this on the sidewalk.” He turned, leaning his back against an unpainted section of the window, crossing his arms over his chest. “I could tell you in detail exactly what I had planned last week when your brothers decided to become inquisitive and protective. For instance, I didn’t have time that night to tell you how soft your pretty thighs are.”

Mikayla froze. For one horrible second she could only imagine who was standing behind them. Her breath stopped. Her eyes widened; then she sneaked a peek around them, nearly giving a hard breath of relief when she saw no one.

Her gaze jerked back to him.

“Come inside and talk to me, or we’ll talk out here.”

“You don’t want to talk,” she hissed.

“Talking is the last thing on my mind,” he assured her, his fingers curling around her wrist, his eyes locking onto hers. “Isn’t this where the bad boy kisses the good girl in public and begins sullying her pristine reputation?”

There was a twinkle of amusement in his gaze, but it was hesitant, as though in teasing her he was enjoying something he hadn’t expected to enjoy.

“Sorry, someone else already took care of sullying that pristine reputation. At least, the honesty part of it.” She sighed as she attempted to pull her wrist from his grip. “Let me go, Nik. I don’t have time for this. I have a window to clean.”

“And I have a discussion I want to have with you. Come along, sweetheart.” He pulled her into the shop as she stared at his back in amazement.

The black T-shirt he wore stretched across the hard, well-defined muscles, catching her gaze. Otherwise, she assured herself, she would have never followed him, at least not without the fight she should have given him, into her office.

As the door closed behind them and he began to turn, her lips parted to inform him of her opinion, in blistering detail, of his high-handed tactics.

He was quicker than she. Between one breath and the next he was lifting her to him, his lips catching hers, his tongue slipping between her lips with rapacious demand, with hungry sexuality.

And she wasn’t fighting him. She didn’t have the strength to fight him. Instead, her fingers gripped his shoulders, her lips parted further, and her tongue stroked against his, tasted him, drew him into her like the sweetest nectar.

It was exquisite. The taste and the feel of him.

It was like drowning in dark heat and forbidden hunger, and for precious seconds Mikayla allowed herself the sheer luxury of having exactly what she wanted, exactly how she wanted it.

She wasn’t going to fall in love with him, she promised herself. This was not going to mess up her plans for her future, because she simply wouldn’t allow it to.

It was just a moment out of time, she promised herself.

She could have this moment.

She could have his lips on hers, his arms wrapped around her, holding her against the rock-solid heat of his chest, feeling his heart beat against her breasts, the hard outline of his erection beneath his jeans, pressing into her lower stomach.

God, she wanted him.

Straining closer, she fought for a deeper kiss, more touch. She wanted to feel him against every inch of her body. She needed him at this moment like she needed the very air to breathe.

Just for a moment.

“Such a good girl,” he murmured as his lips sipped from hers, his hands shaping, then cupping the rounded curves of her rear as he lifted her, pressed her against the wall, and let her feel him.

“Aren’t you supposed to be fighting, Mikayla?”

The hard wedge of his cock pressed firmly between her thighs, hot, thick, a solid weight of arousal behind the leather pants he wore.

The thin silk of her stylish short skirt rode up her thighs, leaving only a narrow band of silk between the leather and her dampening flesh.

Her panties were no barrier. She felt too much; the sensations traveled too deep.

“I am fighting.” She bit at his lips for not kissing her, for daring to pull away from her.

At the nip, he seemed to freeze, then a harsh growl of hunger tore from his lips and he was kissing her as though the sheer act of thrusting his tongue inside her mouth, stroking against hers, mimicking the act their bodies were suddenly desperate for, would somehow assuage a hunger Mikayla knew she was never going to be free of.

His hand slid beneath the skirt, calloused fingertips touching bare flesh only a breath from the elastic band of her panties.

She wanted his fingers there. She wanted them sliding beneath the material. She wanted him touching her.

Rocking against the press of his erection, she allowed her fingers to bite into his shoulders as his lips slanted over hers, the hunger deepening, the need tearing through her.

She couldn’t have him.

She couldn’t have this.

She wanted it.

She wanted it with a force threatening to drive her insane as she suddenly found herself free of him, standing against the wall, staring back at him in shock.

His hair was loose and flowing along his shoulders. Had she done that? Slipped the leather strap free of his hair?

She must have. It was tangled in her fingers, the warm leather gripped in her hand as she stared back at him, drawing in deep, ragged breaths.

He was no less affected. His eyes blazed with need.

No man had ever burned for her like this. Mikayla had never inspired great passion until now.

And God help her, if she didn’t have more of it, then she just might do something she rarely did.

She was going to cry.

“How much do you want, good girl?” His fingers slipped just beneath the edge of her panties, feathering over the swollen, curl-laden flesh that dampened further at the feel of his touch.

“How much?” How much did she want? She wanted everything. All of it. She wanted to forget why she was supposed to protest, and take everything she could get.

“A little?” He breathed a kiss over her lips as his finger feathered against the curls with the lightest caress. “Or a lot?” His finger slipped past the curls of her swollen sex and slid gently between them.

Her lips parted on a gasp of shock, of exquisite pleasure.

“So which do you want, good girl?”


CHAPTER 6

Nik wanted it all.

Staring into Mikayla’s exceptional violet gaze, he watched the slumberous sensuality take over as his finger rubbed against the snug entrance of her slick, heated pussy.

He wanted nothing more than to slip his finger inside her, to feel the tight grip of intimate flesh, the ripple of pleasure as it raced through the velvety flesh.

Instead, he only caressed the clenched entrance. He only touched her gently, easily.

“You should wax here,” he suggested, watching her eyes flare again, watching the mingled shock and hunger as it raced through her. “You would feel the lightest breath of a touch then. Your sweet, sensitive flesh would be bare for me, Mikayla. No matter the touch of my fingers, my lips, my cock. You’d feel it as though each nerve ending were naked to my touch.”

The sweet, heated flow of her juices trickled against his fingertips, slickening them further as a little gasp of breath parted her lips.

“Please.” The little plea was a rasp of sound from her throat.

“Please what, sweet baby?” He brushed his lips against hers.

“Please, don’t do this to me.”

He stared down at her, seeing the confusion, the pleasure, in her gaze, and he knew in that heartbeat that it had taken everything inside her to make that plea.

He heard the words, just as he felt the response in her slender, fragile body. She was arching to him, reaching for him, her body shuddering as it fought for orgasm, even as she whispered the plea that he let her go.

He could give it to her. Just a little. With nothing more than his fingers he could bring her to climax, showing her what she was attempting to deny.

That would be cheating, he thought. He wanted her begging for what he could give her, tortured with the need to know what waited on the other side.

Not knowing, imagining, wondering what she had pulled away from could in ways be more powerful than knowing.

His finger slid from the clenched opening, slipped upward, circled her straining clit, then pulled away.

He wasn’t finished with her, not by a long shot. As she stared up at him, that beautiful gaze sinking into his soul, he brought his fingers to his lips and let himself taste her.

The taste of her exploded against his tongue like liquid sunshine. Fresh, vibrant, a hint of sweetness and spice that he knew he could so easily become addicted to.

Her eyes widened as she watched, her lips parting. Swollen cherry red lips. He could easily imagine them parted, those eyes staring up at him as he let himself fuck the sweet recess of her mouth.

His balls tightened at the thought. She was so innocent, she would be hesitant. He would be her first taste of true passion, and he’d ensure she knew every ounce of pleasure possible.

“A little then?” He kept his voice quiet, the rasp of his nearly broken voice more of a growl.

Her lips trembled. It was sexy, and vulnerable. That vulnerability touched him in a place he hadn’t known existed. In the heart he had sworn he didn’t have.

“Why are you doing this?” She tugged at her skirt, straightening it, her hands trembling as she stared up at him in confusion.

That look did something to him. Something he couldn’t explain. It pierced a part of his soul that had remained frozen hard, solid, for so many years.

“Why am I doing what?” Brushing her hair back from her face, he had to admit Mikayla Martin could make even a dead man dream.

“Why are you messing up my life, Nik Steele? I was fine before you arrived.”

“You were bored,” he assured her, his fingers brushing along her jawline. “I saw you at the bar, baby. I watched. If your eyes had become any more glazed you would have been comatose. Tell me, have you even heard from the bastard since that night? The one you were there with?”

She hadn’t. Nik saw it in the nervous way her tongue peeked out to touch her upper lip.

“I heard he was dating the daughter of one of the firm’s partners after that night.” Her shoulders lifted in a tight shrug. “No big deal.”

Her date hadn’t even called to see if she had arrived safely, Nik knew. Actually, the man had spent the night in the other woman’s bed. And every night thereafter. He’d preferred the barracuda to the gentle woman he’d been with.

The good girl. The virgin.

God help him, Nik wanted to be the man to share that first climax with her. The one who watched her eyes widen, watched her body shudder, and heard her cries as she came around him.

“This isn’t over,” he told her as she shifted away from him, his gaze locked on her. “You want to think it is, Mikayla, but you know as well as I do that it’s not.”

“Why?” Pushing her hair back, she watched him in dismay. “You can have any woman you want, Nik. Why me?”

“Why me?” he asked instead. “Why are you opening a door I didn’t know existed inside me? Why, Mikayla, are you making a dead man dream?”

He froze. He hadn’t said that. Fuck.

He jerked the door open without another word and stalked through the shop and out the door.

This was finished. It was simply over.

And he knew better.

It wasn’t over. It couldn’t be over until he had the scent of her out of his head, the taste of her from his tongue. And he knew he couldn’t stay away from her long enough for that to happen anytime soon.

Striding to the parking lot at the side of the shop, Nik swung onto the Harley and within seconds roared down the street. He wore the helmet, though he wished the wind were in his hair, the scent of a coming rainstorm filling his senses. But rather than wiping the smell and the taste of Mikayla from his mind, it would only remind him of her. She was as wild and as free as the storm, beneath that good-girl exterior.

In her eyes he saw more than the dressmaker, more than the virgin. He saw the woman fighting to hold on to safety when safety was the last thing she truly wanted.

He should leave her alone, but he knew he wouldn’t. He knew he couldn’t. The part of him that had been dead was slowly coming to life for her. Staying away wasn’t an option.

Reaching up to the side of the helmet, he activated the link to the base and the woman manning communications.

“Jordan is getting nervous, big boy,” Tehya informed Nik as she answered the link. “He needs you back here.”

“Not yet,” he answered, his voice hardening at the thought. “I need you to get some intel for me.”

“Jordan finds out that I’m fucking around working on your ‘favor’ then he’s likely to punish me,” she drawled.

Nik waited.

“Okay, maybe he’ll actually get around to that spanking he keeps threatening me with.” She laughed lightly. “What do you need?”

“Luke Nelson, Maddix Nelson’s son,” Nik answered her. “You didn’t tell me he had dated Mikayla.”

“Baby, your little Miss Martin dates a lot,” Tehya informed him with a thread of amusement. “In the past year she’s gone out with eight different men. Even the little controversy between her and Nelson hasn’t slowed down her social life. Rarely the same one for more than a few dates, though. She’s very popular. She attends many of the parties that her dresses are worn to. Before Eddie Foreman was killed she was a very popular guest in many homes. That’s actually risen since she accused Maddix Nelson of murder. This war between them keeps everyone highly entertained, it seems. If you want to know more about the families you should ask Eleanor Longstrom.”

Eleanor Longstrom owned the antique store down from Mikayla’s shop. An ex-CIA agent and contact for the unit, she could dig up information others only dreamed of acquiring.

“Check him out. While you’re at it, see if you can dig up anything on Maddix that I don’t already have. Something’s wrong here, Tehya. Both of them can’t be telling the truth.”

Tehya was silent for long moments. “She’s a pretty girl,” she finally said softly. “Are you falling, Ice Man?”

It was a nickname Tehya used with fondness, as she did now. But it reminded him how dangerous Mikayla was to his self-control.

“That has nothing to do with the truth,” he told Tehya. “They’re both sticking to their story and I need to get to the bottom of it. See what you can find out for me.”

“Will do,” she promised. “It’s going to take a few days, though. The team is on mission and I’m providing backup intel.”

“Understood.” The mission came first. “Work on it when you can.”

The link disconnected as Nik turned the bike to the interstate, taking the exit to the house he had rented. He was going to have to finish this, quickly. Otherwise, the little fairy stealing his self-control was going to end up stealing his heart as well.

Mikayla pulled the Jeep into her driveway, glanced at the house next door, and saw the lights that blazed inside as well as the glow of the back porch lights.

It was well after dark. She had deliberately stayed at the shop as long as possible, trying to restore the defenses she had never had to worry about falling at a man’s touch.

But no man had ever affected her as Nik Steele did.

Shaking her head at the thought, she lifted her keys from her purse, pulled the strap over her shoulder, then stepped from the Jeep.

As she closed the door and hit the automatic door locks, Nik’s front door opened. Leaning against the door frame, his arms crossed over his chest, he watched her.

He looked tall, forbidden, shadowed.

Turning from him, she hurried up the sidewalk to the house, her gaze moving carefully along the yard, the porch, watching for anything out of the ordinary.

She wasn’t as wary as she normally was. She wasn’t as frightened. Nik was watching her. He was there, and for some reason that gave her a sense of security that she hadn’t even felt when her three bruiser brothers had escorted her into the house, checked it out, and made certain all her doors and windows were locked.

Nik was dangerous. He was more dangerous, she felt, than anyone who could possibly be waiting in the shadows.

Unlocking her front door, Mikayla stepped inside, closed the door, punched in her security code, then locked the door behind her. The house was too silent.

She felt completely alone and too restless.

The urge to step back outside and walk to the one next door was overwhelming. It was an urge she forced herself to ignore.

She’d waited until late to come home for a reason, hoping she would be tired enough to just go to sleep.

It looked as though that wasn’t happening anytime soon, though.

Moving to the small office area between the living room and kitchen, she dropped her purse to the small end table by the door and moved to her computer.

Powering it up, she moved to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of sweet tea, and walked back to the office.

By the time she took her chair, the computer was loaded and ready to go.

The file marked: “NELSON” glared at her from the desktop.

How could she further her research into Maddix Nelson? She’d pulled everything she could find on him as well on Eddie Foreman, and still there was nothing she could use.

The best she had been able to find had been a few articles mentioning production and material problems with a few jobs. Nothing that wasn’t found with countless other construction companies as well.

Propping her elbows on the desk, she covered her face with her hands and wondered where she should go from here. There was nothing to tie Maddix Nelson to Eddie Foreman’s murder other than the fact that Mikayla had witnessed it.

And no one believed her.

She was at a dead end.

Maddix Nelson was going to get away with murder.

A heavy sigh slipped past her lips as she stared at the still-unopened file. She was concentrating so hard on it that when the firm knock came at her door she nearly jumped out of her skin.

She stood up, her eyes going to the clock on the computer before swinging to the door.

She knew who it was. She could feel him with every fiber of her being.

“Mikayla.” The rasp of his voice, like sandpaper over velvet, stroked up her spine with sensual destruction.

That didn’t keep her from moving across the room, her fingers punching in the code to the alarm before she unlocked the door and pulled it open.

He wasn’t wearing riding leathers anymore. He wore snug jeans and a white shirt tucked into the low-riding waistband. Long sleeves were rolled to the elbows and a hint of light-colored chest hair peeked from the buttoned edges of the material at his chest.

His long white blond hair was loose, falling around his hard-boned face with delicious rakish appeal.

“It’s almost eleven, Nik. What do you want?” she asked wearily, tiring of the battle inside her to resist his magnetic appeal.

“We need to talk.” He stepped into the house without an invitation.

“We can’t talk tomorrow?” Sometime when her willpower was stronger perhaps? That would definitely be a better time to talk as far as she was concerned.

“No. We need to talk tonight.”

Mikayla closed and locked the door before turning to face him.

“Do you want a drink?” she asked.

Every nerve ending in her body was standing to attention now. The sheer act of walking, of feeling the silk of her skirt against her thighs, was becoming sexual.

Geez, how had she managed to live this long without knowing the effect a man could have on her?

“I’m tired,” she stated, though she didn’t feel in the least tired at the moment. Excited. Filled with anticipation. But tired was running in last place.

His gaze raked over her. She could feel the hunger in that look, a dark need that at once terrified her and made her breathless in anticipation.

It was all Nik could do to keep his hands off her. His palms itched with the need to stroke her silken flesh, to lay her beneath him, to fuck her until they were both sated, exhausted from satiation.

His cock throbbed with the need. Every nerve ending in his body throbbed for it. Standing before him, her amethyst eyes curious, hot, she made him burn inside for her.

He wasn’t here to fuck her, though. He was here to finish this. He’d already called Maddix. There was nothing to be found, no reason for her accusations other than the fact that she believed she had seen Maddix Nelson kill his foreman.

The attack on her the night she and Nik met had been in response to her allegations against Nelson, the attacker striking in anger. Nothing else made sense. The graffiti on her shop window, all of it. She needed to step back, she had to let this go, and Nik had to leave.

Nik believed Maddix hadn’t been there. His alibi was too solid. But Mikayla’s belief in what she had seen went too deep.

There was nothing to tie either of them to anything suspicious, which meant the killer was still on the loose. He had nothing to fear, though, because the only person who saw him thought she had seen someone else.

She was no threat, and there was no reason for the killer to harm her.

It was time for Nik to go.

“Why are you here this late, Nik?” She moved farther into the living room, her expression still and calm despite the arousal blazing in her eyes.

Her long dark blond hair flowed down her back like a heavy cape. The image of a fairy came to mind once more. A fragile, innocent little fairy too good for the world she suddenly found herself within.

“I’m leaving.” Hooking his thumbs in his belt, he fought the need to touch her.

Surprise filled her eyes then. “Your job is over already? It was hardly worth renting a house for, was it?”

Confusion filled her voice, as well as disappointment.

“I managed to wrap things up faster than I expected,” he told her, wondering at the tightening in his chest as she continued to watch him with such somber intensity.

“I see.” She nodded slowly. “When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow evening.”

She asked, still watching. “So why are you here tonight?”

He almost grinned. She was smart as hell. She knew something wasn’t quite right about the job he had claimed to have versus the fact that he was leaving so soon.

“I’m here because of what you saw, Mikayla.” He tried to say the words gently, to lower his voice enough that she knew he wasn’t there to hurt her.

She flinched. Hell, so much for trying. “You’re here because of Maddix?”

Nik clenched his teeth for long seconds as he watched the feelings of betrayal fill her beautiful eyes.

“I’ve known Maddix for a while,” Nik told her. “I’m confident enough in the man I know to believe he’s innocent. I was here to check you out, to figure out why you would want to destroy Maddix by accusing him of murder.”

Nik wasn’t going to sugarcoat it. There was no gentle way to tell her. No easy way to break this to her or to keep her from hating him after he was gone.

As she took a step back, almost in defense, her arms wrapped over her breasts, her face paling, causing her eyes to appear larger, darker than before. Pain swept across her features as moisture glistened in her eyes, proof that he was piercing at the heart of a woman who had been hurt too much in the past weeks.

“I see,” she whispered, obviously fighting against the hurt and anger he could see building in her eyes. “The night at the club. The guy that attacked me. Did you know him, too?”

Nik’s brows jerked down in a frown as he felt the ice he had built around him before coming here beginning to crack.

“You think I’d have someone attack you, Mikayla?”

Her lips tightened in a mocking grin. “Sorry, how silly of me. You like doing your own dirty work, don’t you? Do you get more satisfaction that way?”

He couldn’t blame her for her anger. He’d expected much worse than this. But he had to admit this silent pain tore at him more deeply than screaming accusations could have.

He could have walked away from the screaming. Walking away from this quiet pain was harder.

“I’d kill any man who tried to harm you,” he told her. “I’d never hurt you, Mikayla, not intentionally.”

“What more does a liar deserve?” Her fingers clenched on her arms as she held on to herself. “Isn’t that how you see it? I dared to lie about your precious Maddix. What more do I deserve?”

He shook his head, hating this. He hated this worse than he had ever hated anything in this life. Seeing the pain on her face tightened every muscle in his body and tore at his determination not to touch her.

“I don’t believe you’re a liar, Mikayla,” he sighed. “Any more than I believe Maddix is a killer. What I do believe is that you think you saw Maddix. It was evening. Shadows stretch over the building site at that time of day. That can give anyone, anything, a far different look.”

A tear slipped free.

God, he hated that single tear, the proof that she was fighting so hard to hold back the pain he was inflicting.

“Of course, that’s all it was.” She nodded in agreement. A mocking, ironic agreement. One filled with betrayal. “You figured it out, Nik. Thanks so much for fixing this little problem for me.” Her breathing hitched, breaking a heart he didn’t know he had. “Now you can get out of my house and go back to where you came from.”

Any other woman he knew, or had ever known, would have been cursing a blue streak at this point. Screaming. Throwing things. He could have escaped and thanked his lucky stars she hadn’t actually managed to hit him in the head with anything.

But not Mikayla. Her shoulders straightened, her chin lifted defiantly, and she fought her tears and her anger with everything inside her.

And it was killing her.

Mikayla stared back at Nik, feeling as though she were going to be sick. Her chest felt tight, her heart straining at the agony resonating through her.

Had anything ever hurt this bad?

No, it hadn’t. It hadn’t even hurt this bad when her uncle had asked her the same question.

It didn’t matter that it was a logical question to ask.

“Strange.” Her voice sounded strangled. “You never asked me about what happened that night. You never even asked me about the possibility that I could have mistaken someone else for Maddix, did you, Nik?”

If he had asked, she could have told him why she was so certain. She could have told him how the sunlight pierced past the shadows, blazed across Maddix’s distinctive face for those few, unforgettable moments.

But Nik hadn’t asked her.

“There was no reason to ask, Mikayla,” he stated; his expression seemed to be filled with pity. “I talked to Maddix, his family, his alibis, and his neighbors. He was at home, exactly as he said he was.”

Mikayla nodded again. Whatever it took to get him out of her house, out of her life. She just wanted to hide and lick the wounds she could feel tearing through her heart.

She had known Nik Steele was a very bad idea. She should have followed her instincts. This would teach her to do exactly that.

She couldn’t believe her heart had led her astray this way. That she had been poised so close to falling for a man who had been essentially lying to her all along.

At least he’d had the decency not to actually seduce her, she told herself. That final humiliation hadn’t been delivered.

“Mikayla, you’re going to have to accept that Maddix didn’t kill Eddie Foreman,” Nik told her, his voice harsh. The longer he stood there, the more forbidding his expression became.

“Hey, I’m agreeing with you.” She was fighting her tears second by second. God help her, if she didn’t get him out of her house then she was going to break down and humiliate herself by losing control of her tears. “You can leave now, Nik. You’ve explained everything. Why, Maddix should have called you earlier to fix this little problem of his.”

She hated Nik. She wanted to hate him. She wanted to hate everything about him rather than to hurt this way. To feel those sharp talons of agony raking across her soul at the subtle lies he had practiced.

His jaw flexed, the muscles working furiously as he obviously held back whatever he wanted to say instead.

“Why don’t you just leave?” she suggested as she walked to the door and jerked it open. “Go, Nik. Pack. Go back where you came from. I didn’t need you before you arrived here and I don’t need you now.”

She didn’t need anyone else to remind her that Maddix Nelson had gotten away with murder. It was shoved in her face daily. It was spray painted on her shop window; it was left in messages on her answering machine at home every night.

The injustice of it boiled inside her like acid. Eddie Foreman might not have been a nice man, but he hadn’t deserved to die like that. And she wasn’t strong enough to bring his killer to justice.

The knowledge that there was nothing she could do about it ate at her mind like acid.

Nik stared at the door, then back to Mikayla.

He wanted to do as she ordered. God knew it was the wisest course of action. He should walk right out that door and be finished with this. It was obvious it was over.

Instead, the need to touch her was rising within him by the second. It would be his last chance to touch her, to taste her. The last chance to experience that incredible pleasure, that almost peace he found in her touch.

He moved for the door as though to follow the order. His gaze remained locked on hers, every cell of his body honed in on the warmth of her.

As he stopped in front of her, his hand gripped the edge of the door, pulled it from her grip, and closed it gently while she watched in shock.

“What now?” she whispered, the anger breaking through for a moment. “Do you still want an answer to that question you asked earlier? A little or a lot?” Her lips tightened, that spark of pain darkening her eyes further. “Guess what, Nik? How about none? Nothing. There’s nothing more that I want from you. No, just leave, so I can forget you ever existed.”

“Why do you think I’m leaving?” His voice was a harsh growl that surprised both of them.

In that tone, he heard what he watched her sense. A hunger such as he had never known in his life. A need that burned in his gut, in his balls, that tightened and engorged his dick to painful hardness.

The need to fuck her was ripping him apart. The need to possess her, to do the impossible, to protect her, tore through him with a power so strong that for a second it tore past the control he had promised himself he would hold on to.

Before he could stop himself, he pulled her to him. Before she could protest, he lifted her against him, covered her lips with his, and gave into a need so fierce, so overriding, that it was more animalistic than logical.

And Mikayla couldn’t resist.

As his lips slanted over hers, she couldn’t hold back the need to part her own, to taste him, to feel him, just one more time.

This one last time.

The hold she’d exerted on her tears slipped and the moisture fell from her eyes. The pain brewing inside her found release as the hunger she couldn’t control tore past the barriers she had fought to place between her and this man she couldn’t hold herself back from.

Pleasure raced across her nerve endings, raked through her system. Velvet-lined talons locked into her womb, sending sensation clenching into her sex, swelling her clit tighter and leaving her helpless in his embrace.

He was the bad boy. The heartbreaker. She had sensed it all along, known she couldn’t give in to that temptation, no matter how she wanted to. Ached to.

Her lips parted further, her tongue licking against his as a moan broke free and her hands gripped his shoulders desperately.

He tasted wild and dangerous. His kiss was dark and earthy, filled with dominance and lush ecstasy.

Arching to him, she could only moan as she felt his fingers jerking the hem of her blouse from her skirt. His big hand stroked beneath it, curving around her hips, lifting her against him as his other hand curved around the rounded flesh of her breast.

His thumb stroked her nipple as his fingers delved beneath the edge of her bra and lifted her flesh free. He was moving as he stroked her past reason. Moving her. Before she could process the information, process where she was, she found herself stretched out on the rich material of the microfiber upholstery of the couch, Nik moving over her.

Her blouse was unbuttoned, spread apart. The front clasp of her bra was loosened and his lips were traveling over one breast, licking, kissing, as she stared down at him in shock. She watched in bemusement as his lips parted, covered the tight, hard peak of her breast, and sucked it into the blistering heat of his mouth.

His tongue stroked against the tight bundle of nerve endings, sending fingers of electric pleasure to clench between her thighs as she felt her juices flowing from her inner sex. Her vagina clenched, burned, felt empty as Nik’s hard thigh pressed against the sensitive mound firmly.

She was drowning in sensation. The pleasure swamped her, stilled any protests she could have even thought to have, and wiped away betrayal, hurt, anger, filling her instead with heat and hunger.

She found herself rocking against his thigh as her hands clenched in his hair to hold him to her breast. Her thighs tightened on him, stroking her clit against the denim of his jeans and the silk of her panties as ecstasy threatened to drive her wild.

She couldn’t bear it. The need was ripping through her, rising, pulling her down into an abyss of pure sensation too intense to deny.

She wanted more. She wanted all of it. The hard wedge of his erection free, hot and hard, pressing into her, taking her. She wanted to feel the pleasure/pain of that first possession, wanted to feel the agony of that first orgasm.

“Oh, God. Nik, please . . .” She twisted against him as his lips moved to the valley between her breasts, his tongue licking, as his hand flattened on her stomach, his fingers stroking against her flesh.

“Mikayla.” The growl of his voice weakened her further, pulled her deeper into the vortex of pleasure.

Her hands pulled at his shirt, the need to touch his flesh a hunger unlike any other she had ever experienced.

“Sweet baby,” he groaned, his thigh easing back, his fingers sliding to her thigh. “Fuck, Mikayla, I need you.”

The admission struck her womb like a sucker punch, causing it to clench, to flex with wild hunger.

She felt dizzy, desperate. Nothing mattered but his touch. The lies were forgotten, the betrayal pushed to the back of her mind.

“Mikayla, baby.” His fingers stroked over the wet center of her body. “I would have loved to have time to convince you to wax this pretty flesh. To let me lick you, taste your sweet pussy.”

She cried out. The pleasure that rushed through her was almost more than she could bear.

“Would you like that, sweetheart?” His lips moved down her body, licking to her belly button, stroking around it as his fingers pressed over her clit. “Do you want my mouth on you? Sucking your sweet clit, licking it? I’d fuck you with my tongue, baby. Drive it so deep inside your sweet pussy.”

Her hips bucked against his hand as she fought to breathe, the images racing through her mind, stoking the hunger.

High enough that she was ready to beg. That she was ready to surrender herself, to surrender her heart to a man who had deceived her. Who had lied by omission.

She felt the tears that fell from her eyes now. Pain rose inside her, matching the hunger. He was going to break her heart. He would take everything.

“Mikayla.” Tortured, broken, his voice drew her gaze back to him as he stared up at her.

His fingers lifted to stroke away the tears.

“I can’t tell you no,” she suddenly sobbed. “I can’t. I need you, Nik, so much.” Her breathing hitched, emotion tearing through her. “What do I do when I have to remember you lied to me? When you have to go? What do I do then?”


CHAPTER 7

Mikayla went to work the next day and hid in her office. She hadn’t slept; she couldn’t concentrate. She didn’t cry, but God, she wanted to. She wanted to break down and scream and rage and curse Nik for ripping her heart from her chest.

By lunch, Deirdre had obviously had enough. When she walked into the office and closed the door behind her, Mikayla looked up from the accounting she wasn’t even trying to focus on.

“I closed the shop for lunch,” her friend informed her. “It’s time we talk.”

Mikayla shook her head. She’d told Deirdre that morning what had happened. Mikayla may have omitted details, but Deirdre knew enough to understand just how close Mikayla had come to giving herself to Nik.

A man she hadn’t even known. One she still knew so very little about. A man who had deceived her.

“He’s leaving this evening?” Deirdre asked when Mikayla said nothing.

“That’s what he said.” She leaned back in her chair and rubbed her hands over her face, knowing she looked like hell.

What the hell was wrong with her anyway? She couldn’t be in love with him, but she was close to feeling something. . . . All she knew was that it was a good thing he was leaving; otherwise, she would end up begging him to take her.

“You’re going to tell him good-bye,” Deirdre stated, her voice fierce.

Mikayla sat forward slowly. “Have you lost your mind?”

Deirdre had to be crazy. The man’s touch was like a drug. She couldn’t resist. And her best friend thought she was going to tempt that danger further?

“If you don’t, you’ll always be watching for him, Mikayla,” Deirdre stated firmly. “If you don’t say good-bye, if you don’t watch him leave, then you’ll never let go of him, not really. He’ll always be the one that got away. You don’t want that. I watched my mother go through this with Dad. She wouldn’t watch him leave and she never stopped watching for him to return.”

Mikayla shook her head. “I’m not married to him,” she retorted defiantly. “I’m not even in love with him.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Deirdre propped her hands on her hips and glared back at Mikayla. “Listen, I know what I’m talking about here. Go home, shower, put on some makeup, and dress pretty. And tell that son of a bitch good-bye with a smile, even if it’s killing you. I promise you, you’ll sleep better for it tonight.”

Would she? Or would it only hurt more?

Mikayla blew out a hard breath as she crossed her arms on top of the desk and laid her head heavily on them.

“I don’t want to say good-bye,” she muttered, her tone mutinous. “I might cry again.”

How humiliating. She hadn’t had the strength to simply tell him no; she had cried instead. Because she knew he was going to leave. She knew he had lied to her, that he didn’t love her, that he was going to walk away from her whether she allowed him to become her lover or not.

And honestly, it was better that way. She had known from the beginning that he was a heartbreaker. All bad boys were. They broke hearts from the cradle, and if they ever gave their own then it was rare.

She had known that the moment she laid on eyes on him riding down Gina Foreman’s street. The ultimate bad boy. Dangerous, hard-core, sexual, almost illegal.

“Come on, Mikayla, you don’t want to fixate on him after he’s gone, and you don’t want to regret him.” Deirdre sighed. “Go home, get ready, and when he leaves smile and tell him good-bye. Do this for yourself, or you’ll always regret it.”

Sitting up, she stared back at Deirdre, knowing how her father’s desertion of her and her mother had affected her. She and Mikayla had been friends forever. They shared a passion for clothes and a passion for business. They had their separate dreams and their separate lives, and they were each other’s support network.

And Deirdre was probably right. She and her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Drake, had had more than a tumultuous relationship. Drake had broken Deirdre’s heart more times than Mikayla could count. If anyone knew how bad it hurt to be unable to walk away, then it was Deirdre.

“Think about it,” she urged her friend. “Don’t let him hurt you more than he already has, sweetie.”

With that, Deirdre opened the door and returned to the front of the shop. Likely to her lunch as well.

Mikayla just wished she had an appetite. Her stomach protested at the very idea of food at this point. She didn’t want to tell Nik good-bye. She didn’t want him to leave. She wanted to return to the evening past, before she had ever known why he was there and what he was doing.

To the time when, in the back of her mind, she had wondered if she was enough to tame a bad boy.

The thought caused her to pause. God, she had known better than that; she had to have known better. She had never allowed herself to be interested in the bad boys, the charmers, the heartbreakers. She had focused on the nice, steady guys instead. Only to learn that many of them weren’t so steady after all.

She was twenty-six and still living that child’s dream of giving her virginity, that gift that she could give only once, to the man she would share the rest of her life with.

Unrealistic. No one could accuse Mikayla Martin of being a hard-nosed realist, could they?

Shaking her head, she rose to her feet as she heard the low, melodic sound of the bell over the door tinkling delicately. Deirdre had reopened the shop rather than waiting for the lunch hour to end.

It didn’t matter. Mikayla was going home. She was going to take her best friend’s advice and hope she knew what she was talking about.

After Mikayla gathered her papers together and refiled them, she turned to grab her purse and leave. The office door opened, and she stepped back in surprise as Deirdre followed the familiar male into the office.

“Talk about freakin’ childish,” Deirdre sneered at Luke Nelson as he glared back at her. “He just comes right in like he owns the damned place.”

“If it hadn’t been for my family she wouldn’t have this shop,” Luke retorted petulantly. She hadn’t seen this side of him until she had made the mistake of actually going out with him a few times.

Luke was selfish, self-involved, and, as far as he was concerned, all-important.

Mikayla had never considered Luke quite so important, and had managed to garner his undying scorn in turn.

“What do you want, Luke?” Mikayla propped a hand on her hip and stared back at him in irritation. “I have things to do today and I don’t have time to deal with you.”

“Things like Nikolai Steele?” Luke snapped. “God, I thought you had more sense than to fool with such a lowlife.”

Behind Luke, Deirdre’s expression slackened in outrage as Mikayla stared at him in shock.

“She went out with you,” Deirdre shot back at him. “Nik Steele can’t be anything but a step up.”

Luke glared at her again as she rolled her eyes and leaned against the door frame, obviously refusing to leave.

“Luke, what I do or who I see is none of your business,” Mikayla informed him.

“Are you aware the bastard is no more than a criminal?” Luke told her, his gaze raking over her insultingly. “I thought better of you and your Miss Goody Two-shoes act.”

Her Miss Goody Two-shoes act?

“It’s not an act,” Deirdre muttered defiantly behind Luke’s back as she crossed her arms over her breasts and glared at him.

“Give me a break.” Mikayla rolled her eyes at both of them. “What the hell do you want, Luke? I don’t have time to deal with you.”

“She said ‘hell.’ ” Deirdre’s eyes widened as she and Luke both stared at Mikayla as though she had committed a crime.

She always said “hell.” Just never aloud. Her brothers had the corner on vulgar language. Mikayla had claimed the corner on not using it. That didn’t mean she didn’t think it.

“Luke, what’s your problem?” She shook her head, uncertain how to handle either of them now.

“Your friend Nik Steele is my problem.” Luke glared at Deirdre over his shoulder as though daring her to speak. “Are you aware the bastard was hired by my father to prove you a liar? That he’s here to make a fool of you, Mikayla?”

Mikayla arched her brow. “I’m more than aware of that, Luke.”

Her admission took the wind out of his sails for a moment. He stared at her, his eyes wide with surprise.

She had managed to throw him off. He hadn’t expected her to know Nik’s true reason for being here. He’d thought he’d found a way to hurt her. She had always known Luke was mean-spirited, but she hadn’t expected him to be so blatant about it.

“You’re no better than the rest of us,” he sneered. “He’s nothing but a terrorist wannabe and you’re rolling around in the bed with him, aren’t you? So much for all your high ideals.”

She stared back at Luke archly. “Why? Because I refused to roll around in the bed with you? Sorry, Luke, maybe I was looking for a man rather than a spoiled little boy. Now get out of my shop before I call Nik and have you thrown out.”

It was the best threat she could come up with, as well as the most insulting. Or at least, it was as mean as she was willing to get at this point. Luke had problems with his opinion, as well as others’, of his manhood. There was no sense in damaging it worse by throwing him out herself. Besides, she rather liked the pristine look of the pale green summer dress and matching high heels she wore.

His expression twisted. Something dark and uncertain flashed in his eyes.

“He’s trouble,” Luke snarled back at her.

“But it’s my trouble, not yours.”

“Damn you!” Emotion almost shadowed his eyes. “Damn you, Mikayla.”

Turning, he stalked from the shop, the door slamming closed behind him.

“He’s a little boy in a body to die for,” Deirdre said regretfully. “God was playing a hell of a joke on us when he made that man.”

“He made the body, not the man.” Mikayla shrugged, though she, too, felt an edge of regret and concern. “Luke let himself become what he is.”

Deirdre stared at Mikayla doubtfully. “With Maddix and Annette Nelson for parents, what choice did he have?”

Annette anyway. But Mikayla kept the observation silent. Maddix Nelson had tried to raise his son with a few values. Mikayla knew that for a fact. For too many years the Nelsons and the Martins had been friends.

When Annette and Maddix had split up, Annette had gotten custody of Luke, who had been very young at the time, and proceded to raise him the exact opposite way Maddix would have wanted him raised.

Annette was a bitch; everyone had known it. She had been tolerated because so many had liked and benefited from Maddix. His son . . . had not been tolerated nearly as well.

“I’m heading home.” Mikayla sighed in resignation as she stared back at her still-silent friend. “I’m taking your advice.”

“It’s about time,” Deirdre informed Mikayla. “Give him hell, sweetheart. He might walk away, but I promise, he’ll never forget you.”

Just as she wouldn’t forget him. She had a very bad feeling he was going to become the one who got away no matter what she did. Her reaction to him went too deep; her need for him was too strong.

She could have done without whatever quirk of fate had set Nik in her path. She could have happily lived her life not knowing such pleasure existed.

No, she amended. She couldn’t have. She wouldn’t have wanted to miss this, wouldn’t have wanted to exist in a state of ignorance. She knew now why no relationship she’d had so far had worked. Because that kind of incredible pleasure had been missing.

And now it was walking right out of her life before she’d ever known what it was supposed to be.

Nik watched from behind the sheer curtains of the window looking out to the front of the house as Mikayla’s Jeep pulled into the drive next door.

She was dressed as pristinely as ever, he noticed as she walked to her front door. That beautiful long wheat gold hair was done expertly in a French braid that fell down her back, only her bangs left uncontained. The soft summer sleeveless blouse she wore in a soft cream complemented the mint green above-the-knees skirt and cream-colored heels she wore. Her purse was the same mint green as her skirt.

Damn woman was always color coordinated and perfectly put together. She gave the impression that there wasn’t a damned thing in hell that could ruffle her perfectly layered feathers.

Until he got her aroused.

She burned in a man’s arms then.

Or rather, she burned in his arms.

“Nelson’s son came to her shop before she left,” Eleanor Longstrom, the owner of the antique store across the street from Mikayla’s, stated behind him.

Eleanor had no idea who or what Nik was a part of, despite her former classified position with the CIA before her retirement ten years ago.

All Eleanor knew was that she had been “asked” to cooperate with Travis Caine and Nik Steele when they had been in town several weeks before. Nik had pulled her in for intel this time as well, knowing one set of eyes wouldn’t be nearly enough.

It was the reason she had arrived this evening, to deliver information, unaware that he was leaving and that, as far as he was concerned, this job was completed.

“Do you know why he was there?” Nik asked as he glanced over his shoulder at the spritely grandmotherly woman who watched him with a knowing smile.

“He was rather angry, I heard,” she stated. “I stepped in and spoke to Deirdre when Mikayla left. Luke was very insulting. He seemed to believe Mikayla was lowering herself to sleep with you.”

Why did he want to know this? And why was he listening?

Nik grunted at the thought. “She just arrived home,” he mused. “Where did she go after she left the shop?”

“She stopped by her father’s office for a while,” Eleanor reported. “Her mother was there. Mikayla and her parents are very close. Any man Mikayla falls in love with, or begins seeing seriously, will have to become close with her family.”

Another reason to leave, Nik thought. He wasn’t a family man—at least he wasn’t anymore. He was a loner now. Mikayla didn’t need a man who had sworn to never put down roots again.

“This isn’t my business,” he told Eleanor. “I’m leaving.”

“And that’s a shame.” Eleanor sighed. “She needs you right now. If for no other reason than to figure out what is going on.”

“She’s in a hell of a mess,” Nik stated as he stepped back from the window. “No one believes Maddix killed his foreman. Hell, even I don’t believe it was Maddix she saw. But I don’t believe she was lying. There are no leads, no suspects. It’s a dead end.”

“Mikayla’s not a liar.” Eleanor shrugged her graceful shoulders as she watched Nik with thoughtful blue eyes. “I used to babysit her father, and I’ve known Mikayla all her life. She’s not as wild as her brothers and they’re all basically honest, but Mikayla holds herself to a higher standard. She always has. She’s a good girl, Nik, and she’s in trouble.”

“Is that a warning, Mrs. Longstrom?” He arched his brow at the disapproving look on her face.

Her lips tightened.

“On second thought, I think it’s a good thing for Mikayla that you’re leaving,” Eleanor said somberly. “She doesn’t deserve a broken heart along with the rest of the trouble she’s had to deal with.”

No, she didn’t. And Nik didn’t need to add to the regrets in his life, either.

“Do you have any further information?” Nik asked, making certain his tone indicated that their meeting was over.

“There’s nothing more to report, Nik.” She shook her head, the short cut of her gray hair brushing against the nape of her neck. “But as I told you when you arrived, Maddix was definitely in that meeting when Eddie Foreman was killed. It was an impromptu meeting that arose when the council members learned property they had been trying to buy for a city project was coming up for sale. It was actually arranged within hours of the actual meeting. Maddix has several neighbors who witnessed their arrival as well as the fact that Maddix answered the door himself when each arrived.”

There had to be something he was missing, Nik thought. He’d investigated this as far as he could go. His job was to find out why Mikayla would lie about what she had seen. He couldn’t give an answer, because she was certain she had seen Maddix.

It was unfortunate that Nik hadn’t been able to resolve the problem and whoever had killed Eddie Foreman had gotten away with it.

“I’m leaving now,” Eleanor announced. “If you need anything else, then you only have to let me know. It’s unfortunate you can’t stick around and figure out who murdered Eddie. He wasn’t always a nice person, but he didn’t deserve to be murdered.”

“I have other things to do,” Nik told her.

Eleanor nodded as she headed for the back door. “That’s a good thing for Mikayla’s heart, a bad thing for the situation itself. I have a feeling, though, if you don’t leave you’ll only end up hurting her.”

Or himself.

Nik watched as Eleanor left the house before he turned back to the window to stare into the soft light of early evening.

He was packed and ready to roll out, though he hadn’t figured out why he hadn’t left yet.

There was a part of him that loathed walking out the door, nothing in hand but the leather bag he had arrived with. There was something he was leaving behind, but he was damned if he could figure out what the hell it was.

Shaking his head at the thought, Nik went through the house, secured it, then picked up the leather bag that held several changes of clothing as well as the weapons he had brought with him.

He had to force himself out the front door. Hell, walking away had always been easy, especially since his “death.” He hadn’t known it possible to possess a hunger for a woman the way he did for one tender, sweet little virgin at the moment.

He stepped outside, pausing on the porch to stare into the slowly dimming light of a summer evening. Rain was coming. He could feel it in the air, almost taste it against his tongue.

The scent of it reminded him of Mikayla.

He shook his head, trying to shake the regret growing inside him away as he strode to the driveway and the motorcycle parked there.

“Nik.”

She stepped from behind the Jeep and moved to the strip of grass dividing the driveways, moving to stand beneath the heavy oak tree growing there.

Fairy princess. That was what she was. He couldn’t get the idea out of his head. So damned petite and innocent, still believing, somehow, in the good of the world. He could have told her, would have told her, there was so very little good left.

“You should have stayed in the house, Mikayla.” He secured the leather bag in the metal saddlebag on the side of the cycle.

“I shouldn’t say good-bye?” There was the faintest edge of hurt in her voice now; it matched the hurt he had glimpsed in her amethyst eyes, in her pale face.

“ ‘Good-bye’ is for friends,” he pointed out to her as he straightened and stared back at her. “Are we friends, Mikayla?”

It was a challenge and he knew it. She was still angry. That spark of ire still lingered in her gaze, in the tightly controlled curve of her lips.

“Why are you here?” As he moved around the back of the cycle, he knew lingering here was a mistake.

He should leave now, before he was drawn in any further. Before he completely fucked the fragile peace he’d found after all these years.

“I say good-bye.” Her fingers were laced together in front of her, her shoulders straight. The heels she wore barely got her to the middle of his chest. He wanted to protect her, he realized. He wanted to wrap her up, protect her from the world, and keep all that innocence and fire for himself alone.

He should be locked up for even desiring such a thing, because he knew how fragile that illusion could be.

“I told you, you say good-bye to a friend,” he growled.

“Or someone you wished could have been a friend,” she mused softly before pulling at her lower lip with her teeth and nibbling at it nervously for a second. “I won’t forget you, Nik.”

His stomach clenched; his cock, hard since the moment he laid eyes on her, tried to thicken further. Hell, he’d never been so hard in his life.

“You should.” Anger was slipping through the tight leash he fought to keep on it. “You should forget me the moment I ride out of here, Mikayla. Or do you like it when men lie to you? When they hurt you?”

She flinched, her lips thinning. “Maybe that’s why I’m saying good-bye, Nik,” she suggested then. “Maybe I’m scared if I just watch you ride away, then I really won’t be able to forget you.”

That made more sense, but it wasn’t going to work. He could tell her himself that there were points in a person’s life that couldn’t be forgotten. For them, what they hadn’t had would always haunt them. It couldn’t be helped.

Nik shook his head. “What the fuck do you want from me, Mikayla?” He sighed. “I told you the truth. You should have your brothers standing here rather than standing here yourself.”

“And what would they do?” she asked bitterly. “If they tried to fight you, you’d decimate them. If they got lucky and hurt you, I’d never forget it. It’s a no-win situation, isn’t it, Nik?”

For a second, tears glittered in her eyes before she blinked them back. She turned her gaze from him for a second, then returned it with renewed strength.

She had to be one of the strongest women he had ever laid eyes on. Damn her. She made him remember the dreams he was ordered to throw away so long ago. That dream of finding peace amid war, safety in a world where safety was a liability rather than an ethereal dream.

“It’s a no-win situation,” he finally agreed. “What you do with it is what makes the difference, baby. When I’m gone, just forget. Otherwise, you’ll only hurt yourself.”

He knew inside he had begun the painful process though, watching the hurt that was building in her eyes. A hurt he wanted nothing more than to heal before he did exactly as she had told him to do. He was riding out of town, moving right out of her life. Unlike her, he wouldn’t have his anger to hold onto. She’d done nothing to deserve his anger, therefore there was no shield between his hunger and her memory.

Her tongue slid over her lips again, tempting him to taste, to lose himself to the hunger rather than running away from it.

“Deirdre was wrong,” she finally whispered as he forced himself to keep a distance between them.

“About what?” Fists clenched at his sides, his entire body so tight he wondered why he hadn’t cracked.

“Saying good-bye won’t help me forget. A woman doesn’t forget her first hunger. Ever.”

He moved to her. Just in time.

As he reached her there was a flash of light high to his side, a distinctive splintering of light where there should have been none as the fading sun struck against glass. The splintering of the tree bark as Nik jerked Mikayla to him and threw them both to the ground as the sharp retort of a sniper’s rifle cracked through the air.

“Move!” Nik didn’t give Mikayla a chance to move on her own despite the order.

Hooking his arm around her waist, he jerked her from the ground as the next bullet struck the ground at the exact spot her head had been and he pulled her around the tree, in front of the Jeep, then raced for the house.

Another round hit the cement of the sidewalk just ahead of him as he threw them both into the house, adrenaline and sudden racing terror streaking through him as Mikayla collapsed against the wall, a streak of red against her face, on her pretty, creamy blouse.

“Mikayla.” Her name was a harsh, broken sound as he jerked the edges of her blouse apart, searching for a wound. There was none there. Nothing. Just blood.

Blood on her face, her head.

“Ah, God. Mikayla. Mikayla.” She was staring up at him in horror, her eyes wide, shocked, the black nearly filling the amethyst color as her hand lifted to her head, the golden color stained.

His hands were shaking. Sweet Lord. Ah, God. She had to be okay.

“Wood.” Her voice was strangled. “I think it hit me.”

She touched her head again, her fingertips coming back marred red as she stared at them. They began shaking like a leaf at an oncoming storm. She lifted her gaze to him once more.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please don’t let them kill me, Nik. Please.”

A tear fell. A single drop of fear and pain that slid slowly down her too-white face to mix with the smear of blood on her cheek.

Fear raked across his soul. Only once in his life had he ever known anything approaching the sheer agony, the horror, that filled him now.

He had no weapon but the small snub-nosed pistol secured just inside the top of his boot. It was no match for a sniper. And there was blood on his woman.

His woman.

He wasn’t going anywhere. Not until he found who Mikayla saw that day, and who suddenly wanted her dead.


CHAPTER 8

Nik escaped just after midnight, Mikayla’s father’s vow that he wasn’t leaving his daughter alone giving Nik the chance he needed to make a little visit.

Only one person had reason to want to silence Mikayla, and that was Maddix himself. He knew Nik was leaving the job unfinished. Just as he knew that Mikayla wouldn’t stop trying to prove he had killed Eddie Foreman.

If it wasn’t Maddix, then someone close to him. Someone who feared she would prove Maddix guilty. Or was it someone trying to make it appear as though Maddix had grown tired of her accusations?

The possibilities were becoming endless, and it was time to begin eliminating them.

Fury was cold and silent inside Nik. A murderous rage that he had only felt once in his life, burning in his soul. God help the shooter when Nik got his hands on him, and he would find him. And he’d kill him. Slowly.

The sight of Mikayla’s blood would live in Nik’s nightmares.

The police had been very little help, and that had only served to piss him off further. She had on more than one occasion called the chief of police a liar when he’d given Maddix an alibi. That had placed her in a very tenuous position now that she needed help from that same police force.

After Nik slipped into Maddix’s gated community, it didn’t take long to slide into his backyard and make his way to the glass patio doors that led to Maddix’s study.

The chief of police’s car was sitting at the front of the house, which meant Maddix had been warned about the shooting, as Nik had known he would be.

Hagerstown was a fairly large city, but some things just got around fast.

“Goddamn, Daniel! What the hell are your men trying to prove?” Maddix’s voice rose in fury. “Son of a fucking bitch, get them under control!”

Maddix’s tone suggested panic. His eyes were filled with confused astonishment, his expression furious.

“Dammit, Maddix, don’t tell me how to do my fucking job,” the chief growled back at him. “And what the hell do you expect from my men? How many times has that little bitch called me a liar? She insults the whole police force when she does that.”

“I don’t care if she personally insults every son-of-a-bitching man on the force, their ancestors, descendants, and future in-laws,” Maddix yelled back, his hands flattening on the sleek cherrywood of the desk he stood behind. “Do something!”

Nik slipped to the entrance into the empty living room, his lips thinning at the piss-poor security of Maddix’s home even as he took advantage of it.

Slipping through the darkness, he made his way to the heavy wood door that barred the study. Thankfully, it wasn’t locked. Not that it would have posed much of a problem.

“Look, Maddix, she’s bringing this trouble down on herself.”

“Fuck you, Daniel!” Maddix sounded as though he were ready to have a stroke. “Find the bastard. Now.”

Nik stepped into the room. “And when you find him, I want him.”

Nik was armed. The Glock he carried easily in his hand wasn’t missed as the chief of police turned to Nik in shock and Maddix sat down heavily in his chair.

“Thank God,” Maddix muttered, shaking his hand as he pushed his fingers through his hair, not for the first time. “Is she okay?”

Nik closed the door, locking it carefully behind him as he faced the two men.

“Your chief didn’t tell you?” The icy fury threatened to escape.

Maddix lifted his gaze to Daniel questioningly.

“It was minor,” the chief snapped. “A scratch, nothing more.”

“Sweet Lord,” Maddix whispered. Leaning forward, he braced his arms on his desk and stared back at Nik. “She’s going to be okay?”

“I told you it was a damned scratch, Maddix,” Daniel snarled, his large, wide-boned face flushing in anger. “Do you think I’d lie to you?”

“What I think is that you’d encourage your men to take less care with Mikayla Martin than any other citizen in this town,” Nik answered for Maddix. “Your detective was less than thorough and your crime scene unit negligent. Trust me when I say I’ll make certain you pay for it.”

“God, Daniel,” Maddix muttered again. “You can’t handle this in such a manner. You have to take care of her.”

“I can’t control this, Maddix,” the chief argued. “Hell, she’s pissed off the entire force. You can’t handle it, either.”

“I’ll handle it,” Nik assured them.

It was already being handled. The phone calls Nik had made on the way over had ensured that the situation would receive its own special investigation.

“Why the hell are you here anyway?” Chief Riley snapped, his lips thin, his hazel eyes sparking in outrage. “I don’t need you or anyone else telling me about my men or how they should do their jobs.”

“I disagree.” Nik shrugged. “And you can leave. It’s not you I need to talk to.”

“Like hell.”

“Go, Daniel. You’re about as much help as your men were tonight,” Maddix growled.

Daniel threw Maddix and Nik both a furious glower before stalking to the door. It took the chief a moment to unlock it before he slammed it heavily behind him.

Nik holstered the Glock as he turned, relocked the door, then faced Maddix once again.

“Someone almost killed her tonight, Maddix,” Nik said, his voice low, murderous intent clear in his tone. “I don’t like how this game is going.”

“And you think I do?” Maddix nearly came out of his chair in outrage. “God, Nik, if she dies, the whole world is going to believe I’m behind it. Do you think I’d be that fucking insane?”

Nik moved to the leather chair facing the desk and sat down slowly, propping his ankle on the opposite knee as he stared back at the other man for long moments.

“I think desperate men employ desperate measures,” Nik finally answered. “Fortunately, I also don’t think you’re desperate yet. Which leaves it up to me to figure out who is. Who is so determined to take you down?”

Maddix leaned back in his chair, an air of exhaustion surrounding him.

“Hell, just every competitor I have. I’ve managed to snag some prime contracts in the past years. It’s caused several other companies to feel the pinch. But nothing could be pinching them this bad. I know the owners of those companies, Nik—”

“We’ll get to that,” Nik broke in. “My job now is to protect Mikayla. That means finding out who murdered Eddie Foreman. I find that person, then I find the man who nearly put a bullet in her head. And when I do find him, you won’t have to worry about him causing any further problems.”

Maddix swallowed tightly.

“Now, we’re going to go under the assumption for the moment that you didn’t kill Eddie and that Mikayla isn’t lying. She believes she saw you. That leads to the question, who looks like you?”

Maddix shook his head fiercely. “Not even my son resembles me. I take after my mother’s side of the family, and she’s an only child. There aren’t even any cousins on that side.”

“Illegitimate cousins or brothers?” Nik asked.

“Hell no. As much money as I make, I’d know if there were any. They crawl out like cockroaches when you have money.”

Nik stared back at Maddix thoughtfully. It had been worth asking. He’d had to rule it out before he could begin his own investigation.

“I’ll need any information you have on Eddie as well as the investigation your police department has put into this case, no later than tomorrow afternoon.”

“I can do better than that.” Maddix reached to a drawer at the side of his desk. “I have the file. Daniel has kept it updated as well. I’ve gone over every inch of it, though I can’t find anything that points to anyone in particular, Nik. There are no suspects. No one saw anything except Mikayla, and I swear to God, she didn’t see me there.”

He pulled the file free. It was easily three inches thick. At least the police department had been doing something.

Nik took the file, glancing at it for just a second before tucking it under his arm and staring back at Maddix emotionlessly.

“Keep Luke away from her,” Nik finally ordered the older man icily. “If he comes around her again, Maddix, he’s going to get hurt.”

Maddix sighed heavily. “He liked her an awful lot, Nik. Despite appearances, this hit Luke hard.”

“I think he’s a spoiled little bastard and the only thing that hit him hard was the fact that he couldn’t fuck her. Keep him the hell away from her, or I’ll fuck him up. Are we understood?”

Maddix swallowed tightly. “I’ll make certain he stays away from her.”

Giving a quick nod, Nik turned and left the room, disappearing into the shadows of the house and exiting out the way he had come.

He had his work cut out for him.

There were no easy answers here, and no suspects. All he had was a woman he knew was innocent, a friend he suspected was innocent, and a game with no rules.

Fortunately, those games were the only games Nik played well.

“Mikayla?” Deirdre’s voice outside Mikayla’s door held a hint of warning.

Mikayla lifted her attention from the dress form and the ball gown hanging on it.

“Yes, Deirdre?”

The door opened as Deirdre peeked in apologetically. “Um, there’s someone here demanding to talk to you.”

“Who?” There was an edge of irritation in her voice and she couldn’t help it. She so didn’t want to have to deal with Luke again.

“Me.”

Nope, not Luke, but perhaps just as bad.

Glenda Nelson stepped into the room. Maddix’s trophy wife. She was easily twenty years younger than he, model gorgeous with her dark cocoa skin and shoulder-length raven black hair. Deep, dark brown eyes stared back at Mikayla with a hint of anxiety rather than the animosity she would have expected.

Glenda was just as arrogant as always, though. Pushing past Deirdre, she entered the room, looking around the large sewing area curiously before turning back to Mikayla with a haughty air.

“We need to talk,” Glenda stated.

“I have this, Deirdre,” Mikayla assured her. “Go on back to the shop.”

Mikayla waited until the door closed before turning back to the other woman. “What can I do for you, Glenda?” she asked wearily. “If you’re here to throw your own little fit like Luke did, then I don’t want to hear it.”

Glenda shook her head with a grimace as her chocolate brown eyes seemed to darken further. “I heard about the shooting last night. I was worried, and concerned.”

“Afraid I’d accuse Maddix of that, too?” Mikayla gave a little mocking snort.

“Not hardly,” Glenda assured Mikayla with a slight shake of her head. “I’m as certain of Maddix’s innocence as I am of my own. As I said, I was concerned, as is Maddix. I wanted to see for myself that you were unharmed.”

Glenda had almost been a friend, one Mikayla felt she would have cherished. Now, only suspicion and regret lay between them.

“Perfectly unharmed.” Mikayla held her arms out from her body as she fought back the anger that continued to brew inside her.

How many women had come through that shop today out of simple curiosity? They hadn’t even bought anything, which would have been the courteous thing to do, after nosing into her business. They stared, whispered, and pretended to browse. A few even attempted to question her, but they all left empty-handed. Mikayla had escaped to the sewing room simply to get away from it all. After more than a month of the whispers, suspicions, and questions, she was ready to run home and hide for a while.

Who could have believed that trying to be honest, trying to find justice, could result in this?

“I can understand why you’re angry,” Glenda said softly. “If you truly believe you saw what you think you saw, then this would be hard.”

“Go away, Glenda.” Mikayla had had enough. Either she was a liar or her eyesight was lousy. No one seemed willing to believe that she could have possibly seen Maddix Nelson commit murder.

“Fine, but before I leave, I want to look at the dress design we were working on before this bullshit started.” Glenda placed one graceful hand on a slender hip as her expression became as superior and arrogant as always.

Mikayla’s brows arched. “The dress design?” It was one of her best. It was still lying on her desk, a dress she couldn’t possibly begin without a buyer, a dress designed for one person specifically. The person standing in front of Mikayla.

“Why?” she asked suspiciously.

Glenda wasn’t one of the easiest people to understand. There had been a time when Mikayla had almost called Glenda a friend. But that had been before the former model married Maddix Nelson and moved up in the social sphere.

“Because it’s my dress,” she stated as though the reason were a foregone conclusion. “And I want it. The annual Autumn Ball happens in less than three months. That doesn’t give us much time.”

“You told me to shove this dress in places I don’t want to mention,” Mikayla reminded Glenda, her eyes narrowing in anger. “What makes you think I’m willing to do it now?”

Glenda’s arms crossed over her breasts as she stared back at Mikayla with cool disdain. “That dress was designed for me, Mikayla. My body.” One graceful hand slid down her side with the ultimate love for her own body. Mikayla almost rolled her eyes.

She needed the money, there was no doubt. Unfortunately, Mikayla truly did like Glenda. The woman, despite that air of superiority, had a kind heart and a wry sense of humor. Before she married Maddix, that was.

“I want my dress.” Glenda’s eyes narrowed in determination. When she got that look, it was rarely a good thing. “For the Autumn Ball.” A pout formed on her lips. “Come on, Kayla; be nice to me. I’m trying here.”

“Why are you trying?” Confusion washed over Mikayla. “Why do you even care?”

“The hell if I know. You accuse my husband of a heinous act, stick to your story, and nearly get killed for it. I figure, you’re not lying, right? Someone’s playing you, my friend. And if that’s the case, I can still have my dress and remain loyal to my husband. I’ll raise your asking cost by a thousand, and that’s it. Final deal. Now do I get my damned dress or what?”

“Don’t call me Kayla,” Mikayla snapped back at her.

“Agree to my dress or the whole town will be calling you Kayla before the week is out. I’ll make certain of it.”

As a threat, it was a damned good one. Mikayla despised that nickname. It was the one her brothers had always used when they were playing tricks on her as a child.

Mikayla sighed wearily before glancing at the desk where she knew the design lay. It would be a major coup for the shop. That dress was a masterpiece, and there was no doubt Glenda would make certain everyone knew she had an exclusive no-one-else-could-ever-wear dress.

It was business. Business was business, Mikayla’s father had once told her.

But then, her father had pulled out of Maddix Nelson’s contract as well when he learned how easily the other man was getting away with murder.

And Mikayla needed the money desperately, as well as Glenda’s support of the store. Mikayla was surviving, but the past month had been slow. Too damned slow.

“I can’t.” And she regretted it like hell. That dress was one of the most beautiful designs she had ever come up with. “I’m sorry, Glenda, but I can’t.”

“But you will.” Glenda’s brown eyes narrowed on her. “Look, until this is cleared up neither Maddix nor I want to see you suffer, Mikayla. Or this shop. I’m trying here; help me out. . . .” Glenda seemed to get to the very heart of the problem. “We were friends once. And your father is established, Mikayla. He has plenty of work to replace a few lost contracts. Do you?”

No, she didn’t.

“This is just a dress,” Glenda said softly. “For a friend. You gave your word before this happened. Your father hadn’t even signed a contract on the new projects. Let’s face reality here. It’s not the same situation.”

Mikayla’s lips thinned as she stared back at the other woman. “I don’t understand why you’re doing this.” She shook her head. “What are you gaining from it, Glenda?”

“Peace of mind, dammit,” Glenda snapped back. “Now, I’ll expect a call from you or Deirdre to let me know when fittings begin. Don’t forget the date, Mikayla. And I’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer.”

She breezed out of the room and seconds later the bell over the front door tinkled merrily to announce her departure. The scent of her perfume still filled the sewing room when Deirdre came to stand in the doorway.

“What was that?” she asked.

Mikayla explained briefly, trying to make sense of what was going on even as she debated whether or not to actually do the job.

“We need the money,” Deirdre said softly. “Rent’s coming up. A down payment on that dress would more than pay for it.”

That was more than the truth.

“I have to think about it.” Mikayla shrugged, her gaze going back to the desk where the design lay. “Give me a few days, Deirdre.”

“A few days.” Deirdre breathed heavily. “Maybe in a few days we can actually take a paycheck while we’re thinking about this. What do you think about that?” She turned and strode back into the shop, just as the bell tinkled again

Mikayla snagged the edge of the door and carefully closed it. She wanted to slam it.

God, she hated this. She felt torn, worn, and completely unsettled. If it wasn’t enough that her life had gone completely to hell, now Glenda was trying to push her deeper into the pit.

And she still had to go home and face Nik, since he’d decided he could protect her more easily while staying at her house.

She groaned at the thought. Home. Alone. With Nik. He had moved in, with her family’s complete approval, it seemed. Not that her father was comfortable with it. But Nik he was still there. He was making her brain mush, and that made it even harder to deal with Glenda. Because coming up with a reason not to make that gorgeous dress was becoming impossible. Coming up with a reason not to touch Nik was even harder.

She was a virgin. She was saving herself for marriage.

Bullshit.

She’d never met a man who made her heart pound, made sweat pop out on her flesh, and her heart race with such pleasure and excitement that she feared it would pound straight out of her chest.

Pushing her fingers through her hair, Mikayla turned and paced to the back of the room. As she stood amid bolts of material, the scent of the luxurious fabrics filling her senses, suddenly it wasn’t enough.

The shop was her dream. It was her career and her livelihood. But it wasn’t her lover. It wasn’t the excitement that filled her at the thought that when she left the shop there was more waiting for her at home.

And that was where she was getting ready to get into trouble.

She would finish the dress. She would take Glenda’s extra thousand on top of the fee she had already quoted and would make damned certain the dress was worth every penny of it.

Mikayla’s Creations would make a name for itself. She would have this at least when Nik was gone. She was under no delusions that this had turned into some kind of forever scenario.

A growl tore from her throat.

She was insane.

She wasn’t doing this to herself.

She wasn’t going to . . .

Was she?

She stared around the room and shook her head again.

She couldn’t think about this now. She couldn’t think about Nik like this, not right now.

She had a dress to start, a life to live, and once she got home she had a killer to catch.

Nik was living in her house, he had promised to find out what was going on, and that meant he would prove Maddix Nelson had killed Eddie Foreman. And she was going to help.


CHAPTER 9

Nik arrived at the shop at precisely eight o’clock, when Deirdre and Mikayla had finished cleaning the shop and adding up the accounts for the day. They were putting the finishing touches on a new window display when the Harley throbbed to a stop at the curb and the vision of “rough and ready” swung from the seat to rise to his full glorious height.

He pulled the wicked black helmet from his head and gave his head a hard shake, allowing the long strands of pure white thick, luscious hair to fall just below his shoulder blades carelessly.

“My God, do you think men get as hard when they see a woman do that as I just got wet?” Deirdre breathed out in awe at the sight.

Shooting her a disgruntled look, Mikayla forced herself to finish tucking the back of the summer dress over the mannequin and pinning it into place before the bell over the door announced that Nik had entered the shop.

“Are you ready?” His voice was a hard, deep rumble that had Mikayla’s stomach flexing in a surge of pleasure.

Deirdre turned, caught Mikayla’s eye, and lifted her brows as she mouthed, Oh yeah.

Mikayla didn’t even bother to shake her head at her friend. “We’re ready,” she assured him as she strode to the counter and picked up her purse, watching as Deirdre followed.

Within minutes Mikayla was in the Jeep and headed home, all too aware of the Harley following close behind her.

As she pulled into the driveway she inhaled deeply, collected her purse and the large leather briefcase she used to carry her sketchbooks and supplies.

“I’ll go in first,” Nik told her as they moved toward the door. “Stay behind me. Once we enter the house, remain in the foyer while I check everything out. I’ll come back to the living room and get you if everything is clear. If I call back to you that it’s not clear, then I want you to run hell-for-leather and call Jordan Malone. I programmed his number into your cell phone before we left the shop.”

When exactly had he managed to do that?

The thought of anything happening to him or any threat directed at him because of her suddenly had her heart racing in dread. What would she do if by chance he were hurt? If somehow whoever had shot at her the day before managed to harm Nik instead?

“And stop worrying,” he ordered. That fierce, rasping statement couldn’t be described as anything other than an order as he glanced over his shoulder and gave her a hard look before stepping onto the porch.

“Yeah, I’ll get right on that,” she muttered as he held his hand out for the keys.

“And don’t bother arguing with me, either,” he warned her as she handed them over. “I know what I’m doing, Mikayla.”

She had only a glimpse of the lethal black handgun that he pulled from behind his back after he unlocked the door.

She did as he’d ordered, though. She stepped into the foyer, closed and locked the door behind her before resetting the alarm and waiting as he began going through the house.

Lights came on in each room. Living room, kitchen, and dining room. The half bath, the hall. She heard him going into each bedroom; then she heard the thud of his steps as he came up the basement stairs. Minutes later he was walking back into the living room, the gun no longer in sight.

“I hate this,” she said as she tossed her purse and case on the nearby table and stalked to the kitchen. “It’s ridiculous.”

“The price you pay for being honest.” His shoulders lifted in a shrug as he followed her. “You should have known there would be backlash when you reported what you saw, Mikayla.”

Those pale, pale blue eyes watched her intently as she moved for the refrigerator and pulled an oven dish from inside. Sliding it into the oven, she set the heat and the time before shrugging her jacket off and glaring back at him.

She didn’t bother answering.

“I need a shower. Dinner will be ready in an hour.”

She escaped as quickly as possible. He was getting ready to ask questions, she thought; she could see the intent in his eyes. Questions she didn’t want to answer again. She had no desire to see the suspicion in his eyes as he asked her if she was certain she had seen what she knew she had seen. What she thought she had seen.

Stepping beneath the water, Mikayla frowned at the thought. She was certain she had seen Maddix Nelson, wasn’t she?

She closed her eyes as water washed over her face, and let the image of that day flash through her mind once again.

She was staring up, the dying rays of the sun striking the upper floors of the skeletal building. And Maddix stood there, staring down at her as Eddie Foreman fell to the ground, his chest soaked with blood.

Maddix. His features were distinctive. The personable lines of his face, the way he brushed his hair back, the strong line of his jaw, his lips held in a rigid line of fury as he saw her.

Like a photo, but blurry after time, she admitted.

Shaking her head, she hurried through her evening routine. When she finished, her long hair was halfway dry and falling down her back rather than in the braid she normally kept it in. Light cotton sweats and an overlarge T-shirt completed her evening attire.

Normally, this was relaxing time. Tonight, she had a feeling relaxation was going to be the least of what she had to look forward to.

Moving from her bedroom, she was met with the sight of Nik leaving the guest room. He’d showered as well. Damp hair was pulled back to his nape, exposing the strong, harsh features of his face, the pale icy blue of his eyes.

“Dinner should be ready.”

She rarely went out of her way for dinner. She normally ate late, so she kept it simple, a nice casserole. Tonight chicken dumpling casserole was on the menu. She’d prepared extra and bought a loaf of freshly baked bread to go with it.

She knew how much a man could eat. Her brothers had been proving it since they’d hit puberty.

Dinner was quiet. Thankfully. She needed time to unwind. The events of the past two days were beginning to eat at her. The harder she tried to forget that someone had actually tried to kill her, the sharper the memory became.

“What did you find out today?” she finally asked as she cleaned up the table and placed the few dishes in the sink for washing later.

“Not a lot,” he answered.

Leaning back in his chair, the beer he’d opened held loosely between two fingers, he stared at her with a thoughtful frown. “I went through the file Maddix gave me last night, checked it against the information a source of mine had. The police have no suspects, as we already knew. Tomorrow, I’ll head to the construction site, see what I can find out there.”

“You’ll find nothing there,” she informed him. “The building is more than halfway completed now. The area where Eddie was killed is completely filled in, and the workers refuse to talk to anyone about it. Maddix has covered his tracks well.”

She peeked over his shoulder as she started the dishwasher.

“Or someone else has.” He sighed as he leaned forward and stared back at her intently. “Let’s go under the assumption here that you’re both telling the truth. That means, there’s another player involved.”

She shook her head. “How does that make sense? Only Maddix would have a reason to kill me. If someone else killed Eddie, then it wouldn’t make sense for him to want to hurt me because I believe I saw Maddix?”

“That’s one of the questions that now have to be answered,” he told her.

“I wish I’d never seen it.” Turning back to the dishes, she fought back her anger and her tears. “It’s been nothing but trouble for me as well as my family, Nik. No one believes me, and Maddix plays the game perfectly. He’s getting away with murder and no one even cares.”

Even Nik believed him. Mikayla could tell he did.

The tension in her shoulders was so clear that Nik swore he could feel it in the air.

Hell, he had no idea what the fuck to do here.

“Let’s sleep on it, see what we can come up with.”

“I know Maddix and Eddie argued hard for weeks before Eddie was killed.” She swung back to Nik, her gaze fierce. “Loud enough that they were heard outside the office that sits on the construction site. Then again days later at the cantina. Maddix was angry at him over something. Has your buddy told you what they were fighting over?”

“Maddix hasn’t mentioned it. And why are you just now mentioning it?”

“Because you’re just now showing any interest in doing anything about it.” She turned back to him, those incredible amethyst eyes damp and filled with pain. “No one wants to listen, Nik. That’s what I keep trying to tell you. And no one wants to know the truth. The only reason I know about this is because my brother Scotty just happened to have been on the job site as well as at the cantina. He witnessed it.”

Nik made a mental note to talk to her brother after he found out what he could at the job site.

For now, he had a hellaciously long night to look forward to, because God only knew it was going to be impossible to sleep. She was a single door away from him. The scent of her filled the entire house. The thought of her, sleeping alone in that big bed she had, spread out, tempting, and warm, was enough to drive him insane.

Fuck.

He drank the last of his beer, his gaze on her back as she finished the dishes and set them in the drainer.

The clothes she wore practically hung on her, but they did nothing to make him forget the sweet perfection of her body beneath them.

“You should let me go to the construction site with you.” Turning, she wiped her hands on a small towel as she stared back at him challengingly.

“And you should hop up on this table and let me have you for dessert,” he suggested as he allowed a hint of the hunger he felt to fill his voice.

Her face flushed. The prettiest shade of pink suffused her cheeks. Would the rest of her body flush so charmingly?

“I don’t think so.” Her voice was breathy, and he liked that. He knew she was at least thinking about it. That was a good thing. “And that has nothing to do with me going to the construction site with you.”

“That’s about as likely to happen as you letting me go down on you.” He shrugged, watching her expression closely. “As a matter of fact, me going down on you is probably more likely.”

His entire body tightened as he watched her catch her breath, watched her nipples tighten beneath her T-shirt. Hard, pretty little points that he knew were achingly sensitive. He wanted his mouth on them again. He wanted to lick them until they were cherry red and each breath caused a cry to part her pretty pink lips.

“I doubt it.” She tried to sound firm, determined, but a virgin was no match for the sensualist Nik knew he was. He wanted her until nothing else seemed to matter. Wanted to taste her with a desperation that clawed at his balls.

“Don’t make it a dare, Mikayla.” He rose from his seat before turning and tossing the beer bottle in the trash. “I might not walk away from that so easily. You want, just as bad as I do.”

He left the room rather than standing there and watching that need fill her. Damn, it was all he could do to make himself walk away.

Mikayla had dreams. Whatever those dreams were, they didn’t involve losing her innocence in his bed. At least not yet.

He was going to have her before this job was over; he could feel it. He knew it. Just as he could feel the knowledge that taking her could destroy both of them.

He didn’t need this, he reminded himself, not for the first time. He didn’t want to break Mikayla Martin’s heart. He didn’t want to steal the gift she was obviously saving for her husband. But the hunger was coming close to overriding his convictions. And that wasn’t a good thing.

The next morning Mikayla stepped from the bedroom, in some kind of sinfully designed-to-stop-the-male-heart summer dress.

It was a soft lavender, sleeveless with a heart-shaped front that cupped her breasts and snugged up to them before flaring over her hips and ending just above her knees in a slim-line skirt that had his hands itching to draw it up her legs.

Three-inch cream-colored heels covered her tiny feet and still left her incredibly short. Her hair was braided again, the French braid pulling the strands back from her face and revealing the pretty, soft lines of her face.

Minimal makeup complemented her skin, but the hint of gloss on her lips made him hungry to lick it from the lush curves.

“Breakfast is do-it-yourself,” she told him as she passed by him, her attention on the contents of the little cream-colored purse she carried. “Deirdre usually picks something up on her way in, so I don’t cook in the morning.”

Hell, he’d kept his distance last night; this morning was another thing. Those little buttons between her breasts tempted his fingers; the hint of sweet flesh between her breasts peeked out at him, and tempted his tongue.

He was about to have his breakfast right now. At least, a little taste of it.

Snagging her around the waist, he pulled her to him.

Before she could protest, he lifted her to the center island, pressed in between those pretty legs, and held her still for a kiss that fried every synapse in his brain.

All he knew, all he felt, all he tasted, once his lips touched her was Mikayla, heat, and sex. His cock, already hard, painfully so, seemed to thicken further. His balls drew tight and his body became one hard ache where she was concerned.

A moan of surrender was the answer to his kiss. Her arms wrapped around his neck, her breasts pressed into his chest, and Nik was lost in her.

God, she tasted of pure heat. A man could become lost in her forever if he allowed it.

One hand cupped the back of her head to hold her in place while the fingers of the other moved to those buttons. They were meant to intrigue, designed to tease.

He had them loosened in about three seconds flat, and when he figured out she wasn’t wearing a bra his breath stopped in his chest.

His hands filled with the lush mounds. He couldn’t help it. Slanting his lips across hers, he shaped the firm, heated flesh, his thumb raking over tight nipples as she flinched beneath the caress.

He felt like a schoolboy. Hell, like a teenager, copping a feel for the first time. His hands were almost shaking as she arched against him and shuddered in pleasure.

Pulling back from her, Nik stared down to where the swollen, feminine curves filled his hands. His thumb moved slowly, firmly, over a nipple, and he watched as a hard breath pushed her breasts tighter in his grip.

“Like ripe little berries,” he whispered, his gaze lifting to stare into her mesmerized eyes.

Pleasure was swamping her. Nik knew the look, knew the flush of arousal out of control, the swollen lips parted to breathe easier. But there was more. Her eyes darkened to near purple, a wild glitter of hunger flickering in them as her little pink tongue moistened her lips.

“What are you saving yourself for, Mikayla?” he asked her.

He needed to know. He had to know those dreams before he committed the ultimate sin of destroying them.

A sharp little inhalation.

“Nik . . .”

“Tell me, baby,” he growled. “Tell me what you’ve saved yourself for.”

She destroyed him when she answered. “You. I think I’ve waited forever for you, Nik.”

One of these days, he’d learn not to push his luck, not to tempt fate, and to never question a woman, Nik thought as he pulled the Harley into a parking slot in front of the business and sales offices of Martin’s Plumbing and Water Works.

The store was on the outskirts of town, housed in a rough-hewn building reminiscent of days gone by. The appearance was deliberate, though, rather than a result of the building being run-down.

Before moving on in the investigation, Nik had a few questions for Scotty Martin. The three Martin sons were now working for their father’s business. Before they had joined their father they had each worked in other construction areas. Their father had insisted they get the experience.

Scott was working the main store with his parents this week, Nik had learned. He had a few questions for the youngest son of the Martin clan. Namely, why the hell he had left his sister to hang out to dry after he’d found a ride that day.

Striding into the store, Nik found the younger man immediately. Scott stared back at Nik with the same suspicious look the rest of the family had given him several nights before when he had assured them he would be looking after Mikayla’s safety.

None of them trusted him, and that was fine. But other than the father, Nik had not noticed anyone protesting too vociferously.

“Steele.” Scott’s eyes narrowed on Nik as Ramsey moved from the office in the back.

Nik nodded to the father before turning back to the son. “Could we talk for a minute?”

Scott shifted nervously. He was man enough to know exactly why Nik wanted to talk to him.

“I’ll be back in a sec, Dad,” Scott told his father before glancing at the parking lot.

“This can be taken care of in the office,” Ramsey informed them both, obviously as sharp as any father. “Where I can watch you two.”

Nik almost let his lips quirk into a smile. Instead, he strode to the office, expecting the other two to follow and not really giving a damn if they did so agreeably.

“Mikayla doing okay?” Scott cleared his throat nervously as he and his father stepped into the office and the door closed behind them.

“She’s doing fine,” Nik assured Scott. “But all you had to do was call her to find that out, wouldn’t you think?”

Scott cleared his throat again before glancing at Ramsey as he moved behind the desk and sat down.

“Scott’s paying for his negligence that day,” Ramsey stated firmly. “I trust you’re not here to go over this, Mr. Steele.”

Nik arched a brow and looked at Scott mockingly. The knowledge that Nik was deliberately courting Scott’s father’s protectiveness wasn’t lost on the boy. He squirmed, ducking his head in shame before lifting his gaze to Nik’s once more.

“I have some questions,” Nik told them both as he took a seat in one of the leather chairs facing the desk. “First and foremost, who knew Mikayla was picking Scott up that day?” He deliberately posed his question to the father rather than the son.

“Scott?” Ramsey asked, frowning as he glanced back at Scott.

“He can ask me,” Scott growled. “Why is he asking you?”

Ramsey continued to frown.

“When dealing with a child you go to the parent,” Nik stated softly. “If you’re a man, then we can dispense with a third party.”

Ramsey glared back at Nik. “I think we’re both aware Scott is no match for you, Mr. Steele.”

“And I think we both know that the thought of Mikayla’s ire is a far better deterrent in smacking that kid upside the head for his negligence than your anger or anything you could do, Mr. Martin,” Nik said. “I have some questions, nothing more. But if you feel you must protect him, then neither of you should object when I deal with the matter as one adult to the other, and exclude him as much as possible.”

It was a tactic Nik’s father had used on him, his brothers, his cousins, on more than one occasion.

“I can handle this,” Scott protested, his shoulders squaring as he tried to tell himself as well as his father that he was a man.

Ramsey gave Nik another hard, warning look before standing slowly to his feet, nodding sharply, then leaving the room.

Nik remained in his seat, staring back at the young man with knowing mockery. Scott knew he’d just come face-to-face with judgment if he was lucky. A hell of a lot of hurt if he wasn’t.

Nik got straight to the point.

“Why didn’t you call your sister and let her know you had a ride rather than leaving her to arrive at a deserted construction site where anything could have happened to her?”

This had nothing to do with the investigation and everything to do with the primitive protectiveness rising up inside Nik for her.

“I forgot.” Scott crossed his arms over his chest before tucking his hands beneath his armpits defensively, his shoulders hunching as though he carried the weight of that decision and it didn’t sit well. “I was on the phone with Dad when she called. My phone was dying. I asked Dad to call her back. By then, she was already there and it was too late.”

The boy shook his head before swallowing tightly, his gray eyes darkening with remembered fear. “I almost got her killed.”

“Let it happen again, and it won’t matter where I am, or what I’m doing. I’ll come for you, Scott. You got that? I’ll kill you.”

The boy paled. “Yeah, you and the rest of the family.”

“Your family will leave you breathing. I won’t,” Nik told him before gesturing to the chair next to the desk. “Tell me what you know about Eddie Foreman.”

Scott blinked but did as he was ordered. He sat down slowly, the awareness that he had gained no more than a reprieve from Nik evident in his gaze.

“He was an asshole,” Scott breathed out heavily. “Always cutting corners, always trying to make deals and earn an easy buck.”

“Mikayla said you witnessed an argument between him and Maddix Nelson?” Nik reminded Scott.

Scott nodded. “I don’t know exactly what it was over. I only caught bits and pieces. Maddix was accusing him of something from what I heard. I heard Eddie yelling from the construction office that he didn’t do it, and that Maddix was crazy. I heard Maddix yell back that he’d pay for it, if he did.”

“And you told the police this?” Nik pressed.

“Hell yes, I did.” Scott frowned, anger darkening his gaze. “Bastards just blew me off. Said it didn’t matter because Maddix didn’t do it. My sister doesn’t lie—”

Nik held his hand up, recognizing that Scott was in danger of losing his temper. He needed Scott calm. This information wasn’t in the police report. There were too many holes, too much information missing.

“Anyone else?” Nik asked. “Who could have wanted Eddie dead beside Maddix?”

Scott shook his head. “Hell if I know. Probably everyone. Like I said, he was an asshole. . . .”

“What about that evening?” Nik asked. “Who else knew Mikayla was picking you up?”

Scott snorted at that. “Everyone. The guys like Mikayla, but she was late that day. I caught a ride, thinking maybe she had forgotten about me while she was sewing. She does that sometimes. Me and the boys I left with were the last ones out. Even Eddie had left before us. I have no idea why he came back to the job site.”

To meet with someone, evidently.

“What about Maddix?” Nik asked. “Did he come out to the site often?”

“Always after everyone else left,” Scott replied. “And yes, I tried to tell the police that, and they still wouldn’t listen.”

But Nik had something to start with now. Unfortunately, that something was against Maddix himself.

Nik didn’t trust anyone unconditionally, especially a man he owed a favor to. The suspicion had been cast, and now Nik had to figure out where it went.

“Scott, what about the chief of police and the council people he was meeting with that night? What do you know about them?”

“I know they’re all in bed together.” Scott leaned forward, his expression mutinous. “One way or another, through either business or sex, they’re all up each other’s asses and they have a damned good reason to lie for Maddix Nelson. He’s one of them; Mikayla’s not. That’s why she’s being treated like shit and that’s why the police won’t believe her.”

If Maddix Nelson was lying to him, Nik would make damned certain he made good on that threat. There was a steel-hard core of determination riding inside Nik, one he didn’t bother to fight. Strike against Mikayla and Nik would be the one to strike back. He’d always warned Maddix what would happen; Nik would leave it up to the other man to heed the warning or not.

Calling Nik had been a bad mistake if Maddix was involved in any way in the murder of Eddie Foreman or the attempted shooting of Mikayla. Of course, from a certain standpoint, it could have been considered a wise move. Hire someone to come in to prove Maddix was innocent with the excuse that he simply wanted to know why he was being targeted? That was damned good.

If Maddix and his alibis were lying, then Nik would make certain they all paid.

When he rode out of town he would make sure there were no threats left against Mikayla.

When he rode out of town.

That thought left a sour taste in his mouth, and a regret inside him he had been certain he wouldn’t let himself feel.

He couldn’t let himself feel. Because there wasn’t a chance in hell he could stay.


CHAPTER 10

Mikayla walked into the house early that evening. Standing aside, she waited as Nik went through the house and then returned to the living room. One more evening that she had returned to find her home unviolated.

Lucky her. If only she could claim the same for her shop. There were more of Maddix Nelson’s friends and their friends tripping in and out than there were of her own.

Financially, it was good, but her nerves were shot.

“I have to go out for a while,” Nik told her as he came back to the living room, his jaw flexing as though he were clenching his teeth.

“Fine. I’ll leave your dinner in the oven.” She shrugged as though it didn’t matter.

She wasn’t going to let it matter. After the completely humiliating episode that afternoon, the less time she had to spend with him the better.

“I’ll be sure to remember that.” There was a dark, hungry sound in his voice, a rasp that sent a shiver racing up Mikayla’s spine as he neared her.

She breathed in deeply, drawing in the dark male scent of him. A hint of winter in the summer. A hint of heat on a cold winter’s night.

“Mikayla.” He paused before her; the way he towered over her should have made her feel something other than intensely feminine, protected.

“I thought you had to leave?” She stared up at him, the three-inch heels she wore doing very little to add enough to her height to make her feel a bit more on common ground with him.

She was cursed with her short stature, she determined. And before a man like Nik, so tall and broad, his towering over her and making her feel feminine and protected could be hazardous to the heart.

“You’re a dangerous woman.” His voice lowered, the ice in his eyes seeming to unthaw for just a second.

“And what makes you think I’m such a dangerous woman?” she asked, her voice stronger than she knew she actually was.

“Because you make me forget some hellacious lessons,” he stated as his hand lifted, his thumb brushing against her lips gently.

They trembled at his touch. She couldn’t help it. The need for his touch had been rising since he had walked away from her that morning.

Who was she kidding? The need for his touch was about to drive her positively insane. She had never ached like this. To the point that her entire body was sensitized, hyper, on fire. She was burning alive.

“I thought you were leaving,” she repeated, the little squeak in her voice as her lips brushed against his thumb.

Oh man, she needed desperately to tighten her thighs, to put just a little pressure on her clit to ease that tingling little burn going on down there.

The way he was looking at her was driving her crazy. As though he could see straight to that hungry, sexual part of her. The part that had wicked, nasty fantasies about him.

“We’ll talk later.” That sounded like a threat. A sensual, hungry threat that had her sex clenching involuntarily as she forced herself to slide out of the way, to allow him to open the door and leave.

As the door closed behind him Mikayla could have sworn that some of the life in the room went with him.

That was exactly what she didn’t need, she told herself as she forced herself to the bedroom. The life couldn’t leave the room when he left; otherwise, how much worse would it be when he left her life, not just the room?

Guard against a broken heart, girl, she told herself as she stepped into the shower.

The shower might not have been the best idea, though, as the water sluiced over her naked flesh, heated and warm, caressing, her hands rubbing from her shoulders down, over her breasts, her waist.

The rasp of the washcloth over her flesh reminded her of Nik. The calloused heat of his hands coursing over her body, touching her, feeling her.

Eyes closed, inhibitions lost, a muted moan left her lips, shocking her with the hunger rife in the sound.

She had never wanted as she wanted at this moment. A man’s touch, his kiss.

No, not just a man’s, Nik’s. Nik’s touch. Nik’s kiss. His hands smoothing over her stomach, hips, to her thighs and beyond.

Dropping the cloth, she let her fingers touch, so desperate, so on fire, now that nothing but flesh on flesh could come close to giving her what she needed.

Her head tipped back against the shower wall, the feel of her hair caressing the tops of the rounded globes of her rear another caress. Another reminder of a touch she wanted, a touch she had no hope of attaining if she didn’t have Nik.

Brushing her fingers over the swollen curves of her sex, Mikayla drew in a hard, broken breath at the whispered caress against her clit.

Sensation shot through her, clenching her stomach and tightening her thighs as her fingers parted the slick, dew-rich curves of her pussy and delved inside.

It was good, damned good, but not as good as Nik.

A needy moan fell from her lips again as she dragged her free hand to her breasts, her fingers brushing against first one nipple, then the next. She let her nails rake against them as she fought to find the feel of Nik’s calloused, roughened fingertips against them.

Almost. She almost had the sensation. The pleasure.

Water pounded around her, hot and wet as her fingers slid through the slick layer of juices that eased from her vagina. She wanted, ached, to be touched there. To be taken. It was a hunger unlike anything she could have imagined.

“Mikayla!”

Her eyes flew open in shock to meet the searing blue flames in Nik’s gaze.

One hand still cupped her sex, the other her breast, her fingers on her nipples as her brain tried to comprehend the sudden change.

To assimilate the fact that Nik was stripping. His T-shirt tossed aside in the space of a breath, his jeans loosened with one hand, unzipped, his cock springing free as he pushed them over his hips, his gaze refusing to release hers, his expression filled with hunger, with something more than pure lust.

“I . . .” She tried to talk, to explain, as his hand gripped hers and drew it from between her thighs.

Heat flushed her face. She had been standing there, still touching herself, as he undressed. How mortifying. And yet how sexy.

The water shut off. She blinked back at him as he drew her from the shower.

Mesmerized. That was what she was. She was mesmerized. She knew damned well what was getting ready to happen and she was suspended between disbelief and helpless anticipation.

When his lips met hers, adrenaline jacked through her veins, pouring into her senses as she felt his hands stroking over her.

No, those weren’t his hands. Well, they were, but he held a towel between his flesh and hers.

Drying her.

A moan tore between their lips as she cried out at the friction against her sensitive flesh. She felt weak, uncertain. The rasp of the towel over her skin was almost too much; sudden, sharp spears of pleasure tore through her.

Her gasps of surprised pleasure were silenced by his lips on hers, but the jerking of her body, the hard inhalation, wasn’t lost on him. It seemed to make him harder, hotter. His lips slanted over hers, his tongue pressing against her and stroking in rapid-fire motions that stoked her own need higher.

Mikayla stopped trying to make sense of it. The hard naked press of his cock against her stomach was like a brand. His hands were wide, strong, holding her to him as he lifted her, turned, carried her to the bedroom.

Mikayla was shaking. She could feel the tremors racing through her body as his lips continued to ransack hers.

“You’ll be the death of me.” He pulled back from the kiss as he laid her on the bed, staring down at her, the broad, bronzed width of his shoulders shadowing her.

She had to touch them.

Her nails raked over the tough flesh, felt the flesh of muscle beneath.

“How?” She forced the word past her lips, questioning his statement rather than begging for him as she wanted to.

Watching his hand move, his long fingers cup her breast, Mikayla lost the ability to reason anything then.

“This . . .” The answer was lost on her. “This sweet, sexy little body. That innocence in your eyes. I don’t know if my conscience can survive you, Mikayla.”

“Then make it worth it,” she whispered, fighting the whimper in her voice. “For both of us.”

She had to touch him as she spoke. She had never imagined pleasure like this, never imagined such need to touch a man. Her hand slid down his chest, his hard abs, to the thick stalk of flesh rising from between his thighs.

She couldn’t encircle it with her fingers. It was heavy, strong, and hot, throbbing beneath her fingers with life and pleasure.

Mikayla’s neck arched as his lips came to hers again, his kiss hungrier, hotter, than ever before.

It was going to happen, she thought. Her ideal of romance had been shot to hell. The white dress she had planned was dust in the wind.

Would antique white work? she wondered, because she wasn’t about to deny herself this.

She wanted to touch him. All of him. All over.

His hair-roughened thigh stroked against her softer one as she ran her foot up his lower leg, feeling the strength, heat, and soft male hair against her foot. She hadn’t known her feet could be so sensitive.

But she had known her neck was sensitive. Still, when his lips brushed down it, moved from her lips, she couldn’t halt the cry that escaped her lips.

She wanted to rub her entire body against him.

His shoulder tasted of a hint of salt, a lot of hard, vibrant male, and of life. The taste of his flesh was almost an aphrodisiac, drawing her further into the sensual vortex wrapping around her.

“You don’t know what you’re asking for,” he groaned as his lips brushed along her skin, moving unerringly to the swollen curves of her breasts.

She didn’t know what she was asking for?

“Everything you have to give me,” she demanded, her head grinding against the pillow as his hands cupped her breasts, lifting them as his mouth descended on one hard, violently sensitive nipple.

“Look at me, Mikayla.” His tone was darker, rougher.

Forcing her eyes open, Mikayla stared into the pale blue flames of hunger in his gaze.

“You don’t want everything,” he whispered, his cheek brushing against her nipple.

“Everything.” No matter how dark, no matter how lusty. She wanted all of him.

His eyes narrowed on her, his tongue licked out, stroking over her nipple a second before his lips covered it, drawing it into the liquid fire of his mouth.

Mikayla arched, her arms wrapping around his neck to hold him to her as she felt one hand move from her breast to her thigh. She tried to pay attention; she really did. She needed to have an idea of what to do to him when she got the chance. What would make him crazy. Deirdre said it could be done that way. That men would sometimes touch how and where they liked being touched.

If that was true, then she was doomed to failure.

What was he doing with his mouth on her nipple? The way he suckled it, the way his teeth and tongue rasped over it, was making her insane. The deep drawing strokes were sending sharp bolts of sensation tearing into her belly, her clit.

She was helpless beneath him. Mikayla hadn’t imagined pleasure could be so sharp, so deep. As his lips moved from nipple to nipple, caressing and tormenting each in turn, she found herself growing desperate for more. More touch. More pleasure.

Her fingers dug into his hair, holding on to the strands as his hips rolled between her thighs, the hard wedge of his cock pressing into her lower stomach.

The pleasure was extreme. It rolled through her in waves of sensation too strong, too shocking, to assimilate as his lips moved from her breasts, lower, down her stomach, then to her thighs.

“You think you can handle it, little innocent?” he growled as his lips brushed over her thighs.

“Anything you want to dish out.” Lightning was going to strike her dead for that lie, because just the feel of the ends of his hair brushing along her thighs was throwing her senses into chaos.

That amused quirk of his lips was almost worth the lie, though. It was so sexy, wicked, dominant.

And just that quick sensation speared along her clit, jerking her body to high alert and drawing her knees up along his hips.

“Good?” he asked.

Good? His fingers were milking her clit. Gently she gave him that. But the effect was catastrophic. She would have retaliated if she had enough of her brain left to figure out how to retaliate.

Instead, her fingers tightened in his hair as her hips arched, driving her clit closer to his lips instead.

His lips stroked along either side of it, brushing her thighs, sparking flames along each nerve ending he encountered.

“That’s not fair,” she moaned.

“Fair would have us on opposite sides of the earth, sugar,” he crooned as his tongue swiped against her flesh. “Do you want me to play fair?”

“No.” Her head shook quickly. If he left her now, she might have to actually turn into the bitch her brothers swore she was becoming.

“Then what should I do?”

“Taste me.”

Mikayla froze. Nik even froze, as though the very idea that she had said such a thing stopped the world on its axis somehow.

Shy virgin Mikayla? Talking dirty?

She knew how to do it, she thought mutinously.

“Taste you?” he whispered a second before he placed a gentle kiss directly over her clit. “Mikayla, playtime is almost over. Are you very certain this is what you want?”

“I told you, do your worst.” She was insane and she knew it.

She wanted the memories, though. Every one of them. When he was gone, she wanted to know she had for the first time been who she wanted to be. That she was herself. That for once she threw caution to the wind and lived for the moment and grabbed the chance she had at true sensual pleasure.

Do his worst? Nik had varied and wicked scenarios he’d replayed in his imagination more than once where Mikayla was concerned.

Having her beneath him, naked, wild, was but part of it. He’d never imagined she was so courageous, so daring, as to challenge him to do his worst.

Because his worst could be bad. Sexual, dominant, and hungry, he was a man who knew the depths of his own hungers, just as he knew that holding back with this woman would be next to impossible.

She had dared him. Under normal conditions that wouldn’t be enough, but with Mikayla it was the switch that unlocked the sexual beast prowling beneath.

Staring up at her, he gave her one last level look from beneath his lashes, gauged her true courage, then parted the swollen folds of her pussy and laid his lips to the sweet pink sensitive flesh of her clit.

Her hips arched, strong and fast. Holding her thighs firmly, Nik held her in place as he placed kiss after delicate kiss against the throbbing nubbin.

Her hips jerked in his hold, strangled cries falling from her lips as he used his tongue with each kiss, flicked at the delicate knot of nerves, and began priming her body.

She was a virgin, not an idiot, Mikayla assured herself desperately as she felt her senses burning beneath the destructive kisses Nik placed on her swollen clit. She may not have physical experience, but she read. She listened. She watched television and she had her own fantasies. And she sensed what she liked. Which was pretty much anything with Nik.

Lifting her hips closer to him, she let herself revel in the pleasure racing through her, even as she fought to keep herself from becoming catatonic within it.

She wanted this. Every touch he would give her. But she wanted more as well. She wanted to touch as well as be touched. She wanted to drive him just as crazy for her as she was for him.

Broad shoulders were wedged between her thighs, holding her open to him as his lashes lifted, his gaze meeting hers as he licked around her clit. Stroked it, lashed at it in a caress so wickedly hot there should have been flames flickering over her flesh.

Watching, barely able to process anything but the pleasure, Mikayla arched closer, needing more.

And Nik was more than willing to give her more. As her juices eased from her vagina, his lips and tongue licked lower, drawing closer to the center of the vicious ache whipping through her body.

His fingers parted the folds of flesh as a moan tore from her lips once again. And he licked. Long, slow licks, his tongue flickering over the entrance, dipping inside, a harsh groan tearing from his throat as she arched closer.

God, she needed closer.

“Nik!” His name tore from her lips as his tongue thrust inside her, penetrating with a heat that tore the last shred of restraint from her mind.

Her thighs fell open further, knees lifting as her fingers buried in his hair to hold him closer to her. The feel of his tongue inside her, stroking flesh that had never been touched, exciting nerve endings just newly awakened.

She twisted against him, loving each caress, relishing it as her fingers bunched in his hair to hold him to her. Each lash and impalement of his tongue drove her closer to the edge, stoked the fires inside her higher, and built the need for more higher with every stroke.

She was going to come. She knew she was riding the edge, knew that once she slipped over it then there wouldn’t be a chance that this would be a shared adventure. It would become her adventure alone.

She wanted to touch him as well. Wanted to watch her hands stroke over his chest, feel the strength of his cock beneath her hand, her lips.

“Nik, please,” she moaned as shudders of near ecstasy began to wrack her body. “Please, Nik.”

“Please what, baby?” His head turned, his lips stroking against her inner thigh once again.

“Let me touch you. Please, Nik, before I come, I need to touch you.”

He couldn’t bear it.

Nik stared up at her, seeing his demise in dazed amethyst eyes and flushed feminine features. He didn’t dare allow her to touch him yet. Not yet.

As he held her gaze his fingers stroked into the tender slit of her pussy, parting the folds, following the shallow valley to the wet entrance of her sex.

Slick and heated, the little opening clenched at the touch of his finger, flexing against his caress. Her eyes dazed further. Hunger surged through him as her hips arched again, need tightening her body, then surprise as his fingers dipped lower, the tip of one stroking against the tight entrance of her rear.

She was close to orgasm. Close enough that he was confident he could restrain her need to touch as well.

Tucking the tip of his finger against the little rosette, he turned his attention back to the sweet, lush flesh of her pussy. The taste of her was incredible. Drawing him, intoxicating him as her knees lifted, one delicate foot rising to his hip as she opened herself further to him, testing every ounce of self-control that he had ever possessed.

He was losing himself to her; he could feel it. His cock throbbed with vicious need as his balls drew tight, the scent, the feel, of her making him insane for her.

Gripping her hip with one hand, he held her to him as his tongue flicked over her clit before drawing it into his mouth. He sucked at it gently, licking it with firm strokes as the tip of his finger eased inside the tender entrance lower.

She was trembling in his grip, her thighs tightening as muted cries fell from her lips. The flesh gripping the tip of his finger flexed and milked at the tip, tempting him to penetrate her further.

Sensual hunger was rising inside her. As her pussy became wetter, her anus eased, making his impalement of her easier, drawing him deeper as he pushed her closer.

Pleasure was a demon burning beneath Mikayla’s flesh, drawing her tighter, deeper, as she felt the impalement at her rear, Nik’s lips and tongue at her clit. She was drowning in sensation. Raking talons of pleasure were racing across her flesh, surging through her bloodstream until they exploded through every cell of her body.

His name tore from her lips. Her hips arched, a strangled scream escaping as electric surges of intense, overwhelming ecstasy raced through every nerve ending and threw her into a vortex of complete rapture.

It seemed never ending. A chaotic clash of sensations and pleasure that left her shaking, trembling in an aftermath she had no idea how to handle.

And it wasn’t enough.

She needed more.

Before he could grip her hips and hold her in place once again, before he could retain control and come over her to throw her senses off balance, Mikayla moved.

Nik straightened between her thighs, giving her the perfect opportunity to sit up quickly, her hands flattening against his hard abs, her gaze drawn to the thick erection rising hard and powerful from between his thighs.

“Mikayla.” His voice was strangled as she leaned forward, her lips pressing against the hard, muscular flesh of his lower stomach. “This isn’t a good idea, my love.”

She didn’t answer him. She didn’t have the ability to answer him. As she opened her eyes, her head turned, the fingers of one hand attempting to curve around the heavy flesh.

She was hungry for him. She needed to feel him, to taste him. As his fingers threaded through her hair, she feared in an attempt to pull her away from him, she lifted and pressed her lips to the heavily veined shaft.

Nik stilled. His fingers bunched in Mikayla’s hair, his gaze locked on her as he felt the satin heat of her lips against the tortured length of his cock.

Sweet mercy, she was destroying him and didn’t even know it. Even her touch was innocent, tentative, yet so damned sensual and hungry it was all he could do to not pull her head back and push the head of his cock into the sweet heated draw of her mouth.

He needed to hold her still, to keep her from taking him with such intimacy. Possessing her, stealing the veil of her innocence, was one thing. Actually stealing the core of her innocence was another thing. Entertaining fantasies of unleashing the wild, wanton side of Mikayla Martin might get him through the night, but doing it was a risk to his soul and he knew it.

Still, he felt helpless to do anything but watch as her tongue licked the engorged, darkened crest of his dick before swiping over it in a long, slow lick that sent a sizzle of pure lust electrifying his balls.

Staring down at her, he watched as her eyes fluttered closed and her lush, pert lips slowly covered the throbbing head of his cock.

He wasn’t going to be able to pull her away. He couldn’t pull her away. It was too damned good. Her mouth was liquid heat, her lips like hot silk, the draw of her mouth like pure ecstasy.

Son of a bitch. He was supposed to walk away from this? What had ever made him believe such a thing was possible?

The nails of one delicate hand raked down his abs as she held the hard shaft with the fingers of the other. Her lips and snug mouth drew on the engorged crest, her hot little tongue flickering over it as every muscle in his body tightened with the riptide of sensation washing through them.

The tentative, innocent movements were more destructive than any touch he had ever known in his life. He’d been with women whose experience more than matched his own, but even then he hadn’t been as affected as he was now.

Now, he was drowning in the fucking pleasure. It was tearing through his system with wildfire destructiveness and tearing at his determination to hold back, to ease the damage that could be done to her heart when this was over.

There was no holding back with his dick in her mouth, though, or the innocent movements that sucked him to the back of her throat, the murmur of a little moan vibrating against the tip before she pulled back and then took him all over again.

Before Nik could rein the hunger overtaking him, his fingers tightened in her hair and he was fucking her mouth with tight, controlled movements. Movements that taught her what she didn’t instinctively know.

As he watched her lips move on him, watched the hunger that filled her face as her lips enclosed him, Nik could feel the control he fought so hard to hold on to slipping out of his grip.

Electric fingers of sensation were racing from his balls up his spine and back again. Hunger was a ravenous need tearing at his mind now, demanding more than her lips, her slender fingers trying to enclose him. That hunger demanded that veil of innocence, as well as that core.

Buried beneath that hunger was a flame he fought to deny. A surge of possessiveness, of tenderness. A knowledge that in his life he had never felt anything like he was feeling now.

“Enough.” His voice was harsh as he pulled back, forcing his cock from the heat of her mouth as he pushed her to her back and moved between her thighs, his knees pressing her legs farther apart.

As she lay spread out before him like a luscious offering to the hunger raging through him, Nik couldn’t help but take a moment to appreciate the unique beauty of her.

Her slumberous amethyst gaze gleamed with violet fire. The long strands of her wheat gold hair spread out around her as her swollen lips parted to breathe in roughly.

Firm ruby-tipped breasts rose and fell heavily, the pale globes tempting his lips, even as the curl-shrouded, dew-glistening mound of her pussy drew his gaze and the throbbing length of his dick.

“Are you sure?” It was the most insane question he could have asked. If she changed her mind now, then he was going to explode in agony rather than pleasure.

She reached down, her slender fingers gripping his cock as her hips lifted.

Searing feminine heat brushed against the head of his cock, causing him to grimace in erotic agony. The need to thrust inside her was making him crazy.

“Do you think I’m sure?” Her voice was breathy, breathless, as his hips shifted, his cock parting the swollen folds of her pussy to press against the tight, clenching entrance to her body.

He prayed for patience. His hands tightened on her thighs as he shifted closer, watching as his cock began to press inside her.

Heat surrounded the engorged crest, streaked up the shaft, and tore through his entire system.

Some instinct inside him was screaming, Mine. It broke past the shields he had kept around his soul for so many years and speared straight to the center of his spirit.

His. She belonged to him.

Mikayla stared up at Nik, feeling the slow, steady stretching at the entrance of her pussy. Pleasure/pain began to wash through her as he forged inside, his cock taking her, possessing her in ways she hadn’t expected.

She struggled to keep her eyes opened as she watched the folds of her sex part, watched the slick, juice-laden folds part and hug his flesh as he entered her.

“Nik.” Her hands gripped his wrists as he held her thighs, his hips pressing steadily forward. “Nik, I . . .” She licked her lips. She didn’t know what to say, what to do.

Pleasure was tearing through her; a tight, pinching burn was mixing with the violent eroticism and stoking the arousal inside her higher. Heat washed over her, burning beneath her flesh as a painful pleasure began to deepen.

“Hold on, baby.” Nik’s voice was deep, dark, stroking over her senses and pushing her higher. “Hold on to me, Mikayla.”

Her hands tightened on his wrists as she thought she knew what was coming. Deirdre and other friends had assured her there would be pain. The larger the man, the greater the pain, she had been assured.

Nik pushed inside her, his cock pressing against the thin shield of her virginity. His thumb moved to her clit, pressing against it, rotating and sending her senses screaming in sudden, vibrant sensation.

The orgasm that washed over her shocked her. It threw her into a pleasure so extreme she lost her breath, her voice, and any pain she would have felt as Nik surged inside her, breaking through the virgin shield she had saved for him.

A part of her acknowledged that. She hadn’t known him, hadn’t known who he was or when he would come into her life, but this was what she had saved herself for.

Wild, exquisite sensation crashed over her, arching her hips and burying his cock deeper, harder insider her as his hips thrust against her once again.

Pain was submerged in brutal pleasure. It was disguised in agonizing ecstasy as one orgasm surged through her even as she began to build toward another.

The feel of his cock stretching her, thrusting hard and deep inside her, had her entire body arching toward him as he came over her. His hard body surrounded her, his arms gathering her close as his lips covered hers.

A brutal male groan joined the tortured moan of pleasure that tore from her throat as his tongue thrust hungrily into her mouth.

His chest hairs rasped against her nipples; the stubble on his face rasped against her; his thighs caressed hers; his cock speared inside her. Hard. Deep. Triggering a climax that tore her from the very foundations of her soul and sent her flying into pure ecstasy.

Nik stiffened in her arms, his erection burying deep when she felt him tense, felt his cock pulse and throb inside her.

It was a rush of adrenaline and rapture. A high that Mikayla could have never imagined. One her friends had never warned her of. It was like flying into the sun and piercing paradise as Nik groaned her name, whispered something foreign, and collapsed against her.

It was like finally belonging.


CHAPTER 11

She was sleeping.

Nik stared down at Mikayla’s relaxed face as he moved back to the bed, a warm, damp cloth in hand.

Cleaning her gently, he couldn’t help but marvel at the softness of her skin once more. Unblemished, lightly tanned, her muscles toned with a feminine softness he could barely resist.

He’d nearly forgotten to wear a condom.

As he moved back to the bathroom, that thought tortured him. Not since he was a teenager had he forgotten to wear a condom. Not since the conception of the daughter he had lost. But he’d nearly forgotten with Mikayla.

Disposing of the damp cloth, he turned and braced his hands on the decidedly feminine sink and stared into the mirror above it.

What he saw there bothered him in some elemental way. The lack of emotion that had been in his eyes, hell, in his soul, for the past years was now replaced with too much emotion.

The pale blue orbs looked tortured. As tortured as he felt. He could feel the nightmares of the past moving in on him now, brewing from behind that closed door that had his nightmare emotions locked behind it.

That door was no longer locked. Mikayla had opened it, and now he had no idea what the hell he was supposed to do with the emotions welling inside him. What the hell was he supposed to do with Mikayla?

Stepping back into the room, he had every intention of walking out of it and back to the cold, lonely bed in the guest room. Why compound the mistake? he thought. Sleeping with her would only make it harder to leave later.

Amethyst eyes were opened now, watching silently as he stared back at her, as though she knew what he was about to do.

He had just taken her innocence, taken a gift that she could only give once. One she had saved all these years only to bestow it on a lost cause.

She would remember this night forever; he didn’t want it to end with her regrets.

Like a man walking to a death chamber, he moved back to the bed and the woman. Slid into it and gathered her against his chest as he wondered if sleep would ever hold anything but regrets after this.

“You have no responsibility to me, Nik,” she whispered in the darkness as he flipped the small bedside lamp off.

God, was she so wrong.

“I didn’t say I did.” He kept his voice low, fought to keep his emotions in check as he buried his fingers in long strands of hair that flowed out from her head.

He felt her lips against his chest as her fingers played softly against the light mat of hair on his chest.

“Tell me something about you,” she whispered.

Nik stared up at the darkened ceiling and realized how little she truly did know about him. How little he allowed anyone to know about him.

“I was married once.” He grimaced, wondering where the hell that admission had come from.

Rather than jumping in and questioning, Mikayla remained silent.

“I had a daughter. Her name was Nicolette.” He hadn’t told anyone about his child. He never talked about her. Sometimes, he felt as though Nicolette had been nothing but a dream.

“That’s a very pretty name,” Mikayla breathed softly against his chest.

Nik could feel the pain inside, just as sharp, as bright, as ever, but this time it seemed tempered by time, or by Mikayla.

“What happened to her?” she asked softly after several minutes had passed, an edge of sadness in her voice that warned him that she knew his baby was already gone.

“How do you know anything happened to her?”

Mikayla lifted her head from his chest until she could gaze down at him, the dim light from the moon spearing through the windows, giving her just enough perhaps to see by.

“If nothing had happened, then she would still be with you,” Mikayla said softly. “You wouldn’t be dodging bullets for a woman you barely know if you had a child depending on you to come home.”

God, how right she was.

“I was in the army.” He cleared his throat, remembering too clearly the decisions he had made because of his daughter. “I transferred out of the unit I was in for a desk job when my wife became pregnant. Nicolette was five when her mother decided marriage didn’t suit her. She was having an affair while I was working long hours to try to provide as much as I could for her and Nicolette. It wasn’t enough.

“I was at work when she left. The man she had been sleeping with had been mixed up in some bad business. Some of his enemies thought he was in the car with her and Nicolette. They intercepted it. Nicolette was shot.”

Her body was torn apart by the power and speed of the bullets that had ripped into her tiny body.

Nik could still see it. The blood, the horror. The knowledge that he hadn’t protected his child.

“It was my fault,” he finally whispered, accepting that guilt now as he had never before. Accepting it because he realized the care it took to hold a woman’s heart.

He hadn’t taken that care. He had nourished his job, nourished his position, and given his free time to his child, while his wife had been left on the outside looking in.

“How is it your fault?” Mikayla asked.

Nik stared back at her. “Because I wasn’t the husband I should have been, Mikayla. I wasn’t the man I should have been.”

“Nik, I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and he swore he saw the glimmer of a tear that eased down her cheek. “But it wasn’t your fault. Your wife made that decision, not you.”

Someone other than he shed a tear for the child who had never had a chance to live. The delicate little girl who wanted to be a ballerina. The laughing mischief maker who waited each evening for her “poppa” to come home.

“It was a long time ago.” He had to blink back the moisture in his own eyes.

Mikayla shook her head. “It happened yesterday. That’s how clear it is in your heart, Nik. You loved your daughter.”

He nodded slowly and said, “Yes.”

It happened almost nightly in his dreams, almost daily in his memories. And the ache never completely went away, though over the years it had softened.

“Lay down.” He pressed Mikayla back to his shoulder. “Nicolette would have loved you. You look like one of those damned fairies she was forever reading about.”

And Mikayla did. In that moment Nik realized how much she did resemble one of the little sprites in those long-ago books Nicolette used to make him read to her.

“A fairy, huh?” He felt Mikayla grin against his chest.

“A very beautiful, very wild fairy.” He almost smiled himself. “Flitting around and finding trouble every chance she has. You need a full-time keeper.”

“Are you applying for the job?” The laughter in her voice, the gentle teasing, was almost more than he could bear.

“Too many jobs already.” He had to close his eyes against the refusal he forced past his lips. “Let me get you out of this one first, baby. Maybe you’ll learn how to stay out of trouble after that.”

“You can hope.” Her voice had sobered, the realization that he wouldn’t, couldn’t, stay a silent reminder that nothing lasted forever.

“I can hope.” He kissed the top of her head gently before tucking her closer to his body.

He could hope for many things, though he had stopped doing so long ago. If one didn’t hope, then disappointment didn’t visit. Hoping meant you had something to live for, and living for something or someone else was asking for pain.

He’d make certain she was safe; then he would make certain someone watched over her. Someone other than him.

The next day Mikayla assured herself she had gone into this with her eyes opened. She wasn’t in love, she promised herself. When Nik left, and she knew he would leave, then she would be able to go on without nursing a broken heart.

It didn’t help to know she was lying. As autocratic as he could be, as dominant as he was, she was still falling in love, and that knowledge had the power to terrify her.

He was so much more than most men she knew. Hell, more than any man she had ever known. In the dark the night before, she had learned something about him that she hadn’t expected. Something that might explain that dark, tortured air she glimpsed around him.

He’d lost so much. A whole life in some ways. A wife and a child. He’d obviously left the army after their deaths and now worked privately. But he was still alone. And a niggling little warning at the back of Mikayla’s mind whispered that he seemed to like being alone really well.

When he drove off after following her to the shop, Mikayla stared at his back with a frown for long seconds. He’d drawn away that morning. He’d already showered and had coffee when she got up, his gaze as frosty as ever as she fixed her own.

Perhaps frostier, she told herself as she stepped into the shop and greeted Deirdre before heading to her office.

There were phone calls to make. Nik was searching for Eddie’s killer, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t help him in other ways.

She hated being on the sidelines where her own protection was concerned. Mikayla didn’t hide from the realities of life. This was her life, and she was the one who had now become a killer’s target.

But why?

It took a while, but she finally managed to reach a friend of Eddie Foreman’s who had been elusive for so many weeks.

“Look, Mikayla.” Robert Cronin sighed after realizing who she was trying to get hold of him. “Let the police investigate this one.”

“Robert, they’re not investigating anyone,” she informed him wearily.

She had known Robert for years. Before his divorce, his wife had often come to her for dress alterations. As Robert was another construction foreman, though now no longer with Maddix Nelson, there was information as well as gossip that he had to be privy to.

“Why did you leave Maddix Nelson’s company?” she asked. “Just give me information, Robert. Help me.”

“Son of a bitch, you’re gonna end up dead,” he said and she could almost imagine the grimace on his craggy face. “Maddix Nelson ain’t no killer. If his granddaddy was alive, then I’d say be looking at him. That man was a pure black-hearted son of Satan if you ask me.”

She didn’t want a dissection of the family tree. Just information, she thought in frustration.

“Maybe Maddix is just better at hiding it,” she suggested.

Robert was quiet, though the distant sound of machinery in the background could be heard.

“There’s some talk,” he finally said. “Maddix has been seen in places that he shouldn’t be seen, maybe talkin’ to people he shouldn’t be talking to. The illegal sort. Eddie was at a party a few months ago; he used to get pretty drunk, ya know?” Robert cleared his throat. “Anyway, he said he had something on Maddix. Didn’t say what, but said it would bring him down.”

Mikayla bit at her lip. “Do you have any idea what it was?”

“He didn’t say, Mikayla,” Robert growled. “Whatever it was, though, Eddie was sure he could hurt Maddix with it. If Eddie told anyone what it was, then it would have been Steve Gainard. He’s the only one Eddie would confide in, if he was going to confide in anyone.”

And Steve had been out of town for months. Mikayla had left several messages with his service as well as on his cell phone.

“I can’t believe Maddix did this.” Robert sighed again. “But I can’t believe you lied about it, either. That puts a lot of us between a rock and a hard place, Mikayla. Like I said, his granddaddy was a real bastard. I wouldn’t have put anything past him before his death. That old bastard went so far as to threaten to disinherit Maddix’s father if he dared decide to have another child. He didn’t want Maddix’s daddy, Lowell, to have a large family. Felt it would take away from the company they were building.”

“But as you said, he’s dead,” Mikayla pointed out. “And it wasn’t Maddix’s grandfather I saw, Robert. It was Maddix.”

“Yeah, I hear ya.” Confusion filled his voice then. “I wish I had answers for ya, girl. I don’t like nobody takin’ potshots at ya. Drop this, before you get killed.”

She couldn’t drop it. The injustice of it, as well as the knowledge that dropping it would only convince everyone she was lying. She couldn’t do that. She wasn’t a liar. She knew what she had seen.

“Thank you for your time, Robert.” She ended the call with a sense of falling further into the rabbit hole her life had become.

“Anytime, Mikayla,” Robert promised her. “Tell your daddy I said hi. I’ll be prayin’ for ya.”

She ended the call and stared at the phone for long moments before calling Nik.

She gave him the information quickly and didn’t have to wait long for his reaction.

“You were to stay out of this,” he growled, anger surging in his voice.

“Look, I’m texting you Robert’s cell-phone number. He’s willing to talk to you as well.”

“I told you to stay out of it,” he snapped again.

“And I told you, this is my life,” she retorted. “You don’t know the people to talk to, Nik; I do. I may not be able to get all the answers, but this is something we didn’t have before.”

“Text me the damned number,” he snarled. “Then get off that fucking phone and keep your ass out of trouble until I get back. Do you understand me?”

She almost grinned.

He sounded protective rather than angry.

“I’ll do my best,” she told him, knowing he knew better. She knew better. If she could manage to think of another direction to go in this, then she would make the call or the visit or send the e-mail. As she told him, this was her life, and she wasn’t giving up.

Texting the number after hanging up, she stared at the phone, rubbed her brow, then made a quick note of the information Robert had given her before adding it to the file she was keeping.

Disregarding Nik’s orders, she made a few other calls, but the information Robert had given her couldn’t be confirmed by the few sources she had to talk to whom she could rely on. That left her with yet more dangling threads to this.

Threads she would have to pick at later, she thought as she hung up the phone an hour later.

The rest of the day was spent like most others. Mikayla worked on the dresses in the back, kept several fitting appointments, and even managed to sell two more of her own designs before closing time came.

As she and Deirdre were standing at the register counter waiting for Nik, an explosion shattered the quiet of the store.

Glass rained into the shop as the mannequins standing in front of the window toppled over, knocking a rack of dresses to the floor and leaving Mikayla to stare at it all in shock as the sound of tires squealing seemed to echo around her.

Deirdre was screaming something. Cursing was more like it, as Mikayla stared in shock at the destruction.

“That was a fucking gunshot!” Deirdre screamed at her. “My God, Mikayla!”

“Call the police, Deirdre.” Mikayla felt almost numb inside.

She couldn’t have avoided the shot if it had been for her. She would have been dead. But it wasn’t her they were after this time. It was her store. Her livelihood. Her security.

Someone was trying to frighten her, trying to force her into backing off.

She pulled her cell phone from her purse and pulled up the address book and Nik’s number.

“Mikayla? I’m on my way to pick you up,” he answered immediately.

“I might be a while leaving,” she told him. “Someone just shot into the shop and destroyed the front window. I have to call Dad to get this boarded up for the night. I can catch a ride—”

“I’m on my way.” The line disconnected.

As Deirdre stood over the rack of dresses that had fallen, Mikayla watched as she pushed in her father’s number and called him. Just as with Nik, she had no more than gotten the explanation out than he had hung up with a terse, “We’re on our way.” Which of course meant the whole family was arriving.

At least the window would be boarded up quickly, she thought wearily.

She hadn’t moved from the counter. She had no intention of moving.

“Go home, Deirdre.” Mikayla stared at her friend as she looked at the pile of clothing helplessly once more.

Deirdre’s head snapped up, her expression disbelieving as she turned back to Mikayla. “Do what?” she asked incredulously.

“Go home. Dad and Nik will be here soon. Don’t bother coming back in for a while.”

It wasn’t a brick thrown at the window. This wasn’t spray paint on the glass. That had been a bullet, and Deirdre could very well have been in the way of it.

“Like hell,” Deirdre snapped as she stalked back to the counter. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be damned if some jackass is going to run me off.”

“You’d rather one of them kill you?” she asked her friend point-blank. “That was a bullet.”

“No fucking shit,” Deirdre yelled back at her, her hands going to her hips. “And I saw the car they were in and got part of the plate number. Fuck ’em.” Rage was glittering in her green eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.”

The end of her sentence was punctuated by the hard, furious throb of the Harley as it jumped the sidewalk and came to a hard stop.

Mikayla watched as Nik jumped from his seat and through the opening where the window had been and strode quickly to her.

He’d done that so smoothly, she thought inanely. Stepped up on the seat, those long legs stepping onto the window frame, and in the shop he came. As though he owned the place.

“Are you okay?” His hands gripped her shoulders, his eyes, no longer frozen but burning with rage, going over her quickly. “Dammit, Mikayla. I told you to let me take care of this.”

Mikayla felt herself shaking then. She was gripping his forearms as though they were a lifeline.

“That makes twice since Eddie’s murder,” she whispered shakily as she stared up at him. “What do they say about the third time?” A charm?

“It’s okay, baby.” He pulled her against him, his hand at the back of her head, pressing her to his chest as he sheltered her with his harder, stronger body. “God, baby, you have to stop pushing buttons here. Let me handle this.”

It hit her fully then. If he hadn’t been supporting her she may well have fallen to the floor in hysterics. Someone had shot at her again. What if that bullet actually hit her the next time?

Nik could feel the rage tearing through him as he looked past Mikayla to the other girl.

Deirdre Maple was watching him closely, her green eyes curious, knowing. And suspicious. She didn’t trust Nik at all, and that was probably a good thing. It was a quality Mikayla should have developed before she let him into her bed.

Not that he had any intention of betraying her, but she was so fucking trusting.

“The car was a late-model Civic,” Deirdre stated as Mikayla continued to hold on to him. “Maryland plates.” She quickly rattled off the first three numbers. “It was a grayish or silver color, hard to tell in the low light.” She nodded to the busy street. “They shot up a side road and disappeared rather than continuing on Washington Street.”

“I didn’t see anything but the glass exploding into the shop.” Mikayla pulled.

“I was watching the street.” Deirdre shrugged. “Since the last time someone tried to gun you down, I’ve been trying to watch things better. I saw the guy stick his arm out the window toward our window, but I didn’t see the gun and I didn’t see his face.”

In the low light, it would have been easy at that angle to miss the gun, Nik thought as he turned and stared out the door.

“This is crazy,” Mikayla whispered as she moved back only as far as Nik allowed her to go. “Why try to kill me now? I’ve been questioning people for weeks.”

“Because you’re getting too close,” he snarled. “For God’s sake, you have to stop this!”

It was a warning to him as well, Nik knew. A warning to back off, just as that first shooting had been a warning to Mikayla. To back off the investigation.

“And here’s our friendly neighborhood Detective Dumbass,” Deirdre’s tone was nearly a sneer as several police cars pulled up as well as an unmarked car.

Detective Robert Denover stepped from the unmarked vehicle, his bald head shining dully in the overhead lights as he propped his hands on his hips and stared at the front of the shop with a frown.

Deirdre moved back to Mikayla’s side as Nik slowly stepped away from her to meet the detective as he entered the shop.

“Ms. Martin.” He nodded back to Mikayla before his gaze swung to Nik, his gray eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Mr. Steele. I’m surprised to see you here.”

Mikayla’s gaze flickered between Nik and the detective. “You know Detective Denover?” she asked him faintly.

“We’ve met.” Nik nodded shortly. “He’s investigating the Foreman murder as well.”

Mikayla knew that, and she wasn’t pleased with the efforts she knew he had put in on that investigation. He had been almost insulting the night she had reported the murder once she had told him who she saw.

Denover gazed around the shop, shaking his head before turning back to the officers behind him. “Find the bullet,” he ordered them with a hint of frustration. “Get the statements. I’ll go over your reports when I get back to the office in the morning.”

He turned to leave.

“You’ll take care of this yourself.” Nik wasn’t about to let him leave without properly investigating the matter. He’d just about had enough of this bastard’s attitude. “You’ll do it, or I’ll make certain your chief hears about your neglect.”

The detective’s lips curled mockingly. “He won’t be surprised.”

“But he may well be surprised when federal agents descend on his office with an investigation into how he’s running it,” Nik offered with mocking pleasantry. “I can arrange that, Denover. And I will arrange it.”

He had every intention of arranging it anyway once this was finished. Mikayla wasn’t being protected and Foreman’s death wasn’t being investigated as it should be. The fact that Maddix was good friends with both the mayor as well as the police chief and doing business with the city had given him a cachet he shouldn’t have possessed.

Denover’s lips tightened as he threw Mikayla an irritated look. Shaking his head, he proceeded to at least oversee the search for the bullet and the statements Mikayla and Deirdre gave.

As they finished, Mikayla’s father’s pickup pulled in outside and the entire family spilled from the crew cab of the vehicle. Three brothers, a furious father, and a concerned mother.

For a moment, déjà vu whipped through Nik. His parents had arrived at his home in a similar manner, his brothers and sisters close behind, the night his wife and daughter had died. They had gathered around him; they had sworn to support him. Until he’d gone against several politicians in his determination to find the men responsible for his wife’s and daughter’s murders. It was then that his family had turned their backs on him.

Mikayla’s family hadn’t turned their backs on her when they saw how difficult the fight was, though. They were there. Her brothers lifted sheets of plywood from the back of the truck while her parents rushed inside.

“Nik.” Ramsey Martin nodded in his direction as his wife, Jorrey, rushed to Mikayla’s side. “I want to take her home.”

It was a similar conversation that had been conducted the last time someone had shot at Mikayla.

“She’s not a child.” Nik shook his head. “Whatever Mikayla decides, I’ll help her. But it’s her decision.”

“And I’m not moving back in with my parents.” Mikayla pulled back from her mother’s embrace with a frown. “I told all of you that.”

Ramsey dug the fingers of one hand into the back of his neck in frustration, worry and love apparent on his face, in his dark gray eyes.

“Mikayla, someone is trying to kill you,” her mother argued.

“If someone was trying to kill me then I’d be dead,” Mikayla pointed out, and Nik couldn’t help but agree with her. “Someone is trying to scare me, and though they’re doing a damned good job of it, I’m not running away and hiding.”

Mikayla said “Damned.” Nik stared at her in surprise, as it seemed her parents did as well. Mikayla just simply never cursed.

“They’re going to get serious,” Ramsey protested. “I don’t want to have to bury my own daughter, Mikayla. I’d appreciate it if you’d hang around long enough to make certain your brothers pay for my funeral.”

Mikayla’s lips twitched as she glanced at Nik. “He swears my brothers will sell his business and live high on the money for the few days it will last.”

“Few hours,” Ramsey snorted as he turned and looked at the three young men working quickly to close the front opening where the window had been. “And that’s beside the point. The point is, this isn’t going to work. I don’t like knowing some bastard is shooting at my daughter.”

“Hiding won’t change anything,” Mikayla argued, though Nik could see it was hard for her to argue with her father. “It just puts you in danger as well.”

“I’ll take steps to make certain this doesn’t happen again, Mr. Martin,” Nik spoke up, and nearly snapped his own teeth no sooner than the words came out. What the hell was wrong with him? The best thing he could do was turn her over to her parents, finish this investigation, then ride off into the fucking sunset. He hoped without breaking Mikayla Martin’s heart.

But he couldn’t do it.

“She’s been shot at twice since you came to town,” her father stated, his look accusing. “She wasn’t having problems then.”

“Dad, please.” Mikayla stepped in front of her father, as though she thought she could protect one of them. As though there were a reason to feel one of them needed protecting. “I’ll be fine.”

Her father stared down at her, much as Nik realized he was staring down at her. Patiently.

Then her father reached out, gripped her beneath the arms, and set her gently out of the way. Like a child.

If Nik hadn’t been watching her face he wouldn’t have seen the pain that flickered over it at her father’s casual disregard of her position.

It was enough to make Nik want to lift her and put her right back. He didn’t doubt her father’s love for her, but Nik did doubt her father’s ability to understand the woman she was, rather than the child he wanted her to be.

“Ramsey.” Her mother moved to her side. “You can’t force her to come home.”

Ramsey frowned back at his wife, before turning the look on his daughter.

Mikayla shook her head, that look of wounded pride glittering in her amethyst eyes.

“I’m not a bone to fight over,” she said, the hurt thick and heavy in her voice. “I’m going to my house. Thank you, Dad, for bringing the boys to fix the window. And thank you for being here for me. But you can’t help me this time. And I won’t hide under your bed like I did as a child when the kids at school picked on me. I have my own bed now.”

She turned and walked regally, as regal as a fairy could be as her wings drooped from a father’s lack of respect. Ramsey Martin loved his daughter, but to Ramsey she was still a little girl. And his little girl was in danger and refusing to listen to his advice.

Nik turned to her father slowly. He was staring at Mikayla as though she had just robbed him of his heart.

“You’re going to get her killed,” Ramsey accused Nik, his voice low, vibrating with fear and anger.

Nik shook his head. “I’m the only one who can save her, Mr. Martin. You can’t help her; your sons can’t help her. I can.”

Ramsey rubbed at his neck once again, a grimace tightening his face. “I can’t help but think you’re the reason this is happening to her.” He looked to the closed office door. “But she’s not going to let me take care of her, is she?”

“She doesn’t want to be taken care of,” Jorrey Ramsey stated, though her gaze stayed on Nik. “She wants to be a part of her life. Not a spectator.”

And what the hell that meant Nik could only guess.

Shaking his head, he turned back to the investigator as he moved from the back of the room.

“We found the bullet,” Denover informed him. “Ballistics will take over from here. But I wouldn’t expect anything more than we got on that last one.”

“Which was?” Nik stared back at him coldly. There still wasn’t a report on the last shooting.

Denover smiled mockingly. “Nothing.” Nodding, he moved for the door, the officers standing behind him following closely.

Which essentially meant anything concerning Mikayla Martin was not high priority.

That would change the minute Nik had a chance to make a phone call. If Jordan wanted him back anytime soon, then his commander could see about getting this case moved a little higher on the list of priorities where the police department was concerned.

“That is what is wrong with the world today,” Ramsey Martin growled as the investigator and his officers left the shop. “A complete lack of respect. I knew that little bastard’s father. He’d be rolling in his grave to see his son acting that way where the law is concerned.”

It didn’t surprise Nik in the least. It only went to reaffirm his belief that the world, politics, and the police had much in common, no matter the nation one was in.

“Mr. Ramsey, take your family home.” Nik turned back to Mikayla’s father. “I’ll take Ms. Maple and Mikayla home. And I’ll get to the bottom of this. One way or the other.”

One thing was for damned sure. If he managed to get his hands on the person shooting at Mikayla, then he was going to kill him. There wasn’t a force on this earth that would be able to keep Nik from tearing the bastard’s head off.

Nik had no doubt there wasn’t a special place in hell reserved for men who dared to threaten to harm pretty little fairies. On the off chance that there wasn’t, Nik would make certain the shooter suffered before he died.

“Think she’ll say good-bye to me?” Ramsey wondered aloud as he glanced at the office door once more.

“I’d say she’d be more hurt if you didn’t go to her,” Nik responded as he moved away to test the plywood barrier the brothers had put up.

He left the Martins alone now as they moved for Mikayla’s office. Perhaps, if the father tried, he could erase the hurt he had put there earlier.

“You know, you’re going to break her heart,” Deirdre said as she moved behind Nik.

Nik turned and faced the redhead, seeing the concern in her eyes for her friend.

Deirdre Maple and Mikayla Martin had been friends since childhood. The report he’d put together on Mikayla showed an endearing friendship between the two. Deirdre was the sister Mikayla’s parents hadn’t been able to give their daughter. And at the moment Deirdre was playing the big sister, just as she always had.

And Nik didn’t have an answer or an assurance for her.

She shook her head at his lack of response. “I know that look. She won’t be the only one left with scars, will she, Mr. Steele?”

“No,” he finally answered her softly. “She won’t be alone, Miss Maple.”

He moved away from her and left the shop to check the work the boys had done. As he moved out, they went in, eyeing him suspiciously as they did so.

They were men; they knew he wouldn’t be questioned where their sister was concerned, just as they knew that he was an entity to be wary of.

He’d never harm Mikayla, but if her brothers got in the way of his protecting her, then God help them.

God help another living soul that dared to hurt her again.

He was sick and damn tired of people picking on his fairy.


CHAPTER 12

People saw her as a pushover, and Mikayla knew it.

As she stepped from the shower that night, dried, and dressed in a long cotton nightgown and robe, she admitted she might well be too damned nice.

Even Nik treated her with kid gloves. There was a difference between needing to be protected from a killer and needing to be protected from life.

She had no desire to be protected from life. She wanted to live life, experience it. She wanted to laugh and she wanted to love, and if that meant getting her heart broken, then she wanted that, too.

She’d had plans, she admitted. Plans to be a virgin on her wedding night, plans to wear her white dress, but those plans had changed. She had a very bad feeling there was every chance Nik wouldn’t be sticking around for a white wedding.

Not because he was a heartbreaker. Not because he had any desire to hurt her, any desire to spoil the plans she had made. Because the darkness inside him might not allow him to love with the same need, the same intensity, as Mikayla could allow herself to love with.

Moving through the house, she was aware of Nik in the living room sitting on the edge of the couch as he cleaned his gun at the coffee table.

He had done that the night before when they left the bed for a snack. While Mikayla made sandwiches, he had cleaned his gun. He took exceptional care of his weapon.

“I ordered pizza,” he called out as she moved for the fridge. “It arrived a few minutes ago.”

She had to admit, she hadn’t been looking forward to cooking at midnight.

“It’s a good thing I’m not on a diet,” she muttered as she poured herself a glass of sweet tea and moved into the living room.

Sure enough, a pizza box sat on the end table next to the recliner, along with several paper plates.

Mikayla made short work of a slice, sipped at her tea, and watched Nik finish cleaning the gun.

He’d showered as well.

His hair was nearly dry, fanning around his face as he bent his head to his task and carefully put the weapon back together.

“What are you doing tomorrow?” she asked as he laid the weapon aside.

“I’m heading to the job site to talk to the new foreman and a few of Eddie Foreman’s friends. There has to be a reason someone wanted him dead; I just have to figure out what that reason is.”

“What have you learned so far?” She knew what he had learned, the same thing she had. Not a damned thing.

“Just a few rumors.” He sat back on the couch and stared at her thoughtfully. “Foreman wasn’t well liked by a lot of people. I called your friend. He gave me the same information he gave you, but I haven’t been able to verify it, or find Steve Gainard.”

“Steve’s out of town,” Mikayla stated before breathing in deeply. “For a man so unliked, no one wants to discuss Eddie.”

“We’ll see.” Nik shrugged. “I have a few more leads to follow.”

“I’m going with you.” She straightened her shoulders and stared back at him in determination. “Deirdre has dared me to come back to the store until this is taken care of.”

“No. You’re not.” Steel encased his voice as he watched her with warning, icy eyes. “You’re in enough danger, Mikayla; I won’t allow you to compound it. Your brothers will be at the store with you tomorrow, and you’ll do as you’ve been doing; you’ll work in the back room. I’ll pick you up myself once I get another vehicle tomorrow and begin taking you to work and back myself.”

“No, you will not.” She surged to her feet. “I won’t like that, Nik.”

“Then you’ll die,” he growled as he came to his feet as well. “And that’s not an acceptable trade as far as I’m concerned. You’ll only endanger yourself further by going with me.”

“It’s my business and my life.” Her arms went across her chest as she lifted her chin.

She was going to help him; it was that simple.

“No.”

She wasn’t going to do anything of the sort, and it was that simple. The very thought of Mikayla putting herself that much closer to danger was enough to send terror racing through him. It simply wasn’t going to happen. Even if he had to tie her to her office chair and release her himself at the end of the day, it wasn’t going to happen.

Damn, she was stubborn, though. He could see that militant little light in her amethyst eyes, the determined angle of her chin, the pure fire in her eyes.

His cock, already rock hard and engorged, seemed to thicken that much more and ached with a hunger he wondered if he would ever sate.

He had tried to tell himself throughout the day that he had a job to do here and that job did not include rolling around the bed every chance he got with Mikayla.

His imagination proceeded to place her on the kitchen counter, the couch, the coffee table, wherever he could get to her, if the bed was such a problem.

“You can’t just tell me no,” she stated, incredulity coloring her voice. “This is my life, Nik, and it’s my problem. I was the one shot at three times already and I’m the one who will die if this isn’t fixed.”

“I won’t let you die.” The ice in his eyes was replaced by fire just that fast. Before the words left his lips he had crossed the distance between them, his hands gripping her arms as he glared down at her. “That’s why you will not be going, Mikayla.”

“I won’t accept—”

Before she could finish the sentence her mind was being blown by a kiss that stole her breath and her senses.

This kiss was unlike any he had given her yet. It was a full-blown sex act, a hungry devouring of her lips and tongue by his own as he pulled her closer against his body and intoxicated her on the white-hot heat of his kiss.

There were no allowances for innocence with this kiss. There were no excuses made for the hunger that began to sizzle and burn between them.

There was definitely no permission asked as he untied the belt to her robe and pushed it from her shoulders and lifted her in his arms, turned, and sat down in the large chair.

Mikayla would have been shocked if she had been given the chance. Nik pulled her over him until she was straddling his lap, the sensitive mound of her sex pressing against the hard wedge of his cock as it strained beneath the cotton sweatpants he wore.

This was pure, unadulterated lust with a little old-fashioned dominance thrown in on the side. Well, maybe more than a little. This was complete dominance.

Her ass cheeks flexed in his palms as he cupped them, pulling her closer, grinding her against the throbbing flesh pressing between her thighs and sending her clit into a complete overload of sensations. The little bud swelled instantly, coming to full blazing, aching life and demanding satisfaction.

Beneath her hands his bare chest rose and fell swiftly as his lips slanted across hers, his tongue stroking against hers as Mikayla threaded her fingers through his hair and held on for the ride.

One of these days, she thought, she’d have the experience, the knowledge, to destroy his senses just as effectively. Until then, she would greedily take every kiss, every caress, and learn from it, even as she reveled in it.

And reveling in it she was.

Her thighs tightened on his at the feel of his calloused palms pushing beneath the hem of the gown and pulling it upward, sliding it from her body until her arms lifted and he tossed it away as though it didn’t matter.

He didn’t pause in his attack against her senses. Not Nik. He was a man who knew exactly what he wanted and how to attain it. And he was definitely attaining it now.

His lips drew back from hers as his hands moved to her shoulders, bracing her as his lips moved down her back, heading swiftly to her breasts.

Tremors shook her body as pleasure began to suffuse it. Like a flame beneath her skin, consuming her entire body, shards of sensation began to sizzle and electrify. The velvety feel of his lips moving over the curve of one breast had her shaking. Fingers of electric impulse were shooting straight to her womb, clenching it in need and dragging a cry from her throat as his tongue stroked over one nipple enticingly.

“I could devour you.” His voice was a growl of pure hunger. “I swear to God, every time I touch you it’s like being burned by pleasure.”

She was going to melt like butter all over him. The sound of his voice, the stroke of his lips and tongue over her nipple, and the eroticism of his words combined to have her juices flowing and dampening the silk of her panties. Her vagina clenched in hungry need and she swore her nipples tightened further.

“Then devour me,” she whispered, the ache in her voice unmistakable as she watched him.

His lips were poised over her nipple, his hard bronzed face dark with lust, with need.

If only it were simple lust and nothing more, she thought. But she saw more, and ached to understand what the emotion in his eyes meant.

His lips quirked before he bestowed a suckling kiss on the sensitive tip of her breast, causing her to catch her breath in excitement.

“You like the pleasure, don’t you, baby?” His cheek rasped against the curve of her breast as his lips lifted from her nipple. “Sweet little innocent.”

The stroke of his hands down her spine to the upper curve of her buttocks had her inhaling in anticipation.

Of course, Nik didn’t miss the reaction, she thought in dazed excitement. His fingers began to play there, drawing circles, the blunt tips of his nails raking against her skin as she shuddered in reaction.

“I’m going to take you right here,” he promised her then. “I’m going to drive my cock up that sweet pussy, Mikayla, while my fingers play in other ways.” One finger traced the narrow cleft of her rear to her thighs.

Mikayla cried out in sensory overload as he chose that moment to cover her nipple with his lips. His teeth rasped it gently; his tongue stoked and laved. He sucked the tender bud into his mouth, drawing on it with heated destruction as Mikayla lost even the ability to process thought.

She felt her panties tear. He didn’t bother taking them from her, he just ripped them from her body, and she swore she almost came from the excitement of the act.

Mikayla couldn’t retain even a semblance of control where her responses to him were concerned. Each touch had adrenaline racing through her bloodstream, spurring the need for more, making each touch a bounty of pleasure.

Her hands stroked along his shoulders as he sucked at first one nipple, then the other, drawing it into his mouth, laving it with his tongue, setting fire to her womb with each draw of his mouth.

Anticipation began to thunder in her head as she felt his fingers move between her thighs. She thought he would release the heated length of his erection, thought he would take her then, ease the burning pain for his possession.

Instead, his fingers cupped between her thighs as his head pulled back, his lips releasing her nipple as he stared down at her.

His fingers stroked inside the slick, soaked folds of her flesh. They glided through the moisture, eased back, flicked over the hungry opening, then stroked against her clit with near-devastating results.

“How sweet and hot,” he crooned. “You make a man want to burn inside you, Mikayla.”

Burn, burn, she chanted silently as her hips moved as though on their own, pressing against his fingers and demanding more.

“Is this what you want, baby?” One finger pressed high and hard inside her, filling her with a sudden fiery ecstasy that had her back arching, his name falling from her lips.

Oh, God, that was what she needed.

The rasp of his finger against tender, sensitive nerve endings was nearly more than she could bear. It felt as though electricity were surging inside her, searing her.

“Ahh, you do want that,” his voice rasped, approval and hunger thickening the tone. “Do you want more, Mikayla?”

He gave her more. A second finger joined the first, pressed inside her, stretching her, burning her with the sensations as she gasped, her hips grinding down on the penetration.

It was exquisite. The feel of his fingers moving inside her, stroking her, parting the tight muscles, and finding hidden little nerve endings that had known no touch but his.

His thumb stroked around her clit, the roughened pad an intense friction that kept her hovering on the edge of release. Surging white-hot fingers of sensation were attacking her nerve endings, sizzling through her clit, her vagina, screaming in silent demand at the feel of his fingers stretching her apart.

She tightened on the invasion inside her, perspiration dampening her flesh as the heat surging through her body began to consume her.

She couldn’t hold back her response; she didn’t want to hold it back. She wanted to lose herself in him, in the pleasure.

Forcing her lashes open, she stared back at him, her body jerking at each surge of pleasure that rocked through her. Each thrust of his fingers inside her body.

“What you do to me,” she whispered breathlessly. “I love it, Nik. I love what you do to me.”

His expression tightened, his fingers reaching higher inside her, where he paused, stroked, and forced a cry from her lips at the incredible sensations that raked through her womb.

“There, pretty girl,” he groaned, the hand that gripped the side of her rear moving until his fingers slid into the narrow crease. “There you go; just let it feel good.”

All kinds of good.

Mikayla shuddered as the hand at her rear changed course, moved, and seconds later she felt the hard, naked length of his cock pressing against her thigh.

“Come here, sweetheart.” His fingers slid free.

One hand gripped her thigh, the other the hard length of his erection as he tucked it against the entrance of her body.

“Ride me, Mikayla. Take me, baby, however you need me.”

However she needed him. She needed all of him, wild and uncontrolled. Breaking that control wouldn’t be easy, though. It wouldn’t happen tonight. Tonight, though, she would know the pleasure.

All the pleasure. Controlling it, taking it, relishing it.

Lowering herself, Mikayla felt her lashes flutter uncontrollably at that first fiery, stretching entrance.

The feel of the engorged crest pushing inside the tender flesh burning as it parted sensitive tissue and caressed once-hidden nerve endings with exquisite force.

She moved on him slowly, taking him by increments as she watched his face. The way his eyes narrowed, the flush that bracketed his cheekbones, the harsh, tight lines his expression morphed into.

Savage hunger glittered in his eyes and tightened his face just as it began to roil through Mikayla’s system.

She was wanton. She was hungry for him. Rocking against him, pressing down, lifting, slow and easy she took every hard, heavily veined inch of his cock inside and shuddered with the pleasure racing through her.

She had never known anything like this. Like controlling the strength and the power of the man beneath her, taking him, moving against him for her own pleasure, and watching the pleasure as it filled his face as well.

It made her want more. It made her want to see if his face could tighten further, if pleasure could brighten his eyes further.

Holding on to his shoulders, she breathed in roughly and fought to keep hold of just enough of her senses to watch him, to memorize his expressions, his response. The way the muscles of his shoulders tightened and bunched, the way sweat beaded on his forehead and ran in a small rivulet down the side of his face.

His finger slid to the rounded flesh of her rear, tightened, and parted them before sliding inward, meeting in the shallow cleft that parted the sensitive globes.

Her eyes closed. Color ricocheted behind her eyelids as she felt his fingers rasp against the delicate opening he found there before his fingers dipped to the point where their bodies were locked together.

She wanted to move, needed to move, but as his fingers caressed the edges of her stretched opening she could only feel and let the pleasure wash over her as he drew the heavy, slick moisture back.

As his fingers moved back once more, she lifted, her inner muscles tightening convulsively on his cock as the friction heated her further.

Sliding down once again, she felt his finger rub against her rear entrance, felt it tuck gently against her, using the downward pressure of her body to penetrate just enough to warn her of his intentions.

Her eyes flared open as she froze. The feel of his finger poised just inside the forbidden entrance had her breath catching as his narrowed pale blue gaze met hers.

“Do I stop?” he asked, his voice low, rasping deeper than normal as he pulled back and exited, only to draw more of the moisture that eased from her vagina back to the sensitive area.

She lifted again.

His finger tucked back into place.

Did she dare? Could she dare?

Closing her eyes, biting her lip, Mikayla slowly lowered herself once again.

The look on her face nearly had him losing his hold on the release that threatened to erupt from his balls.

Nik gritted his teeth as he fought that ache, felt her pussy rippling around him in nearing orgasm as it burned through the thin protection of the condom he had managed to roll over his dick before she began taking him.

Innocence marked her expression, filled her eyes. Despite the eroticism of the act, that innocence was still there. Despite the fact that she was slowly, hesitantly, taking his finger up her ass, his dick up her near-virgin pussy, she still looked like a virgin. Like a wanton, innocent fairy perched on his lap, driving him insane with pleasure.

It was all he could do to hold on. All he could do to hold back his release as he felt those tighter inner muscles gripping his finger as she began to move on him.

It was an agony of pleasure. Sharp shards of sensation raced up and down his spine, coalesced in his balls, and combined to drive him closer to release, to another nail in his fucking coffin.

Damn her, she was stealing every shield he had placed around his soul and he couldn’t figure out how she was doing it. He couldn’t stop her from doing it, and he couldn’t leave her to keep it from it happening.

As he gripped her hip with his free hand, his head rested along the back of the chair. She was moving faster now, stronger. Her body undulated against him, rising and falling, her back arched, her face radiant, as though she loved the feel of his body. Needed it. Craved it as much as he craved hers.

God, he needed more of her.

He wanted to spend every second just like this. With her taking her pleasure of him. Riding him like she couldn’t help it. Like the perfect vision of sensual enjoyment. Her face flushing, her amethyst eyes darkening, her breasts swollen, nipples so hard they were like berries.

“There you go, baby,” he groaned. “Fuck me, Mikayla. There you go, hard and fast, darlin’. Fuck me. . . .”

It was tearing through him. He could feel the hard pulses of electric sensation tearing up his spine, sizzling in his balls. His cock tightened, pulsed.

Gripping her hip tighter, he moved harder beneath her, faster. Surging inside the tight grips that clenched around his dick as well as his finger, milking them, destroying him with her response to him.

She was close. He could feel her rising, see it in her face.

Her hands gripped his shoulders as strangled little cries fell from her lips. Tight, hard nipples brushed his chest, burned into his chest.

“Oh, God. Nik.” Tightening further, she began to shudder.

“Give it to me, Mikayla,” he groaned as he fucked inside her harder, his hips surging beneath hers, driving his cock into the hot, almost-too-snug grip of her pussy. “Give it to me, baby. Come for me, Mikayla.”

As though she needed nothing more, she exploded. He felt her climax, felt it tugging at his cock, his finger. Her juices flowed along his shaft to his balls as she tightened, arched, and cried his name as though only he could hold her to the earth now.

Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her to his chest, held her close, and powered inside her. Once. Twice. The explosion shattered through him as Mikayla jerked and shuddered in his arms, lost in her own pleasure as he found his alongside her.

Holding back was becoming harder each time. Holding his heart and his soul behind the ragged edges of what shields remained was becoming next to impossible.

Cradling her in his arms, still buried inside her, Nik realized in that moment that he could never have enough of her. That losing her, walking away from her, would destroy what he had retained of his humanity in the past ten years. He would be nothing more than a shell of a man.

Just as he realized he would have no other choice. When this was finished, when she was safe, he would have no choice but to leave. In doing so, he would leave the last threads of his soul with her.

Rising from the chair, he held her close to his heart and moved to her bedroom, the big bed he had shared with her the night before, and the warmth he’d found in it.

Laying her down, he couldn’t help but grin at the drowsy kiss she laid on his lips before he straightened and moved to the bathroom.

Minutes later, he returned with a warm, damp cloth and towel. He cleaned her thighs and the delicate folds of her silken pussy before drying her gently.

“Why do you do that?” She stared back at him, her lashes heavy as he straightened.

“Because I can.” As he moved back to the bathroom he wasn’t about to tell her the truth. That nothing mattered but taking care of her, but showing her what she deserved, what she should have if she takes another man to her bed once he was gone.

Of course she would, he told himself. She was a beautiful, vibrant woman. A passionate woman. She couldn’t live her life alone.

But the thought of another man sharing her bed had rage eating at his insides like battery acid. No other man could need her as he needed her. No other could touch her with the same hunger, with the same driving desperation that he knew he touched her with.

No other man would see the delicate fairy beneath the strong, determined young woman she was.

And no other man could possibly love her as much as he did. As much as he always would.

Inside, he froze. A part of his soul burned like a white-hot flame as the knowledge of that emotion slammed into his mind. Into his heart.

God help him.

He loved her.


CHAPTER 13

Nik’s reason for being in Hagerstown and on the Nelson job site where Eddie Foreman had died wasn’t a secret. When he arrived at the job site the next afternoon and began questioning the employees after stopping to talk to Robert Cronin, Nik also learned that mixed feelings existed among the men there, as well as the normal suspicion he had faced since beginning the job of finding a killer rather than a liar.

Thankfully, Mikayla’s brothers seemed to have gone a long way in loosening lips. As each man was pulled into the office trailer for Nik to talk to, he learned that the Martin brothers had already informed those they considered friends that Nik was more concerned with finding the killer and protecting Mikayla than he was with protecting anyone’s reputation.

There were still those who weren’t convinced, but at least they were talking to him.

“Mikayla always was a go-getter, even in school,” one of the employees told him as he sat across from the small desk Nik was using to question the man.

“Yet you refused to discuss Eddie Foreman with her when she tried to talk to you,” Nik stated as he leaned back in his chair and watched the younger man.

David Melbourne was Mikayla’s age. He’d graduated in the same high school class with her and known her most of her life. He was a friend of the Martin brothers and also known to have socialized with Eddie Foreman.

“Well, I didn’t talk to her because her brothers didn’t think she should be investigating things and I agreed with them.” David shrugged with a grimace. “Hell, someone had already shot at her when he killed Eddie. I didn’t want her hurt, and she was just poking her nose into trouble.”

“So you’d rather Eddie’s murderer went free?” Nik asked.

“That beats having Mikayla get hurt,” David agreed with a definitive nod. “Besides, Eddie was an asshole. Someone was bound to kill him eventually. Mikayla’s nice, though, ya know? She didn’t need more grief. And now, someone’s tried to shoot her three times. She should drop it already.”

“You heard someone shot into the store last night?” Nik asked.

David nodded his shaggy head. “That’s one of the reasons I’m willing talk to you now. Cops didn’t want to hear what I had to say when Eddie was killed, but I figure you’re going to hear it from someone else anyway.”

“Such as?” Nik leaned forward, watching the other man carefully as suspicion reared its ugly head. Nik had rarely found anyone willing to talk just for the hell of it.

“Look, Eddie wasn’t a great guy,” David informed him. “He had a lot of enemies. He liked to make examples of people. Coupla weeks before he was killed he fired this one guy, Jarvis Dalton. I been thinking about that. Jarvis resembles Maddix a little bit. He’s some kind of distant cousin to him. Anyway, Jarvis was here the day Eddie was killed, yellin’ at him. Told Eddie if he didn’t give him his job back, then he was going to pay for it. Maybe Jarvis made Eddie pay for it.”

“There’s a rumor that Maddix has been seen meeting a bookie in D.C. and possibly one here in Hagerstown. What do you know about that?” Nik asked, wondering if David could confirm the information Cronin had given him.

David shook his head. “I don’t know anything about that one. But I don’t mess with bookies, so what do I know?”

Nik wasn’t certain how accurate the information either David or Robert offered could be. They weren’t in the reports Nik had received from Maddix or the reports the investigating officer had made. But as the day progressed, it wasn’t the first time Nik heard David’s version, or the first time he couldn’t confirm Cronin’s.

Just as it wasn’t the first time that Nik had heard the reason none of the men had told Mikayla was because of her brothers’ fears that she was going to get herself hurt.

They’d protected her, and Nik knew the hell she would rain down on them if she ever found out about it.

When the new crew foreman made his way into the trailer, Nik was beginning to get sick of hearing of how helpless Mikayla was. “Helpless” wasn’t a word he would use. “Vulnerable” definitely, but besides the point. The information he’d learned could have been useful if he’d had it when he first arrived, whether it came from Mikayla or Maddix.

“Mr. Wallace.” Nik nodded as the middle-aged foreman took a seat in front of the desk.

“Let’s get this over with so I can go back to work,” Jack Wallace breathed out heavily. “I can’t imagine why Maddix gave you permission to disrupt the job site like this.”

“Perhaps to catch a killer? Or do you think Maddix did the killing?” Nik asked.

Wallace snorted at the idea. “I don’t doubt Maddix would kill, but Eddie Foreman just wasn’t worth the price of the bullet used on him. Maddix has better business sense.”

“Can you tell me what you know about Eddie’s meetings the day he died?”

As the assistant foreman, Jack Wallace should have been aware of any meetings Eddie had had.

“None that day.” Wallace shook his head. “Eddie liked to have his meetings at a bar or track, if he could. He didn’t like taking meetings here because someone was always overhearing things and that just pissed him off.”

Which meant he was probably hiding something, Nik thought.

“What about Maddix Nelson? Did he come to the job site often?”

Jack Wallace shrugged. “Few times a week maybe. He’d talk to Eddie for a bit, check things out, then head back to town or wherever.”

“What about Eddie then?” Nik asked. “What type of foreman was he?”

“He was a fucking bastard.” Wallace grimaced. “Son of a bitch liked to talk down to the men and play himself up as someone he wasn’t.”

Sounded like a hell of a guy, Nik thought mockingly.

“He wasn’t well liked then?”

Wallace nodded. “Not at all. Hell, even I didn’t like him, and I can get along with everyone.”

Nik rather doubted that.

“He argued with a former employee the day he died?” Nik probed. “What do you know about that?”

“Jarvis Dalton.” The other man nodded. “Eddie had fired him a few weeks before. Accused him of stealing. Jarvis was pretty pissed off over it. He wanted his job back, but Eddie wasn’t giving in. He was fed up with Jarvis for whatever reason.”

“But you don’t know that reason?” Nik pressed.

Wallace frowned. “Let’s say, I’m not sure. I suspect Jarvis was stealing, but Eddie never said either way and he got pissed when I asked, so I just let it go.”

“What about the day Eddie died? Were very many of the workers aware she was picking her brother up?”

Wallace snorted. “Probably everyone. Scotty had her pick him up pretty often, and the guys liked to watch her blush when they hooted and hollered at her. She’s a pretty girl, and the boys here like a pretty girl.”

Nik just bet they did. He clenched his teeth to hold back an anger and possessiveness he shouldn’t be feeling. Mikayla was his for the moment, he reminded himself. He couldn’t let himself hold any tighter to her than he already was, not if he wanted to retain his sanity when it was time to leave.

“Did Maddix meet Eddie often at the track or bars that you’re aware of?” Nik asked.

Jack Wallace frowned. “Maddix Nelson doesn’t gamble that I’m aware of. I’ve heard him say his business is enough of a gamble, he doesn’t need to compound his losses.”

“Thank you, Mr. Wallace.” Nik rose from his chair and gathered his notes together. “And thank your men for talking to me.”

“Well, the faster you get this taken care of the faster I get some peace on the job,” Wallace growled. “This situation has been a guaranteed spark to every damned argument that flares up on the job. Too many men here are prone to believe Maddix did it, while others are certain he didn’t. Knowing one way or the other would be nice.”

“And what do you think?” Nik asked curiously. “Do you think he did it?”

Wallace paused. “I think he’s more than capable of doing it, like I said, let’s put it that way,” he finally answered. “Maddix has a temper, and if Eddie did something to threaten him or this job, then yeah.” He nodded. “Maddix would be capable of it. But Maddix could have gotten rid of him by firing him, and Maddix normally takes the smartest route, no matter what he’s doing.”

Interesting. Nik hadn’t expected the current foreman to make that admission.

“Thank you again, Mr. Wallace.” Nik nodded as he headed to the door. “I’ll return your office to you now.”

He left the office trailer, slid his sunglasses on his face, and stared around up at the nearly completed building where Eddie Foreman had died.

Nik’s investigation so far hadn’t gotten much more information than he had gotten today. He’d spent the past week in the bars and cafés asking questions, sometimes simply listening to the local gossip. And there was plenty to be had.

Maddix Nelson and Mikayla Martin were subjects that were heavily debated. Both were well known. Mikayla was well liked; Maddix was an employer and well liked with the same intensity that he was well hated.

And murder was always fodder for gossip.

So far, Robert Cronin was the only one associating Maddix with gambling tracks and underground casinos in Baltimore and D.C. No one else had heard of Maddix gambling.

Pulling the keys to the new GMC Sierra he had picked up that morning, Nik hit the unlock and auto start, waited, then moved to the vehicle.

He’d already lost everything that meant anything to him once. Losing it again wasn’t high on his list of priorities. He hadn’t stopped living by the sword. He doubted he would ever stop living by it. God knew what would happen to him, though, if anything ever happened to Mikayla.

Pulling the cell phone from the leather holster at his side, he pressed the speed dial and waited.

“Malone,” Jordan answered on the first ring.

“I’m going to be awhile,” Nik informed the other man. “I may need help as well.”

Jordan was silent for long moments. “What’s going on?”

Nik quickly outlined the situation without informing his commander that he was now sleeping with the woman he was here to investigate. More to the point, he was more concerned with protecting the woman than he was with protecting the man who had hired him.

Jordan was no man’s fool, though. He’d been bitching for weeks over the fact that his agents couldn’t keep their dicks in their pants or their hearts in their chests until they completed their commitments to the Elite Ops.

He was raging over the fact that Travis Caine, the most recent agent to succumb to Cupid, had hooked up with a high-profile lover.

Lady Victoria Lillian Harrington had once been an agent, until an attempted assassination had wiped her memory and allowed her to return to her previous life.

Not that the return hadn’t benefited the Ops. It had. Her return had been a mission in and of itself. But that didn’t mean Jordan had to like the fact that Travis had now placed someone above Elite Ops. Just as three other agents before him had done.

Jordan’s branch of the Elite Ops, in Jordan’s opinion, was weakened by the fact that his men had acquired the greatest weakness of all. Love.

“How close are you to figuring this out, Nik?” Jordan asked.

“Hell if I know,” Nik breathed out roughly. “She’s been shot at three times, but the more I’ve thought about it today, the more I can’t help but think each time was a deliberate miss. Both times they had clear shots. They were close, but missed. I can’t leave until I figure out who killed that damned foreman and created this mess. If I find him, then I find the person shooting at Mikayla.”

“Your job was to figure out if Miss Martin was lying and if so, who she was covering for,” Jordan reminded him. “You’ve completed the job you were hired to do. Now you can turn the information over to the local authorities and leave.”

It was a subtle warning to drop the mission and return to base.

That wasn’t happening.

“Jordan, I’m not leaving until she’s safe.”

Silence stretched between them for long moments.

“Fuck. I thought for sure you’d at least hold out until your commitment with the Ops came to an end,” Jordan growled. “This isn’t going to be easy to explain to Elite Command.”

“What’s there to explain?” Nik asked coldly. “I’m finishing a mission to repay a debt, nothing more.”

“Then why do you need help, Nik?” Jordan asked. “If all you’re doing is repaying a debt?”

“Explain it to Elite Command however you have to,” Nik stated. “I need at least one agent.”

“Everyone is out now,” Jordan snapped. “The present mission has been hell where information is concerned. I might be able to pull one of the girls from the other unit, though. I think Raisa is returning from England tonight or tomorrow. I can send her out if she returns.”

“She’ll work.”

The agents in Elite Two had been reassigned to Jordan’s command for the few years they still had on their commitments. They were information gatherers, behind the scenes, support only. They were damned good, though. Nik would let Raisa cover his back anytime.

“Kira Richards and Bailey Vincent are in D.C.,” Jordan mused then. “They’re on a fact-finding mission. They headed out night before last. I’ll see if I can contact them.”

“That could work.” Nik nodded. “I’ll keep you updated on what I’m finding here, but it’s a hell of a situation. I don’t think Mikayla’s lying, Jordan. That leaves Maddix holding a smoking gun and a dream alibi to say he didn’t do it.”

But there was nothing left but to suspect Maddix. His alibis were friends and business associates. If killing Eddie had benefited them as well, then they were all in on it.

“Nelson has some pull in D.C.,” Jordan reminded him. “One of Elite Command’s members knows him personally. That information won’t sit well.”

“I don’t care if it doesn’t sit well.” Nik turned onto the interstate, his eyes narrowing in anger as he glared at the road.

“Your judgment is compromised,” Jordan pointed out. “You’re sleeping with her, aren’t you, Nik?”

Nik’s lips thinned. He wasn’t answering that question. It was none of Jordan’s business as far as he was concerned.

“My judgment hasn’t been compromised,” Nik snarled. “Maddix Nelson isn’t above murder.”

“And no woman is above lying,” Jordan pointed out coldly. “Either way, figure out what the hell is going on. I’ll see who I can get out there, but remember, Nik, they’ll be sending in their own report. Make damned sure your judgment is solid. We can’t risk anything less here.”

His judgment was fine, it was his heart in question, Nik admitted silently.

“Let me know if anyone is headed out,” Nik stated rather than debating the former. “I’ll report back when I know something.”

“Yeah, well, make it soon,” Jordan ordered.

The line disconnected.

Nik breathed out wearily as he glanced at the keypad of the phone and hit the number to Mikayla’s shop.

When he disconnected, he was almost snarling in fury.

Mikayla wasn’t there, Deirdre had informed him. She had left less than an hour after he had, and Deirdre suspected Mikayla was once again investigating Eddie Foreman’s murder.

How the hell was he going to keep her safe at this rate? She was risking her life as cavalierly as he did, and that wasn’t acceptable.

He keyed her cell-phone number in quickly.

“Where the hell are you?” he questioned the minute she answered the phone.

She paused before saying, “Did I ask where you were?”

Her tone was candy sweet, immediately putting his survival instincts on high alert. Male survival, that instinct that warned him he was pissing his woman off and she had the power to make him pay for it.

“Mikayla, we both know what I’m doing,” he stated carefully. “I can’t do that if you’re not safe.”

“I’m perfectly safe,” she assured him. “I’m working.”

“You’re not at work,” he ground out.

“I didn’t say I was at work; I said I’m working,” she pointed out, her tone still deliberately sweet.

“On what?” His jaw was clenched so tight his teeth ached. “Tell me where you are and I’ll follow you back to the shop.”

“I’m not ready to go back to the shop,” she informed him with patient emphasis. “I have things to do, Nik. Things I’ve allowed you to delay for me. You want to work alone, that’s fine. I can do the same.”

Patience. He forced himself to patience. Growling at her wasn’t going to do a damned bit of good and he knew it. Sensed it with an intimate knowledge that only a lover would have.

“You’re endangering your life, Mikayla,” he finally said calmly. “Is that what you really want to do? Do you really want to give the bastard shooting at you a clear shot? An opportunity to kill you the next time.”

“I guess that’s your choice, Nik,” she said quietly. “This isn’t just your job; it’s my problem. I have the right to be with you and I have the right to know what’s going on.”

And Nik simply couldn’t agree with her.

“You have that right when you have the training to back the desire,” he informed her, barely managing to hide the anger rising inside him now. “Don’t push this, Mikayla; you know you’re not going to win. You’re only going to end up getting yourself killed.”

Once he got his hands on her, he was going to make damned certain she understood who was the boss here. He’d be damned if he’d have her running all over town with a killer focused on her.

“At least I’ll know I fought,” she stated, the determination in her voice frankly frightening. “That’s something some people can’t do.”

The connection closed. Nik waited, certain she hadn’t hung up on him, just to learn that she had done just that.

Lowering the phone, he glanced at it with a glare. She had hung up on him. His jaw clenched as he punched in another number.

“Hi, baby,” Tehya Talamosi came on the line. Jordan’s assistant and all-around tormentor. “I heard Jordan cussing a few minutes ago. Are you getting a little some-some?”

One of these days. Nik decided Jordan was right, Tehya and duct tape would be good together.

“Tehya, if I give you a cell-phone number, could you GPS it?” he asked carefully.

“If it has GPS on it. What happened? Did you lose your little pretty?” she asked, obviously referring to Mikayla.

He gave Tehya the number slowly.

“Got it. Now are you going to answer me?”

“She may be misplaced for the moment,” he gritted out the admission.

Tehya snickered. “Well, she just so happens to be at a quaint little coffee shop four buildings down from her shop.”

He was going to kill her; it was that damned simple.

“Damn,” Tehya breathed out.

“Damn?” The tone of her voice had his hand clenching on the steering wheel. “What’s damn, Tehya?”

“Damn, she’s with Bailey and Kira.”

Nik blinked. For a second, pure abject male terror seared his insides. Jordan hadn’t had time to send the other women; that meant they were being nosy. Nosy and most likely interfering. Those were not good combinations.

“She’s what?”

“Currently having coffee with Bailey and Kira. I thought they were in D.C.?”

He disconnected and pressed his foot to the gas, risking a speeding ticket. Bailey and Kira with Mikayla? What the hell were they up to? Hadn’t he kept his noses out of their relationships with his fellow agents? Hadn’t he stood back, supported them where he could, and covered for them when they needed it?

What the hell were they doing?

The phone rang from the seat where he had tossed it.

“What?” he barked.

“You have your backup,” Jordan growled.

“No.” He was ready to grind his back teeth to dust. “Not those two, because they already have their own agenda here, and it’s to interfere in my life. No.”

He could almost feel Jordan’s amusement. “Scared, Nik?”

“Fucking terrified,” he snarled. “Do you think they’re going to keep her out of trouble? Fuck no. I might as well just keep her with me while I’m questioning lowlifes and dodging bullets.”

“That’s always an option,” Jordan agreed. “I could bring them back to base then.”

He was going to strangle the phone. Then he was going to strangle Bailey and Kira. When he finished with them, he was going to fuck Mikayla until she was too damned tired to disagree with him.

Son of a bitch.

Bailey and Kira were both CIA brats, Bailey a former agent and Kira a former contract agent. Both were richer than Midas and neither one of them cared in the least about poking her damned nose in someone else’s business.

“You did this,” Nik accused Jordan furiously. “Admit it. You sicced those two on me before I even called, didn’t you, Jordan?”

He wasn’t above getting his laughs in wherever he could whenever he thought one of his agents was making what he considered the most dire of mistakes. Falling in love.

“You forget who you’re talking to, Renegade.” Jordan’s tone held far too much self-satisfaction. “I’m the commander, remember?”

“Commander Malone, get fucked!” He hung up on his boss, praying the other man was stupid enough to have him pulled in now. Let Jordan send the entire fucking team after him. Once he got back to base, he was going to show his interfering commander exactly how matchmaking was truly done.

Did he think Nik didn’t know his weakness? That the other men weren’t well aware of exactly who Jordan couldn’t keep his damned eyes off of?

Oh, they knew, and Nik was going to show the bastard the rules of playing matchmaker.

Jordan thought he was throwing roadblocks in Nik’s path? That he was going to make things difficult enough that Nik would draw back from Mikayla?

It wasn’t going to happen. But when he returned to base, Nik was going to see just how interfering Jordan could become.

Mikayla stared at the silent phone as it lay on the table before glancing back at her two new customers as they went over the books of designs Mikayla had put together.

Some were her own designs; others were on consignment. The gowns were by far the most expensive she had, as well as the most gorgeous.

“I love your style,” Kira remarked as she glanced up with a smile, her gray eyes filled with vivacity as she tucked a strand of long black hair behind her ear. “I heard you were good, but this exceeds my expectations.”

“And exactly how did you hear about me?” Mikayla asked as she picked up her water and sipped.

The two women seemed to know too much about her. They were smooth, graceful, but the way their eyes watched everything, the way they moved, the way they acted, reminded Mikayla of Nik.

“A party last week,” Bailey Serborne Vincent answered. “Margaret Westfield was wearing a beautiful shimmery blue gown. I was completely jealous. She gave me your name.”

Mikayla nodded. She’d done several gowns for Margaret Westfield.

“We have several charity events coming up this winter.” Kira glanced at Bailey. The look the two women shared had Mikayla’s eyes narrowing.

She wasn’t stupid, and the other two women weren’t even trying to hide the fact that they were amused by something.

“And you need gowns?” Mikayla guessed.

“Several,” Bailey agreed, her green eyes appraising as she turned back to the design plates laid out on the table. “Three to be exact. And I do believe we’re interested in having you make them. Do you think you could complete six gowns before October?”

“I could complete two by October and two by the first of the next two months. There’s no way all six could be done by October, though. It will also require your availability for fittings on short notice.”

The two women were quiet for long moments before Kira glanced at her friend, then nodded slowly. “Those arrangements are suitable.” She pushed three plates forward from the book she was holding. “I’m interested in these, though I’d need an assurance I won’t have to worry about anyone else wearing the same design anytime for the rest of the year.”

She had nothing to worry about. The dresses she had chosen were three of the most expensive Mikayla had. They were her own designs and completely under her own control.

“That can be arranged.” She wouldn’t have to worry about rent on the shop for the next two years.

“I’d like to look at the designs a while longer,” Bailey stated. “Could I come by the shop tomorrow and give you my choices? And of course I’d need the same assurance.”

“I can only give that assurance if you choose the gowns I’ve designed,” Mikayla stated.

Bailey nodded with a smiling, “Of course.”

Talk about too good to be true.

She wasn’t a great believer in coincidence, Mikayla admitted. These two women were damned good. They hadn’t batted a lash while she was on the phone with Nik, but the call they had received right after her phone call had her suspicious instincts clamoring in warning.

“So, do the two of you know Nik Steele well?” she asked them.

They didn’t act the least bit surprised. “We often travel among the same social sphere.” Bailey smiled coolly. “Nik is an acquaintance of both our husbands, actually.”

“And that’s where you heard about my gowns?” Mikayla asked, fairly certain Margaret Westfield hadn’t given her name. She was a friend of Maddix. That made a differene.

“No, actually, it’s not.” Kira smiled in amusement. “Nik would have never told us. Another mutual acquaintance happened to know where he was, and that he was helping a friend out here. Your name might have been mentioned. Gossip does travel fast, dear, and when Margaret Westfield mentioned you as well we decided to look you up.”

“And you’re here because of Nik why?” Mikayla asked curiously.

“Because Nik is a friend and we enjoy tormenting our friends.” Bailey laughed. “Once he knows we were here, he’s going to be—”

“Completely irate enough to call both your husbands,” Nik growled behind them as he approached the table.

Tall, dressed in those wicked black leathers, with a scowl on his face and irritation glittering in his eyes.

He took a seat and stared at each of them in turn. Kira. Bailey. Mikayla.

Mikayla smiled back at him placidly.

“Hello, Nik. Ian and John send their regards.” Bailey was all but laughing at him as Mikayla watched his eyes narrow, a muscle jumping in his jaw.

“I’m sure they did.” His jaw tightened further before he turned back to Mikayla. “Are you ready to go now?”

Mikayla glanced at the other two women. “Is our business finished for the moment?”

“For the moment,” Bailey agreed as she gathered up the plates. “I’ll return these tomorrow, once I’ve made my choices, if that’s all right with you?”

“Perfectly,” Mikayla agreed as she rose to her feet, followed by Nik. “I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”

“Thank you for meeting with us on such short notice,” Kira expressed with a genuine warmth. “We’ll be talking soon.”

Mikayla just bet they would be, just as she was betting it wouldn’t be all about dresses.

“You’ll have to give me a ride,” she told Nik as his hand settled at the small of her back and he led her through the café. “I walked over with Mrs. Richards and Mrs. Vincent.”

“Not a problem.” His tone was clipped and rough. The sound sent a shiver of anticipation up Mikayla’s spine and she had no idea why.

“Good.” She smiled back at him, making certain the curve of her lips was carefree and perky. “I’m sure it will be a fun ride.”

His fingers seemed to tighten at her back and she swore his whole body tensed. Sex seemed to pour off him as they stepped onto the sidewalk and moved for the small parking area at the side of the café.

Steering her to the back of the parking lot, he led her to the monster black pickup backed into the parking space. Moving to the passenger side, she waited until he unlocked the door of the vehicle he’d started automatically as they left the café.

The door opened, he gripped her waist, lifted her onto the seat, then caught the back of her head and covered her lips with his own.

Instantly flames shot through her body. Her clit swelled, throbbed, her breasts felt electrified, and the breath seemed to stop in her lungs.

The kiss was a heady, heated stamp of ownership and possession. His tongue brushed over her lips, then forged past them to find her own. It stroked, licked, tasted, until Mikayla became so lost in the sensations she no longer cared where they were or why she was pissed with him to begin with.

This was what mattered. In that second, it was all that mattered. Holding him to her, loving him with every stroke of her tongue against his, every touch of his hair against her fingers as she delved into it.

The touch, the feel of him. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else could matter as she felt the flames, the hunger rising inside her.

Until his head pulled back and her eyes opened to stare into the flaming depths of the pale blue of his.

“You won’t enjoy getting your way,” he assured her, his voice thick and heavy with lust.

Mikayla leaned forward slowly, keeping her eyes locked with his, and touched his lips with her own softly as she said, “Bet me.”


CHAPTER 14

Nik couldn’t explain the emotions racing through him as he maneuvered the truck back to Mikayla’s home. His hands were clenched tight around the steering wheel, tension mounting as he fought the tightness in his chest, the clenching of his abdomen. There was no way to fight the engorging of his cock.

He was iron hard, throbbing painfully as he fought the need to fuck her into submission.

His sexuality had always been one of his greatest curses, but he’d never in his life lost control of it. He controlled his hungers, his desires, not the other way around. Not until he met the sweet softness of an ethereal fairy.

He glanced over at her. She sat perfectly poised, her hands clasped in her lap atop the filmy, gauzy violet skirt of the summer dress she wore.

On her delicate feet she wore at least four-inch heels, which had given her legs a long, sleek look. He could push that skirt right up her thighs, he thought, and delve into the rich sweetness of her snug pussy.

She would be tight, even around his finger. Wet. Hot. She would take him. She was already primed for him.

What the hell was she doing to him?

The battle to restrain himself from touching her right now was almost lost. He could almost feel the hot, slick juices coating his fingers, easing his way inside her.

“You know this really isn’t as bad as you’re making it out to be,” she finally spoke, her tone precise, stilted. “You act as though I’ve ripped your heart from your chest.”

That was a fairly accurate summary. She was terrifying him with her courage and her refusal to allow him to protect her.

“This is something we need to discuss at the house,” he gritted out between clenched teeth. “Just let it go for now, Mikayla.”

Pulling over on the side of the interstate to fuck her silly wasn’t an acceptable option. But if she kept pushing him, then it was going to be the only option. The need to touch her, to take her, to feel her safe and alive, wrapped around him, was making him desperate. Desperate to possess her, to feel her kiss, to feel the silk of her flesh beneath his hands.

What the hell was he allowing to happen to himself? Nik wondered as he took the Williamsport exit and quickly took the turn to Mikayla’s house.

Within minutes he was pulling into the drive and shutting the vehicle off.

From the corner of his eye he watched as Mikayla picked up her purse and leather briefcase from the floor. He moved from the vehicle and strode to the passenger side to help her out. Once again, he noticed those damned high-heeled shoes that cupped her petite feet and lifted her a good four inches higher, placing her almost beneath his chin.

She had to be the tiniest woman he had ever had his hands on. Setting her carefully on the ground, he moved ahead of her as he drew the Glock from the holster at his back and held it carefully at his thigh.

Mikayla remained quiet, and it wasn’t a contented quiet. He swore he could hear her fuming without her saying a word. Fuming and aroused. The arousal still glittered in her eyes; that kiss in the parking lot of the café had been enough to fire them both up.

Unlocking the door, Nik stepped into the house carefully and checked it thoroughly as Mikayla waited in the foyer. He needed the time to get a handle on his hunger as well as his emotions.

The harder he tried to stay away from her, the more the hunger for her built. The reckless courage she displayed, along with her impeccable manners and ladylike gentility, was a combination he couldn’t seem to resist.

It was tearing him apart. She wanted more from him than he could give.

She wanted to be a part of her own protection, of her own life, and the thought of that terrified him. She terrified him in ways he couldn’t explain. She had the power to destroy him.

And destruction wasn’t a future he was looking forward to again.

He had hoped that the walk through the house would give him a chance to get his arousal, his need for her, under control. It wasn’t helping, though. He swore his hands were almost shaking with the need to touch her; his cock was ready to burst from his pants.

Jaw clenched, he moved from the bedroom and back into the living room, where she waited.

She stood where he had left her by the closed door. Leaning against the wall, arms crossed beneath her breasts, she was clearly waiting with forced patience.

“Everything okay?” Her brows lifted as she tucked a heavy strand of hair behind her ear.

She had worn her hair loose today. It flowed down her back like heavy silk, tempting his hands with the remembered feel of it.

“It’s clear,” he told her as he moved toward her, knowing he was losing the battle to hold on to the restraint he needed. He was losing it all.

His hands were going to the snap and zipper of his leather pants as her eyes widened, darkening, her pink lips parting.

“Nik.”

“Don’t.” He was in front of her, his fingers lying against her lips as he drew in a hard, deep breath. “For God’s sake, Mikayla, leave me my sanity.”

He didn’t want to argue with her. He didn’t want to feel her anger any longer. He wanted to feel her body against his, heated and warm. Her kiss beneath his lips. Her hands holding him to her.

“Why should I?” she whispered against his fingers. “You don’t leave me any, Nik.”

And he was going to make certain neither of them was going to have any sanity left.

As he lifted her against him, his lips descended on hers, the heated satin meeting his lips as her lips parted for him. Her hands held her to him by spearing into his hair as her arms wrapped around his neck.

She was like a flame in his arms. A flame he wanted to never see extinguished.

Lifting her from her feet, he placed her on the back of the chair that sat facing the room, its back to the foyer. It was an interesting arrangement and one that worked perfectly for his impatience.

Impatience. Hunger. God, what was she doing to him? She intoxicated him. She tore aside any civility he might have imagined he possessed and left him as primal as any male animal could be.

So primal that nothing mattered but having her, touching her, tasting her.

Pushing that skirt to her thighs as he tore his lips from hers and went to his knees in front of her.

Just a taste of her.

“I’m going to fall,” she warned him, her voice trembling as he pushed her thighs apart and tore her panties from her.

Not that there was much to the panties. Damn her, that had to be the thinnest silk he’d ever touched.

“I got this,” he promised.

He had this. With her legs over his shoulders, One hand behind her back and her hands in his hair. Yeah, he had this.

He slid his tongue through the sweetest, juiciest folds of flesh. The taste of her exploded against his tongue like ambrosia. Hell, it was better than vodka and went to his head faster.

He’d never gone to his knees for a woman in his life, but taking the time to actually get her to the bed, the couch, the counter, reclined, wasn’t going to happen.

His need for her had risen too high.

She had managed to back him into a corner. She demanded participation. She demanded equality and there was nothing equal in their abilities to protect her.

There was this, though. Here he could lose himself in her. Here there was no danger to her, no fear of losing her.

There was just the feel and the taste of her.

He kissed the delicate knot of her clit. Drawing it between his lips and suckling it gently as her thighs tightened on his head and her cries filled his senses.

Pulling back, he licked, stroked, tasted each inch of the silken flesh as he felt her trembling in his hold. Flicking his tongue around her clit once again, he licked it, stroked it, drove her as high as possible before pulling back, easing her from the release he’d felt building in her body.

She was ready to come for him. He could feel it burning inside her, raging through her body. And he was so ready to taste the sweet excess of her pleasure flowing through her.

But not yet. Not yet. He wanted to feel her release while he was inside her, taking her. The sweet clench of her pussy around his dick was addictive. He swore he’d never felt pleasure so intensely as he did with Mikayla.

Rising to his feet, he gripped his cock as it pressed out from the opened front of his leather pants. Lifting her against him, he urged her legs around his hips, tucked the head of his cock against her, and pressed inside.

The pleasure was so intense he nearly lost his balance. Almost stumbling, he pressed her against the wall, his entire body on the edge of trembling as pure, sweet ecstasy began to consume the head of his cock.

Tender muscles parted slowly, gripping his flesh like a heated glove as it rippled over his cock with a million tiny pinpoints of pleasure.

“Sweet Mikayla,” he groaned as he touched his forehead to hers, staring into the dark amethyst gaze and feeling as though she were sinking into his soul, as though he were sinking into hers. “Just hold me, baby. Just for a little while.”

Her arms were tight around his neck, her legs wrapped around his hips as he forged deeper inside her, taking her by increments as he felt his chest tightening with the extremity of pure sensation racing through him.

“I’ll hold you forever.”

Forever. How did you tell a fairy that forever was an illusion? That they didn’t have forever, they only had this moment. Forever was in memories only and God knew Nik didn’t know if he could exist on just the memory of her.

He gripped the rounded globes of her rear, held her close, and rocked his hips against her, penetrating her deeper with every inward motion as he felt his head spinning with pleasure.

Damn, she was destroying him one touch at a time. Did she know what she did to him? Did she have any idea how she was locking herself inside his very spirit every time he touched her?

It didn’t matter if she knew. That was what was happening. Each time his dick sank inside her, he could feel another part of his soul opening to her. Staring into her eyes, rocked by the physical as well as the emotional pleasure, Nik began to wonder if fate had finally caught up with him.

Live by the sword, die by the sword, he remembered hazily. He couldn’t survive if that sword reached out to sever the life that glowed in Mikayla’s beautiful eyes.

“Nik.” She arched into him, her breathing rough, ragged, as little whimpers fell from her lips. “It’s so good. Oh, God, it’s so good.”

She made him feel like fucking Superman when he knew he was no more than a man.

But the feeling was there, the knowledge that she saw him as more than what he was, saw him as no other woman ever had.

Trembling in his arms, she still held his gaze as her pussy gripped him tight and hot, so fucking sweet. The rippling caress of the clenching muscles was almost more than he could stand. His balls were tightening, the imminent release quaking through his muscles as he fought to hold back, just a little bit longer.

He needed to feel her just a few more minutes. Needed to be a part of her as much as possible. Just one more memory that he could hold on to.

As he rocked against her, his lips moved along her cheek, to her lips. He sipped at the swollen curves before his lips traveled along her jaw, to her neck, to the rounded curves of her breasts.

With one hand he cupped the side of her breast, lifted her nipple, and lowered his lips to it.

The strangled cry that left her lips had his cock pulsed, the release clawing at his balls as he licked over her nipple. God, he couldn’t hold on much longer.

Sucking the tender tip into his mouth, he laved it with his tongue, tasted it with his senses, and gave himself over to the pure, sweet pleasure of her.

His hips moved faster, rocking harder into the tender flesh gripping him. Each desperate thrust inside the slick, hot interior drove him deeper into a morass of pure sensation.

She was holding him. Her arms and legs tightened around him as he drove into her, his cock thrusting into ever-tightening muscles as he felt her hurtling into her orgasm.

She cried out in ecstasy when it took her, his name a chant falling from her lips as he gripped her hips and raced headlong into the release waiting for him.

Silken fire consumed him. It tore up his spine, tightened around his balls, and drove the breath from his lungs as he felt his semen spurting deep and hard from the throbbing tip of his cock.

Unprotected.

A tortured growl tore from his chest at the realization that he’d forgotten to use a condom. That he was spilling himself inside the brilliant, vulnerable heat of her body.

But he couldn’t pull back. He couldn’t pull free of the grip encasing him. He drove deeper inside her instead, his seed spurting violently from his body, marking her, possessing her, as he groaned her name like a man demented from the pleasure.

And maybe he was. Maybe he’d lost his last grip on sanity, just as he’d lost his last thread of control, in her arms.

She lay against him, exhausted, little shudders of response still rippling over her body as Nik finally found the ability to think again.

And thinking wasn’t something he wanted to do.

“I forgot,” he whispered into her hair.

“Hmm?” He almost smiled at the curious little sound she made.

“I forgot the condom.” He’d fucked up for both of them.

“It’s okay,” she sighed. “I’m protected.”

He frowned at that, a strange spark of disappointment curling through him.

“You were a virgin,” he stated. “Why are you protected?”

“Because I’m not stupid.” Her lips brushed his shoulder in a lazy kiss. “I protect myself, Nik. I try not to leave it up to other people to take care of me. Now let me down; my legs are going numb.” He heard the soft laughter in her voice as she pushed at his shoulders.

Lowering her gently to the floor, he watched as she wobbled a minute before sliding off the shoe she still wore and leaving it next to its mate on the floor.

“Wanna shower with me?”

She was decidedly disheveled. Her hair was mussed, her perfect pretty dress wrinkled and hanging off one shoulder where he’d pulled it down to get to her breast.

Her lips were swollen and reddened, her gaze slumberous and sexy as hell.

Fuck, she was reeling him in and she didn’t even seem to be trying.

“Definitely; then we have to talk.”

“About what? All the reasons why you don’t want me with you through the day?” She smiled back at him softly. “Talk until you’re blue in the face, Nik. If someone is going to keep shooting at me, then I’m going to be a part of figuring out why. It’s my blood he’s trying to spill here. At least give me the satisfaction of trying to figure out why.”

She was going to be the fucking death of him. Even worse, he couldn’t come up with an argument to counter that statement.

Not that he didn’t try.

While they showered. While he watched Mikayla lotion her body, dry her hair, pull on lounging pants and a loose T-shirt. He fought with himself and every argument he could come up with, and still nothing could combat the statement she made.

“You have to follow my lead,” he finally stated heavily as they sat across from each other in the living room, a pizza spread out on the coffee table in front of them. “I mean it, Mikayla. This isn’t a game. It’s not playtime and a killer isn’t a joke. No matter what I tell you to do, you do it.”

“I’m not stupid, Nik,” she said somberly. “I know how to follow orders.”

“I never imagined you were stupid,” he breathed out roughly. “But no, Mikayla, if you don’t like the orders, then you don’t follow them. Don’t pretend otherwise. Whether you like the orders or not, you will follow them, do you understand that?”

He watched as her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You won’t give orders just to push me back and keep me out of the investigation?”

He only wished taking care of her would be that damned easy.

“I won’t give you needless orders,” he promised. “At the same time, if I think a situation is becoming or can become hazardous to you, then you will retreat to where you’ll be safe. You’ll agree to this or I’ll have you locked in a room somewhere until it’s over. It’s that simple.”

He was wondering if that wasn’t the best thing to do now, rather than waiting. He was allowing her to endanger herself, and that wasn’t sitting well with him.

“How dangerous has it been so far?” she asked him logically as she laid her pizza back in the box. “The danger has come from this investigation since you arrived, Nik. It’s not going to stop, and what if they strike like they did the other night? While you’re not around?”

“That’s the only fucking reason I’m going along with this,” he growled, anger surging inside him at the thought of the bastard who had shot through the store. “Because you don’t know how to keep your nose out of this and let me handle it.”

“Look, fighting over this isn’t going to do either of us any good.” Her shoulders hunched almost defensively. “Will you be around forever to protect me, Nik?”

He could only stare back at her. God knew he wanted to live his life protecting her, and he knew from experience that just wasn’t possible. Shit happened. Love died. Innocence was lost and a man could lose his soul as a result.

“I didn’t think so.” There was no recrimination in her tone, or in her look, only bleak acceptance. “If I sit back and let you protect me now, then I’ve lost valuable experience in protecting myself in the future. Don’t take that away from me.”

“And if you end up dead?” he asked her. “At least you’ll have a life when this is over if you let me take care of it. Take shooting lessons after I leave. Take self-defense courses. . . .”

“They can’t teach you in a class what I’ll learn just watching you, being with you,” she stated, determination glittering in her eyes. “And I won’t have you in those classes, Nik. I’m not a child, and I’m not helpless. I won’t be pushed into a corner with a pat on the head.”

“You’re too damned stubborn,” he snapped.

“Fine, I’m too damned stubborn, but in this case you know I’m right; otherwise you would have already locked me in my room while you do whatever the hell it is that you do while you’re away through the day. I want to be with you. I want to look these people in the eye, and if one of them is the one shooting at me then I want him to have to face me. I’m finished hiding.”

She was finished hiding. “You mean you’re finished being safe,” he snapped back, an edge of anger slipping free in his voice.

“If that’s how you want to see it, then fine. I’m tired of being safe,” she countered. “But you can’t look me in the eye and tell me I’m wrong, either.”

No, he couldn’t, and that just fucking pissed him off.

“What did you do today?” She lifted her drink and sipped at it as though the tension in the air weren’t thick enough to strangle them both.

Rubbing at the back of his neck, he glared back at her.

“Come on, Nik.” Fairy sweet and as innocent as a spring morning, she stared back at him reprovingly. “Let’s see how it works. If it doesn’t work out, then we’ll reassess the situation.”

“In other words, you’ll redefine your argument,” he grunted.

A cheeky smile curled her lips. “That’s an option. But I really don’t want to die, so I’ll always at least consider your side of the situation.”

Well, at least he had that much. Shaking his head, he leaned back on the couch and stared at her as he attempted to find some damned way to counter her objections to staying safe.

It wasn’t going to happen tonight.

“I questioned the new foreman, Jack Wallace,” he told her. “He had some information I hadn’t come across so far. I was going to check it out tomorrow. I haven’t been able to confirm your friend Cronin’s information, though.”

Interest gleamed in her eyes. “And what information is that?”

He ran through it succinctly, finishing off with the information that he intended to question the disgruntled employee the next day.

“That should be safe enough for me to go with you.” She smiled sweetly. “I know Jarvis Dalton. He’s harmless.”

“That’s what neighbors said about the Son of Sam,” Nik informed her as he tried to hold back his irritation.

The smile faded. Rising to her feet, she silently cleared the food away while he sat there and watched her, wondering what the hell he was supposed to do about her.

Any other woman he could walk away from. He would have put a bodyguard on her, done what he had to do, then left town just as silently as he had arrived.

But she wasn’t any other woman.

She was his woman. Even if it was only for a little while. She was his.

“I’m going to bed.” She stood at the kitchen doorway.

“I’ll be in later.” After she had gone to sleep. After he’d, he hoped, found a way to rebuild at least a few of the shields around his heart.

If she was going to deliberately place herself in danger, then he needed to prepare himself for the worst.

He wasn’t prepared for the wounded look in those pretty eyes, though, before she turned and headed for the bedroom.

Moving to the guest bedroom, he collected his laptop and notes before returning to the couch to pull up as much information as possible on Jarvis Dalton.

He was going to have to find a killer faster than he’d ever imagined if he was going to keep his fairy safe and his soul from being destroyed.


CHAPTER 15

Something was different the next morning. Mikayla could sense it, feel it, as she stepped into the kitchen to find Nik preparing coffee and laying out a small platter of sweet breakfast rolls on the table.

“You didn’t come to bed last night,” she remarked as she watched him put the right amount of sugar in her cup, then creamer. Giving it a quick stir, he placed it on the small kitchen table before turning back for his own.

“I had work to do.” His voice was as cool as a winter morning, his eyes as icy as the frozen North.

What had changed? she wondered. How did he manage to go from desperate lover to cold, hard mercenary in the space of a few short hours?

“What type of work?” She sat down at the table, watching carefully as he took his seat across from her and pulled a file from the other chair.

“Jarvis Dalton.” The file was thick, heavy. “It seems he has problems holding down a job for long. He’s worked for several construction firms between here and D.C., and if my information is correct he even worked for your father for a few months. He’s a career misdemeanor criminal. Penny ante theft, shoplifting, burglary, terroristic threatening. The man has a rap sheet that proves his stupidity as well as his ineptitude.”

“I didn’t know he worked for Dad.” There wasn’t so much as a glimmer of warmth in Nik’s eyes. “I rarely talk to him about business or his employees.”

“How well do you know Jarvis?” Nik asked.

“He was a few classes higher than me in school.” She sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “He’s different. Really quiet. The last I heard, he was living in Nolan Village with his sister and niece since he served six months in jail for shoplifting. I heard he was fired from the construction job where Eddie was killed about three weeks before the murder, but I didn’t hear why.”

Nik nodded slowly. “I have the address to the apartment. We’re going to see if we can’t catch Jarvis before he leaves this morning.” His gaze flicked over the lacy summer blouse she wore. “I’d change clothes if I were you. Jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers would work best.”

She bit her lip nervously as she continued to watch him. There was something too cold, too hard, about him. As though the veneer of ice was only hiding a seething volcano. It made her nervous, made her wonder what that volcano actually consisted of.

Finishing the light breakfast, she moved from the table while Nik was going through the file he’d managed to somehow accumulate through the night. Retreating to her bedroom, she quickly changed clothes before braiding her hair, then lacing white sneakers on her feet.

She didn’t often wear jeans and T-shirts. They weren’t the best attire for the shop, and that was where she spent the majority of her time.

Returning to the kitchen, she found Nik waiting for her. The dishes were cleared away, the coffee cups rinsed, and he was waiting with an air of impatience as she walked into the room.

“Remember what I told you last night,” he warned her. “If I say ‘jump,’ don’t bother asking how high; just jump as high as possible. If you get in the way, this will be the last trip you make with me.”

“I feel so welcome,” she murmured as they left the house and Nik quickly set the alarm and locked the door behind them.

“Then I’m not using the proper tone of voice,” he growled before catching her arm, swinging her around, and glaring down at her. “Get hurt and I promise you, you’ll regret it for far more reasons than the obvious. Don’t dare question an order I give, and if you even think of making a move I don’t approve of beforehand I’ll make a drive-by shooting look like a picnic in the park. Do you understand me?”

Her eyes narrowed. He was big, brawny, and giving her orders she didn’t need.

“If you don’t get out of my face you’re going to find my knee in a very sensitive area of your body.”

She had managed, as she spoke, to maneuver said knee until she was pressing against the heavy, thick bulge in his jeans.

His jaw tightened. So he was mad. Big deal. She was mad, too.

“This isn’t playtime, Mikayla.” He was almost snarling. He was cute, sexy as hell, but the fire burning beneath the ice in his eyes was almost mesmerizing.

“Then don’t make it playtime, Nik.” Her knee pressed more firmly into place. “Or we might be later leaving.”

She didn’t give him a chance to pull her away or to retaliate with mockery, sarcasm, or male disgruntlement. Turning, she moved around the truck, leaned against it, and waited patiently for him to help her. The truck was a little too high.

“I don’t feel like mountain climbing,” she stated as he stared at her from the other side of the truck.

If his jaw became any tighter, it was going to crack.

He strode forcefully around the truck, opened the door, and lifted her into the passenger seat before closing the door and returning to the driver’s side.

The drive to Jarvis Dalton and his sister’s residence in Hagerstown was made quickly, if quietly, and filled with tension. Mikayla didn’t even try to speak.

As the truck pulled into Nolan Village, Mikayla drew in a deep, slow breath. Parking, Nik left the truck, helped her out, then keeping carefully in front of her moved to the apartment where Jarvis and his sister lived.

Jarvis was the same beady-eyed little pervert Mikayla remembered. From the second she and Nik walked into the apartment, Jarvis’s eyes didn’t seem to want to leave the area of her breasts.

“So whatdya want?” Jarvis ran one hand over his greasy black hair as he ran the other hand over his bulky chest while staring at her breasts again.

Slimy dog.

Barefoot and clad only in sweatpants, Jarvis made his way along the stained carpet into a living room piled with pizza boxes, beer and soda cans, and a heavy layer of dust.

Nik pulled the black leather badge wallet from his back pocket and flashed the official identification. “FBI Agent Nik Steele. I have some questions for you.”

“FBI.” Jarvis blinked back at Nik before staring blurrily back at Mikayla. “I didn’t hear your boyfriend was FBI, Miki.”

Nik gritted his teeth at Jarvis’s nickname for Mikayla.

“My relationship with Mikayla isn’t the issue,” Nik informed the other man briskly. “You are.”

“Me?” Jarvis scratched at his head, parting his oily hair. “Whatdya want from me?”

“I want to know where you were the night Eddie Foreman was killed,” Nik stated as he stood in front of Mikayla just inside the door.

Mikayla watched as Jarvis turned, stalked across the room, then threw himself into a threadbare recliner, slouched back, and cupped himself between the thighs as he stared back at Mikayla.

“I was at a nightclub, man,” he drawled with a yawn. “I was with friends, though I bet my friends were really there. Can Maddix Nelson say the same?”

“This isn’t about Nelson; it’s about you, Jarvis.” Nik’s voice became dark, dangerous, on the edge of deadly.

Like an animal sensing its death just around the corner, Jarvis sat up straighter, his small brown eyes staring back at Nik warily.

“How’s it about me?” Jarvis swallowed, giving Nik his full attention now.

“Why were you at the job site the day Eddie was killed?” Nik stood tall, firm, his feet planted slightly apart, his arms relaxed at his sides, as he questioned Jarvis again.

The intimidation value was ratcheting. The way Nik stood, Jarvis could catch just the slightest glimpse of the Glock Nik carried at his side, beneath the light leather jacket he’d pulled on before he and Mikayla left the house.

“Look, I just needed my job back.” Jarvis’s gaze was trained on the area where the gun rested. “I wasn’t there for no trouble and I didn’t start none. I wanted my job back, we argued, and I left. No biggie.”

“Why were you fired, Jarvis? What made Eddie let you go?” Nik’s voice lowered, became darker.

“Because he was an ass,” Jarvis breathed out roughly. “Some materials were missing and he had to blame someone. I didn’t steal nothin’. I had no reason to. But he had to blame someone, so he fired me. If I’d stole ’em, then I wouldna come back like that.”

“You were pissed at him then,” Nik pressed.

“Hell, yeah, I was pissed.” Jarvis’s gaze flicked to Nik’s face. “But I didn’t kill him, man. I had no reason to kill him.”

Fear was beginning to glitter in Jarvis’s dark brown eyes and bead on his forehead as perspiration dampened it. He looked like a man facing a firing squad, and Mikayla couldn’t blame him. If Nik had turned that look on her, then she would have probably gone running home to her parents.

“Did you see anything strange or unusual while you were there? Anything out of the ordinary?” Nik finally asked.

“Not that day.” Jarvis shook his head. “That last week, though. I was there after work. Eddie was talkin’ to some guy. Big guy. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t get a good enough look. Dark curly hair, maybe a goatee, I’m not sure.” He shook his head. “That’s all I know, man. Ask Maddix Nelson if you need anything else. Everyone knows Mikayla don’t lie for no one. If she says he shot Eddie, then you better fucking believe he shot Eddie.” Jarvis nodded to Mikayla with a plea in his eyes, as though he were begging her to get Nik out of the apartment.

She almost rolled her eyes. Yeah, he was going to listen to her for sure. She didn’t think so.

“Eddie, I find out you’re lying to me and I’ll be back,” Nik promised, and there was no doubt in Mikayla’s or Jarvis’s mind that he meant every word of it.

Jarvis was still nodding as Nik turned, gripped Mikayla’s arm, and they left the apartment.

“The bar won’t be open until later,” she told him as they walked back to the truck. “You intend to check out his alibi, right?”

She glanced up as Nik leveled a hard stare down at her.

“I’m not Jarvis,” she informed him, irritation creeping into her voice. “That look doesn’t scare me.” Yet.

He grunted. As they crossed the yard he pointed the remote to the truck, and a second later it started with a smooth hum. It didn’t take him long to walk around the truck, check it out, then open the door and lift her inside.

Mikayla buckled her seat belt and waited as he came around, got in the truck, and reversed out of the parking spot.

“Gina Foreman,” he growled. “I called her this morning. She agreed to meet with us if we showed up before she went to work.”

Mikayla’s lips parted in surprise. “Gina? She wouldn’t talk to me at all.”

“I had some help,” he informed her. “Her boss called her and gave her the go-ahead to talk to us.”

“And you pulled this off how?” Mikayla asked sweetly, anger churning inside her now.

“My charming personality.” His voice was dark and rough, the smile he shot her all teeth.

Yeah, she could see how that would work. No doubt his buddy Maddix Nelson had arranged that one. Sometimes, Maddix made no sense whatsoever. For a killer, he was doing everything he could to cooperate with Nik, rather than trying to cover any information Nik might find.

Nik was snarly, growly, and uncommunicative as they drove to Gina Foreman’s home. Mikayla was glad to see this part of the ride come to an end.

Gina met them at the door, her expression concerned, her eyes dark from weariness as she stood back and let them in.

“Please, sit down,” she invited as they stepped into the worn, though spotless, living room. “I have to leave for work soon, so we’ll need to hurry.”

Mikayla perched on the edge of the couch as Nik sat back beside her and Gina took the chair across from them.

“I’m getting the house ready to sell,” Gina sighed as she looked around. “It’s lonely here alone.”

“I’m sorry, Gina.” Mikayla reached across the narrow coffee table to grip the other woman’s hand as it lay in her lap.

“Thank you, Mikayla.” Gina nodded as Mikayla pulled back. “And thank you and your family for the flowers as well. They were appreciated.”

Nik refrained from staring at Mikayla in shock. This woman had refused to talk to Mikayla after the funeral, yet Mikayla acted as though she thought nothing of it? She had to be the most gracious person Nik had ever known. Even his own sisters would have been biting the other woman’s head off at this moment.

“Mrs. Foreman, I just have a few questions,” Nik promised as he leaned forward. “Was Eddie acting strangely before his death? Was anything unusual going on?”

Gina shook her head slowly, thoughtfully. “He was often tense, yelled a lot. Though he was worse in the months before he was killed.”

Nik bet he was. Eddie Foreman had been up to something; Nik could feel it. He just had to figure out what.

“Did he have enemies?” Nik probed.

Gina’s lips curled mirthlessly. “Plenty. A lot of people didn’t like him, Mr. Steele. He could be offensive.”

“What about Jarvis Dalton?” Nik asked, wondering where the other man really tied into things. “Did he have problems with him?”

“Jarvis?” Surprise showed in the woman’s face. “They were friends. Jarvis was one of the few friends Eddie had. As far as I know they had no problems.”

To give Mikayla her due, her surprise didn’t show on her face, though Nik felt her stiffen beside him.

“Did you know Eddie fired Jarvis a couple weeks before he was killed?”

“Fired Jarvis?” Gina stared at them in confusion. “Why would he do that?”

“According to Jarvis, Eddie accused him of stealing.” Nik watched her face closely, her eyes. Gina Foreman acted like a woman who had no idea what he was talking about.

“I wouldn’t put it past Jarvis to steal,” she finally breathed out roughly. “But I didn’t know about it.”

“Was Eddie having money problems?” Nik probed further, trying to find an angle, any angle to push him in the right direction.

“Money was always tight; it still is.” Gina shrugged. “But no more than usual.”

“Did Eddie have an office?”

Gina nodded slowly. “He turned one of the bedrooms into an office.”

“Could we check through it?” Nik asked her. “Maybe there’s something there that can help me figure out what happened.”

“This way.” Gina stood and led the way down a short hall to a bedroom. “Just please hurry; I have twenty minutes before I have to leave.”

She turned and left the room and a second later Nik heard another door close, likely her bedroom. He turned to Mikayla.

“What do you think?”

She sighed deeply. “I think Jarvis was lying and Gina is telling the truth.”

“What is Jarvis lying about?” Nik asked curiously as he moved to the cluttered desk.

“That I don’t know,” Mikayla answered softly. “I don’t know him really well, but he kept shifting his eyes away from you, even though he was trying really hard not to.” She winked back at Nik playfully. “He must watch too much CSI.”

“Ya think?” he grunted as he shot her an irritated look.

There was a hint of softening in the hardened attitude, though, as though the icy demeanor was deliberate. Sitting behind the wide desk Eddie had used, Nik began looking through the papers as Mikayla wandered through the room.

Eddie hadn’t been big on neatness, she noticed. The office was piled with papers, magazines, a few books, and a lot of dust.

Moving back to the desk, she eased in behind the chair Nik was sitting in and laid her hand on his shoulder as he went through the papers, looking for what she wasn’t certain. She doubted Nik even knew exactly what he was looking for.

His body tensed, though, as she braced herself with her hand on his shoulder and leaned forward to watch what he was doing.

From beneath scraps of paper, business cards, time cards, and files of material lists Nik pulled a small index card free.

“Reed Holbrook” and three phone numbers. Home, cell, and office were listed.

“Reed Holbrook,” she said softly. “That’s the owner of Holbrook Construction out of D.C. If I’m not mistaken, Reed is a hometown boy, too. He and Maddix grew up in the same area of town.”

“Do you know everyone in Hagerstown?” Nik frowned back at her.

Lifting her brows, she shot him a cheery smile. “Don’t make the mistake of going to the store with me. It takes me hours to shop once I stop and say hello to everyone I know.”

The look he gave her was one that baffled her for a few moments. As though he couldn’t imagine having to deal with stopping to talk to anyone at a grocery store.

She was well known; she couldn’t help it. She enjoyed people, and she enjoyed being social.

“It looks like we need to talk to Reed Holbrook then,” Nik stated as he turned away from her and pocketed the card.

“Are we finished here then?” She stared around the room, wondering how they could possibly be certain they hadn’t missed anything else.

“We’re finished here.” He nodded.

“We didn’t go through everything,” she pointed out.

“We’ll have it all later.” His voice was pitched low, carrying no farther than her, as she stared back at him in surprise, then excitement.

“We’re sneaking back in tonight?” Mikayla could feel the anticipation beginning to surge through her, even as he stared at her in something akin to horror.

The excitement glowing in her eyes, frankly, scared the shit out of him, Nik thought. The idea of breaking into the Foreman home and stealing papers had her all but rubbing her hands in glee.

He was creating a monster.

“No,” he enunciated clearly. “We are not.” Gripping her arm, he steered her to the doorway as a little pout shaped her lips.

“That’s so not fair. You shouldn’t do this stuff by yourself. You need a lookout.” She was laughing at him. It was in her voice and in her eyes.

“Don’t you have dresses to make?” he growled, wondering how the hell he was going to maintain the emotional distance he was trying to keep between them.

“Maybe this is more fun.” Her brows arched as he opened the door and stepped into the short hall. “Besides, I called Bailey and Kira. They’re going to meet me at the house this evening instead.”

Gina Foreman was waiting for them in the living room, her gaze somber as they walked toward her.

“Did you find anything?” she asked.

“Nothing yet, Mrs. Foreman,” Nik answered her.

She nodded slowly as her lips turned down with an edge of bitterness. “At least someone is trying to find out what happened. It gets hard working at the police station, wondering if the chief is lying, wondering what really happened.” She shook her head as she shoved her hands into her jeans pockets. “It destroys your faith in people.”

Nik watched as Mikayla crossed the room and wrapped her arms around the other woman as though a hug could fix anything. Everything.

“I’m sorry,” he heard Mikayla whisper. “I’m so sorry, Gina.”

The woman’s arms went around her as Gina nodded, sniffed, and, strangely enough, seemed to find strength from that hug.

“You call me if you need me.” Mikayla stepped back and gave the other woman’s arms a brief rub. “I mean it. Come by the shop, whatever.”

A timid, saddened smile pulled at Gina’s lips. “Thank you, Mikayla.” And she suddenly sounded as though somewhere, somehow, she had found hope.

Would he have felt differently after his daughter’s death if he had felt such hope? Nik wondered as he and Mikayla left the house. Would he have made different choices, found other ways to strike back at the men who had killed his family?

If Mikayla had been a part of his life would she have shared her fairy charm with him and helped heal those shattered remnants of his soul?

It was possible, he admitted. She seemed to carry with her a capacity for love that astounded him. But even more, an ability to find softness within people that they didn’t know existed.

Within Nik she had found emotions he’d never wanted to feel again. Emotions he feared could well and truly destroy him.

“I want to head to D.C., see if we can get in to see Holbrook,” he stated as he took the I-70 interstate exit. “Foreman had to have been in close contact with him if he had his home number.”

“Holbrook Construction doesn’t have the reputation Nelson does, either,” Mikayla mused as he glanced at her. “There’s been several charges leveled against him for attempting to sabotage other jobs, bribing employees of other firms, and finding ways to force companies out of their contracts so he could pick them up. Nothing was proven, but the accusations are there.”

“Then he could have been bribing Eddie Foreman,” Nik guessed.

“Which gives Maddix Nelson a perfect motive for murder,” she concluded sweetly.

Nik grimaced. He couldn’t argue the point; if he didn’t know Maddix, he would be at the top of Nik’s suspect list. Hell, if he didn’t know Maddix, then he would have been investigating everyone supposedly at that meeting.

When had he begun allowing personal associations to interfere with his job? Nik asked himself as he made a mental note to put Kira and Bailey on the chief of police and two council members. As Mikayla stated, Maddix had the perfect motive and his friends had some damned good reasons to lie for him. They were in bed with him where business was concerned, and that often made for damned fine alibis.

“If Maddix killed Eddie Foreman, then the best way to prove it is to follow the evidence trail,” Nik told Mikayla. “It will lead us where we need to go. We’ll talk to Holbrook, see what happens there; then I want to check Jarvis Dalton’s alibi. He was lying; I’m just not sure what he was lying about.”

“I don’t think Jarvis is smart enough to pull off a murder, even one that simple.” She shook her head before turning hurt eyes on Nik. “But Nik, I saw what happened. I saw Eddie die. I saw who killed him. Why can’t you believe me?”

“It’s not a matter of belief, Mikayla,” he breathed out heavily. “It’s a matter of evidence. But you’re right: Maddix may have a hell of a motive. One thing is for damned sure. If he did it, I’ll find out. And I’ll make sure he pays for it.”

“How could he not have done it?”

Nik shook his head. “Trust me, amazing things can be done with makeup and latex now. I know. Everyone knew you were coming to pick up Scotty. Anyone could have been waiting for an opportunity to kill Eddie and place the blame on Maddix.” He held his hand up. “I’m not saying they did. I’m saying it’s possible. I’ll have Maddix checked out deeper, as well as his friends and neighbors. I won’t overlook him. I’m following rumor and evidence at this point, which has to be done no matter who killed him.”

“There were no attempts to kill me when no one believed me,” she stated soberly. “The first attempt came after you began investigating me.”

He nodded. He knew that, and it enraged him. The thought of one of those bullets actually striking her fragile body was enough to send terror racing through him. The world couldn’t bear to lose Mikayla, he thought. Too many fairies had already been destroyed.

Hell, he couldn’t keep thinking this way. She wasn’t a fucking fairy; she was a tiny, independent, too-trusting woman, not some mythological creature of innocence.

That’s what his head said; other parts of him, such as his heart, his soul, were saying something entirely different. Mikayla was the epitome of everything a woman shouldn’t be in this day and age. Innocent, sweet, trusting, caring. Her very nature was going to end up getting her destroyed, and he was terrified there wasn’t a damned thing he could do to stop it.

“Nik?” she interrupted his musings softly. “You didn’t answer me. Why else would anyone try to kill me if it isn’t Maddix?”

“Why would Maddix hire me if he didn’t want the truth learned?” Nik countered. “I can’t overlook that one, Mikayla. Maddix knows what I am, what I’m capable of, and he knows if he killed Eddie, then I’ll find out. And he’ll suffer.”

It was a warning he’d already given the other man. It was a warning he would follow through with.


CHAPTER 16

Reed Holbrook refused to see them and Jarvis Dalton’s alibi was a lie.

Mikayla watched Nik as the day progressed into evening and they returned to the house. Not long after Bailey and Kira arrived for measurements and the final decisions on the dresses they wanted. This only delayed Mikayla’s chance to figure out his attitude.

He was stone cold. So cold, so icy, that the chill enveloped her and left her wishing she’d worn a jacket, despite the summer air.

From the moment he had made his statement concerning Maddix Nelson, Nik had only grown colder. She was walking in her home with Frosty the frickin’ Snowman.

She stood in the foyer after his friends left, watching him silently as he watched her from the kitchen. She was tired. The drive to and from D.C. had been filled with enough tension to thicken the air and make breathing seem like work. Bailey and Kira’s concerned curiosity while they were here hadn’t helped matters in the least.

The colder Nik became, the more it hurt. He was blocking her out, distancing himself from her. It felt like a breakup, except she’d given Nik far more than she had ever given another man. And it wasn’t a breakup, because he was still here, tormenting her with his presence and the remembered feel of his hands against her flesh. The warmth of his body shielding her own.

What happened? The need to ask, to demand an explanation, was on the tip of her tongue, but the words wouldn’t fall from her lips.

He was, at this moment, completely unapproachable.

“I’m going to shower.”

She had to get away from him before she made a fool of herself. Before she demanded answers she had no right to demand. Before she cried, where she had no right to cry.

She had walked into this with her eyes wide open. He had warned her he couldn’t love her, and she had promised herself she wouldn’t love him.

As the hot water from the shower washed over her body, she reminded herself of that promise. She wasn’t in love with him, she told herself. But if she wasn’t in love, then why the hell did it hurt so bad? Why did her chest feel tight, her body heavy from the ache inside?

She leaned her head against the wall of the shower and fought back the tears. Two nights he’d spent apart from her, and she missed him to the point that sleep had been almost impossible the night before. She could feel another such night coming on.

She’d never imagined it could be so easy to get used to a man sleeping in the bed with her. She’d slept alone all her life. But sleeping with Nik had seemed as natural as breathing. And she missed him.

Sniffing back the tears that would have fallen, Mikayla finished her shower, dried her body and her hair before dressing in summer cotton lounging pants and a loose, sleeveless T-shirt.

Moving into the kitchen, she paused at the doorway, watching as Nik pulled out the casserole she’d put in the oven that morning and set the oven’s timer back on.

It was still warm; the cheese, hamburger, and macaroni casserole scented the air and reminded Mikayla that they had eaten very little that day.

Within minutes they were sitting apart from each other, still silent, as they ate.

The tension was only growing between them. It wasn’t an angry tension, but one thick enough to cut with a knife. Secrets shrouded it; silence intensified it.

It was a silence that wore on Mikayla’s nerves and left her struggling to hold back the resentment she could feel growing inside her.

“What do we do next?” she finally asked as he sat back from his meal and appeared ready to leave the table.

His gaze flicked back to her, and what she saw in those few seconds rocked her to her soul.

The ice was there, but beneath it lurked a bleak sorrow, a dark agony that had her chest clenching in pain for him. As though the silent battle between them was touching shadows inside him that he had no desire to revisit.

The deaths of his wife and child? Mikayla wondered.

Had something renewed that nightmare inside him and left him remembering the pain he must have felt at their loss?

“Next we see about revisiting Jarvis and politely inquiring as to why his alibi didn’t hold up. Then I’ll need to see why Reed Holbrook preferred not to speak with us.” There was a flash of predatory determination in Nik’s gaze that sent a shiver up her spine. And she hadn’t missed the adjustment from “we” to “I.” He had no intention of taking her with him when he discussed this with Reed.

Mikayla could only shake her head. “I understand your reason for following the trail as you are, but you’re not mentioning what part Maddix may have played in this.”

“For the sake of argument we’ll say Maddix did it.” Nik leaned forward as he stared back at her implacably. “Right now, he’s getting away with it. His alibi is solid. If you want to break that alibi, you follow the trail. It’s that simple.”

“Then there’s a chance he killed Eddie because Eddie was working with Reed Holbrook?”

“And the fact that Reed is refusing point-blank to speak to us tells me there’s a chance he has something to hide. It’s beginning to appear as though that something could be the fact that he was paying Eddie Foreman to sabotage the job.”

Mikayla stared back at Nik thoughtfully. “I think I remember something in the paper last year. There were several delays on the job because the foundation of the building had to be redone when the building inspector found a crack in the cement. I heard Maddix fired the entire cement crew when that happened.”

Nik nodded. “We follow the trail and see where it goes.”

“But you still don’t think it’s going to go back to Maddix,” she guessed.

Nik shot her an irritated look before propping his arms on the table and staring back at her. “Mikayla, I believe you think you saw Maddix. I truly do. But Maddix Nelson is not a stupid man. He knew when he hired me I’d get to the bottom of this. He laid down a hell of a lot of money to ensure that I did. So no, I don’t think he did it.”

“Maybe he’s smarter than you’re giving him credit for,” she suggested, trying to ignore the twinge of hurt the explanation sent rushing through her. “Maybe he knew what you’d do and he’s planned for it.”

Nik shrugged at that. “That’s always possible. Not likely, but possible.” The smile that crossed his lips had nothing to do with amusement and much to do with potential lethal intent.

It still left Mikayla confused. Personally, she thought questioning Maddix until he broke was a good idea. It worked on CSI, right? Though she knew it wouldn’t work on Maddix, at least she would gain a measure of satisfaction.

“I need to take care of some things.” Nik rose from his chair, pushed it in carefully, and stared back at her. “I’ll be in the guest room working.”

In other words, he intended to use work as an excuse not to sleep with her.

Mikayla watched as he left the room before rising and cleaning the dishes silently. She felt off balance now, uncertain what to do. She wanted to touch him, to hold him, to ease the bleak pain from the far corners of his gaze, but she had no idea how to do it. That left her alone, and she’d never realized how lonely alone could be until now.

Nik was on the verge of throwing something. It had been almost a decade since he’d put his fist through a wall, but the urge to do so now crawled through his system like a potent disease.

Distancing himself from Mikayla was killing him and hurting her. But that distance was all that was left to save his soul when this was over. Walking away from her would be impossible otherwise. Staying with her would only endanger her, and he couldn’t face that, either.

He paced the small bedroom, his gaze rarely falling on the open laptop and the files he had pulled up earlier, before showering. Information on Reed Holbrook, Jarvis Dalton, Eddie Foreman, and Maddix Nelson were waiting for Nik’s perusal.

He already suspected Eddie Foreman had been either stealing materials and substituting inferior grade or deliberately sabotaging the job for Reed Holbrook. Either way, as Maddix’s current foreman had stated, it was a recipe guaranteed to fuel Maddix’s temper but not enough to cause him to kill.

As he paced to the window and the heavy shades that blocked the view of the backyard, the cell phone at his hip vibrated.

Nik grabbed it like a lifeline, desperate to find something, anything, to keep him from crawling over Mikayla like a wild animal in need.

“Hey there, sexy,” Kira drawled.

Nik heard her husband in the background, former Navy SEAL Ian Richards, laughingly protesting.

“What did they find?” Nik wasn’t interested in their byplay; he was interested in Ian and John’s secretive visit to the Foreman home. Frankly, tonight Nik couldn’t handle it. It reminded him too damned much of what he didn’t have with Mikayla.

Kira and Bailey’s earlier visit had been strained. They had sensed the tension between him and Mikayla and he knew it. Questions were coming. They were questions he didn’t want to ask.

“Interesting stuff,” Kira stated. “Ian and John just got back from the Foreman home. Mixed in the mess of a filing system the man had was the blueprint of the job site he was killed on. There were some distinct X’s marked on it. Ian said they were particular weak spots. Places where the foundation and skeleton would have to be strengthened by using specific materials. One of those locations was of the foundation that last year Nelson had to completely replace when the inspector found a crack forming in the cement. There were also vague notes that could have been referencing where lesser-grade materials were used in other areas. Ian and John’s assessment is that he was deliberately sabotaging the building, and I agree with them.”

Nik raked his fingers through his hair with a tight grimace. Evidence was mounting against Maddix, which meant Nik was going to be making another trip to talk to him. Unfortunately, this time Nik had a feeling he’d be taking Mikayla with him.

Hardheaded damned stubborn woman, he thought, she was going to be the death of him.

“Ian did a little research into Maddix,” Kira continued. “He has a temper, and he and Eddie Foreman had gone head-to-head before, but Eddie was pissing a lot of people off before he died.”

“He’s pissing me off now,” Nik growled.

“Maddix’s alibi is solid from the reports you sent me and the follow-up Ian did today,” Kira informed him. “Robert Cronin checked out as well, but the information he gave hasn’t yet been confirmed by any of our contacts, though it is early for information there to be coming in. If Maddix was involved with the underground gambling world, then we’ll know soon. Eddie Foreman was involved, though, even our contacts knew him, and they didn’t like him any more than anyone else did. He owed everyone money.”

“Mikayla’s certain it was Maddix; that means we’re looking for someone attempting to frame him for whatever reason. Let’s go deeper into Eddie and Maddix’s past, see what we can find out,” Nik suggested.

“Tehya’s already suggested that and is moving on it,” Kira assured him.

“Tell her to put a rush on it,” he sighed. “The next time the bastard shoots at Mikayla, it just might be fatal.”

“She’s an interesting young woman,” Kira said softly. “I’m a damned good judge of character. Not once this evening did she even attempt to discuss you or whatever problems the two of you are having. She did a good job of hiding it as well, even as tired as she was. You have a treasure there, my friend.”

“Don’t start, Kira,” Nik breathed out roughly.

“And it looked to me like you’re becoming pretty involved.” Her voice softened. “Are you going to break her heart, Nik?”

Was he? As far as he was concerned, there was no way around it, unless she wasn’t in love with him. And he knew better. She wasn’t clingy, whiny, or possessive, so far, but she was in love.

“If you have no more information, Kira, then I have to go,” he told her without answering her question. “Let me know if Ian learns anything more.”

“I’ll be sure to, Nik.” Her voice held that gentle, sympathetic tone that she reserved for animals and morons. He could only imagine which one she was thinking of.

Disconnecting, he laid his cell phone on the bedside table before rubbing at the back of his neck as he fought the irritation, the arousal that only grew inside him.

He could almost feel Mikayla’s soft skin against his hands, his fingers flexing at the memory of the warmth of her, the snug heat of her pussy enveloping his dick.

He was as hard as iron. He had been as hard as iron all day. His damned dick was going to end up getting him into the type of trouble that he didn’t want to deal with. The type that would end up with him back in Mikayla’s bed, and in a hell of a lot of trouble for both of them.

He paced the bedroom like a caged tiger, that hunger eating at him from the inside out as he fought the need to go to her, to ease the hurt and the confusion from her pretty eyes.

She was softening him; he could feel it, and he hated it. Softening meant looking at himself, seeing the shadows he knew existed inside his own soul. Remembering when he didn’t want to remember.

“Nik?” A soft knock, Mikayla’s low voice, and his senses seemed to go into overdrive.

The door opened slowly.

She stood there, long blond hair flowing around her, while amethyst eyes stared back at him with innocent hunger. She had changed from the lounging pants to a robe, and if he wasn’t sorely mistaken, she was naked beneath it.

“Are you coming to bed?” Soft as a whisper, like fairy wings, her need reached out to stroke against his senses. “I miss you against me, Nik.”

“Mikayla,” he sighed her name. He should tell her no, he should walk away now.

So why wasn’t he?

“Is it over so soon?” she asked him then, a hint of painful knowledge filling her gaze. “I didn’t expect that.”

“You don’t want me tonight, Mikayla.” He shook his head wearily.

“Why don’t I?” she asked softly. “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you. Why would that change?”

The bleak despair she had sensed earlier shadowed his gaze once more.

“So fucking innocent.” He felt like an animal, the need for her burning through his veins. “You have no idea the things I could ask for.”

Nik was dying, fighting to hold back. She had no idea how hard holding back truly was.

A spark of anger should have lit her eyes rather than that spark of need that went beyond hunger or lust. That glimmer of something deep, something that pierced his soul and left him aching to lose himself in her silken embrace.

She stared back at him as she drew her lower lip between her teeth and gazed at him with that sweet, burning hunger. Then she did something he fully didn’t expect. With incredible grace, her fingers loosened the belt to her robe as she shrugged, the silken violet material sliding over her shoulders, her arms, to pool on the floor at her feet.

Creamy pink-tipped breasts rose and feel quickly, the hardened nipples tempting his tongue as his fingers curled with the need to touch her.

He felt like an animal ready to pounce, the hunger raging through him with a desperation he wouldn’t have believed possible. She was his. The innocence glittering in her eyes, the gentle warmth, the need, it was his. He was her first lover. He was her only lover. The need to mark her as his forever raged through with a force nearly impossible to control. To mark her body, her heart, her soul. To ensure she was always his.

He moved without thought. Thought was a thing of the past. Striding across the floor, Nik lifted his woman in his arms and strode down the hall to the bedroom and the bed where he had first claimed her. The bed where he had found the greatest pleasure imaginable.

His lips stole hers in a kiss that fired his blood the second he picked her up. As she twined her arms around his neck, a low, delicate moan sent his senses crashing into pure need.

Lust, he forcibly reminded himself. It was lust. It wasn’t need.

But it was need. A need that defied description. The hunger that tore through him made no sense, yet it felt as natural as breathing. It felt as needed as the air around him.

She was a flame burning in his arms, and he was helpless to do anything but burn with her.

Shouldering her door open, Nik carried her through it before kicking it closed behind them. He laid her on the bed, their lips parting as Nik fought to draw in enough air to sustain him. Enough to, he hoped, dilute the surging arousal. Nothing could dilute what he was feeling now. There was no force of earth or of nature that could possibly turn down the fire raging through him.

Stretching above her, Nik held his weight on his knees and elbows as he stretched her arms above her head and held them in place. The feel of her silken hands touching him frayed his control. At the moment, he needed his control.

His lips wandered down her neck, nipped and caressed with his lips as she arched beneath him with a decidedly feminine moan. Hard-tipped breasts brushed his chest, searing his flesh and making his mouth water with the need to taste, to stroke.

Moving lower, he licked over the rounded tops, ignored her strident little demands for more, and simply relished the taste and feel of her.

“Nik, you’re killing me with the teasing,” she whispered, her voice thick with arousal. “Please.”

“Please what?” He could barely breathe. The hunger raging through him tightened his chest and sent a fiery ache of longing surging through his senses.

“So pretty,” he crooned, holding her wrists in one hand as he plumped a breast. His thumb raked over the hardened little tip; he felt her flinch from the pleasure and had to grit his teeth to keep from fucking her now.

“You feel so good,” she whispered as her head ground against the pillow. “You make me lose my mind with the pleasure, Nik.”

She was killing him. God, he needed to gag her if he was going to hold on to his control, because her innocent murmurs had his balls drawn tight, his cock throbbing with imminent release.

Brushing his lips over her nipple, Nik parted them to pull the succulent berry into his mouth and release the soft taste of female flesh. His female’s flesh.

A shudder raced through her, vibrated against him, and had sweat popping out on his brow as her fingers bit into the wrist holding hers.

“Oh, yes,” she moaned. “Oh, Nik.” Her thighs tightened on his, her hips lifting to rub the mound of her pussy against his upper leg. “That’s so good. Your mouth is so hot.”

Damn her. How the hell was he supposed to keep his fucking wits with her pleasure-taking voice?

Raking his tongue over the nipple, he sucked at it ravenously, feeling her pleasure as she trembled and shuddered in his arms. Adrenaline was pumping through the veins, the proof of his effect on her tightening his muscles, thickening his dick, until he felt wracked by the hunger surging through his system.

His tongue lashed at the tender tip, drawing a cry from her lips as she arched tighter against him. Never had a woman given him her response so easily, so unconditionally.

“I want to touch you, too, Nik,” she cried out as she tugged against his hold on her wrists. “I want to feel you. I want to taste you.” Her thigh pressed against his cock. “Oh, God. Like you let me before. I want you in my mouth, too.”

Fuck. Fuck.

He was going to come against her leg if she kept this shit up.

The memory of his cock in her mouth destroyed him. Releasing her breast, he jerked to his knees, pulled her up, and with one hand at the back of her head, the other gripping his dick, he pressed the flared crest against her cherry, kiss-reddened lips.

His neck arched back until he wondered if it would snap. Ecstasy tore through his veins as she sucked the throbbing head inside the liquid heat of her mouth. Her tongue lashed at it, as his had at her nipples. A second later, she rolled her tongue over it with lazy pleasure, the glitter of amethyst eyes peeking beneath her lashes as she rubbed against the underside of the crown.

Ah, hell. She was killing him.

She sucked him to the back of her mouth, licked and tasted him until he swore he was going to lose his mind to the pleasure. He couldn’t believe the temptress who held him in her grip now.

Reaching down, he palmed a full, rounded breast in one hand as he held the back of her head with the other. His cock thrust in and out of her mouth, fucking her in slow, agonizing movements as he felt the come boiling in his balls.

Mikayla was shaking with the pleasure and the need rushing through her. She had never imagined she could be so brave, that she could take how he had touched her and turn it around to use it on him. To see that she was bringing him pleasure as he did to her.

She was on the verge of climax. She could feel her juices dampening her thighs, her clit throbbing in need. She wanted him as she had never wanted anything in her life.

Sucking the head of his cock as deep as possible, she shuddered again as he pulled back, leaving only the thick, heavy crest just inside her lips. She licked it, laved it, feeling his hand lower to his balls as his fingers tightened around them to hold back his release.

A release she wanted.

Using the tip of her tongue, she outlined the heavy width with her tongue as her nails raked along his inner thighs and she felt his body jerk a second before a heavy moan rumbled in his chest.

“Damn you,” he growled. “Your mouth is so fucking hot, Mikayla. Sweet baby. Suck it harder, sweetheart.”

She sucked deeper, harder, feeling the head of his cock throb as she tasted the essence of his release against her tongue. It was just a taste, so much less than what she needed.

As she licked, laved, and sucked at the hard flesh, Mikayla felt the calloused caress of his palm as it moved down her back, then over the rounded curve of her rear.

Sensuality washed through her once again, clenching her womb as she felt his fingers move into the narrow crease of her rear.

Those diabolical fingers pressed and played around the forbidden entrance there before dipping lower, sinking into the thick layer of juices that soaked her pussy before traveling back.

Mikayla felt as though she were burning alive. Feeling as though flames were licking at her flesh as he lubricated her rear entrance with the slick juices easing from her vagina.

“So sweet and tight,” he growled as she fought to breathe through the caress. “I’ll have you here one day, Mikayla. Right here.” His finger sank slowly inside. “Until you’re screaming from the pleasure, and begging for more.”

Her nails bit into his thighs as she fought to hold on, to keep her balance. She wanted to steal his control, to steal that incredible restraint he used against her, but he was stealing hers instead.

Not that she had many defenses against his touch, but this one, this touch, destroyed her. It was forbidden, wickedly arousing, and completely dominant.

First one finger, then a second stretched her, burned her with a bite of pleasure/pain as a trembling moan slipped past her lips.

With each movement of her mouth on his cock, his fingers moved inside her ass, penetrating deep, scissoring and stretching her flesh as she felt the biting sensations racing to her clit.

“Mikayla, darling, playing like this is going to get you in trouble,” he growled as her tongue rolled against the sensitive spot just beneath the head.

In retaliation Nik’s fingers sank inside her again, thrust slow and easy, in careful rhythm with the cock thrusting beneath her lips.

She was dying. She was going to come and he wasn’t touching her clit or her pussy. She was going to explode into fragments and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

“Damn it, Mikayla, I’m going to come,” he snarled above her as his hand sank in her hair, his fingers gripping the strands as he began to thrust his cock in and out of her mouth with tighter, sharper strokes.

His cock seemed to harden between her lips, to thicken. His fingers were moving inside her, stroking nerve endings that still weren’t accustomed to his touch.

Shaking, Mikayla could feel the need for release clamoring through her body even as she felt Nik stiffening. His thighs hardened, his cock throbbed, thickened, as he tried to pull her head back.

She wanted the taste of him. He wasn’t stealing this from her, not now. Moaning in denial as she sucked deeper, harder, he rewarded her with a tortured groan and the hard, heated jets of his release spilling to her mouth.

The taste of him infused her senses, fired her needs, and flared through her body with sharp, electrified sensations of agonizing hunger.

She had never wanted, never needed, like she did now. The raging hunger tearing through her was nearly more than she could bear, definitely more than she could fight.

“Damn you, Mikayla.” His voice was tortured as he pulled from her, his fingers slipping from her rear. “What the hell do you do to me?”

She had no idea what she did to him, but as he moved she knew he would destroy her.

“Stay there,” he commanded, his voice harsh as he moved behind her, his lips pressing to her shoulder as he pressed her palms to the bed. “Right here, baby. Let me show you how I play.”

How he played? She had no idea if she could survive it.

“You have the softest skin.” His lips brushed down her spine. “So soft, and so sweet.” He licked at the flesh just above one side of her rounded buttocks as she shivered in pleasure.

“And so wet.” His fingers eased between her thighs. “I can’t wait to taste you again, Mikayla. I could live on the sweetness of your pussy.”

She shuddered. She was going to come just from listening to him talk to her.

His lips roamed over the rounded curves of her rear as she fought to find the strength to hold herself up as he kissed and caressed from her rear to her thighs.

His tongue licked at the excess dampness that had spread to her thighs, a rumbling groan vibrating against her skin as she trembled at each lick.

“Sweet as fucking sugar,” he murmured as she felt him move, turning.

A second later he was on his back, his head beneath her, his tongue swiping through the violently sensitive slit of her pussy.

Mikayla jerked, flinched, a cry tearing from her throat as his tongue surged inside her as it reached the sensitive entrance and licked at the snug, tender intimate tissue.

His fingers clenched at her hips, holding her in place as he fucked inside her with his tongue, laved around her clit, then returned to sink inside her once again.

She could never anticipate where each lick would go, which of her senses he would attempt to destroy with each caress. Fingers of thrilling, adrenaline-laced sensation began to race over her flesh. Perspiration gathered on her skin, rolled down her sides as his tongue forged through the intimate folds, fucked inside the clenching depths of her pussy, then moved to suck at the swollen bud of her clit as the strength drained slowly from her arms.

Tension mounted inside her, tightened her muscles, locked them in place. As his tongue pushed inside her again, licked, and stroked, the world began to explode around her in a series of vibrant, mind-destroying bursts that dragged strangled screams from her throat.

Gasping through each explosion, Mikayla needed just a second to catch her breath, to drag her senses from the ether, when she felt the hard, heavy, stretching thrust that began to stretch and burn the tender muscles of her pussy.

Back arching, her arms shaking as she fought to hold herself in place, Mikayla could only close her eyes and give herself to Nik.

His hands gripped her hips as the second fierce thrust buried him to the hilt, the head of his cock pressing deep and high inside her.

Delicate muscles still shuddered from her orgasm, caressing and milking the thick flesh as Mikayla felt uncontrollable tremors as they began to race through her.

Each breath became a struggle as whimpering cries began to tear from her. Nik gave her no time to accustom herself to the thick, hard flesh penetrating and possessing her.

Each deep, hard thrust tore a cry from her lips as she struggled to breathe. Her body sensitized. Her arms collapsed, spilling her upper body to the mattress as Nik came over her, his hips pumping against her, his lips falling to her.

“Sweet Mikayla,” he growled as his teeth raked her neck and his hips slammed his cock inside her.

His fingers laced with hers as a scream tore from her throat.

“Lift your ass for me, baby,” he groaned as her hips fell to the bed, her knees sliding from beneath her as her strength gave out. “Come on, Mikayla; it will be so much better.”

Struggling, Mikayla lifted her hips, felt his teeth nip at her neck, his cock pressing in, filling her, throbbing inside her.

Once he was buried, the thrusts became strokes, a deep, internal caress that pressed and probed and raked against nerve endings so sensitive Mikayla began to gasp for her breath and shake in reaction as she felt her orgasm building.

“I love fucking you,” he groaned as his hips shifted and another strike of sensation raced to her clit. “The way your pussy milks my cock, flutters so sweetly against it, and then clenches like a little fist around it.” His hips ground, rotated, and the world exploded.

Mikayla screamed as the orgasm tore through her, raced over her body, burned across her nerve endings, and sent fire raging through her clit, straight to her womb.

Behind her, Nik’s teeth clenched at her shoulder as she felt his release begin spurting inside her, sending flares of minor quakes racing through her.

It was exquisite, soul destroying, and, Mikayla knew, ruining her for any man who could ever come after him.

Pleasure such as this could only come to a woman once in a lifetime. A combination of heart, body, and soul mingling in an ecstasy that sealed her heart forever.

As each tremor began to ease and a flush of sated contentment washed over Mikayla, an edge of shadowed future pain twisted deep inside her.

She had warned herself not to love him. She had promised herself she wouldn’t love him.

But Mikayla knew, she loved him.

Heart, body, and soul. Star-crossed and without a future.

She was in love with Nik Steele.


CHAPTER 17

The night before faded to the next morning as they dressed and headed out.

Nik’s tone was crisp, clear, as he outlined the day, beginning with Jarvis Dalton. The lover of the night before was nowhere in sight.

He was determined to keep that distance between them, and Mikayla wasn’t going to fight it. She wouldn’t go to him again; she wouldn’t ask him back to her bed. She wouldn’t refuse him if he came to her.

A woman had to have some pride, Mikayla told herself as they pulled into the parking spot in front of the apartment Jarvis Dalton shared with his sister.

“Stay behind me,” Nik warned Mikayla as they exited the vehicle. “If you see a weapon, get your ass as close to the ground as possible while running to the truck. When you’re safely inside, call nine-one-one.”

She nodded. He’d given her the same directions that morning, as though she hadn’t learned anything from him the day before.

Moving behind him to the front door, she stayed carefully back while he knocked.

Jarvis, the poor guy, opened the door as though there were no risk to Nik’s return.

Mikayla had to bite her lip on a surprised cry as Nik’s hand immediately wrapped around the other man’s throat and quickly pushed him back into the apartment.

A strangled cry fell from Jarvis’s lips as his eyes bulged, his body thrashing helplessly as Nik pinned him high enough against the wall that he struggled to keep his toes on the ground.

Mikayla closed the door quietly, her gaze moving around the room as she searched for weapons or any surprises that could be coming from any of the other rooms.

“Jarvis, Jarvis, Jarvis,” Nik sighed. “Did I mention when I was here last that I hate liars? That I hate them so much that I just want to put a bullet through their brains?”

A terrified squeak left Jarvis’s lips as he stared back at Nik in abject fear. Mikayla almost felt sorry for Jarvis.

“Why did you lie to me, Jarvis? You weren’t at the bar you said you were at. Tell me how you made yourself look like Maddix when you killed Eddie.”

Nik didn’t truly believe Jarvis had killed Maddix, Mikayla knew. He simply wanted answers. He wanted to find the trail that led from Jarvis to Maddix.

Rabid fear leached into Jarvis’s gaze. “Oh, God, man, no. You don’t understand,” he wheezed.

“I sure don’t,” Nik agreed. “So why not make me understand why you killed Eddie?”

“Fuck no, you don’t understand. I didn’t kill nobody.”

“So make me understand,” Nik suggested once more, his tone patient, deadly.

Jarvis shook almost violently. “Man, I was at a bar. I swear I was. I was at Deer Park. I just want no one to know.”

Silence reigned as Nik glanced back at Mikayla, obviously unaware of the bar. She didn’t doubt he hadn’t checked out that particular location.

“It’s a gay bar,” she informed him with a quirk of a smile. Surprise narrowed Nik’s gaze as Jarvis tried to smile nervously back at her. “I’ve seen you there sometimes.”

Nik’s gaze swung back to her, that narrowed gaze slicing into hers.

“It’s a nice bar.” She shrugged. “They have good music and the guys there like to dance rather than anything further. At least with me.” She arched her brows in amusement.

“You’re lying to me, Jarvis.” Nik turned back to him, his voice hardening.

“No, man, I swear,” Jarvis cried out, the fear in his voice returning. “I’m not lying. No one on the job knew I was gay until Eddie found out. My boyfriend, he works for the government. His boss doesn’t know he’s gay. Eddie threatened to tell. I wasn’t going to say nothin’ about what I knew.”

“Is that why Eddie fired you?” Nik questioned, his voice smooth, dark.

Jarvis tried to shake his head, but the fingers wrapped around his neck held him in place. “No. Eddie was having problems. . . .” He tried to swallow. “The money kind. He wanted me to use some inferior materials. Cut costs. He had some kind of racket going, but I don’t know what.”

Now this was interesting. Mikayla watched curiously, as fear began to loosen Jarvis’s tongue.

“Stop lying to me, Jarvis,” Nik ordered, his tone becoming more threatening. “You’re pulling this story out of your ass. Otherwise you would have spilled it last time we spoke.”

“I swear, it’s not a lie. I wanted to find out who it was. I wanted time to work on it myself. I could make a buck or two.” He tried to smile again. That curve wobbled in fear. “I wouldn’t do it for him. For Eddie, that is. I told him I would at first; then I backed out. He was real pissed, maybe even scared. He said I was fucking him over. He fired me, then told me if I ever let anyone know what he wanted me to do, then he would tell them I was gay.”

“You know I’m going to check this out, Jarvis,” Nik warned him. “Just as I’m going to check your boyfriend out. What’s his name?”

“Come on, man,” Jarvis whined. “Don’t do this to me. I want him to move me to D.C. with him. Cause him trouble and he never will.”

“His name, Jarvis.” Nik’s fingers tightened once again around Jarvis’s throat.

A tear slipped down Jarvis’s cheek as misery filled his eyes. “Darnell.” He gave the name Nik wanted. “Darnell Waters.”

Mikayla’s lips tightened at the name Jarvis gave. She hated to tell him that Darnell Waters would never move him to D.C. with him. Darnell Waters had a wife, a family, and a possible political career. He wouldn’t risk the future being carefully mapped out for him by his senatorial father-in-law.

“Who else saw you there?” Nik growled. “Give me names or I’m going to make sure you hurt before I leave.”

Jarvis’s lips trembled, but he did as Nik ordered. Naming the bartender as well as several regulars whom Mikayla knew as well.

“Very good, Jarvis.” Nik smiled, the hard, cold curve chilling in the danger it represented as he released the other man and stepped back. “I will be checking this latest story out, you understand.”

With his fingers massaging his throat, Jarvis nodded jerkily.

“Do you know if Eddie found anyone else to do the work he wanted you to do?” Nik asked as he moved to the door.

“I don’t know.” Jarvis’s voice wavered. “But I know he was still scared that last day, when we argued. I knew Eddie, and I know there was fear in his eyes that day.”

Nik didn’t turn; he didn’t ask more questions. Opening the door, he escorted Mikayla from the house and back to the truck.

“Do you believe him?” Mikayla asked as Nik backed out of the parking space and turned to leave.

“I think I do,” Nik sighed. “And that just fucking pisses me off. Because he was damned good suspect material.”

Mikayla’s lips thinned. “He looks nothing like Maddix.”

Nik nodded. “And he leads us right back to Maddix. I have no doubt in my mind Maddix wouldn’t kill Eddie if he caught him attempting to sabotage that project.”

Mikayla stared at Nik silently, nearly holding her breath.

“Now what?” she asked, wondering if he would even mention Maddix Nelson.

“Now?” Nik shot her a resigned look before turning the truck to the interstate. “We see if we can’t catch Holbrook again; then we check out this newest tale of Mr. Dalton’s.”

But Reed Holbrook, this time, couldn’t be contacted. According to his secretary, he was unavailable and she had no idea when he would be in the office.

It was more than obvious they were being avoided, and Mikayla could feel Nik’s ire as he glared at Reed Holbrook’s closed office doors.

Leaning his palms flat on the desk, Nik lowered his upper body until his face was only inches from the obviously wary secretary.

“Inform Mr. Holbrook he has twenty-four hours to contact me,” Nik told her quietly. “After that, I know how to get nasty.”

Rising, he lifted a pen from the desk, scribbled his name and cell-phone number on the pad on it, and turned away.

With his hand riding on Mikayla’s lower back, he led her from the offices and back to the truck.

“Another wasted trip,” Mikayla murmured as they headed back to Hagerstown.

“Supposedly.” His voice was tight and hard.

“He obviously has no intention of talking to you,” she pointed out. “He was seen meeting with Eddie; maybe he was the one Eddie was working for.”

“Anything is possible,” Nik growled as he slid a pair of dark sunglasses over his eyes and headed for the interstate.

“Why don’t I just sit over here and keep my mouth shut while you continue to pout?” She crossed her arms over her breasts as she glared at his profile.

He had been like this most of the day. Short answers, his manner controlled and obviously patronizing. She was getting sick of it. She wasn’t a child he needed to keep information from.

“Why would I be pouting, Mikayla?” His lips thinned, a muscle at the side of his jaw clenched and unclenched in obvious annoyance.

“I have no idea why you’re pouting,” she bit back in irritation. “But I have three brothers; I know the signs. If you’re still put out because I insisted on coming with you, then I personally think you’re taking it to extremes.”

“I’m certain you do,” he agreed.

God, she hated it when her brothers did this to her, and it was even worse now that Nik was doing it.

“What is your problem then?” she huffed out. “It’s not as though I’m asking you to take me into a war zone here. Nik, I have every right to be a part of this.”

“You have no right to distract me, Mikayla.” Anger simmered in his tone now. “You’re my lover, not a mark, a suspect, or a client. For this moment in time you’re my lover, and every minute you spend with me places you in more danger. Do you think I enjoy that?”

Nik could feel a dark awareness crawling through him ever since he had picked up the tail just out of D.C. They were being followed, and rather than stinging the bastard and jerking his balls off for information, Nik found himself trapped in the truck because Mikayla had insisted on accompanying him.

How the hell was he supposed to protect her like this? He couldn’t work efficiently if he had to check his actions because of her presence.

“Do you think I enjoy hiding in a back room all day awaiting word? Pacing the floors while you decide what information you will and will not give me when you return?”

Pain and anger shadowed her voice, but he heard something more as well. Vulnerability, a sense of helplessness. Her world had suddenly changed on her, as had her security. The battle to accept that was clear in her voice.

He glared back at her in frustration. “It’s not like that,” he argued. “I tell you what I know.”

“What you know, not what happened, their expressions, their actions, or the tidbits of information they give out,” she protested. “Nik, I need to be a part of this.”

And he needed to protect her. The protective urge was eating him alive from the inside out.

Glancing at the mirrors again, he could still see the plain tan sedan that had shadowed them since they had left Hagerstown earlier in the day.

“You’re doing that a lot,” she said.

“Doing what?” He frowned back at her.

“Checking your mirrors. Are we being followed?”

Hell, she was more intuitive than he wanted to give her credit for.

“We picked up a tail earlier,” he finally admitted. “One of Holbrook’s flunkies, I’d guess.”

He’d find out later, he promised himself. If he had to slip into Holbrook’s bedroom and prick his balls with a blade, then he’d get the truth.

“Is he very close?” To give her credit, she didn’t turn and look behind them.

“A few cars back.” So far, whoever it was represented no threat, but Nik knew that could change at any time.

“Just give me the word and I’ll duck,” she promised. “But please stop acting like a five-year-old without his PSP. It really irritates me.”

He almost laughed at the comment. The tone of voice was one that a woman would use only with small children or belligerent young men.

He was neither.

“What time does the bar open?” He changed the subject before his own irritation became more apparent.

“It will do you no good to arrive before ten,” she told him. “The bar opens at six, but to make certain the regulars are there to question them it would be best to arrive later.”

He had to agree with that, and he hated it.

“Dinner then,” he sighed, checking the mirrors once again to locate their tail.

He was there, same position.

“Fine, dinner.” Her voice lowered as she propped her elbow on the armrest and rubbed at her forehead.

The tension was like a live wire between them, sizzling with too much damned awareness. Arousal.

Taking her the night before hadn’t stilled the hunger for her; it had done nothing to ease the ache that flared inside him. It did nothing to ease the hunger.

The hunger wasn’t going to ease anytime soon, either. Nik admitted that hours later as they pulled into the parking lot of the nightclub Jarvis Dalton swore was his alibi.

The little bastard was too incompetent to have actually committed that murder. But a trail was a trail, and at this point Nik was becoming desperate to finish this. If he didn’t get away from her, then he was going to lose his soul to her.

The fact that she had insisted on returning to the house to shower and change should have clued him into the fact that she was going to make him crazy tonight.

Seeing her dressed in that snug stretchy silk violet dress, her hair pulled to the crown of her head to cascade to her shoulders in luscious waves that still confused him. How had she managed those waves? Because he knew her hair was a beautiful straight ribbon of rough silk.

If he’d thought she looked like a fairy before, then she sure as hell looked like one now. One in four-inch-high sandals that made her feet look so much smaller and more delicate than ever before.

With his hand against her lower back he escorted her into the club, paid the entrance charge, and nearly grimaced at the clash of music as it assaulted his ears. On the dance floor bodies gyrated and moved in synchronized seductive intent.

Moving along the edges of the dance floor, he followed Mikayla through the chaos to the long wooden bar. The journey there was a hell of a lot slower than he would have liked, though. It seemed Mikayla knew just as many people here as she knew anywhere else they went.

By the time they moved onto two of the empty bar stools, Nik was gritting his teeth in pure irritation. Between the invitations to dance, the offers of a drink, and the social chitchat, it took more than half an hour to get to their destination.

“Mikayla, sweetheart. Darling, did you make that perfect creation?” The bartender’s nasal tone coupled with the approving look as his gaze went over the dress had no sexual connotations. “You didn’t mention new designs, darling.”

“Nothing new,” Mikayla promised him before turning to Nik. “Nik, this is Kevin Mackey. He does some sewing for me sometimes.”

“Precise, delicate stitches can make or break the creation,” he told Nik seriously.

“Of course.” Nik shot Mikayla a speaking look.

“Kevin, is Sam working tonight?” she asked, referring to the bartender Jarvis swore could alibi him.

“She should be in anytime.” Kevin waved toward the bar area. “She called in late. Her girlfriend had a little meltdown. You know how it goes.” Kevin rolled his eyes as he stroked the small patch of his short goatee before glancing down the bar. “Excuse me, dears. Customer.”

Nik felt like rolling his eyes himself. He didn’t think he could name a single mission quite like this one. He knew he’d never met another woman quite like Mikayla.

“Here you go.” Kevin returned with an amused smile and a whisky, which he set in front of Nik.

Nik looked at the glass, then the bartender.

As Kevin lifted his brows, his petite face reflected amusement and he glanced down the bar.

An older man sat watching, lifted his own glass with a smile as he mouthed, Enjoy.

Nik turned to Mikayla.

She was watching the exchange with a smile and as Nik turned to her gave the other man a dainty four-fingered wave before she picked up the glass herself and shot the whisky back.

She didn’t even grimace.

The facets of this woman were beginning to amaze him, and that wasn’t a good thing.

“Mikayla, sweetheart, does your daddy know you’re here?” The man from the end of the bar appeared at Nik’s side.

“Ryan, if you tell Daddy I was here, then you’re going to have to tell him you were here, and you know he’s going to have that talk to you about picking up strange men again.” She wagged a finger at him playfully as Nik stared back at her with narrowed eyes.

Ryan laughed. “Speaking of strange men, you going to introduce me?”

Mikayla’s amethyst eyes gleamed with laughter. “Ryan Bhats, meet a very good friend of mine, Nik Steele,” she introduced them. “Nik, Ryan Bhats, my third cousin and a general troublemaker.”

“Mr. Bhats.” Nik nodded.

“So you’re the guy trying to find Eddie Foreman’s killer,” Ryan commented. “Bastard. Killing Foreman would have been okay if he hadn’t drawn our Mikayla into it.”

The fact that Eddie Foreman wasn’t well liked wasn’t the issue.

“Maybe you could help us, Ryan.” Mikayla smiled. “Were you here the evening Eddie was killed?”

“I was. Got here when the doors opened with some friends.” He nodded.

“Would you mind answering a few questions for us?” she asked.

Ryan turned to Nik, his gaze going over him slowly. Nik understood how a woman felt now when she complained of being looked at as though she were a piece of meat.

“Maybe,” Ryan drawled. “Do you think tall, dark, and dangerous here would grace me with a dance?”

Nik turned, stared back at the other man, and it didn’t take Ryan Bhats more than a second to figure out that wasn’t going to happen.

Bhats grinned again. “What do you need, darlin’?”

“Jarvis Dalton,” Nik answered for her. “He says he was here that night.”

Ryan nodded slowly. “Yeah, he was. Showed up ’bout the same time I did, just at opening. About five thirty, I’d say.”

“You’re certain it was Jarvis?” Nik asked.

“Positive. He and his friend come here pretty regular. Darnell, I think his name is. Some guy from D.C. They were here until closing.” He glanced at Mikayla. “You know how it is. We all just get together and bullshit sometimes. That was one of those nights.”

“Thanks, Ryan.” Mikayla smiled back at him.

“Look, sweetie, I know what you’re going through. Maddix is a big fish, but I might have something that could help. It’s just, ya know, I work for him, too.” Ryan’s hand settled on her shoulder and Nik had to grit his teeth to keep from knocking the touch away from her even as he waited for the information.

“Your name won’t come into it,” Nik informed him.

Ryan drew in a deep breath, dropped his hand, and looked around for a second. “Maddix says he was at a meeting. That was in the papers. Well, I saw Maddix as I was heading here. He was at the station just off the exit before you get to the job site. Seemed kind of strange, because he was using the ATM.”

Nik stared at Bhats as his jaw set in potential fury. It kept coming back to Maddix. Each thread was slowly coming together to create a noose for the construction company owner’s neck and Nik was beginning to wonder just what made Maddix think he could manipulate this.

Hell, Nik had been as certain of Maddix’s innocence as he was of Mikayla’s and learning he could be wrong enraged him. God help Maddix if Nik proved the other man had used not just him but also Mikayla to get away with murder. And as far as Nik was concerned, using Mikayla was a far greater crime.

“I think we’re finished here.” He rose from the bar, helped Mikayla down, and turned to Ryan Bhats. “Thank you, Mr. Bhats.”

“Look, just keep my name outta this.” Concern darkened the other man’s eyes. “I like Mikayla. She’s a good girl. But I have a job, I have a mortgage, and I enjoy my life, ya know?”

“Your name isn’t a part of this,” Nik promised before turning and urging Mikayla to the exit.

She was quiet, her expression somber as she glanced up at him.

He couldn’t look back at her. He’d followed the line that she must have mistakenly identified Maddix. That somehow someone could have tricked her. It was beginning to look as though somehow Maddix Nelson had managed to trick him instead.

“Nik?” she questioned him as she stopped him outside the bar before they headed back to the parking lot.

God, he loved her eyes. Loved the scent of her, the feel of her. Hell, he even enjoyed the hell out of her being with him, questioning those involved, when he knew he shouldn’t enjoy it. Yet having her with him was an experience he knew he would miss when it was over.

“When I prove it, he’ll pay for it,” Nik swore to her. “I promise you, Mikayla, I’ll make sure he pays for every moment of fear, every second you were in danger.”

“He’ll pay for it anyway,” she told Nik. “The proof will put him in prison.”

He hoped.

“We have to break his alibi, but first I need more information,” Nik told her. “Come on; let’s get back to the house. I need to get on the computer.”

He needed facts. He needed to find proof, not supposition, which was all he had at this moment.

“Then let’s go.” Walking ahead of him, she moved smoothly and gracefully, despite the height of the heels.

Shaking his head, he started to follow her. He should have stayed closer to her. He should have never let her get so much as an inch ahead of him.

He was jumping for her as he heard the motor rev, as lights suddenly blazed, blinding him as the car shot from a parking spot too close and with a sharp burst of speed headed for Mikayla.

His hand went for the gun at his side as his arm wrapped around Mikayla’s waist and jerked her from her feet.

The car missed them by inches. Bearing the brunt of the fall on his back as Mikayla cried out, Nik was shooting at the car, rage coursing through him as a curse tore from his lips.

Rolling smoothly, he shielded Mikayla’s body between him and a parked car before dragging her quickly between the parked vehicles.

She rolled with him. She didn’t fight him. When he pushed her against the side of the car and came to one knee, weapon raised as the car screamed onto the main road.

The bastard had gotten away, but Nik was fairly damned certain he’d hit it at least once.

Assured there was no other threat, he turned back to Mikayla.

She was pressed against the side of the car, eyes wide, the perfect wavy updo falling to the side, covering one cheek and smeared with blood.

His hands were shaking as he brushed her hair back, relief searing him first as he glimpsed the long scratch that disappeared into her hair. On the heels of that relief came a rage so all consuming it nearly exploded inside him.

He was becoming sick and damned tired of these attempts against his woman. Someone was going to pay for it. When he found Eddie’s killer, he’d find her assailant. He’d find the shooter, and by God, they were all going to pay.


CHAPTER 18

As far as Nik was concerned, it took too long to call the police department, report the attempted hit-and-run, and answer the questions the uninterested detective managed to ask.

It would have been Nik’s preference to take her straight to the hospital, but that wasn’t Mikayla’s preference. She wanted to go home. And he wanted her home. He needed to hold on to her, just for a little while, to convince himself she was truly all right.

Kneeling in front of the prissy little chair she kept in her girly bathroom, he cleaned the scratch gently, checked it to ensure it wasn’t deep enough to require that hospital visit.

The scratch was deep, but once he’d cleaned it, he was certain no stitches were needed.

“I’m sorry, baby,” he said tenderly, as tender as his roughened, nearly ruined voice could be.

His stomach was tight with fear, with rage at the memory of the horror of watching that car speeding toward her, the knowledge that if he didn’t move fast enough, then he could lose her.

He could have lost her, just as he had lost Nicolette. Just as he had lost his life so long ago, the future he’d envisioned, he’d almost lost Mikayla as well.

Someone was desperate to see her dead. The strikes against her were becoming closer with each successive attempt, but still she stared back at him now with such trust. Trust and love. He could see the love in her eyes, and it tightened his chest, tore at the heart he’d never believed could be touched again, and sent hunger pounding through him.

And he still couldn’t understand what made a woman so innocent, so tender, give her heart to a man who had warned her he could have no future with her.

“Why?” He couldn’t hold the question back. He had to know. “Why aren’t you asking me for anything, Mikayla? Commitment? Some kind of relationship? Are you waiting to hit me with it later?”

Hurt filled her gaze at the question. “You’re my lover, Nik, not my possession. You said you had no promises to give me. You never lied to me. You were honest from the beginning. Would it be fair of me to ask for more now? Or later?”

She was breaking his heart. Nik wondered painfully if she had any idea what she was doing to him. She was tearing at the very foundations of the man he believed he was. The cold, hard, unfeeling man he wanted to be, had needed to be for the past ten years. He had no clue how he was going to manage to salvage his soul when it was time to walk away from her. God knew he couldn’t stay. If he stayed, if he lost her later it would kill him.

And he knew Mikayla. She would want children. She would hunger for children. And Nik knew he could never, ever allow himself to take that risk again.

“Nik,” she whispered, her voice aching with gentleness, with emotion. “I have you now, for this moment in time. However much you’re willing to give me. I don’t have the right to ask for more when you warned me up front that you had no more to give me.”

Nik shook his head. She destroyed his defenses without even trying. She was locked inside him and he was damned if he knew how to get her out or how to protect himself against it.

“You deserve better, baby,” he told her as he fought the emotions tearing through him. “The happily ever after, the white wedding you dream about. All of it, Mikayla. Why waste your innocence on a man who can give you nothing but his body?”

She gazed back at him with such somber love that she broke his heart.

“I haven’t wasted my innocence, Nik.” Tears filled her gaze, but she kept them carefully in check. “I gave it to you. And I know the memory of it will always be safe with you.”

How the hell was he supposed to defend himself against her? There was a purity about her that he couldn’t fight. An inner innocence that he never wanted to see her lose. A part he wondered if he wouldn’t indeed carry inside himself now.

He’d never known anyone, anything, like Mikayla.

Lifting his hand, he cupped his fingers around her neck and pulled her to him. He needed the feel of her lips against his, her kiss warming his soul. He ached for her in ways he had no idea how to combat anymore. The hunger for the warmth of her tore at his control and filled him with such a demand for her touch that restraining himself was impossible.

She eased the nightmares inside him, as well as the ice he’d allowed to build in his soul since the death of his family. She filled him, she made him believe in fairy tales, and God alone knew how dangerous that made her to him.

His hands smoothed down her arms, feeling the softness of her silky flesh, the warmth of her against him. He needed her. One more memory to hold inside him, to store against the lonely nights to come.

Trailing his fingers up her arms once again, he stopped at the silky straps of her dress and eased them slowly down her arms.

He had to restrain his hands from shaking. Leaning back, he stared at the smooth, unblemished mounds of her swollen breasts as the material eased over them. Candy pink nipples were tight and hard, tempting him to taste them, to feel them against his tongue.

Lowering his head, Nik let his lips trail down the side of her neck, then the sweet curve of her breast. The taste of her filled his senses. It left him almost shaking as hunger and lust raced through his system.

How the hell was he supposed to ever survive walking away from her? The memory of her, the touch and taste of her, would forever haunt his memories.

Opening his eyes, he stared up at her as his lips found a sweet, hot nipple. He watched her face, watched it transform with pleasure as he let his tongue lick over the hard tip.

Amethyst eyes blazed with heated arousal. They were darkening, turning almost purple as she watched him. Her abandonment to the pleasure, to his touch and his hunger, never ceased to amaze him. Never ceased to humble him.

As his tongue caressed the delicate nipples, first one, then the other, his hands gripped the material of her dress and drew it to her hips.

She lifted for him, as though she felt the unspoken need to remove the dress. Removing the dress, his hands pressed between her thighs, spreading them, letting his fingertips caress her flesh as he drew ever closer to the heated folds of her pussy beneath the black silk panties.

A little moan echoed around him as he gripped the band of her panties and pulled them free of her body as well.

Drawing back, he stared at the sweet perfection between her thighs. Soft wheat blond curls glistened with the juices from her pussy, darkening the curls.

“Look how pretty you are.” His fingers brushed against the wet folds, his fingertips grazing over the honey that spilled from her. “Sweet and hot. Intoxicating.”

Glancing up at her, he watched as her teeth caught her lower lip, her lashes lowering over her eyes as slumberous sensuality took hold of her.

His lips moved to the light rise and fall of her stomach. He licked at the sweet flesh as he moved lower, so desperate to taste her he was about to begin shaking with it.

Soft, curl-shrouded folds drew him, tempted him. The light glaze of her feminine honey was an addiction he refused to deny himself. The tight, swollen knot of her clit greeted his lips and tongue as he moved lower.

The sweetness of her exploded against his tongue as a groan tore from his lips. Heaven help him, he had no idea if he could hold on long enough to give her the pleasure he was aching to give her.

Parting the swollen folds of her pussy, he licked through the juice-soaked slit as she whimpered in pleasure. Her fingers threaded through his hair, holding him to her as he stroked his tongue along the intimate flesh, moving closer to the snug, juice-filled entrance he ached for.

Gripping her ankles in his hands, he lifted her delicate feet as she rested against the back of the chair. He placed her feet in the seat, opening her further, watching as the folds of her pussy parted, revealing the sweet, pink, glistening flesh.

He needed her. He was dying for her.

His tongue licked around her clit before he sucked it gently into his mouth, laved it, caressed it as her hips lifted to him, offering him more.

And he needed more. So much more.

Licking lower, drawing more and more of the honey to his tongue, he stroked, tasted, until he reach the snug entrance to her pussy.

And he lost his senses, lost his control. Thrusting his tongue inside her, he licked delicate flesh, stroked against the smooth walls of the sweetest pussy he’d ever known in his life.

His dick was so hard he was dying with need. His balls were drawn tight, pre-come dampening the tip as he fucked her with his tongue, groaning at the taste of her, the need that had her hips thrusting back at him until he felt her explode.

He felt it.

Her pussy clenched and tightened around his tongue. Heated spicy-sweet juices met his tongue as she cried his name, her hands tightening in his hair, trying to drag him closer.

He lost his breath at her response, at the complete abandonment she gave him. The way she filled him.

“Complete me, Mikayla,” he begged as he tore at his pants, releasing the agonizingly hard flesh that strained against the zipper.

Hell, there were probably zipper tracks on the too-hard flesh.

Gripping the shaft, he straightened, pressed closer, until the head of his dick was pressing against the clenched opening. “One more time, little fairy, complete me.”

Leaning back, he watched as he began to penetrate her. The heavy, wide flesh pressed inside, parting her as the folds of her pussy began to grip and hug the heavy erection.

He’d never known anything so beautiful as this. As this perfect innocence accepting him, lifting to him, crying out for him. Her hands gripped his arms as her neck arched, her hair falling around her shoulders as slumberous violet eyes stared back, locked with his gaze.

Her slick juices clung to his shaft, beading on her curls, slickening his dick. Fucking her was pure pleasure. It was pure rapture. It was sweet, hot ecstasy.

“There, baby,” he crooned, his voice rough. “Let me have you, just like this. Just like this, Mikayla.”

He pushed inside her, filled her, sinking in to the hilt as the tight muscles gripped him, flexed around his sensitive flesh until he swore he was dying from the pleasure.

He couldn’t hold back. He was losing himself to her. He could feel it. Losing himself until nothing mattered but this. Nothing but holding her, fucking her until she was screaming his name, until he heard his own voice, choked and desperate, as she began coming around him.

Her pussy gripped him, stroked him. It held him tight as it rippled around him, her juices heating his flesh further as he erupted.

His semen spilled inside her, and a part of him ached, a part of him longed, for the forbidden, the impossible. For one broken second he could see her with his child, see that innocence, that purity, in the eyes of their child.

“Hold me, Mikayla,” he whispered as he collapsed against her. “Sweet baby, just hold me.”

And she held him. Held him in her arms. In her heart. In her soul.

“I’ll always have this, Nik,” she whispered, her voice weak, drowsy. “The memory of the greatest pleasure of my life.”

Those words echoed through his head as he cleaned her gently and carried her to bed. Pulling her against him, he sheltered her against his body, felt her hand against his heart, her head on his shoulder, as she slipped into sleep.

She was safe here, he promised himself. Here in his arms was the only place he knew she was safe. A part of him was terrified to let her go, terrified to trust her to fate. Fate was a capricious, vindictive bitch and he knew it well. If he trusted this treasure to that whimsical being, then he would be left a broken shell of a man in ways he had never been before.

Smoothing her hair back from her face, he laid a kiss against the top of her head as his hand smoothed down her naked back.

It was a good thing he was keeping her with him. Her protection was his main priority. Finding the person responsible for this, for Eddie’s death, for the attempts against her, was the only way to keep her safe when he had to leave.

He’d believed Maddix Nelson when he said he had nothing to do with Eddie Foreman’s death. Nik had believed Maddix knew better than to screw him over like this, than to lie to him and expect to get away with it.

Maddix didn’t know the organization Nik was a part of, but the other man was damned well aware of the fact that Nik wasn’t going to be easy to manipulate.

The alibi Maddix had appeared solid. He was obviously not working alone.

As Nik stared up at the ceiling, his forehead creased into a frown. He had help here. Ian, Kira, and Bailey. They were in D.C. and they would return to Hagerstown if needed.

They were needed.

He had to get this taken care of. He had to return the security to Mikayla’s life before he could walk away from her.

Walk away from her?

His jaw clenched at the thought. How the hell was he supposed to walk away from her? But how could he bear to stay with her? If something ever happened to her, an accident, a disease, if anything stole her from him once he came to breathe for her existence, then it would destroy him.

Laying another kiss against her brow, he eased slowly from the bed and padded silently to the guest room. Drawing on a pair of sweatpants, he picked up the cell phone from the dresser and hit the number for Kira Richards.

“Is she okay?” Kira answered quickly. “We heard the return on the attempted hit-and-run. Ian’s been pacing the floor waiting for you to call.”

Nik doubted Ian was pacing; most likely Kira was the one pacing. Ian was calmer, more certain that if Nik needed them he would call.

“Is Ian with you now?” Nik asked.

“He’s here. Should I turn on the speakerphone?” Kira asked.

“Yes.” Nik had to grit his teeth on the word. “Pulling in one of the members of the Elite Ops backup team wasn’t easy for him.

“I’m here, Nik.” Ian spoke a second later.

“All I saw was a black sedan, no plates,” Nik stated. “I put at least two rounds in the vehicle. I need you to check for vehicle repairs. I could have heard glass shatter, so there’s a chance I got the front or back window.”

“I have it,” Ian promised. “How are you doing with the investigation?”

Nik sat down heavily on the side of the bed. “It keeps leading back to Maddix,” he admitted. “I’d thought he was smart enough not to try to use me. I could have been wrong.”

“Everything I’ve found on Mikayla points to a very honest, forthright woman,” Kira stated through the line. “She doesn’t even finagle on her taxes. But if Maddix did this, then there’s not even a hint of evidence that I’ve been able to find. Usually, the least you can get is a solid rumor.”

Nik rubbed at the back of his neck. “It’s not going to be easy to break his alibi,” Nik admitted. “I’m following every lead I can find, but as I said, those leads are going back to Maddix. I’m heading back to Gina Foreman’s tomorrow. In the meantime, Kira, see if you can find a financial trail for Eddie Foreman and Maddix Nelson that coincides somewhere other than Foreman’s salary. After I meet with Gina, I’ve got to find a line in to Reed Holbrook. The man’s avoiding me, and he ties in here somewhere.”

There was a brief moment of silence.

“How does Reed Holbrook fit into this?” Ian asked.

“Do you know him?” Nik questioned softly.

“I know him,” Ian answered.

“Mikayla and I found Reed’s office, cell, and home numbers in Eddie Foreman’s private office. There was also a witness who saw Reed and Eddie Foreman talking the day Eddie died. There are a lot of threads moving here, Ian; I need to track down as many as possible.”

“I’ll get you a meeting with Reed,” Ian promised. “If he’s involved with this, we’ll figure it out.”

“That’s what I need, thanks.”

“I’ll get started on the financials,” Kira promised. “It may take a few days, though.”

“Get it as quickly as possible,” Nik asked. “This needs to be finished, Kira. I’ve been here too long already.”

He hadn’t been here long enough. He didn’t believe any amount of time with Mikayla would ever be enough. Leaving her would tear his soul from his chest, but better that, he told himself, than losing all he was to her and having her taken from him.

He disconnected the call moments later and moved back to Mikayla’s bedroom. Laying the cell phone on the bedside table, he stared down at her, watching as the fragile light of the moon spilled through the small seam of the curtains to the bed and the woman.

If ever she looked like a fairy, then she did now. The moonlight loved her flesh, caressed it, bathed it in gold.

He was fucking waxing poetic, something else he’d never done in his life, that he had never done with any other woman.

Shedding the cotton pants, he moved back into the bed beside her, his lips quirking as she moved against him, a sleeping little groan falling from her lips as he pulled her against his chest once again.

Her head fell back to his shoulder, her hand to his chest, as he held her to him. He hadn’t slept with a woman in over ten years. He’d fucked them. Enjoyed them. But not until Mikayla had he needed one in the bed beside him.

Not until one had penetrated that part of himself that he held in reserve.

Even his wife hadn’t managed that. Not until Mikayla had Nik felt his heart slipping from his grasp with no idea how to protect it.

Only with Mikayla.


CHAPTER 19

“Are we going to be questioning Maddix Nelson anytime soon?” Mikayla asked as Nik sat at the kitchen table the next morning on the laptop.

“Not today.”

The answer surprised her. Normally he didn’t answer her when it came to certain questions. Maddix Nelson was one of those questions.

“What are we doing today then?” she asked as she poured more coffee, and waited for Nik’s reply.

“Today we’re going back to Gina Foreman’s.” Mikayla turned as he twisted around in his chair. “Jarvis said Eddie was trying to sell plans and sabotage the project. I didn’t have that information when I sent some friends to go through the Foreman home office. I want to check it myself again.”

She blinked back at him. “You had friends go through the office?”

“I do have friends.” His brow arched with an edge of amusement.

“Well, of course you do.” She cleared her throat, still staring back at him in surprise. “You didn’t tell me you were having friends check out the office, though.”

“My bad. I’ll make sure I don’t make that mistake again.”

He turned back to the laptop and began scrolling through a file he’d pulled up.

“Your bad?” she asked slowly.

“My mistake.” He shrugged.

“Who are your friends?” she asked, intensely curious.

He glanced over his shoulder. “I could tell you, but then they might have to kill one of us. I’m more valuable to them.”

“But I’m nicer,” she informed him archly. “Give me an hour and they would like me much better than they like you.”

There was a brief chuckle. “I have no doubt of that.”

Her eyes narrowed on him. “You’re being too secretive again.”

“I can’t tell you who my friends are,” he said as she pulled out the chair and sat down across from him. “What I can tell you is that if Eddie was up to something dirty, then the evidence is out there. We’ll find it.”

At least he was saying “we” and not “I.”

“Good.” Sipping her coffee, she sat back in the chair and watched him silently for several moments before saying, “When are we going to Gina’s?”

He checked his watch. “A few more minutes. I want to time it just right.”

“And what would you consider ‘just right’?”

His lips quirked. “Just right is just before she leaves. I don’t want her looking over my shoulder, and I’m hoping she’ll trust you enough to let us stay in the house after she leaves.”

Mikayla stared back at him worriedly. “I wouldn’t bet on that happening.”

He smiled back at her. “We’ll see.”

We’ll see.

Three hours later, Mikayla stood with Nik on Gina Foreman’s doorstep.

The door swung open to reveal a harried, drowsy Gina Foreman. Dark blond hair was mussed, chocolate brown eyes were sleepy, and it was apparent she had just come from bed.

So much for catching her before she went in to work.

“Mikayla?” Confusion filled Gina’s voice. “Mr. Steele?”

“I’m sorry, Gina.” Mikayla smiled. “We wanted to ask you a few more questions before you went to work.”

Gina shook her head. “I called in this morning. I needed a personal day.” She stood back. “But come in. I’ll answer what I can.”

Mikayla could feel the tension emanating from Nik as he moved in beside her.

“Would you like some coffee or something?” Gina tugged a ragged, threadbare brown robe tighter around her and pushed her hair back from her face as she rubbed her foot against her ankle.

“Nothing, Gina,” Mikayla replied. “If you could just help us out a little.”

“Sure.” Moving to the small seating area, Gina sat down in a recliner and stared back at them inquisitively. “How can I help you?”

Nik and Mikayla sat on the couch across from her.

Now what did Nik have planned? Mikayla wondered. Gina wasn’t exactly falling in line with the plan he had.

“Mrs. Foreman, did Eddie say anything about needing more money than normal? Did he do or say anything that could have indicated he would have an influx of cash coming?”

Gina frowned. “Like I told you before, Mr. Steele, Eddie always needed money. And if he had extra money coming, then he wouldn’t have mentioned it to me.” There was a glimmer of bitter cynicism in her dark gaze.

“Did Eddie play the lottery or gamble in any other way?” Nik questioned her.

Gina shrugged, her gaze becoming clearly upset now. “Look, Eddie stopped talking to me a long time ago, about money or anything else. I wasn’t exactly his best friend.”

It was spoken matter-of-factly, without anger, but with an underlying sense of disillusionment that was more powerful than anger could have been.

“Who was his best friend, Gina?” Nik leaned forward, his gaze intent as he watched her. “Who could we talk to who might know if Eddie was having any problems, Gina? Someone besides Jarvis?”

Gina sat back in her chair and stared back at them with a frown for long moments before sighing wearily.

“Steve Gainard.”

Oh boy. Mikayla heard the name with a sense of discomfort.

“Steve was one of the only friends Eddie had who was decent. They’d been friends since high school, though Steve travels a lot, so that may have made it easier for Eddie to remain friends with him.”

“You didn’t mention him to us before,” Nik pointed out.

Gina shook her head. “He wasn’t in town. Steve just returned last night. He’s an architect. He’s been in London on a job for the past several months. He called me early this morning to let me know he was back and give me his condolences.”

“Do you have his address, Mrs. Foreman?” Nik asked.

Gina frowned back at Mikayla. “Mikayla knows it; they used to date.”

Mikayla bit her lip before turning to Nik with a bright smile. “Yeah, I know where he lives. She doesn’t have to write the address down at all.”

“Tell me,” Nik muttered, his voice so low Mikayla was certain only she heard him. “Is there anyone you haven’t dated?”

She smiled and shrugged. “You.”

His eyes narrowed, but thankfully he simply turned back to Gina. “Mrs. Foreman, do you mind if we check out Eddie’s office again?”

“Make yourself at home.” She waved back to the office. “Someone else did last night. They broke in while I was at work and stole most of the paperwork. That’s why I’m home today. I have to get the locks changed and a security system installed.”

Mikayla glanced quickly at Nik as he rose to his feet and strode through the short hall to the office. Moving behind him, she reached the doorway just as he entered the office.

“Your friends?” she asked, careful to keep her voice low.

Nik shook his head. “Not my friends.”

As Gina had stated, just about everything was gone. File drawers hung open, shelves had been emptied, and the mess that had been there days before was definitely limited now.

“Wow. Someone cleaned house,” Mikayla murmured.

“No doubt.” Icy disdain filled his voice now as Mikayla continued to stare around the room. “Maybe Steve will know something.”

Bad idea. She should have never mentioned it.

Nik’s gaze turned on her slowly, the ice in his pale blue eyes freezing the air around her.

“How serious was this relationship you had with Steve Gainard?”

How serious?

There was no question of being honest with Nik, but that honesty had the potential to make Nik’s gaze even icier.

“Well, he may have been more serious about the relationship than I was,” she admitted.

“Meaning?” Nik’s voice lowered.

“Well, he might have asked me to marry him.” She winced as she gave the information.

She didn’t expect Nik’s reaction. She expected icy anger, expected that distance that he’d placed between them to grow; what she didn’t expect was to have him pull her into the room, lift her against him, and cover her lips in a kiss of pure possessive hunger.

Shock held her; dark, intent need washed through her like a tidal wave of hunger. There wasn’t a chance in hell that she was going to fight this, no matter how brief it would be.

Her arms wrapped around his neck, her fingers tearing at the leather strap that held his hair back until the thick, soft strands fell over her hands.

As she lifted herself closer to him, her knees gripped his hips, the suddenly sensitive mound between her thighs rubbing against the heavy length of his cock. His fingers dug into her hair, gripping and holding him closer, her lips parting, her tongue meeting and stroking against his until he suddenly jerked back from her.

His gaze blazed down at her.

That wasn’t pale ice; it was pure pale blue flames. White-hot. Possessive.

“As long as I’m here, you’re mine,” he growled. “Do you understand that, Mikayla?”

She shook her head slowly. “I’m not yours, Nik. At the moment, I choose to be with you. Just as I chose not to be with Steve.”

Nik stared down at Mikayla in shock. This wasn’t what he expected. This wasn’t the reaction she should have given him. She was to agree she belonged to him. She was to accept that, not disagree with him.

Setting her slowly on her feet, Nik backed away; the urge to pick her up and carry her away back to her bed was nearly overpowering. He wanted to show her, wanted to prove to her, that she belonged to him well before they arrived on Steve Gainard’s doorstep. Before he had to face the man who would most likely attempt to pick up the pieces of his relationship with Mikayla once he left.

“You’ll be leaving,” she whispered, standing in front of him, petite and determined, so strong, and yet so fragile. “Don’t ask more from me than you’re willing to give, Nik.”

She turned and left him standing there. Dressed in butterscotch silk slacks, those sexy-as-hell high heels, and a matching butterscotch sleeveless knit top, she looked as sweet and fragile as the sunrise, but what he repeatedly forgot was the fact that she was just as strong and just as endearing as the sunrise as well.

And damned if he didn’t feel as though he had just been put well and truly in his place.

Later, later, though, he promised himself, his time would come. Tonight, when he had her beneath him, when she was screaming his name in pleasure, then he would make certain she realized exactly who she belonged to.
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Mikayla remained silent as they made the drive to Steve’s home outside Hagerstown. The two-story glass and steel home he had built several years ago rested on the side of Sideling Hill, staring out on the valley below.

The winding blacktopped road was hell in the winter when ice and snow hit, but Steve, Mikayla knew, was rarely there in the winters.

He was home often in the summer, though, and the sight of the black Bentley parked in the drive as Nik and Mikayla pulled up to the house assured her Steve was there today.

She waited until Nik rounded the truck and opened the passenger door before turning and allowing him to help her from the vehicle.

Her hands gripped his powerful lower arms, and a quick peek into his face assured her that her last comment to him had struck home. Unfortunately, it had only served to increase the distance he placed between them.

She covered the hurt that caused, hid it deep inside, and fought against it. She didn’t want promises from him, she reminded herself, but she was woman enough that it hurt to know that he expected her to give all she was to him while he was holding a part of himself back.

She considered it highly unfair that he would even consider it. He knew he was leaving her when this was over; she knew it. Did he have to demand everything when she knew he would lay it at her feet, return it to her, and walk away?

She had no regrets, she told herself. That didn’t mean she didn’t have her pride as well as her determination to ensure that she survived this little affair.

“Tell me about Gainard,” Nik demanded as he closed the truck door and touched her arm to keep her from moving ahead of him.

So why hadn’t he asked that before they arrived?

Frowning, she stared up at him. “He’s thirty-nine, a very successful architect with a firm in D.C. He’s never been married and he has no children. We dated for about six months.”

“Why didn’t you go to bed with him if you dated that long?” Ice dripped from Nik’s voice. “A man isn’t going to waste six months on a woman he’s not sleeping with.”

“You don’t think I’m worth getting to know first?” she asked, unable to hide the fact that it hurt. “I guess not. You found it pretty easy to get me there, didn’t you?”

“That wasn’t what I meant, Mikayla.” His voice deepened, hardened. “I’m asking you why you waited when it was obvious he was interested in more than sex.”

“It’s not just about the sex, Nik,” she snapped in irritation. “I wasn’t ready; that didn’t mean he wasn’t.”

“So why didn’t you marry him?” The questions were going somewhere, she knew they were, she just wasn’t certain where.

“What does this have to do with Eddie Foreman or Maddix Nelson?” Mikayla demanded as she glared back at Nik. “My personal relationship with anyone has nothing to do with why you’re here.”

Nik couldn’t argue that, but he was damned if he could get it out of his mind. She had dated this man for six months, he had asked her to marry him, yet he hadn’t slept with her. She hadn’t slept with him, but Steve Gainard had thought he held enough of her heart to ask her to marry him.

It was eating at Nik, and he knew it shouldn’t. He had no right to demand anything from her, just as he had no right to worry about what she did when this was over, or who she did it with.

But it was burning inside him. Like a steady, pulsing flame it was searing his guts with a possessive fever he couldn’t seem to control.

“You’re right,” he finally growled. “It has nothing to do with this.”

Turning, he released her arm and settled his hand at her lower back instead, very much aware of the eyes watching them from behind a curtain at the front of the house.

Gina Foreman had most likely called Gainard and warned him Mikayla and Nik were arriving. And no doubt Gina had told the other man Nik was living with Mikayla. It seemed the whole damned city knew she was living with him. The woman had more eyes on her than anyone else he had ever known.

As they stepped onto the marble-capped porch, the front door opened decisively. Standing on the stoop was a somber blond male, his green gaze touching on Nik before he turned to Mikayla.

“Damn, you get prettier every time I see you,” he said with a smile as he reached out, gripped her shoulders, and bent his head to kiss her cheek with lingering affection.

No, that wasn’t fucking affection, Nik thought as anger tightened every muscle in his body. That was a warning to Nik. A warning that Steve had known Mikayla far longer, and better, and that he would be waiting to strike when Nik was no longer in the picture.

“Steve, it’s good to see you.” There was the slightest edge of discomfort in her voice. “I’d like you to meet Nik Steele,” she introduced them. “He’s investigating Eddie’s murder.”

Nik caught that. There was no “my boyfriend, Nik,” “my man, Nik,” not even a “my friend Nik.” There was no possession whatsoever in her voice.

“Mr. Steele.” Gainard’s voice chilled, but his hand reached out in greeting. “Nice to meet you.”

The handshake was brief, the two combatants very well aware of the stakes of the game.

“Come in.” Gainard’s hand settled on Mikayla’s shoulder at the invitation. “There’s coffee in the kitchen and Rosa has some of those pastries you like so well, Mikayla.”

“I’ve missed Rosa.” Mikayla’s voice made Nik’s back teeth clench. Familiarity and genuine warmth filled her voice and had him wishing he’d waited to come here. Waited until she wasn’t with him.

“She’s missed you as well,” the other man informed her as he led them through a wide foyer to the back of the house. “We both have.”

Strike one, Nik thought as he gave the other man an icy look. Nik was keeping tabs as of now; when the time was right, Gainard would figure out the mistake he was making fast.

Entering the kitchen, he waved them to a glass-topped table where the promised pastries and coffee waited.

“Gina said you have questions about Eddie,” Gainard sighed as they sat down. “She called when he was killed. I was sorry I couldn’t make it to the funeral.”

“You knew Foreman well then?” Nik asked as he waved away Gainard’s silent offer of coffee.

Mikayla, on the other hand, accepted the cup Gainard prepared as well as a small plate topped with a flaky fruit-topped croissant.

“I’d known him since high school.” Gainard nodded. “We were thick as thieves until after college. Eddie went into construction and I joined an apprenticeship in London. When I returned several years later, he wasn’t the same, but we were still friends.”

“Did he have many enemies?” Nik wanted this over with and he wanted it over with fast.

Steve Gainard laughed at the question. “Plenty. Eddie was a helluva prick, Mr. Steele, if he had the chance. He collected enemies like a connoisseur. The damned man never could understand the value of more than a few friends.”

“Yet you claim him as a friend?” Nik pointed out coldly.

“Let’s say, I didn’t give him a chance to be a prick,” Steve answered as his gaze slid to Mikayla once again.

The darkening of the green eyes had Nik glancing to Mikayla where she was licking sweet, sticky fruit from the tip of her finger, her gaze on the pastry rather than the men.

“Mr. Gainard.” Nik pulled his attention back. “Do you know any reason why Maddix Nelson or anyone else would want to kill Eddie?”

“Everyone.” The other man laughed. “Just no one with the guts to do it. Even Maddix. He might hire someone to kill you, but he would never dirty his own hands to do it.”

That was pretty much what Nik had believed until the past few days.

He caught Gainard glancing at Mikayla again, but thankfully her attention was now on them rather than the pastry.

“What about money problems?” Nik pressed.

“Plenty,” he was told. “Eddie liked to gamble too much. He kept it quiet, always did, but he had a problem with it, and he wasn’t very lucky.”

“Did he ask you for money?”

Gainard breathed out heavily at the question. “Eddie and I had an understanding from college that he would never ask me for money. He wasted his cash, and I struggled to get through on part-time jobs and scholarships. He knew better than to hit me up. He broke that rule a few months ago when I was in town, though. When I wouldn’t give it to him, he threatened to go to a loan shark we knew, Martin Kefler. I tried to talk him out of it, I hoped I had, but he never mentioned it again.”

“Did he say why he needed the money?” Nik asked.

Steve’s expression hardened as he shook his head. “I didn’t want to know. You have to understand Eddie Foreman, Mr. Steele. Loan him a dollar and before you knew it he owed you more than he could ever pay. He lost a lot of friends like that in college. I wasn’t going to be one of them.”

“The loan shark, you say you know him?” Nik was getting damned tired of the other man glancing at Mikayla with that edge of hunger in his eyes. Gainard was acting like a fucking animal on the prowl.

“Martin Kefler.” Gainard nodded. “He’s a bookie, a pimp, and a loan shark. Jack of all illegal trades.” He grimaced. “Another college acquaintance, though I’m certain Martin didn’t graduate from those expensive business courses his crime family put him through. Eddie got himself in a lot of trouble with Kefler several years back as well. He managed to pay him off, but not before he acquired a few broken ribs and a nice little stay in the hospital.”

“Isn’t Kefler the same man Maddix Nelson nearly lost the property the building site is on to?” Mikayla asked then. “I remember something about his almost being outbid on the property?”

Gainard nodded. “The property owner had that parcel up for auction rather than placing a price on it. He wanted a quick sell. Kefler wanted it, but I guess Maddix wanted it worse. Kefler wasn’t happy when he lost it.”

“What interest did he have in it?” Nik probed, wondering why a bookie would bother to bid on the property.

“It’s a prime location,” Steve informed him. “The owner wasn’t real smart about selling it, but it was my understanding he had to sell fast. Kefler and Nelson both wanted it, but from what I understand Kefler didn’t get notice of Nelson’s last bid, for whatever reason. When he didn’t come back with another offer, Nelson walked off with the property.”

“What about Reed Holbrook?” Since the bastard was so full of information, Nik decided to probe further.

Gainard frowned thoughtfully as he rubbed at his jaw. “He owns a construction company in D.C. I don’t know him as well; I haven’t dealt with him as much. His business practices have been questioned several times, though. He’s a shark. One of the worst if rumor can be believed. But that’s about all I know about him.”

Gainard’s gaze slid back to Mikayla as she sipped her coffee. His eyes were locked on her lips, lips still just slightly kiss swollen from her exchange with Nik at the Foreman home.

The other man knew that redness for what it was. His gaze came back to Nik, a hint of anger in it.

Nik smiled. A slow, possessive curve of his lips as he stared back at the other man knowingly. He had what Gainard wanted, what the other man hadn’t been able to possess, and if Nik was a betting man, he would bet Gainard had known about Mikayla’s lover before he ever hit town.

A small part of Nik felt damned sorry for the other man, though. Nik knew pure male fury would have been eating him alive if Mikayla were sitting here in front of him with a lover. There would be no way in hell Nik could be civilized enough to actually carry on a conversation with the other man.

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Gainard.” Nik nodded as he rose to leave.

“Before we leave, I need to use the ladies’ room,” Mikayla announced as she rose as well and glanced at the other man. “Do you mind, Steve?”

“You know where it is, sweetheart.” Gainard nodded, his tone softening, his look almost fucking lovesick. Strike two, son of a bitch, Nik thought as his fingers curled into fists.

“I’ll meet you in the foyer,” she told Nik as she moved through the kitchen to the far entrance and into another hall.

Silence filled the void as Nik followed Gainard to the foyer.

“She’s a wonderful woman; I hope you know that,” the other man said somberly after several minutes went by. “Don’t break her heart.”

The general consensus was that Nik was going to break her heart. He wondered if anyone knew what it would do to him to walk away.

“And if I do?” Nik bit out with an edge of anger.

“She doesn’t deserve it.” Steve shook his head. “But if you do, I’ll be here, Steele, and I’ll help her repair it. Is that what you want?”

Strike three, but Nik was damned if he could hit the bastard. He wanted to. The need to strike out and eliminate any competition raged inside him.

“What I want is none of your business,” Nik informed him.

“What you do to her is,” Gainard growled back. “I heard about you before I ever stepped foot back in America, and I had you checked out, Steele. Does Mikayla know you’re no more than a damned mercenary? A fucking expensive gun for hire? Why don’t you hurry up, finish your job here, and get the hell out of her life. She doesn’t need you messing it up.”

Hell, he was going to end up pissing Mikayla off, Nik could feel it, because he was going to take this bastard’s head off his shoulders.

The problem was, Gainard might not have all his information correct, but he was right in the fact that Mikayla didn’t need the instability in her life that Nik would bring. He knew that. He wasn’t trying to deny it. But having it thrown in his face was only pissing him off.

“Get your jealousy under control, Gainard,” Nik finally responded with mocking amusement. “I promise, I can make you throw the first punch and I can make Mikayla feel damned sorry for me. Is that what you want?”

“When you’re gone, and I know you’ll be gone,” he was told, the other man’s tone low, furious, “I promise, I’ll pick up the pieces. You might be her first love, but you won’t be her last.”

“Bet me.” Nik only barely managed to disguise the shock at the instinctive words that burst from his lips a second before Mikayla walked back into the foyer.

He managed to get her out without growling like an animal or pounding on his chest like a Neanderthal. But just barely.

Possessiveness was suddenly a demon raging through him, pouring into his senses and opening a well of raging lust that he had no idea how to cap.

Suddenly he didn’t know himself, had no clue how to handle the needs nearly breaking his control or what to do with one fairy-sized little woman.

He had a feeling he was simply well and truly fucked.


CHAPTER 20

Martin Kefler had a rap sheet that would have made any crime boss father proud, Nik thought that night as he pored over the files Kira and Bailey were busy gathering and sending to him.

The youngest son of a major crime family, Martin had started out with his own stable of prostitutes at the tender age of seventeen. By twenty-one he was into drugs, money laundering, and loan-sharking.

The man was working on building himself a fortune if he could keep his family’s greedy little fingers out of his particular pies. The information gathered showed Kefler owed his fellow crime bosses a hefty portion of his earnings, keeping him on the low scale of the power plays that were constantly waged within that particular family.

“Eddie wasn’t very smart,” Mikayla commented as she read over Nik’s shoulder. “And Martin Kefler looks rather scary.”

Nik glanced at the picture of Martin. The long face, heavy goatee, balding in the front of his thick wavy black hair, his large eyes, pale brows, and pale skin. Nik had seen a lot shadier characters, but he could see where Mikayla had problems with this one.

“He’s actually considered one of the nicer crime bosses,” Nik stated mockingly. “He at least gives his clients a chance to pay up. Some of the others come after you if you’re not paying early rather than on time.”

Actually, that was more or less the truth, Nik thought. The reason Kefler was still on the lower tier was his kill ratio. He made the money, not the kills, while the rest of the family had no problems, and actually enjoyed, shedding blood.

Not that Martin was considered a good guy; he was simply not as bloodthirsty as the others.

“I know him.”

Nik glanced up at her as she moved to the chair beside him, coffee cup in hand. She’d spent the better part of the evening in a back room working on a dress; now that she was back in the room with him, it seemed as if the life had returned.

Fucking soft shit, he thought. She was warping his mind.

“What the hell do you mean, you know him? You said you didn’t know him.”

“I didn’t know his name.” She shrugged. “I know his girlfriend’s name, Eloise Lancaster. She orders some of my more daring designs. I like her.”

Nik blinked back at Mikayla.

“Eloise is the lead singer with the Jezebels, they’re playing in a little place in Frederick right now. She told me her boyfriend is there every weekend with her, if you want to know where to find him.”

Mikayla said it so matter-of-factly, as though knowing the mistress of a dedicated crime boss was no big deal. Sweet, innocent, a recent virgin, and she acted as though her connection to a crime family was all in a day’s work.

“You’re not saying anything, Nik,” she stated slowly.

He wasn’t saying anything. God knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. Hell, he’d sworn a long time ago that nothing could surprise him. But staring back at Mikayla, he admitted, he was surprised.

Hell, she would have made a perfect contact. She had clients from D.C. and two he knew of from LA. An exclusive, little-known shop that evidently pulled in clients he simply hadn’t expected. Clients he hadn’t even known she had.

“Where is this club this woman sings at?” he asked Mikayla.

She smiled. “Do I get to go with you?”

“No.” He wasn’t taking her anywhere close to Martin Kefler.

Her expression stilled. “Then find it on your own. I’m sure it won’t take you long.”

“I’m sure it won’t,” he agreed.

“See if he talks to you.” She crossed one knee over the other and watched him knowingly. “According to Eloise, her boyfriend has a lot of people who want to talk to him but few he’ll deal with.”

“He’ll deal with me,” Nik promised her.

“Then I have a dress to finish. Good luck.”

As she moved from the kitchen, he watched, feeling the warmth in the room leave with her.

For a moment, he was half-tempted to agree to take her. Hell, he wanted her there. But Mikayla had no business around men such as Martin Kefler.

The fact that she was associated with him through one of her customers wasn’t the same, Nik told himself.

He’d managed to hurt her, though. His need to protect her was riding hard; the softness of her, the gentleness she brought to his life, was becoming more important, more imperative.

He didn’t want her anywhere near Kefler.

As the thought dug into Nik’s soul, his cell phone vibrated at his side.

“Steele,” he answered quickly, keeping his voice quiet.

“I have some additional information,” Ian informed him. “I was told to give this personally.”

Nik’s lips thinned as he glanced back to the hall Mikayla had disappeared through. “You’ll have to come here.”

She was behind on the dresses, Nik knew. Ian could make the trip here just as easily as Nik and Mikayla could make the trip to D.C.

“I’ll bring Kira with me,” Ian stated. “She can talk dresses with Ms. Martin while we discuss this. Give us about two hours for arrival. There’s still a few things I have to clear up.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

Nik disconnected the call before breathing out roughly and staring back at the file on Martin Kefler.

Mikayla was right. Getting a meet with Kefler wasn’t easy. He was a wary son of a bitch, and a tough one to boot. She had the perfect in, because according to the information Nik was looking at, Kefler’s mistress, Eloise Lancaster, was supposedly his only weakness.

Ms. Lancaster, lead singer for a female rock band named the Jezebels, had her own personal bodyguard, and more than one man had died for attempting to get too close to her. Men who thought striking out at the mistress was suitable revenge against the criminal they were dealing with.

Kefler had shown them differently and made an example of more than one of them.

Rising from the chair, Nik moved to the back room; standing at the open doorway, he watched as Mikayla pieced together material meticulously, a frown on her brow as she lifted her gaze to him.

He could see the anger still simmering there, as well as the hurt.

“Kira Richards and her husband, Ian, will be arriving in a few hours,” he told Mikayla. “Ian and I have some business interests, and I think Kira wants to discuss dresses.”

Mikayla’s brow arched. She wasn’t buying that explanation, and the proof of it was the skepticism in her narrowed gaze.

“That’s fine,” she finally answered before turning her attention back to the material.

“Mikayla, Kefler is too dangerous for me to allow you to accompany me,” Nik tried to offset the anger he could feel brewing in her.

She paused again before lifting her head, those amethyst eyes shooting flames back at him now.

“Why don’t you just tell me who’s going to decide what’s too dangerous for me or not too dangerous for me once you decide to ride right out of my life?” Graceful hands went to her hips in challenge. “You know what, Nik? I’m getting real sick of hearing what you think might be too dangerous for me when accompanying you means no more than going to a damned bar or a home office with you to meet with the boyfriend of one of my clients.”

Her lips were set, her gaze piercing, as she glared back at Nik now.

“Kefler isn’t someone I want you associated with.”

Her brows shot up. “Since when is that your choice?”

“Since I became your lover, that’s when.”

Control went flying out the damned window as he faced the defiance pouring from her. What the hell was it about this one tiny woman that made him fucking insane?

“Since you became my lover?” The question sounded torn from her.

Mikayla was ready to strangle on the anger pouring through her now if the fire in her eyes was any indication. “Since when does being my lover give you the right to order me around in any way? Trust me, Nik, you have no more rights now than you had the day you walked into town.”

She didn’t scream at him. Mikayla didn’t scream. She didn’t pout. She tried really hard not to cry when she was hurt or angry. But she did nothing to hide the pure disgust she felt at his autocratic decision that she simply wasn’t going with him.

She could get him in to meet Martin Kefler, and it wasn’t as though she weren’t already associated with him in a slight way. There was no additional danger in her being with Nik.

“You don’t want to understand this.” His voice tightened, a sure sign that he was becoming furious himself, and she really didn’t give a damn.

“It seems to me, I’m in more danger away from you, but you go right ahead and go meet Kefler by yourself. Maybe we’ll get lucky and the next time someone tries to shoot at me they’ll miss then, too.”

His eyes were pure white-hot blue flames. Mikayla watched the transformation as though mesmerized the second it hit his eyes.

Her focus on that so visible fury distracted her, giving her less time to react when he stepped across the room and jerked her to him.

“Do you think I wouldn’t leave you protected?”

“Babysat,” she charged back at him, her head lifting, her gaze staying locked on his. “You would have me babysat rather than having me with you. Thanks, Nik, for showing me how little the time we spend together means to you. I guess I truly am no more than just a ready fuck for you. Shame on me for believing differently.”

Shock entered his gaze, as though he couldn’t believe the word “fuck” had left her mouth. Well, she knew how to use four-letter words, too; she just preferred not to.

The reaction she received wasn’t one she expected, though. Nik jerked her to him, pulling her body close and up until the hard proof of his erection pressed against her lower stomach. The anger churning within her suddenly morphed into arousal as she glimpsed the need suddenly flaming in his eyes.

“This is all you want, isn’t it, Nik?” she whispered, wondering at the desperation she saw in his gaze now.

“There can’t be anything else, damn you.” Naked, furious need burned in his eyes.

It wasn’t just lust. It wasn’t hunger. It was a need, a burning, intense desperation that made little or no sense.

Her hands slapped against his chest before gripping the edges of his shirt. “Why? Tell me why! I don’t want your promises, Nik, I don’t want a commitment you can’t give, but by God I want to know why.”

It was exploding inside her, her chest, her head, striking through her soul with a pain she had no idea how to control. He didn’t trust her; he wouldn’t open up to her. The only thing he was willing to share was his body.

It should have been enough. She had promised him it would be enough.

“I can’t.” The words sounded torn from him, but the hunger that filled his gaze told her otherwise. “I can’t give you that.”

He wouldn’t give it to her. He didn’t want to give it to her.

All he had to give her was his body.

Her hands jerked apart, ripping open the buttons that held his shirt together to expose the hard, broad contours of his chest. The soft ping of buttons against the bare floor was little more than a knowledge of where the buttons were falling. Not that Mikayla really cared.

“Then give me what I can have,” she cried painfully. “Stop taking all of you away from me, Nik.”

All of him. She thought he was taking something from her. She had no idea how much he had already given her. How much he gave her each time he touched her, kissed her, possessed her.

Lowering his head, he ground his lips against hers, taking the parted curves and tasting her with his tongue. Stroking it against hers, he groaned into the kiss as he fought to pull back just a little bit, just enough to catch his breath, to hold on to his senses.

There was no holding on to his senses around Mikayla, though. Hell, he could barely remember his name as her hands locked in his hair. As she held him to her, her lips nipped at his first as she fought to take control of the kiss. It was a move that sent pure electric pleasure screaming across his nerve endings.

She was becoming a challenge he couldn’t walk away from. Just when he thought he had a handle on her, just when he thought he could control her, she turned the tables on him.

She kept him on his toes, and that was the most dangerous thing she could do. It was the most effective way to steal her way into his heart.

It was that defiance in the face of all odds. Odds that said she was going to get her way. The challenge, the feminine determination to be a part of him, to hold him to her. To lock his soul to her own. And despite every defense he’d ever built against having a woman in his life, she was doing it.

Holding her kiss, he lifted her until her ass met the table. His fingers moved to the band of her silken slacks, released them hurriedly, then undid the zipper before stripping them and her panties from her.

The light shirt was easy to remove from her. She’d torn his shirt; he ripped hers from her back and gloried in the strangled cry of excitement that fell from her lips.

This hunger raged higher, hotter, than ever before. He couldn’t hold himself back; he couldn’t grasp the self-control he had managed to lose his grip on because of her.

She was a live fire in his arms, tempting him, drawing him into a web of such hunger and need that it ripped past his defenses, tearing through a part of his soul he’d believed was forever gone.

That part of him was raging how. It was burning out of control. It was tearing aside the veil of self-protection that was far thinner than he’d ever believed.

Naked now, her neck arching back as his lips traveled down along her jaw, her neck, to the pert, hard nipples reaching for his lips.

Or were his lips reaching for her nipples?

They were candied pink and so fucking sweet he wanted to drown in the taste of them. He wanted to intoxicate himself with her. He wanted to taste her until his senses were so sated with her that she would never torment him again. So sated that once he had to walk away, he would have her with him forever.

Drawing one of the tight pink tips into his mouth, he sucked it inside, flicking his tongue over it, laving it, loving it with every taste of her. He moaned with a hunger that went clear to his soul.

God help him, he would never be free of her. He would never be free because the more he tasted her, the more he needed her. The higher the hunger rose.

Trailing his lips from her nipples, along her stomach, Nik pressed her back along the table, spreading her thighs, lifting her legs, until the sweet, silken curl-shrouded folds of her pussy lifted to his lips.

Soft, delicate dark pink flesh was revealed as those folds parted. The tiny pearl of her clit revealed itself, the snug opening to the fist-tight portal of her pussy.

His dick was so damned hard it felt ready to burst. The need to thrust inside her was overpowered by only one thing.

The need to taste.

As he lowered his lips, his tongue swiped through the delicate slit, flickered around her clit, and relished the taste of feminine heat that exploded against it. Sweet, silken. Nik groaned at the exquisite taste of her.

Lifting his lashes, he watched as her eyes opened, held her sensually drowsy gaze as he let her watch him lick around her clit.

Fairy eyes. Amethyst and violet shifted in her eyes as she watched, her lips parting as her breasts rose and fell erratically.

Ah, God. Her hands were cupping her breasts, her fingers going for her nipples.

Nik curled his tongue around the delicate tissue of her clit before licking over it. Watching her, wondering how brave she would become, he kissed the little knot delicately before moving lower.

He wanted to taste the sweet dew easing from her pussy. Slick and hot, like the richest syrup.

His tongue flicked over the entrance.

Her fingers moved from her nipples, her hands smoothing down her stomach.

Fuck. She was going to destroy him. He could see it in her eyes. Naked challenge glittered in her eyes as her fingers eased lower, her hips lifting, her pussy growing wetter, hotter, beneath his tongue as her fingers reached her clit.

Delicate, graceful. A single fingertip rubbed against the side of the small knot as her expression began to go slack with sensual delight.

Slim hips rose and fell to his tongue as he pushed it inside the snug depths of her pussy. Silken muscles clenched on his tongue, fluttering like a butterfly’s wings against his tongue.

His hands tore at the fastening of his jeans as her delicate feet pressed against his shoulders. Her hips arched fiercely, forcing his tongue deeper as he fucked into it with a muttered growl.

She made him feel like an animal. So hungry, so desperate, that nothing mattered but taking her, possessing her, marking her.

Fucking her until every part of himself lived within her. It was the only way to sate the craving crawling through him now.

As her fingers stroked her reddening clit, Nik pulled his tongue from the addictive recess of her feminine heat and lifted his head until he could catch those fingers in his mouth.

Sucking the sweetness from them, he nibbled at the tender tips, licked them, then lifted her fingers from her flesh.

Rising, Nik gripped her ankles, wrapping them around his hips as he came over her.

Excitement raged through Mikayla. It was burning through her. The storm of sensation tearing through her had her heart racing, her pulse beating in her veins as Nik rose over her. His cock pressed against the folds of her pussy, parting her as he straightened, gripped her hips, and began to sink inside her.

She watched, her breath catching, tiny mewls of pleasure falling from her lips as she watched the head of his cock stretch her until the pleasure/pain of the entrance began to rage through her.

“Yeah, watch me fuck you, baby. See how that pretty pussy stretches for me.”

The words. So explicit. So sensual. A wave of sensation tore through her at the sound of them, stoking the pleasure higher.

Her curl-shrouded folds parted for his cock, hugged the heavy shaft. She wanted him inside her. Fully. She wanted all of him. Oh, God, she wanted him inside her and he was going so damned slow.

Dizziness washed over her as the intensity of the sensations began to rock her. As she lifted her hands, her nails scraped down his abdomen, her knees bending back to take more of him, her eyes locking with his as he tightened before her.

She could barely breathe, the pleasure was so great now.

“What are you waiting for?” she cried out.

“You,” he growled. “How fucking hot you make me, Mikayla. So fucking tight and sweet.”

She was doing this to him. The pleasure gleamed in his eyes, hot and bright.

“Are you going to talk all night or fuck me now?” she moaned.

His gaze flared, his body tightening further. Drawing back, he pushed in hard, fast. Mikayla felt the scream that tore from her lips as pleasure began to slam inside her with the same force of the thrusts of his cock working inside her.

She watched him lose control. The cords of his neck tightened, standing out in stark relief as sweat began to bead on his forehead and shoulders. His hips began to move faster, stronger, his cock stretching her with a fiery burn as he impaled her to the hilt.

She felt his balls pressed against her for only a second. She felt his cock throbbing at her innermost walls for the smallest amount of time.

Pain and pleasure beat inside her, the burn both exhilarating and unbearable. Striking hard inside her, the flaming sensations began to explode and rupture through her pussy, her clit, her very womb. The orgasm was a detonation that sent a tidal wave of pure white-hot sensation tearing through her.

It destroyed her. It remade her. It flowed through her, wrapped around her, and as she felt Nik bucking hard and heavy inside her, his semen spurting, it swamped her senses and seared each delicate nerve ending in her body.

It was like dying and being reborn.

Collapsing back against her table, Mikayla fought to catch her breath, to find a semblance of sanity where she was certain no sanity could be found.

As the last of the tremors began to slowly recede inside her, Mikayla lifted her lashes, staring up as Nik slowly levered himself from her.

“Nik.” She stopped him, her hand lifting weakly to her face. “If you do this without me, then whatever we have between us will be damaged.”

“And no doubt, it would be best for both of us if it were simply destroyed.”

She stared back at him, something crashing inside her chest, restricting her heart as she felt him ease from her, the still-hard length of his cock deserting her, just as the warmth of his body did.

She couldn’t speak.

She couldn’t hold on to the pain that bloomed inside her with the force of a blow.

And she couldn’t stop the tears from filling her eyes. They didn’t fall. She would be damned if she was going to cry for him. She wasn’t going to cry over him.

She felt sick inside. Her stomach was cramping with the pain, with the tears that wanted to fall.

Lifting herself slowly from the table, she ignored him, aware of him watching her, aware of the dark, brutal grief that reflected in his gaze. A grief that built inside her with a force she couldn’t fight.

She was going to cry.

It almost tore free. It almost bled inside her.

“Mikayla.” He caught her as she turned to rush from the room.

“Don’t.” Desperation shuddered through her. “Let me go.”

“You don’t understand,” he whispered. “Listen to me, Mikayla. You don’t know who I am. You don’t know what I am. Don’t love me, baby. Don’t hurt us both like this.”

She shook her head. How was she supposed to answer him? How was she supposed to survive the pain inside her when she knew that whatever it was that kept tugging them closer was something he wanted destroyed. He didn’t want whatever she had to give. She had been right in what she had said before: he wanted nothing but the fuck.

“I can’t let this happen.” His voice was hardening.

“Then don’t.”

Jerking away from him, naked, fighting back tears, she rushed from the sewing room for the safety of her bedroom.

In that moment she realized she had been hoping. Hoping so much. A part of her had been hiding that hope even from herself. A hope that Nik would at least allow a small measure of what she felt into his heart.

Just a little bit. She wasn’t asking for much. Just enough that maybe he would think of her when he was gone. That maybe, oh God, maybe one day he would come back to her.

Rushing to the bathroom, she closed the door behind her, flattened her back to it, and let the first tear fall.

She wasn’t going to cry for him. She was crying for herself.


CHAPTER 21

As Ian and Kira arrived at the house more than an hour later, Nik watched Mikayla warily. She was composed, no hint of the tears he knew she had shed in her eyes, and no hint of the anger.

It was as if what had happened in the sewing room, the pleasure, the pain, the nightmares resurfacing inside his mind, had never occurred.

But evidently his own composure wasn’t nearly as strong as he thought.

“What’s going on, Renegade?” Ian asked as they moved onto the back deck with a beer.

“You were the one who wanted to meet,” Nik reminded him as he finished his second beer. “I could be in bed sleeping now. So, I’d say that’s my question.”

“Yeah, but I’m not the one who looks like a train wreck and Kira’s not wearing makeup to hide the fact she’s been crying,” Ian pointed out.

Nik glanced back at him.

To look at him, no one would ever know that the former Navy SEAL was the son of a former South American drug cartel leader. Or that he had single-handedly brought his father down.

Ian Richards was one of the few men Nik trusted. He was also one of the few who knew Nik’s secrets and the life he lived.

“She wants more than I can give,” he stated as he gritted his teeth in frustration. “She thinks her life is a fucking game and going with me to meet Kefler is a damned walk in the park.”

She thought she should be able to love him and that he should be able to love in return. How did a man go about convincing a fairy that fairy tales simply did not exist?

“She’s nothing like Tatyiana, Nik.”

Nik’s fists clenched. He never spoke his deceased wife’s name. He never thought it. The guilt of his own absence in their marriage had the power to make him want to cringe in shame and anger, and her name was only a reminder of the fact that his wife and daughter had died because of his neglect of his marriage.

“Mikayla doesn’t seem like a woman who would allow you to forget you had a wife. She’s proving now that she would insert herself where she feels she belongs,” Ian continued.

“Do you think I don’t know that?” Nik kept his back to the other man as he finished the beer quickly.

“Then what’s the problem? She’s a damned fine woman from what I hear. You could do a hell of a lot worse,” Nik was advised.

“Who said I was looking?” Nik growled, anger surging inside him.

Ian chuckled. “That’s when you find it, Nik. When it’s the most inconvenient thing that could happen in your life.”

“What was so important that you had to come here?” Nik turned back to Ian, careful to keep his expression unemotional, unaffected.

Ian’s lips quirked into a rueful smile as he stared back at Nik through the darkness.

“Kefler is dangerous,” Ian stated. “But for the meet you’re requesting, it would be safe enough to take her. What you need to know is some information Kira and I uncovered. He’s not just backing certain construction projects; a contact I found says he’s out to help someone else break Nelson and take his business over. No one knows who the partner is, but it’s someone Kefler thinks he can control.”

Nik could feel his back teeth grinding in frustration. “Oh, but it’s safe enough to take Mikayla to a meet and greet, right?”

Ian inclined his head. “No one’s pretending he’s a good guy, Nik, but he’s a part of a network as well. One that’s ensuring her safety.”

Nik’s eyes narrowed at the lowered tone and the information. That network could mean only one thing: Martin Kefler was a law enforcement informant.

“You know how it works,” Ian continued. “He’s given the white-glove treatment and certain leeway in exchange for services rendered. That doesn’t mean he’s not one of the meanest sharks in the pool, but it does mean he can be required to give certain favors.”

“And the favor?” Nik growled.

“You need information and the assurance that no one in his little group will strike at your woman. You have that.”

He should flat tell Ian now that Mikayla wasn’t his. His lips were parting to do just that, but the words wouldn’t come.

“I’ll take that into consideration,” Nik bit off.

Ian nodded slowly. “What are you fighting so hard, Nik? Do you think you don’t deserve a life now?”

No, he didn’t. He’d failed when it had mattered most. When the only innocence he had known in his life had depended on him, he had failed.

“Let it go, Ian.” The rage was beginning to spark inside Nik once again, a rage he remembered from that long-ago night when he had stained his hands with the blood of fellow soldiers and murdered the man who had been the cause of that destruction.

Nik had nearly died himself.

He had wanted to die, but he’d lived instead. To suffer? He’d often wondered. Was that why his soul had refused to simply drift away?

Ian breathed out heavily. “No one would begrudge you a little happiness after all these years, especially Nicolette.”

Something crashed inside Nik’s soul. He swore he felt something splinter in his heart, the pain went so deep.

“Let this go.” He heard his own voice, heard the ice dripping from it, felt the fury threatening to engulf it.

“Yeah, sure, Nik, I’ll let it go,” Ian sighed. “But you’re going to break that young woman’s heart in there, and when you do, you’ll suffer for it as well.”

He was already suffering. God knew the pain was sinking sharpened talons so deep inside his flesh he wondered if he were bleeding from it.

“I want backup.” He returned to the subject at hand. “When the meet comes down, I’ll let you know. I want you there. Nothing matters but her.” He stared back at the other man demandingly. “Do you understand that, Ian? No matter what happens, screw the others. She’s all that matters.”

Screw the Elite Ops, the organization Nik was a part of and the men who had pulled him out of hell and those who had paid a fortune to re-create him. The past ten years and the promises of faith he had made meant nothing when compared to the woman whose heart he was breaking.

“That goes without saying, Nik,” Ian promised him. “A few of the guys from the backup team are close by on leave. We were getting together for a week before we went back on mission status. We’re standing by for you. Just as Jordan is if you need him.”

Yeah, Nik’s commander would bitch and moan and cuss a blue streak, but he would do whatever he needed to do.

Nik nodded sharply.

“Anyway,” Ian stated heavily. “What did you find out from Holbrook?”

“Confirmation Kefler is indeed backing him,” Nik stated before relating details of the meeting to the other man.

“We’re still working on the financials of everyone involved, but just from what I’ve seen so far, there was a hell of a lot of money being exchanged between Kefler and Holbrook. There are some other anomalies as well, but we’re still working on those.”

“There’s something damned strange going on,” Nik agreed. “And not just with the money. I can’t fit the pieces together. If I look at it logically, Maddix has to be involved, but that alibi is going to be damned hard to break.”

Ian nodded. “Stay on Holbrook and Kefler until we turn up something on the numbers,” he advised. “You’re going to need ammunition before you go to Nelson or the members of that alibi. Let’s get our information together; then you can strike.”

Then he would kill. If Maddix was the reason Mikayla was in danger, then nothing would save him from Nik.

His fists clenched at the thought. The thought that Maddix might have used him against Mikayla, used him to make her look foolish, or like a liar, enraged him.

“What the hell do you think is going on with this, Nik?” Ian asked. “Ms. Martin’s standing in the community is exemplary. None of the teenage high jinks her brothers and friends got into. No drinking, no drugs. She’s quiet, dependable, and compassionate. And this has shed a shadow across that reputation she’s obviously worked so hard to attain.”

“Someone’s using her,” Nik stated. “The further this goes, the more apparent it becomes. To stop it, I have to find a killer.”

“It doesn’t make sense.” Ian shook his head. “Her reputation could effectively destroy a normal alibi. If it was Maddix, why use a woman with her reputation?”

Nik shook his head before rubbing at the back of his neck. “That’s one of the reasons I ruled out Maddix in the killing. He knows Mikayla. He knew her reputation. He knew she would be there. He knew she would recognize him. Why use her? Why bring me in? Until I can answer these questions, Ian, then this isn’t finished.”

“If Maddix is involved, then his alibis are involved as well,” Ian mused.

“Which could be the reason why this investigation stays stalled. The chief of police, a major business owner as well as two city council members. But why use Mikayla?”

“Exactly. Why use Mikayla? Why use anyone if it’s as simple as committing murder. He has an agenda. An agenda that includes Mikayla, and possibly includes me. He called me. He wanted me here specifically.”

“You think he has anything on you?”

The Elite Ops had pasts. They had pasts that were potentially fatal should anyone learn their secrets, or their weaknesses.

“See what you can find out.” Nik turned, staring into the darkness as he considered exactly what a relatively small-town construction owner could know about him.

“I’m already working on it,” Ian promised. “Until then, if I were you I’d not just keep my woman with me; I’d watch my back, too. There are too many improbabilities here, and that makes my neck itch.”

An itching neck was never a good thing. That primal, defensive response to danger was guaranteed to put any soldier on edge. And what more was he than simply an advanced soldier?

“I’ll take care of things here; you take care of the information end,” Nik told him. “I’ll take care of Mikayla.”

“I know you’ll take care of her,” Ian sighed. “What worries me is your idea of the best way to do that.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Nik turned on him, his gaze slicing to where Ian stood across the back porch watching him.

“The best way to take care of a woman like Mikayla isn’t storing her in a protective area while life passes her by. Leaving her won’t save her, Nik.”

“Neither will staying.” The edge to his voice was sharp, furious. “What do you want, Ian? You think because marital bliss suits you that it suits the rest of the fucking world?”

Ian’s lips quirked. “I think it eases the demons, Nik,” he finally said. “And you have more than most. But if the demons make better bedfellows than that woman waiting inside, then that’s your bad decision, not mine.”

“Damned right,” Nik snarled. “Remember that.”

Ian’s smile was rueful and tinged with a hint of compassion that just further pissed Nik off.

“This conversation is over,” Nik informed him. “Find something else to talk about or get the hell out of here. I don’t care which.”

“I should have the information you need soon, Nik,” Ian told him, his tone somber now. “And if you need to talk later, then I’ll be there.”

Nik gave his head a hard shake as a bitter laugh left his lips. “How long have we known each other, Ian?”

“A long time,” Ian answered quietly.

“How many times have I needed a buddy powwow?”

“You’ve never asked for one, Nik,” Ian stated. “But if a man ever needed one, then it was you. What happened to Nicolette wasn’t your fault. But if blaming yourself helps you sleep better at night, then who am I to tell you different.”

Before Nik could sneer in response Ian turned and stepped back into the house.

“Hey, cutie,” Nik heard Kira, Ian’s wife, greet him. “The dresses are going to be so beautiful. All the other high-society witches are going to be so jealous of me.” Laughter filled her voice as she teased her husband, “And all the guys are going to be so jealous of you. I’m going to be hot.” She made a sizzling sound as she stepped into her husband’s embrace.

“You’re always hot,” he told her. “One of these days, those jealous bastards are going to come up missing eyes, though.”

The teasing struck at Nik’s soul, slicing through his heart with a jagged blade.

He could have that, with Mikayla. But for how long? How long before the job, his responsibilities, tore at their relationship? How long before she decided she needed a lover? . . . That thought fractured.

No, if Mikayla made the vows, she would uphold them. But love died when it wasn’t nurtured. He wasn’t free. The Elite Ops still had two more years of his life, and the missions were often near-suicide trips.

If he and Mikayla had a child, if an enemy found Mikayla, if she fell out of love with Nik, if she learned who and what he truly was, if she needed more than he could give . . .

If. So many ifs. So many that he knew there was nothing to do at the end of the road but walk in the other direction.

As he entered the kitchen, his gaze moved to her. She was just as pale as Ian said she was, and she looked tired. She needed to be sleeping rather than putting up with this. She needed to be making her dresses rather than fearing for her life.

She needed to be tucked close against Nik’s body where he’d know she was safe.

Her gaze lifted to him as he stepped inside the room, her unusual eyes flaring with hunger and pain. Even after he’d hurt her, made her cry, still she wanted him.

Aching need and a fierce, almost furious desperation shadowed them now.

Damn her, she was tying herself to him. She was falling in love with him, if she hadn’t already. Dealing with that knowledge was something he found harder to do than facing terrorists. Facing the hungry need he could sense inside her was like facing a bomb. Nuclear. With the potential to destroy more than just his sanity. It had the potential to destroy his very soul.

“Now that you’re happy with your dress, we’ll head back to the hotel.” Ian grinned down at his wife as though she were the socializing little butterfly she pretended to be. The truth was, Kira Richards was probably just as dangerous as her husband. In some ways, more so, because a man wouldn’t expect it coming from her.

“I’m ready.” Kira’s gaze turned to Nik. “Take care of her, Nik; I have a feeling she and I are going to become very good friends.”

That statement was enough to send frissons of alarm scattering down his spine, but he gave her a tight nod anyway. He held back the awareness in Kira’s statement that he’d always have a tie to Mikayla. Kira would keep up with her. She would keep Mikayla safe.

That didn’t help him sleep at night, though.

Holding Mikayla in the darkness hours later, Nik smoothed his hand down her back, over the light, sleeveless gown she wore, as his eyes closed in agony.

There were few times in the past ten years that he had allowed himself to remember the fact that once he had loved his deceased wife. That he had trusted her, laughed with her. That he had lain in bed and dreamed of the future they would have together.

But it hadn’t been the same, Nik admitted. There had always been a part of him that had wondered if his wife’s affair with Anton had been fully dead.

Anton Vileski.

Nik’s jaw clenched. She had been sleeping with Anton before Nik met her, but he hadn’t learned of the affair until after their marriage. An affair that had supposedly been over before she met Nik.

He’d always wondered, though. He’d loved her more than he’d ever loved another woman at that time, but a part of him had always feared that his position inside the Russian federal government had been the reason she had married him. That she had married him for her lover.

Nik had never doubted Nicolette was his own, though. From the moment of her birth, staring into her pale, pale blue eyes he’d known that tiny scrap of screaming humanity was his. And he had adored her. Cherished her.

And he had lost her.

Stroking his hand lower, his fingers met bare flesh where Mikayla’s gown had ridden up above her hips. She was naked. There were no panties covering her, just sweet, warm, feminine flesh.

Memories of his deceased wife retreated beneath the warmth of Mikayla’s bare flesh. The need to touch her became more important than the need to push back the unfamiliar emotions crowding inside him.

Those emotions he was finding only amped the pleasure, though. As his fingers moved over the curve of her rear to find the damp, slick folds of her pussy, they tightened his chest, his muscles, allowing nerve endings to pulse closer to the skin, to experience each nuance of touch.

As his fingers slid over the plump folds, he felt the heat rising inside him. His cock became immediately erect, pulsing, throbbing with an unsated hunger impossible to control as Mikayla shifted slowly awake beside him.

Without saying a word, she flowed against him, lifting, her hair falling around her to spread out around his face, her lips lowered to his.

It was a drowsy, sleepy kiss. One filled with slow, lazy hunger and heated need as one slender leg slid over his hips.

What she did next rocked him clear to his soul. Lifting above her, her hips moved, shifted until the hot folds of her pussy cupped the engorged head of his cock.

As she pressed down, the snug tissue parting, flexing around the sensitive crest, electricity began raging over his flesh. From the top of his head to his toes, sensation traveled like flames through him. It thundered through his veins. It raced through his chest.

Her pussy gripped his cock like a tight, sensual glove, milking it, loving it. Like the tightest little mouth sucking him deep and strong, she drew him into her.

Gripping her hips with his hands, Nik thrust powerfully against her, parting the tender tissue as she cried out above him and burying into her to the hilt.

It was fast, glorious. It was a rush of flames searing his flesh as he began powering inside her, driving her fast and hard into an orgasm that had her shaking, shuddering against him.

As he felt her pussy flexing and gripping him, Nik gave in to his own need. As his seed spurted inside her, Mikayla collapsed against him, breathing hard, trembling in his arms.

“I love you, Nik. I love you so much,” she whispered. “So much.”

The words exploded inside his head, fractured inside him, and tore one last, torturous jet of come from his cock. That final burst of pleasure shattered his senses as her words had shattered his soul.

She loved him.


CHAPTER 22

Had she actually whispered those words the night before? Had she told him that she loved him, or had that simply been another dream?

The next day, as Nik and Mikayla entered the parking lot to Holbrook Construction, Mikayla fought to remember what was real and what was simply a dream.

It wasn’t as though it was the first time she had dreamed of taking Nik, riding him to completion as she whispered her love for him.

Nervous tension ratcheted inside her at the thought that she could have revealed that secret to him. She hadn’t even wanted to admit it to herself until now. Until there was the danger that she had dared to whisper those words to Nik.

Surely if she had said them he would have mentioned it. Been angry, unnaturally cold, or something. He was so determined that she not love him, that he not love her, that surely he couldn’t have ignored it.

He wasn’t acting any differently, though. He was acting as though it hadn’t happened. As though nothing were any different between them than it had been the night before.

She was very well aware of the fact that Nik didn’t want her love. So where did that leave her?

At least she was with him, she thought wearily. He hadn’t argued over her accompanying him; he hadn’t suggested she hide at the shop instead. That was his normal suggestion as they started each day.

“Holbrook isn’t known for his control over his temper,” Nik warned her as they moved toward the entrance. “Stay behind me, watch, and listen. If you think of anything, then get my attention and we’ll discuss it where he can’t hear it. Let’s not give him the chance to one-up us.”

“Do I ever mess up?” she asked.

“Never.” His surprising admission nearly had her pausing in shock.

Gripping the door, he swung it open and stepped inside before drawing her to him. With his hand riding low on her back they moved to the receptionist’s desk.

The blue jean–clad young woman sitting at the desk glanced up from a movie playing on the computer, her brown eyes widening as she stared at Nik warily.

The small nameplate on her desk read: “Tabitha Holbrook.” Nepotism didn’t always pay. Then the girl grimaced in distaste as she stared back at Nik.

That surprised Mikayla. She’d been in Maddix Nelson’s office building several times, and never had she seen this.

“What do you want?” the receptionist’s voice squeaked.

Mikayla nearly winced at the complete lack of protocol.

“Nik Steele. I’m here to see Reed Holbrook,” Nik informed the receptionist, his dark, rough voice as casual as Mikayla had ever heard it.

It was obvious he was trying not to frighten the young girl.

The receptionist pressed a button on the call pad before speaking into the headset she wore. “Yeah, uh, there’s a Nik Steele here to see Uncle Reed—” She blinked up at Nik as the person on the line obviously spoke. Mikayla could have sworn she paled.

“You want me to do what?” she hissed as she ducked her head. “Look, you want him told that, then you tell him. Not me. He’s scary.”

Mikayla glanced at Nik, noticed his frown, and hid a smile. Actually, she thought he looked pretty damned sexy.

“You tell him . . . ,” Tabitha repeated.

Nik leaned forward, placed his hands flat on the desk, and Mikayla almost giggled when he scowled down at the receptionist, causing her to jump back in fear.

“Holbrook. Now. Tell him Senator Stanton advises him it’s in his best interests to speak to us.” Pure male dominance transformed Nik.

It reflected on his face and in his voice.

Pure arrogance. A force of nature. It was going to kill Mikayla to lose him, but what she was learning from him she would never forget. Determination, arrogance. And how to navigate more anger than she could have imagined she would have to face.

Nik used the senator’s name, a calling card he’d debated leaving unused for this meeting. The senator had left a message on Nik’s phone that morning that his name would get Nik in to see Holbrook if nothing else could.

Stanton was part of the founding Elite Ops organization. Though his participation wasn’t known outside the secret group of agents, his power was still far-reaching.

Nik was still glaring into Tabitha Holbrook’s frightened gaze when the doors behind her pushed open.

Reed Holbrook’s personal assistant, Arlene Dayton, was harried. Shoulder-length black and gray hair was disheveled, dark gray eyes filled with irritation as her overly red lipsticked lips were thinned and held an angry line.

Mrs. Dayton was a far cry from Alison Chenkins, Maddix Nelson’s personal assistant. There was clearly no professionalism here, no business protocol.

“Mr. Steele.” Arlene Dayton’s tone was just as harried as her appearance. “Mr. Holbrook has a very tight schedule, but he can give you five minutes if you’ll come with me.”

Nik straightened and turned back to Mikayla, his hand reaching out for her. She didn’t hesitate to take it. The move clenched his chest even as he fought against the reaction and resulting emotions rising inside him.

The personal assistant led them through another room and then to Reed Holbrook’s office.

Opening the doors, she stepped aside as they entered.

Holbrook stood behind his desk, his craggy face and wide goateed beard giving a harsh appearance. There were none of the neat, conscientious appearances here, that was for damned sure.

“I’d offer you a drink,” Holbrook sneered. “But I didn’t exactly invite the two of you here.”

“Oh, that’s okay, Reed,” Nik answered. “A drink wasn’t really what I was after to begin with.”

Nik placed himself just in front of Mikayla as Reed snarled back at them while they took seats in front of the desk.

“I don’t fucking have time to deal with this,” Reed bit out furiously as he threw himself back into his seat.

“But you made time to meet with Eddie Foreman on a Nelson construction project the day he died. Now you can take time to discuss it with me.”

Reed rolled his eyes. “So what? Little fucker swore he’d make it worth my while. He didn’t, so I left. So don’t try pinning Nelson’s actions on me. I didn’t kill Eddie.”

“How was he going to make it worth your while, Reed?” Nik asked with mocking curiosity. “What did Eddie have that he thought you would want?”

“He said he had some information, proof Nelson was using shoddy materials for a project. He wanted money for the proof, but he didn’t have shit. I left.”

Nik arched a brow. “He just wanted money? Was he having any problems with Nelson?”

“Little fucker was always after money, just like he was always looking for an angle he could cheat someone with.”

“You sound like you dealt with him a lot,” Nik stated conversely, watching the cunning and temper that flashed in Reed’s gaze.

“Enough,” Reed answered. “But not nearly as much as you want to pin on me. Now, if this is all, I have a meeting to leave for.”

Reed rose to his feet, glaring back at Nik as he and Mikayla rose to their feet.

“Tell me, Reed, do your business partners, your brothers, know that several of your projects are backed by a known criminal figure?”

Reed’s smile was slow, a cold shark’s smile that reflected pure triumph. “It was their idea, Mr. Steele.” He turned to Mikayla then.

“Ms. Martin, ask yourself a question,” Reed ordered as Nik stood back to allow Mikayla to move ahead of him.

“And that is?” she asked.

“Why would Maddix Nelson’s mercenary, his hired hand, want to help the woman he was hired to incriminate as a liar? Do you think sleeping with him will convince him to deviate from the job he accepted?”

“Sleeping with me wouldn’t cause him to deviate from anything,” she said softly before turning away and heading for the door.

The silence that filled the room was heavy with recrimination and fury as Nik turned back to Reed Holbrook.

“Watch your back,” Nik advised the other man softly. “Very diligently, very carefully, Holbrook, watch your back.”

Being attuned to another’s feelings was something Nik knew he had never asked for. It was something he wouldn’t have wanted if it had been offered to him. But suddenly he found himself attuned. Attuned and aching because he knew Mikayla had been hurt.

Reed Holbrook had sliced into her heart with his question.

Nik’s fingers clenched around the steering wheel. He was so fucking tired of watching other men decimate this little woman. Calm, gentle, composed. Mikayla, for all her strength and determination, hadn’t lashed back at Holbrook. She’d lifted that stubborn little chin, narrowed her eyes, and delivered her parting shot without self-pity or tears.

“We can say all the rumors about Reed Holbrook are true,” she commented. “He’s not a very nice person, is he?”

The thread of rueful amusement in her voice had Nik’s gaze slicing to her before he pulled it back to the heavily traveled interstate they were on.

Her voice was amused, but he saw her eyes. They were hurt.

“I could use stronger language,” he grunted.

“So what exactly did we learn, besides the fact that he’s rude, overbearing, and ugly?”

Nik almost chuckled at the description. “We learned he’s definitely involved with Kefler and Kefler was involved with Eddie. We’re narrowing in on the common denominators that are linking several people.”

“But are they linking to Maddix?” she sighed.

“Maddix has links to everyone but Kefler. If Eddie was working for Holbrook, or Kefler, to sabotage the job, then the delays would have been a major loss of cash for Maddix as well as those who have allied themselves to him. His alibis also have interests, one way or the other, in that job site or others that Maddix owns. Once we get the financials I’ve requested and look a little more deeply into Maddix’s business activities, then I’ll have more information.”

“Did Maddix Nelson pay you to make me look like a liar?”

He had expected the question. He knew it was coming.

“Maddix paid me two hundred and eighty thousand dollars to find out why you were determined to convince everyone he committed murder,” Nik answered her. “I wasn’t hired to make you look like a liar, Mikayla. I was hired to find out why you were trying to make Maddix look like a killer.”

“Because he is one,” she said painfully.

“Then he miscalculated and spent a hell of a lot of money for nothing. Because I promise you, if he killed Eddie Foreman, then he’ll pay. For nothing else, he’ll pay for daring to drag you into it and endangering your life.”

“What next then? Where do we go from here?”

Nik’s jaw clenched. His next course of action was one he hated taking because he knew there was no way in hell he could keep Mikayla out of it.

“Kefler. Next, we talk to Kefler.”

And he took care of making that appointment quickly, Mikayla thought as they pulled onto the exit to Hagerstown. Martin Kefler was waiting for them at his home office. According to Nik, Kefler claimed there wasn’t a chance he was turning down a request from the woman his girlfriend spoke so highly of.

The fact that Nik wasn’t happy to be taking Mikayla was apparent. His expression was hard, his gaze so icy it was brutal. He had drawn completely away from her now. She felt as though she were sitting in the truck alone, the man operating it now no more than a robot.

“Why?” she asked as they turned from the exit. “Why don’t you want me with you, Nik?”

His jaw seemed to tighten further.

“You don’t understand the danger,” he answered, his rough voice darker, harder, than before as his hands clenched around the steering wheel.

“Explain it to me. I want to understand it, Nik. Then, when you’re gone, I’ll know.”

He was silent for long seconds; then the muscle at his jaw flexed and tightened before he glanced at her with eyes filled with shadows.

“A long time ago,” he said quietly, “I was married, Mikayla. I had a wife and a child.”

His voice resonated with pain.

“You loved your wife.” Mikayla’s voice quavered with the knowledge that someone else had held his heart, and had broken it.

“I loved her.” His voice was distant, marked with pain. “But my daughter, Nicolette, she was my life. From the moment of her birth, she captivated me.” A rueful smile tugged at his lips for only a second.

“My wife didn’t love me or our child as I loved them, though,” he sighed. “Her association with a known criminal figure resulted in their deaths.” He wouldn’t look at Mikayla, but she could see the agony he fought to keep from his expression. “Losing them as I did nearly destroyed me, Mikayla. It tore pieces of my soul from my body when my child was killed.” He pulled to a stop at a red light and stared back at her. “If I lost you in such a way, there would be nothing left of me to continue fighting. There would be nothing left to exact vengeance, or to continue breathing. You are a bright piece of innocence that the world should never lose. A part I know will always glow throughout the night. And you expect me to risk that so cavalierly?”

He jerked his gaze away from her and when the light turned green pulled out. But the tension in the air only thickened, only grew heavier, with the pain Nik kept locked deep inside him.

“One day, you’re going to be out of my life,” she said, feeling as though she were suffocating with the pain of the parting to come. “I won’t cower in corners when you’re gone, and I can’t cower now. But I’m not stupid, either. I learn where I can, and I’ll stand back where I must. But I won’t hide, Nik. If I hide from life, then the lack of it will kill me.”

It was so hard to make him understand, so hard to find the words to express how she felt. That she wanted, needed, to prove to him that she wasn’t helpless, simply untrained. That she was a woman he could trust, whom he didn’t have to protect from all of life’s little bumps.

As though a part of her thought if she could prove that to him, then maybe, just maybe, he wouldn’t leave when it was over.

“In this case, living could kill you,” he stated bitterly as he gave her a hard, brief glance. “And you expect me to live with that on my conscience.”

And it would do no good to tell him that he couldn’t accept the blame.

Mikayla battled back the tears. “Take me home.” She stared straight ahead. “Or to the shop. I’ll wait for you there.”

Nik almost closed his eyes in relief. She wasn’t angry; she wasn’t threatening. Maybe she was beginning to understand what he couldn’t put into words. What it would do to him if he lost her because of her determination to accompany him.

Martin Kefler was a twin to Anton Vileski, the lover his deceased wife, Tatyiana, had taken so long ago. A two-bit criminal with an organization backing him. Kefler was doubly dangerous for the fact that he didn’t have the power or the full backing of the crime family he came from. Just as Anton hadn’t had.

Mikayla had no business being around them, no business being a part of this investigation.

Nik made the turn and drove back to her home after making a quick call to Ian. He wasn’t leaving her alone, either. She was safer at home with Kira and Ian watching over her than she was with Nik at the Kefler home.

Pulling into the driveway, he saw Kira and Ian’s car in the drive and silently sent a thank-you winging heavenward for the unquestioning loyalty Richards showed the Elite Ops. This wasn’t a formal mission; the man could have turned his back on Nik.

Mikayla didn’t speak as she and Nik moved from the vehicle to the front porch where the other couple waited.

Nik noticed Mikayla avoiding the other two’s eyes, the way she kept her gaze straight ahead as he opened the door. He and Ian went in first, the other man covering part of the house while Nik went through the other part.

He listened closely for any conversation between Mikayla and Kira and heard nothing. Mikayla had shut down after asking to return home, and Nik could think of nothing but her warning that something vital between them could be destroyed if he went to talk to Martin without her.

What she couldn’t understand, what she didn’t want to understand, was that there could be nothing lasting between her and Nik.

He’d signed his life away, and he hadn’t done so lightly. The fact that in two years the contract with Elite Ops would be over didn’t mean that the identity the Ops had created was over. That identity would never go away, and he would always have enemies because of it. Enemies more deadly than Martin Kefler could ever hope to be. Enemies Nik could never fully escape.

As Kira moved across the living room to meet her husband, Nik moved closer to Mikayla.

“Kira’s going to stay with you,” he told Mikayla as she lifted her somber gaze to meet his. “She’s fully qualified to protect you.”

Mikayla shook her head, and Nik knew to stop then. She didn’t want to hear about protection. She didn’t want to hear about him leaving without her.

“Be careful,” she whispered as her hand lifted, silken fingers touching his cheek. “If something happened to you, because of me, then it would be no different.”

No different than losing her would be to him.

The statement was unfinished but well understood.

He wanted to do so much more, but rather than doing what he wanted, what he needed, Nik gave a sharp nod and stepped out of the door onto the front porch.

He waited and in less than a minute Ian followed, the door closing behind him.

Nik stared into the darkening skyline, fighting back the overpowering urge to turn around, retrieve his woman, and take her along with him.

Possessive. It was that core of dominant possessiveness she’d awakened within him. He had no idea it existed there, and now he had no idea what the hell to do with it.

“Know what you’re doing, bro?” Ian asked as he drew beside Nik.

“Bro?” Nik lifted his brow. Hearing the word coming from a forty-year-old man was damned strange.

Ian grinned. “Mr. Steele, do you know what you’re doing to my friend?” he amended.

“No.” He might as well be honest about it. “I have no fucking idea.”

Moving down the steps, he made his way quickly back to the truck as Ian followed behind.

“I think I’d figure that out if I were you,” Ian stated as he moved into the passenger seat. “That’s a damned good woman you’re walking away from.”

“Shut the fuck up, Ian,” Nik ordered shortly, reversing from the drive and hitting the gas hard as he accelerated down the street.

“Now there’s appreciation,” Ian drawled in amusement. “When you get your head out of your ass and realize what you’re risking, let me know. You might get smart enough in time not to lose her, and then again, you might not.”

Nik shot the other man a glare. “That’s not possible. I won’t risk her.”

“You’re not the first Elite Ops agent to fall in love and you won’t be the last,” Ian informed him. “I’ve watched four of you fall so far, and I’ll be here to watch your commander go down fighting as well. Protecting your woman isn’t your problem; it’s protecting your heart.”

Nik brought the truck to a hard stop in the middle of the street before turning back to the other man. “Get the fuck out or shut the fuck up.”

Ian chuckled as he gave an easy shrug. “It’s your funeral, my friend. Drive on. I’ll say no more.”

His funeral. Fuck, he’d never felt more alive in his life than he did when he was with Mikayla. Just her being in the truck with him was enough to make him feel exhilarated, on top of a sensory overload that made no fucking sense.

Accelerating once again, he fought to block Ian out, to get a handle on himself and the regret lacing through him. If Mikayla were there with him, the world would feel brighter, lighter. It would feel invigorated.

He would feel invigorated.

He’d been dead inside for so damned long that coming to live once again was damned painful. That was exactly what he felt as though he were doing, coming to fucking life.

As he and Ian pulled into the quarter-mile drive that led to Martin Kefler’s three-story mansion, the stately brownstone looked too distinguished, too aristocratic, for the man Nik knew Martin Kefler to be.

As they pulled into the drive, double front doors opened and two black-suited bodyguards stepped out on the landing.

“We have a welcoming committee,” Ian murmured.

Fuck, Nik was glad he left Mikayla home.

“Mr. Steele, Mr. Kefler is waiting inside. Could we have your weapons please?” One of the bodyguards held out his hand imperiously.

“I’m unarmed.” Nik held his arms out while the other bodyguard produced a metal detector and began running it along the outline of his body.

He’d left his weapons in the truck. Kefler was dangerous but not nearly as dangerous as an Elite Ops agent and one of the most dangerous Navy SEALs America had ever produced.

Satisfied they weren’t carrying, the bodyguards moved aside as Nik and Ian stepped into the luxuriously appointed marble-floored foyer.

They were escorted through the house into an office that could have belonged to any of the major CEOs in the world.

“Damn, and here we’re told crime doesn’t pay, Nik,” Ian commented mockingly as the doors closed behind them, leaving them alone in the office with an illegitimate son of one of America’s most dangerous crime bosses.

“Mr. Richards.” Kefler rose to his feet, his penetrating hazel eyes staring back from an imperious face. “I must say, you do your father justice in your bearing as well as your insolence.”

“Well, you know what they say, blood tells,” Ian quipped sarcastically, though Nik was well aware of the fact that Ian’s father, a former Colombian drug lord, was a sore spot with the other man.

“Do tell.” Kefler’s brows arched as he tugged at the expensive leather belt cinching the charcoal gray slacks at his waist.

Pushing the long sleeves of the silk white shirt up his arms, Kefler grinned before waving them to the chairs in front of his desk. “Have a seat, my friends. I must say, I feel rather privileged to be sitting in such august company. The son of perhaps one of the most lethal drug lords in Colombia, and a mercenary of such bloodthirsty tendencies that he could give even me a few uncomfortable moments.”

Nik grunted at the mockery.

“I must say,” Kefler continued, “I was pleased to learn you weren’t bringing Ms. Martin. Her reputation is one any woman could envy. A trip here would perhaps sully it.” Self-deprecation curved his lips before he glanced at them again. “What can I do for you?”

“As I’m sure you already know, I’m looking into the death of Eddie Foreman,” Nik told him.

“I heard.” Kefler nodded, his expression turning serious. “Just as I’ve heard Ms. Martin has been threatened several times. Eloise was distressed to hear that. So much so that I’ve been attempting to gain some information on the problem myself.”

Nik arched a brow. “And did you learn anything?”

Kefler’s lips quirked into a grin. “Not much, I’m afraid.”

Nik stared back at him. “It seems I’ve learned a few things, though. Things such as the fact that Eddie owed you a lot of money and he wasn’t paying.”

Kefler blinked back at Nik. “A small amount,” he admitted. “I must say, a few of my men were looking for him when we received word that he had been killed.”

“Were you behind the murder?” Nik asked straightforwardly. With a man such as Kefler, subtlety wasn’t always the answer.

Kefler shook his head with a grin. “If I’d caught him, I would have knocked him around a little, ya know? Made him hurt. He was useless to me dead.”

“Perhaps it was an investment in teaching others to pay on time,” Nik suggested.

“Naw, your girlfriend, now she would be an investment. A dead Eddie was just money outta my pocket. Killing him would be like slicing my own wrists. Besides, didn’t Ms. Martin witness that murder? Seems to me she’s of the opinion someone else killed him.”

Nik ignored the reference. “What about Reed Holbrook? I understand you two are working together in certain business ventures.”

Kefler’s gaze narrowed on him. “What business is this of yours, Mr. Steele?”

“We’re discussing Eddie and your connection to him, Kefler, not me,” Nik reminded him.

Kefler gave a short laugh. “Good thing my honey likes yours; otherwise I’d have to kill you.”

Nik ignored that as well. “Was Eddie trying to sell Holbrook information or sabotage the Nelson job on your orders?”

Kelfer’s gaze reflected surprise. “I have no idea. But hey, everyone is trying to make a decent buck these days, right? The fucking economy sucks.”

“Seems strange to me, Martin, the three of you make a very interesting little triangle.”

“Yeah, ain’t that some shit?” Martin laughed with sly humor.

He was getting nowhere here, Nik admitted. When it came right to it, the fact was all roads were leading back to Maddix, not away.

“Thanks for your time, Martin, and for wasting mine.” He stood to his feet, watching from the corner of his eye as Ian followed suit. “We’ll be leaving now.”

“Steele.” The other man rose slowly. “Look, all shit aside, my honey asked for my help here. She likes Ms. Martin more than she should, and I try to please her whenever I can. I can tell you this: you’re chasing shadows. Word on the street is confusing with this one. The strangest tale I’ve heard so far is that whoever killed Eddie Foreman wasn’t Maddix Nelson, but it was still Maddix Nelson. And that comes from a crackhead with more drugs in his veins than blood. Take it however you will.”

He’d take it as it was. A lame-assed story from a crackhead who loved his drugs more than he loved living.

Nodding sharply, Nik turned and, followed by Ian, made his way from the house.

There were no more answers to be found this way, because those Nik had unearthed so far kept leading him back in one direction.

“What now?” Ian asked as they were driving from the mansion and heading back to Mikayla.

“Now, I find Maddix.”


CHAPTER 23

Mikayla spent the time at the house in the sewing room with Kira sitting quietly on the sofa across from the worktable. She worked, trying to keep her mind off the fact that Nik wasn’t there with her. That she wasn’t with him.

What was he learning? she wondered. Had Martin Kefler even known anything that could have helped?

“Do you miss being at the shop every day?” Kira finally asked as she brushed thick black hair from her face and regarded Mikayla with serene gray eyes.

“I miss it,” she admitted. And she did. “Once this is finished, I can go back.”

“Will it ever be finished, Mikayla?” Kira asked then. “Do you think your life will ever return to what it was?”

“No.”

Life couldn’t be the same, it could never be as good, once this was over, because Nik would be gone.

“Letting go is hard,” Kira said softly.

And it was. Mikayla had made the first step to letting him go this evening, and she had known inside exactly what she was doing. She was giving him the rest of the distance he needed to completely step away from her.

“You love him,” Kira said then.

Glancing up at her, Mikayla saw the understanding in the other woman’s gaze, as well as the compassion.

“Does it matter?” Mikayla finally sighed heavily as she tucked the edge of the material and pinned it into place. “If love isn’t acknowledged, does it still exist?”

“Of course it does,” Kira said gently. “As long as one person loves, Mikayla, then it always exists. The lack of acknowledgment doesn’t cancel it out.”

She shook her head. “It won’t matter when he’s gone,” she said painfully. “Do you think he’ll ever remember, Kira? That he’ll look back and know what he left behind?”

She watched as the other woman sat forward slowly, her arms folding over the tops of her knees. “I don’t know, Mikayala. What I do know is that Nik leads a very dangerous, very lonely life. I would think those memories would be something he would be unable to forget, especially during the darker times he faces.”

“Is he a mercenary?” Mikayla wasn’t entirely certain what he was, but she had a feeling he was much more than anyone wanted to admit.

“Of a sort,” Kira agreed. “A very specialized one, though. Nik makes things happen. His expertise is in weapons, and in logistics. He would have made an excellent commander if that was the route he had wanted to take.”

“Before his wife and child’s deaths?” Mikayla needed to know as much about him as possible. As much as she could get from the few who knew him.

“Even then,” Kira stated. “I’ve always thought Nik was a man searching for something he had never had. Funny, though, when I saw him here the first time, he no longer gave that impression.”

Mikayla’s heart clenched. “He doesn’t love me, though. If he loved me, Kira, he couldn’t walk away.”

Kira smiled at the statement. “Funny, I don’t see him walking away, Mikayla.”

Her lips parted to comment, to assure the other woman she could feel him already walking away, when the lights went out.

Mikayla immediately dropped to the floor. She’d been shot at enough that she wasn’t about to remain standing.

“I have a light,” she hissed to Kira as she scrambled to her appliance drawer and pulled free two small Maglites that she kept on hand for emergencies.

Kira was there beside her, her fingers slipping over one of the lights.

“Do you have a weapon?” The other woman’s voice was quiet, carrying no farther than Mikayla’s ears.

“Dad gave me a .22.” She pulled the tiny six-shot gun from the drawer.

“Well, hell,” Kira sighed. “At least it shoots bullets. Now come on. Stay close to me. We’re going to slip out the back and make our way to my car.”

“Call Nik.”

“The phones are jammed; I hit the panic button to Ian’s phone the second the lights went out and the call wouldn’t go through. We’re going to have to get out of here, then call once we get out of range of the jammer. Turn off the flashlight and stay close. The light will only give us away.”

Mikayla’s eyes were slowly adjusting to the dark, but with that came the shadows that seemed to shift and twine throughout the room.

Kira was calm, confident, as though it were no more than a game. Mikayla knew it was much more.

She could hear her heart beating in her eyes as her chest tightened, restricting her breathing. Panic was only a breath away as Kira, staying low, began to make her way to the opened doorway.

Swallowing past the tightness in her throat, Mikayla stayed close to Kira as they crawled quickly through the room and past the doorway.

“Ian will know something’s up soon,” she promised Mikayla. “We have a system. When my hourly ping doesn’t hit his phone, then he’ll know there’s trouble.”

“Ping?” Mikayla felt stupid asking the question.

“It’s programmed into our cell phones, like a computer. Every hour when we’re apart the phones ping each other automatically. If the signal doesn’t go through on one end, then the phone alerts the other. It’s a safeguard.”

Mikayla nodded, though it made about as much sense as anything else did anymore.

Making their way through the short hall to the kitchen, Mikayla tried to make out whatever might or might not be in the shadows. Whoever had managed to cut the electricity could be waiting anywhere. No doubt with a weapon.

Now this was just getting ridiculous. It wasn’t as though anyone believed she had seen Maddix kill Eddie Foreman. Why the hell was he determined to kill her now as well?

Moving up on the glass sliding doors, she slid in behind Kira at the edge of the door frame.

“Damn, you have no cover out there,” Kira cursed as they stared out at the moonlit backyard and open deck. “Nik should have fixed this for you.”

“He’s been rather busy,” Mikayla stated breathlessly.

She heard a small snort. “No doubt.” And a second later the door began sliding open.

“We go out low,” Kira ordered. “Slide out along the side and slip over the deck to the yard. If we can get to the side of the house, then we’ll have more cover to the car.”

“Okay.” Yeah, that sounded like a plan. All they had to do was get over the deck. “I thought you said the front would be covered?”

“Any assailant worth his salt would have help, and they’d have all exits covered. Any prey worth their salt assumes all exits are covered and takes the line of best defense.”

Mikayla would decide if that made sense later.

Breathing in deeply, she moved as Kira slipped out the door, following close behind and staying as low as possible.

The moon seemed as bright as daylight as Mikayla stared into the darkness desperately, trying to pinpoint the shadows. She could feel the panic, the fear, rising inside her. They weren’t making it across the deck fast enough. She could feel it.

She was so focused on it that when the first crack of wood just to her left splintered, she didn’t even know what it was.

“Run!” Kira didn’t bother trying to be quiet.

Mikayla felt the other woman’s hand grip her arm, jerking her across the deck as that plop, plop sound began pelting against the side of the house.

A window shattered above their heads as they reached the end of the deck. Kira pushed her over the side and as the other woman followed a hollow sound of pain came from her lips and she collapsed on the grass.

“Fuck me. Ian is going to be pissed,” Kira groaned.

Mikayla knew what had happened. Gripping the other woman, Mikayla jerked her to her feet despite the curse that fell from Kira’s lips.

She’d been shot. Mikayla could smell the blood, felt it as Kira fell against her, her wounded shoulder pressed against Mikayla’s arm.

Mikayla fought to get Kira to the side of the house when the quiet sound of bullets striking around them began to enrage her. She fired into the darkness.

The pop of the little .22 wasn’t loud enough to suit her, but a bullet was a bullet, right?

She doubted it, but she could hope it was.

She didn’t realize she was crying as she struggled to drag Kira around the side of the house. Mikayla wouldn’t have realized she was cursing if she hadn’t heard the word “fuck” fall from her own lips.

Reaching the corner of the house, she threw Kira around the side of it. Wood splintered above Mikayla’s head once again, raining small splinters of wood around her as she ducked and fought to drag Kira to her feet.

“Bastard got me in the leg,” Kira cursed, her breathing heavy as Mikayla fought to catch her breath. “At least we have some cover here.”

It was little enough. A small toolshed that they were tucked against. There was cover on two sides, leaving them too exposed.

“Kira, I’m sorry,” Mikayla panted. There was no way out of it. She could feel the danger coming closer, death marking the very air as she fought to figure out what to do, which way to turn.

Things were happening too fast. She hadn’t had a chance to do too many things. She hadn’t told Nik she would always wait for him.

“Mikayla!” She heard him.

Jerking around, she saw him. Two tall, dark figures were racing across the yard, weapons drawn, as sirens could be heard in the distance.

The steady, silenced strikes of bullets against the house had stopped. Whoever had waited in the darkness to pick her and Kira off like sitting ducks were gone now.

“Kira!” Ian was suddenly at the other woman’s side, his voice calm, concerned.

“Two. Shoulder and leg.” Kira was breathing roughly. “I might need help pretty fast, Ian.”

“An ambulance is on its way, baby,” Ian promised her as he tore his shirt off and began placing tourniquets around Kira’s shoulder and thigh.

Mikayla felt Nik beside her. She hadn’t moved. His hands were going over her, his gaze watching her in concern.

“They’re gone?” she whispered as she stared back at him. “I didn’t get to see who it was, Nik. I’m sorry.”

His pale blue eyes were like white-hot flames in the darkness as the flash of lights began to fill the night and neighbors began filing from the houses.

“That’s okay, I did.” His face, his voice, was hard as stone. “I saw who it was, Mikayla. And I’ll take care of it.”

She shook her head slowly. “Don’t leave me again Nik. We’ll take care of it.”

Nik prayed for the ice to return within his soul. He prayed like a broken man praying for death as he stared into Mikayla’s shocked, horrified eyes.

The race to get to her and Kira once Ian’s phone had emitted that hard, shrill pulse in the truck had nearly gotten both men killed. Nik had raced through town like a madman. All he could see was Mikayla’s blood; all he could hear was her screams echoing in his head.

To find her alive was a prayer answered. To realize just how many of his barriers against emotion had been destroyed was a nightmare.

Holding her close, he watched as the police and ambulance arrived. Kira was prepped for transport as the chief of police pulled up and watched, his expression stony, from the side of the street as another car pulled onto the curb.

Nik wasn’t surprised to see his commander, Jordan Malone, step from the vehicle.

Robert Denover, the criminal investigator, stood to the side of the ambulance questioning Ian as Jordan moved to them. Nik had no intentions of being a part of this. He’d seen who had shot Kira, who had tried to shoot Mikayla, even as he and Ian had rushed from the truck, their own weapons drawn.

Nik couldn’t believe it. A part of him had been certain, despite the evidence, that Maddix Nelson hadn’t been involved in any of this. Only a stupid man would hire someone of Nik’s reputation to investigate a murder he had committed.

But it had been Maddix. There had been someone with him, Nik had seen the other shadowed, unidentifiable figure, but he’d clearly seen Maddix.

“Don’t mention that Ian and I saw anything,” he warned Mikayla as the investigator glanced their way. “You only saw shadows and bullets, nothing else.”

Mikayla nodded. “That is all I saw.”

Her voice was still quivering as she trembled in Nik’s arms. He should never have left her, he admitted. She would have been far better protected with him than she was without him. He should have known this would happen. He’d allowed both Ian’s wife as well as his own woman to be placed in danger because of his own fears.

Because of his knowledge that he was growing too close to her. That leaving her was going to be that much more difficult.

His arms tightened around her as Jordan moved to them.

“I need backup,” Nik told Jordan. “Mikayla and I are heading to the Nelson home. I saw Maddix Nelson here tonight.”

Jordan’s gaze sliced to Mikayla. “Leave her with Ian.”

“No.” Mikayla’s hands jerked up, gripping Nik’s arm where it crossed over her breasts, holding her to him. “Not this time. I’m going, or I promise you everyone on this street will hear about it.”

Nik grimaced. Jordan was right: the best thing to do would be to leave Mikayla with Ian. Jordan would ensure her protection, even from the police.

“Nik, you do this and I promise I’ll slip away from him.” Her voice was husky from the tears that Nik refused to allow himself to see. “I have the right to face him. You know I do.”

“The right and the ability are two different things, Ms. Martin,” Jordan informed her.

“Who the hell are you anyway?” Mikayla bit out, the fury in her voice catching Nik by surprise. “You don’t tell me what to do and what not to do. The last I heard, I already have a father.”

Nik noticed the almost-amused quirk to Jordan’s lips as he glanced back at him.

“She’s too damned stubborn,” Jordan told Nik. “This isn’t going to work.”

Nik shook his head wearily. “We don’t have a choice but to make it work. I can’t afford the distraction right now. She goes with us.”

And he prayed. Like a dying man praying for salvation, Nik began to pray.
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Mikayla sat silently in the front seat of the truck as it pulled into the Nelson driveway several hours later. There should have been a sense of triumph, she thought as she stared at the lights blazing in the house. At the very least a sense of satisfaction.

Finally, Maddix Nelson would be brought to justice.

“Mikayla and I will go to the front door,” Nik told Ian and Jordan as they sat in the back. “Slip around the back and come in behind us. Maddix doesn’t know he was seen. He’s not going to expect trouble if he just sees me and Mikayla.”

The plan was simple. He and Mikayla would get into the house. Once he saw Maddix was alone, then Nik would let him know he was seen.

Nik had promised the other man retribution if he learned he was involved in this. The police would be called later. First, though, Nik would have his pound of flesh for Mikayla.

“Slip this into the back of your jeans.” Flipping the safety on the small handgun he laid in Mikayla’s hands, he stared back at her. “Keep your shirt pulled over it. Stay behind me, and if things go from sugar to shit, head for the nearest exit. Understand?”

She nodded, her amethyst eyes wide as excitement flushed her face.

Damn, he hoped he was right about this. Everything pointed to Maddix being alone in the house. He wouldn’t expect Nik and Mikayla to be showing up if he had been seen. He should be off guard. That was all Nik needed to make certain Mikayla was safe.

“Let’s go.” He got out of the truck before coming around to help Mikayla out.

Jordan and Ian slipped out unnoticed, sliding into the darkness as Nik led Mikayla to the front door.

The doors opened as they approached them, a confused Maddix Nelson staring back at them in silence.

“Nik?” He looked at Mikayla. “I heard there were problems at Ms. Martin’s home?”

“A shooter.” Nik escorted Mikayla inside as Maddix stepped aside.

Mikayla stared around the foyer, her gaze searching, ears listening for anyone else who might be there.

“Come into the living room,” Maddix said, a note of confusion still in his voice as he invited them into the room. “Is there something wrong?”

“A few things,” Nik stated as they moved into the luxurious television room. “Are Glenda and Luke here?”

Maddix shook his head as he moved toward a well-appointed wet bar. “Glenda is out with friends and Luke hasn’t been around for a day or so. He’ll show up when he sobers up, I imagine.” The hint of disgust in Maddix’s voice wasn’t feigned.

“Then you’re alone?” Nik asked.

Maddix glanced up from the drinks. “Is that a problem?”

“Only if you weren’t here when Mikayla was attacked,” Nik stated coldly.

“Then we don’t have a problem.” Maddix shrugged. “Would you like a drink?”

“No, thanks. We’re fine.”

Maddix fixed his own as Mikayla watched him. Surely there would be some hint of nervousness, something other than confusion, as he fixed his drink, glancing at them with a frown.

“Nik, why are you and Ms. Martin here?” he finally asked as he moved to the butter-soft leather sofa in front of a cold fireplace and took a seat. “I’m going to assume it has something to do with the shooting.”

Mikayla stayed close to Nik as he shifted and glanced to the open doorway.

“I saw you there, Maddix.”

Maddix stared at them as though he couldn’t process Nik’s words. “Excuse me?”

“I saw you.” Nik moved, sliding his hand to his side to release the weapon holstered there.

“I’d leave that gun there if I were you, Steele.”

Mikayla swung around, her heart in her throat; the only thing overriding her fear was her anger as she saw Luke Nelson standing just inside the doorway, gun in hand and pointing to them.

“What the fuck is going on here?” Maddix moved slowly to his feet as Mikayla glanced at him, his gaze widening, shock and bemusement marking his face. The same bemusement she was beginning to feel herself.

Maddix acted innocent. Luke was definitely guilty of something, but he looked nothing like his father, physically; there was no way she or Nik could have mistaken him for Maddix if he had been the one at the house.

“Luke, put that damned gun away,” Maddix ordered harshly. “What the hell is going on with you?”

Luke’s smile could have rivaled Nik’s for icy disdain.

“You’re inherently stupid,” Luke drawled. “I realized that before Mother ever divorced you. You’d think you’d be smarter with all the success you’ve had with the business Grandfather gave you when he retired.”

Maddix’s eyes narrowed. “What have you done, Luke?”

“Let’s say I made my choice and picked the winning team.” Stepping back, he glanced to the hall, and a second later Mikayla well understood how Maddix Nelson could be in two places at once.

The man who stepped into the door was his exact likeness. He was even dressed in the same clothes Maddix was wearing.

“Good evening, Ms. Martin,” he greeted her, his voice an exact match to Maddix’s as well. “It seems my marksmanship isn’t all it should be. Though if it were, where would my witnesses be?” He chuckled, a low, evil sound that sent a chill racing up her spine.

It was almost impossible to believe. Maddix Nelson had no brothers. How many times had she heard that Maddix Nelson was his father’s sole heir when he had taken over the business? As though being an only child were a handicap.

If the look on Maddix’s face was anything to go by, then the belief was mutual.

“Luke?” Maddix spoke to his son, but the disbelief and confusion in his voice were heavy.

Luke laughed. It was a mocking sound, heavy with cruelty.

“Maddix Nelson, meet your twin brother, Floyd Cantwell. Did you know your grandfather was the one who made the decision to split the two of you up at birth?” Luke’s smile was hard, brutal. “To raise Floyd with the knowledge that he was the lesser son, the one he threw away? I understand how he feels.”

Maddix pulled his gaze from the brother to the son. Mikayla could see the disbelief in Maddix’s gaze, the agony, and the fear.

“I never threw you away,” he whispered as though in shock.

“You threw me away for your first child, that fucking company you prize so highly,” Luke snarled. “But I’ve decided you’re not the best father and now I’m choosing the father I want. And I chose the new Maddix Nelson.”

Maddix was pale, staring at his son as though he had lost his mind, as though he had ripped his father’s heart from his chest. She didn’t think she had ever such pain on anyone’s face in her life.

“This is going to be difficult to pull off, Luke,” Nik stated then. “Your father isn’t alone.”

Luke grinned maniacally. “So? You and Maddix argued. He shot you and Mikayla; then you fired at him and killed him. Floyd will then show up as the Nelson heir, since my grandparents so kindly disowned me and my father intends to name that whore Glenda as his heir rather than me.”

Maddix shook his head. “It was a threat. I just wanted you to see what you were throwing away,” he whispered. “I have no other children, Luke.”

“Glenda is trying to get pregnant,” Luke raged. “That cow is trying to breed so you can throw me away like your father threw your brother away.”

Maddix looked at his brother again and shook his head. “You should have come to me,” he whispered. “I would have never disinherited you.”

Mikayla watched as Floyd Cantwell smiled. “I will, when you’re dead. I’ve lived my life in your shadow, Brother. I have no desire to live there any longer.”

As Floyd Cantwell stepped farther into the room, it was easy to tell he thought he was in control. His hazel eyes were chillingly cold, as mean as Luke’s and just as brutal.

Maddix looked as though he’d been struck clear to the soul. He stared at the brother he hadn’t known he had like a man possessed, or one hungry for a connection.

“Did my parents know?” Maddix asked.

Floyd laughed. “No. According to the bitch that raised me, your parents believed I died at birth. There was a nice little funeral, the body of a child who had actually died at birth. It was really quite touching, I was told.”

“By my grandfather?” Maddix’s voice was hollow, so hollow that Mikayla found her heart breaking for him.

He was a man slowly being broken, by a son, a brother, whose loyalty should have exceeded their cruelty.

“By good ole Grandpop.” He laughed before turning to Nik. “Strange, I had you investigated. I didn’t imagine Maddix could actually come up with your fee. And I definitely expected someone more effective. You’ve been more concerned with that cheap piece of ass there than you are with the job,” he stated as he motioned to Mikayla.

“We all have our weaknesses.”

Mikayla knew the sound of Nik’s voice, and she knew that now he was at his most dangerous. “Ineffective” wasn’t a word she would have applied to Nik. And she could see by his face that calling her a cheap piece of ass hadn’t been a good idea.

“I told him he should have hired someone who knew what they were doing,” Luke snorted. “Thirty-five thousand dollars? A good private investigator costs more than that.”

Thirty-five thousand? Mikayla looked at Maddix. Why had he lied?

“The economy sucks,” Maddix stated. “Business isn’t what it used to be.”

“And I’m tired of suffering for it,” Luke bit out angrily. “I live in poverty because you don’t know how to run a business. But you can give that cow you married whatever she wants.”

It was a normal refrain. Luke was always telling whoever would listen how his father refused to share his wealth or how his wealth lacked because of his intelligence.

Whichever, it seemed Maddix kept his son in the dark concerning any wealth he might actually have.

“I’m rather curious what makes you think you can get away with this,” Nik stated. “Once Maddix is dead and Floyd shows up, people will suspect what happened with the Foreman murder.”

“No one will suspect a thing.” Floyd chuckled. “Maddix killed Eddie. Once it’s done, I’ll finish planting the needed evidence. Of course, if Maddix had cooperated rather than having that fucking meeting that night so suddenly, he would be in prison now and I’d be the owner of the company.”

“Someone’s delusional,” Nik muttered.

Floyd’s gaze sharpened with fury, lighting with rage as he glared back at Nik. “You’re nothing more than a hired gun without a gun. I was watching you. You left your weapon with your friend. I saw you give it to him. Then you rushed right over here. How stupid was that?”

Stupid, Mikayla thought, because Ian had handed that weapon back to Nik in the truck.

“You tried to frame me for Eddie’s murder?” Maddix’s voice was soft, disillusioned. “Destroy me?”

“Of course.” Floyd laughed. “And then I would have framed you for killing this little bitch if she hadn’t been so damned lucky. The first time I shot at her at the job site a cloud moved and sent that damned sunlight right in my eye; the second time, she moved at the last second, the third time that damned car hit a pothole. Then Mr. Muscle here”—he waved at Nik—“managed to reach her before Luke could run her down with your car. She has more lives than a fucking cat.”

“You could have told me you existed.” Maddix sounded as though he was choked. “I would have welcomed you.”

Floyd sneered. “Fuck you. I was the castoff. Now the castoff is going to kill you.”

The gun lifted. At that last second, Nik moved. Mikayla felt what was coming and could do nothing to stop it.

Nik pushed her to the floor, going down with her as gunfire began to echo around her. She heard curses, enraged and furious, as Nik moved.

Maddix went down, his eyes rounded with terror as he began trying to crawl across the floor to her. A bullet fired into the wood floor in front of him, chipping wood and causing him to fling himself to the side.

The lights went out, throwing the room into complete darkness as chaos and bullets swirled around her.

When silence finally reigned, Mikayla struggled to penetrate the shadows, to find Nik. Everything inside her was demanding that she call out to him, that she find him.

Rising to her knees, she stared around desperately, feeling her lips tremble, fear crawling through her system.

“You fucking whore!”

There was no way to avoid the arm that suddenly went around her neck, restricting her breaths as the sound of Luke’s heavy breathing blasted in her ear.

Instantly blinding spots of light centered on them.

“I’ll kill this bitch!” The words were screeched into her ear.

This was Luke. And she had never seen the pure evil that existed inside him.

“You’re going to let her go or I’m going to kill you.” Nik’s voice came out of the darkness. “Don’t make that happen, Luke.”

“Fuck you, Steele!” His arm moved.

A shot rang out.

Mikayla felt Luke still, felt the sudden shock of his body that indicated something had happened before he crumpled behind her.

She was left standing in the middle of the room, her breathing harsh, heavy, for no more than a second. A lifetime. A brutal, freezing eternity before Nik’s arms were suddenly around her. He pulled her against his chest, held her close to him, and she could swear she heard him breathe a prayer.


CHAPTER 24

Luke was dead, as was his uncle Floyd Cantwell. The two men hadn’t known who they were dealing with when they faced Nik. An ineffective mercenary? She didn’t think so. As she watched the black-masked men who filled the Nelson library hours later, she knew he was anything but a mercenary.

Maddix Nelson was slumped in a chair, his third glass of whisky in his hand, tears unashamedly dampening his cheeks. He’d lost everything in a very short amount of time. The brother he hadn’t known he had, the son he hadn’t known the true evil of. He was a man fighting just to believe the events of that evening.

The chief of police and the detective assigned to the case stood close to Maddix while Glenda stood at his side, silently weeping for him.

Say what one did about the woman, she genuinely seemed to care about Maddix.

His parents were on their way from Arizona. God only knew how they would handle the truth of what had happened to the child they had believed had died.

Nik stood with Jordan Malone and Ian Richards on the other side of the room, talking to four other men, all in black masks and black clothing. They were all tall, hard bodied, and hard-eyed as they surveyed the scene.

Clapping Nik on the back, each in turn, they walked through the patio doors as Mikayla watched, disappearing into the night as Ian and Jordan moved to where Maddix and the police sat.

Nik moved to her.

“We’re leaving,” he told her as he held his hand out to her. “I’ve given the investigator your statement. It’s over, baby.”

How could it truly be over when so much had been lost?

Taking his hand, she let him pull her to her feet, his arm wrapping around her as he led her to the door.

“I want to stop at the hospital and check on Kira.” Mikayla wanted to cry until there were no tears left inside her.

“A friend has been at the hospital,” he told her. “Ian checked on Kira; she’s doing fine. She’s resting and she’ll have a few more scars to add to her collection, but she’s going to be fine.”

Mikayla nodded. So much for delaying the inevitable.

“We’re going home, then?” she asked.

“We’re going home,” Nik agreed.

He handled her gently, lifting her into the truck and helping her buckle her seat belt because her hands were shaking so hard. She didn’t want to go home. She didn’t want to watch him leave her.

Pulling into the drive, Nik had to fight to hold back the fear still crawling through his system. Seeing Luke Nelson’s arm around her neck, that gun pointing toward her, had nearly destroyed his soul. If anything had happened to her . . .

Leaving the truck, he moved around to the passenger side, opened the door, and helped her out. Clasping her waist with his hands, he nearly didn’t set her on her feet. He almost carried her to the house, desperate to keep his hands on her.

He wasn’t going to make it.

He could feel it. The fear and hunger were ripping through him, making it impossible for him to hold on to his self-control.

He didn’t let her go.

Swinging her into his arms, feeling her hands grip his shoulders in surprise, Nik carried her to the house. Unlocking the door took a few seconds longer. Locking it back was almost forgotten as she buried her face in his neck and he felt her tears.

Tears she hadn’t shed at the height of the danger. Tears she hadn’t allowed him to see in the truck.

What would happen to him if he lost her?

Nik knew he would never be able to survive if Mikayla was taken from his arms.

He didn’t set her down on her feet until he reached the bedroom. Then he still didn’t put her on her feet. He laid her back on the bed and proceeded to slowly, easily, remove her clothing before tearing his own from his body.

He had to touch her. He had to feel her.

Ah, God.

“Never again.” The words tore from Nik’s throat as he came over her, his lips burrowing in her neck. “Never again, baby. Sweet God, it won’t happen again.”

There was no time for preliminaries, no time to get a handle on himself or to balance the combination of hunger, rage, and fear that whipped through his system.

His lips covered hers as he felt her arms wrap around him, holding on to him tight, so tight. But nothing was as tight as the hold she had on his soul. Nothing as warm as the pure, sweet heat of her flesh against his, her lips moving beneath his, her tongue dancing with his.

“Sweet Mikayla,” he groaned, his lips moving to her neck, his tongue stroking her flesh, tasting her as he moved desperately between her thighs, parting them, lifting them to his hips as he pressed against the slick, silken folds of her pussy.

Her flesh parted, giving and soft beneath the iron-hard head of his cock. Pressing inside her, he breathed out roughly as he felt her inner muscles begin to clench and tighten around him.

Nothing was so sweet, so beautiful, as his little fairy.

Lifting his head, staring down at her, he watched her face as he took her. Watched the soft heat that filled her gaze, the sensuality that overwhelmed her expression.

Sweet Lord, he could never live without this again. How the hell could he ever live without her touch, her laughter, without the pure unbridled hunger she filled him with?

“Hold me.” The words were torn from him; he couldn’t hold them back as she took him, the milking sweetness of her pussy wrapping around his cock. It flexed, rippled, held him like the sweetest, tightest glove.

“I’ll always hold you.” Her voice, her vow, washed over him, locked her inside his soul.

He had to leave her. When it was over, when he’d taken this last taste of sweetness that he would allow himself, then he had to leave. It was the only way to protect her. It was the only way to ensure . . .

How?

Pushing in to the hilt, he groaned her name. God knew he meant to hold back. He needed to hold back. He needed to be strong enough to leave her, but how the hell was he supposed to do that?

Live without this?

His cock was buried in pure, liquid heat. It clenched around him; tight muscles stroked the sensitive head, tightened around the shaft as her juices dampened his balls.

He wanted to hold inside her forever, to feel nothing but her hot, tight pussy flexing around him. But each subtle stroke pierced his control, frayed it, until he had to move.

He’d go slow, he promised himself.

As he moved back, his teeth clenched at the slow drag of her silken grip against his cock.

He was losing it.

The pleasure was ripping through him. He couldn’t handle it. He couldn’t hold back.

“Fuck. Baby.” The growl that tore from him came with a hard thrust of his hips, and then it was over.

Pushing inside her, stroking into her, he began throwing them both into the maelstrom of pure hot bliss.

It overtook him. He could feel it overtaking her. Her legs wrapped around his hips, her arms around his neck. With each thrust inside her, she arched upward with her hips, taking him deeper, taking him harder.

He was wild with the need for her. Crazy for her touch.

Nothing had ever hit him so hard or taken him with the power with which she was taking him, accepting him. He’d never known pleasure like he knew with her at the moment he felt her unraveling around him. Her pussy tightened, her juices flowed, and she shuddered in his arms as he felt her coming, felt her losing herself to the pleasure he gave her.

“I love you, Nik. Oh, God, Nik. I love you.”

The pleasure she gave him.

His release tore through him. It ruptured inside him, spurting from his cock in hard, hot jets as he heard himself groan her name. Fought, held back the emotions ripping through him, and swore he had never known anything this powerful, this exquisite, in his life.

He’d never known love, but he knew it now.

Burying his head at her shoulder, he gave in to it, let it tear through him, let it have him.

And he knew without Mikayla there was no love, no laughter, there was no life.

Nik was gone when Mikayla awoke the next morning.

Rising from the bed, she felt her stomach tighten in panic and fear, felt the pain that tore through her.

Surely he wouldn’t leave without telling her good-bye.

“He wouldn’t,” she whispered as she felt tears dampen her eyes.

He wouldn’t just walk away.

Jerking her robe on, she rushed out of her room, to the guest room, threw open the door, and stared at a naked, clearly curious Nik as he turned to her.

He’d showered. There was a towel cinching his hard hips, emphasizing the tight, hard abs of his stomach.

And he was packing his bag.

Mikayla felt her lips tremble and hastily stilled them. She wasn’t going to cry. She wasn’t going to make him feel guilty because he couldn’t love her.

That wasn’t love, she told herself.

Her eyes turned once again to the leather bag and the clothes stacked beside it as he turned around, the fingers of one hand clenched.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t say good-bye,” she whispered.

His head tilted to the side, a little smile playing about his lips.

“Why would I do that, Mikayla?”

She shook her head, fighting back the tears. “I don’t know.”

She could feel the pain churning in her stomach now, the knowledge that she was losing every dream she had ever had. When he walked out, all the love she had dreamed of having, of feeling, would be gone.

“Mikayla.” She watched as he moved to her, like a predator, like a fierce Viking warrior easing up to her.

She wanted to cry, and she swore to herself she wouldn’t. When he lifted a hand and brushed her hair back, though, it was all she could do to hold the tears back.

“I’m not a mercenary,” he stated.

Mikayla nodded. “I know.”

His lips quirked.

“I’m away a lot. Being with a man like me wouldn’t be easy.”

He was making excuses?

“Please, Nik—”

“You said you loved me again last night, Mikayla,” he said then.

And she had said she wouldn’t ask for promises. But she hadn’t asked for promises; she had only told him how she felt.

What did he expect her to say? That she was sorry? Well, she wasn’t, and she wasn’t about to lie about it.

“So I did.” She was glaring back at him before she realized it. “It’s too late to take it back now, so I guess you’ll just have to live with it.”

“I guess I will.” His hand lifted again, cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing over her lips. “Say it again.”

“What?” Confusion rocked her. “Say what?”

“That you love me.”

Was this some new form of emotional torture?

“You know I love you—”

His thumb settled over her lips once more. “Say it the way you said it last night.”

“I love you, Nik.” She couldn’t hold it back. It was the truth. If he needed to hear it before he walked out of her life . . .

“I love you, Mikayla.”

She couldn’t have heard him right. It wasn’t possible.

“What?” She couldn’t breathe. Had she heard him right? Was she losing her mind?

“Mikayla Martin, I love you,” he whispered as he took her hand and slid slowly, with such male grace, into a perfect kneeling position.

She watched, entranced, uncertain, suddenly so filled with hope. . . .

“I called your father this morning.” Nik took her hand. “And I asked his permission to marry the most perfect, the most beautiful fairy ever created.” He slid a ring on her finger. “And now, I ask you, Mikayla. Will you marry me?”

Diamonds and emeralds graced a small gold band. It was obviously a much-loved heirloom, old and created with an eye for beauty as well as wealth.

“Nik.” She stared back at him, uncertain, terrified she was only dreaming.

“Marry me, Mikayla,” he said softly. “Don’t make me go out into the cold again. I don’t think I could live like that after knowing your warmth.”

“Yes.” She wasn’t hesitating. If it was a dream, if she was hallucinating, then she wanted it all. “Oh, God, yes.”

The dream was real. The ring on her finger, the man who rose to pull her into his embrace, the kiss that touched her lips.

“Your parents are on their way over,” he groaned against her lips. “Those damned brothers of yours. Something about celebrating.”

She wasn’t hallucinating.

“I love you, Nik,” she whispered against his lips. “Always.”

“Always, little fairy,” he whispered back. “I’ll love you forever.”


EPILOGUE

One year later

The bride wore antique white, and if the smooth silk looked just a little full at the stomach, then no one mentioned it.

The groom wore black, his long blond hair tied back, his expression fierce as he watched his bride walk slowly up the aisle.

He could feel his hands trying not to shake.

If ever she had looked like a fairy, then it was now. Ethereal, petite, and delicate. A dream he had never allowed himself to have until she was forced into his life.

Now, he would die for her. He would kill to keep her.

Her and the child she carried within her.

Their child.

Nik couldn’t believe he had the courage, but his Mikayla was courage itself.

Determination.

Strength.

Love.

She was his soul, and he had no shame admitting it.

He stepped to her, her graceful fingers lying against his arm as he stared down at her.

His perfect, beautiful fairy.

Amethyst eyes stared up at him, sparkling with tears and with joy behind the antique lace of the veil.

It was her dream wedding. She was his dream bride.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here together . . .”

The priest’s words droned on. The vows were in Nik’s soul, tied to hers, wrapping them together with silken, unbreakable bonds.

His bride.

They called him Renegade, but his Mikayla would now call him husband. And to Nik, “husband” was a far better word.

“You may kiss the bride.”

His fingers actually shook as he lifted the veil, curved his arm around her, pulled her to him, and in that kiss they sealed the vows they had made a year before.

To love forever.
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In memory of those who can never come home.

The warriors, the men and women whose courage and determination, whose loyalty and dedication to their country demanded the ultimate sacrifice.

My prayers for your loved ones, your wives, parents, children, and friends are whispered nightly. My dream that your sacrifice was not in vain is an ever-present thought.

Your blood was precious, your laughter is missed, and your dreams, though not realized, will never be forgotten.

You are the ultimate heroes, and your precious light will shine forever in the minds, the hearts, and the lives of freedom you have provided for us.

May heaven hold you in its embrace, as we shall always hold you in our hearts.

Lora Leigh
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PROLOGUE

Elite Operations Base

Alpine, Texas

She was a vision of beauty.

Too fucking young, but her eyes weren’t those of a twenty-four-year-old. They were the eyes of a woman who had seen too much, who had known too much danger, too much pain.

Jordan watched as she went through the strenuous training maneuvers the Elite Operations backup team was putting her through and wondered how the hell he was going to say no to her.

She wasn’t strong enough to match the Elite Operations agents in physical strength or endurance, but she was more than a match for them in speed and ingenuity.

“She has no place to go, Jordan. She’s spent her life running from her father and her brother. She doesn’t have the education or the job skills to step out of this life. This is all she has.” Kira Richards stood beside him, the former CIA asset somber, persuasive, as she attempted to smooth over the anger Jordan knew he wasn’t hiding.

He’d arrived at the training facility to check the status of his nephew, now known as Noah Blake, as well as the other operatives that were part of his Elite Operations command. He hadn’t expected to find this tiny sprite of a woman with masses of red hair, haunted green eyes, and a too sad face sparring with the nephew in question.

“Elite Operations isn’t an orphanage, Kira,” he reminded her, careful to keep his tone cold, emotionless.

He couldn’t show the chink he knew this young woman had put in his defenses the first time he had met her two years before in Aruba during the Diego Fuentes operation. The operation involving Kira’s now husband, Ian, and his father, Diego Fuentes, had been rife with danger. And there the girl had been, desperate to end the life of death and misery her father had been waging to find her for nearly twenty years.

Her eyes had been shattered then, filled with desperation and fear that the plot to bring down the terrorist Sorrel wouldn’t succeed.

But she had been game. She’d thrown everything she had into revealing the identity of the man who had destroyed her mother and who had tried to destroy her.

“Elite Operations isn’t an orphanage, but we owe her,” Kira reminded him forcefully. “You know we do. Besides, she would be perfect in base operations. She knows communications, she knows how to organize things. Give her a chance.”

He glanced at the woman at his side. It wasn’t a request, it was an order. Make it happen. That was what she was saying. Just make it happen.

“You’re a contract asset for the Ops, Kira,” he reminded her. “This isn’t your decision to make. Nor is it up to those men out there.” He waved his hand at the training room viewed through the two-way mirror he stood behind.

“The whole team has more or less adopted her, Jordan,” she informed him. “You can’t get out of this. If you don’t take her, then the backup team will.”

He grimaced.

Hell, he had very little control over the Elite backup team. He couldn’t order Reno or Clint to do shit and he knew it. But he owed them, and he knew that as well. Just as he knew that if she were working with them, it would be a damned sight more dangerous than being confined to the Elite Operations base would be.

“She would fit in perfectly as your personal assistant, as well as mine, in communications,” Kira went on to say. “We’ve been in operation long enough that you know we need someone to fill that spot. Give her a chance, that’s all she needs.”

She would be perfect to make him crazy, that was what he knew. The few times he had been in contact with her, his blood pressure had nearly gone through the damned roof, and his cock had nearly burst from his jeans.

The need to fuck her had been so damned overwhelming that for the first time in years Jordan had considered breaking his own rule. Never fuck or become close to his female operatives. He knew better, just as he knew the outcome if the past remained true.

Losing one of them posed the risk of too much distraction. It was a distraction he could ill afford when the lives of the entire team depended on his ability to think straight.

She was eight years younger than he was, she was looking for a life, for a battle to replace the one she had fought for so many years. The battle to bring her terrorist father to justice. But he knew the dangers of not letting her in, the danger to her, and that terrified him.

Sorrel’s allies would find her and exact vengeance for the terrorist and white slaver’s death. The thought of the hell they would put her through before they killed her was enough to give him nightmares.

He knew the risk to himself as well as the team in letting her become involved. She was young, she had no official training, other than what she had received in her desperation to survive over the years. She was an impulsive redhead, and she was weakness personified.

“She’s not Catherine, Jordan. She’s not a field agent, and she has no desire to be one.”

And of course Kira would know exactly why he didn’t want her there.

Jordan turned away from her. She had known Catherine, though not very well. Hell, they had worked for the same damned agency in the same line of work. Except Catherine hadn’t survived it, because of him. Because he hadn’t been able to protect her and the unborn child she and her husband had dreamed of having. Because she had been a close friend, and when she had placed herself in a situation he hadn’t been prepared for, he’d dropped the ball.

“I never said she was Catherine,” he stated coldly. “I said we’re not an orphanage. Bringing her in would be a risk.”

“But you’ll bring her in,” she demanded, but with just enough respect that he couldn’t deny the request out of pride. She was right, Tehya was a perfect fit for the Elite Ops, but she was a distraction to him. And that made her a danger.

Jordan sighed heavily. The knowledge of the debt he owed Kira, her husband, Ian, and Ian’s SEAL team was never lost on him, either.

Together, they had saved his nephew, dragged him out of hell, and even now they worked to heal the wounds inflicted on Noah’s soul.

Besides that, there was also the fact that they were a working unit now. Elite Operations and its backup team was a cohesive unit, and throwing a wrench in the works over their choice of a base member wasn’t in his best interests.

It was the woman in question, and the risk she posed, not so much to the unit, but to his own self-control. The woman who had haunted him since he’d met her in Aruba two years before.

“Bring her in.” He heard his voice harden and he knew that the fact that he didn’t agree with the choice wouldn’t be lost on Kira.

“That’s all I needed.” Satisfaction filled her voice, and when he turned to look at her, he saw the amusement in her soft gray eyes.

“This is a mistake, Kira,” he informed her, knowing the anger was slipping past his careful control.

She stared back at him, her lips quirking as an unholy gleam of wicked laughter sparked in her gaze. “Why? Because you get hard for her? Think of it this way, Jordan, she’ll add a little spice to your life.” Despite the flippancy in her tone, understanding filled her gaze.

“I don’t need spice in my life.”

“Sometimes, that’s exactly what you need to live again,” she said gently. “You’re like Noah, almost dead inside. Catherine wouldn’t have wanted that for you, and I know her husband, Killian doesn’t. She was your friend, Jordan, not your albatross.”

As he watched her walk away he felt the familiar guilt, reminding himself that even Kira didn’t know the truth.

He was the reason Catherine was dead. And he would never let himself forget that. Because of it, he refused to involve himself in the lives of his agents refused to allow himself a lover he worked with. Especially Tehya. Because she did make him hard. Harder, faster than any other woman in his life.

He turned back to the two-way mirror that provided a view into the training room and watched Tehya again. He had let her into the Ops, but he would never let her into his bed, or into his life.

And he swore he would never let her into his heart. Though, his fear was, she was already there.

Six years later

“Evenin’, Da.”

Riordan Malone Sr. looked up from the marble gravestone and his silent good night, his fingers caressing the sun-warmed stone as though he could reach the woman fate had taken from him so many decades before.

Wild Irish and soft as a summer morn, his Erin had given his life meaning, then she had given him two sons that a man could be proud of.

Courageous, brave, strong sons.

His eldest, Grant, may have been forced to appear less than honorable, less than courageous for a while, but he had done it to protect his own sons, and the sacrifices he had made were no less than Riordan Sr. would make himself.

His youngest son, however, the one his wee Erin had called her mini-Rory, he was the one Riordan was perhaps the most proud of.

“Jordan.” A smile tugged at Riordan’s lips. His son always approached him as though he were never certain of his reception. As though he were unaware of the power of a father’s love.

He watched as Jordan moved across the small cemetery, his long-legged, powerful form tall and strong as he walked up to his mother’s grave.

Riordan watched as Jordan touched the top of the stone lightly as he had done for so many years. In the gesture, Riordan saw things, sensed things he knew his son would never be comfortable with him knowing.

He saw a son’s regret, a man’s aching loneliness, but even harder to observe was the flash of weariness. Jordan was growing tired, and that was dangerous for a warrior.

“I miss her.” Riordan patted the stone gently as he turned his gaze from his son and stared at the marble instead.

She was his talisman, his Erin. She had been his boyhood dream, his teenage love, and finally, she had become his wife. The mother of his sons, the foundation of his soul. She’d made him swear to linger on this earth without her to see to the happiness and safety of her boys. And he’d done as she asked. He had pushed himself through each day with only that purpose in mind.

This son, ahh, but this one, he tested an old man’s strength.

He looked toward Jordan’s truck before bringing his gaze back to his son. “You’ve not brought young Tehya with you, then?” he asked.

Jordan’s jaw tightened as it always did whenever Riordan asked about the girl. As though Jordan somehow thought that if he didn’t speak of her, then he wouldn’t feel for her.

Riordan almost chuckled at the thought, but he doubted his son would appreciate it. Jordan rarely saw any amusement in his denial of the feelings he refused to show.

“She’s packing.” There was a snap to Jordan’s voice that had Riordan’s brows lifting in surprise.

He nodded. “You told me last month she would be.”

He was saddened to see that team coming to an end. They had given Jordan purpose, Riordan had often thought. And their leaving meant young Tehya would be going, as well, and that, he feared, might be the breaking point for Jordan. Without her, he feared his son would become that cold, unfeeling shadow he so seemed to want to become.

“I have a few things I have to do after everyone’s off base,” Jordan all but growled. “Do you need anything before I leave?”

Riordan shook his head. “Noah and Sabella, they take care of things.” He nodded toward the house. “Those children of theirs may give me gray hair, but I’ll be fine. I was just about to bring the groceries inside though.”

He had to grin as he thought of the miniature Nathan, or rather Noah as he was known now. Noah and Sabella’s eldest son was already the image of his da, though he had enough of his mother’s features to hide the fact he was one hundred percent Malone. Noah Blake, unknown to the world, had been Nathan Malone, Navy Seal, husband, son, grandson. Now, he was Noah Blake, husband to the wife Nathan Malone possessed before his “death.”

“I’ll get them,” Jordan said, before glancing down at the tombstone once more.

Ah, the boy had more than groceries on his mind.

Disappointment lanced him, though, as rather than speaking Jordan turned and walked toward the truck.

Watching, Riordan sighed as his son collected several bags and headed to the small cabin beyond.

“Such stubbornness, Erin,” he sighed. “He takes that after you, lass. I was never such a hardheaded man.”

He knew that if she were still standing by his side, she would be rolling her eyes in amused disbelief.

That had been his Erin.

“Ah, lass, when will he see?” he asked her softly. “Irish Eyes, he has them. He’ll never be free from her now.”

Only since the redhead had arrived at the Elite Ops base had Jordan gotten that bright sapphire color to his eyes. Irish Eyes.

They revealed more than his son would have preferred. And Miss Tehya … well, she was the cause right enough. Riordan knew his boys, and he knew their hearts. Just as he knew Jordan’s heart belonged only to that young lass.

Jordan could pretend he cared nothing for that young woman till hell froze over, but he couldn’t fool his father. He was suffering from his stubbornness and his denial. And the suffering wouldn’t ease, it would only grow worse until Jordan accepted it.

“What do we do now, Erin?” he asked. “How do we save our boy now?”

He’d been asking his wife that question for far too many years.

His fingers stroked over the stone as Jordan returned, his gaze now calm, though icy cold.

Yes, this was how Jordan handled all those pesky emotions he refused to allow himself to deal with. He froze them out.

“I’ve got to head back, Da,” Jordan told him. “Is there anything more you need?”

Riordan shook his head slowly. “Is there anything you need, Jordan?”

Jordan’s jaw clenched. “No games today, Da,” he warned him.

Riordan chuckled. “I’d like to see the lass before she’s out of our lives forever,” he said. “Once she leaves, Jordan, she’ll never come back without your invitation. I’d like to tell her good-bye.” And he’d like to assure her she always had friends, and a home to run to should she need it.

Jordan looked away for a long moment before giving a sharp nod. “I’ll let her know,” he promised, and Riordan almost grunted in mockery at the promise.

He let his boy get away with it, though. Riordan would find another way to get the message to her before she left.

When the truck had sped away, Riordan turned back to Erin’s grave.

“Far too much like you, my love,” he whispered again. “Like talking to a brick wall.” He smiled at the memories. “But a fine woman you were, Erin.”

And God knew, he missed her.

He missed her until he felt withered, lost without her as he struggled to keep his promise to her.

“Work on him, love,” he finally sighed. “Lead him in the right direction.” This time, his fingers clenched on the stone. “I’m ready to come home to ya, Erin. Help me, just this one time.”

He’d never asked it of her before, but he was damned tired.

It had been far too many years since he had seen her, far too many years since he had loved her.

He was ready to go home.

*   *   *

She was a vision of beauty.

Standing in the dim light of the silent communications room of the Elite Operations Alpha Base in the heart of Big Bend National Park, Tehya Talamosi looked like a woman awaiting the lover who would fulfill her naughtiest dreams. A lover who had waited far too long, and left her far too lonely if the expression on her face was any indication.

Nothing could be further from the truth, of course. Tehya was awaiting a lover who would fulfill dreams of forever, not simply those of lusty, heated sex. Tehya was a happily-ever-after woman, and he didn’t have happily-ever-after inside him.

Jordan Malone had accepted that long ago. That acceptance had sent him to the SEALs, and life as a SEAL had taught him that nothing lasted forever, and a man never let himself make friends he couldn’t bear to lose, or to have lovers that he wouldn’t be able to walk away from.

Some rules were broken day by day, but while he was in the SEALs, those were the rules he had lived by.

As the commander of Elite Operations One—the Elite Ops as they called it—, he’d remained true to one rule only. Never let himself get close to his operatives. Only one had been close to him, the nephew he had nearly lost before he’d entered the select, secretive organization.

And he’d almost broken that rule a thousand times over with this woman.

He watched her, the deserted communications room, for some odd reason, a perfect backdrop for the fact that she was barely dressed. That she was walking around looking like sex personified.

They were the only two team members left on the base now, and they both knew it. They had known it the moment the last operative left the base earlier that day.

She stood proud in the central cavernous center beneath the metal catwalk he stood on now and stared below. She would know she could dress down, dress up, or dress not at all, and no one would be aware of it but him. If he saw her. But he was supposed to be in his suite, not here, watching her from the shadows.

Not standing here, aching for her, his gut clenched with such need that he felt as though the agony were rocking through him, the denial fucking killing him.

She was barefoot, dressed in a black silk gown that dropped to her ankles, the tiny straps barely holding it up over her full breasts. She made him so damned hard his dick felt like iron.

She made him so damned hungry for a taste of her that he actually ached with it. His balls tightened painfully and his cock throbbed in demand. A demand that he go to her, that he touch her, that he take her to his bed and just fuck her. Fuck her until the hellish hunger burning inside him was sated, and the clawing need eased.

Instead, he forced himself to simply stand there, to do no more than watch her.

She stared around the room, her gaze touching on the silent computers, the darkened maps, the blank expanse of screen where satellite images had once been displayed.

And she looked lost. She looked as though she didn’t know where to turn, or where to go now that this part of her life was over.

Elite Operations One was done. The last agent had fulfilled the eight-year contract he’d signed. Several had been under twelve-year contracts, but they were finished now as well. Five men had gone their own way to live their lives in the sheltering hearts of the women who had ultimately saved them.

And where the hell did that leave him? Where did that leave Tehya?

She had dedicated six years to the Elite Operations. Pulled in at the age of twenty-four because of her contacts overseas, her practical knowledge of communications, she had eventually been given the code name Enigma. She’d been a last-minute hire, a decision made more by the agents than by Jordan, and she had immediately completed a team that hadn’t known they weren’t whole.

If it had been left up to him, she would have never wasted those tender years of her life within this mountain. She wouldn’t have wasted her life staring at computers, or immersing herself in the lives and the missions that had been played out beyond the steel and cement walls surrounding them now.

She should have been living. She should have gone to college, married, and had a house full of babies instead of hiding on the secretive, secure base of Elite Operations One.

As he watched her, she pushed her fingers through the long, heavy strands of red-gold hair that fell to her hips. He rarely saw it unbound anymore. For years she’d kept it in a tight plait, or a ponytail.

Had she worn it loose during the past years as she did tonight, then he wondered if he could have kept his hands off her for so damned long.

That hair tempted, it teased, it dared. And Jordan wasn’t a man that could turn his back on a dare.

In the six years she had worked with the Elite Ops, he’d done his best to stay the hell away from her, but he couldn’t deny she had made herself an integral part of the unit.

Tehya was the backbone of the communications center, along with Kira Richards. She had also acted as his personal assistant, and he’d be damned if he could think of anyone who could have fulfilled that job nearly as well.

It was Tehya who kept the files intact, mission information flowing, his coffee hot and plentiful, and his dick spike hard.

It was hard now. His balls tight and throbbing, his muscles tense with the effort to stay the hell away from her, to ignore the silent invitation he saw in her eyes too often.

It was an invitation he wouldn’t see any longer after the sun rose on a new day. She would be heading out, leaving the base to begin a life of her own. To learn how to simply be Teylor Johnson, a woman who had spent her life working in the back offices of a central database company. One of those nameless, faceless drones that other workers rarely if ever saw, but whom they depended upon for the various files and information she was responsible for. This was her new identity, the safety net Jordan had created for her.

She would be out of his life though. And hell if he knew how to handle that thought.

As he stood watching, Jordan’s fingers clenched when she turned, her lush hair moving in a wave of silk that tempted his fingers to tangle in the long, rioting curls.

Those long strands swayed around her as she slowly shook her head and sighed. A slow, heavy sound of regret before she turned and left the dimly lit room, unaware he that he was observing her, unaware of the hunger that tightened his expression.

There had only been a few times he had ever come truly close to Tehya. She had gone covert with him several times because of her ability to hack her way into any system and her overseas connections. During those times they had been forced into close proximity, so close that more than once they had been forced to share a bed.

Needless to say, he hadn’t slept much on those missions. And he wouldn’t be sleeping tonight, knowing they were alone, and he could have her.

She made him fuck hungry. He lived in a hellacious haze of lust at times, so damned hot for her it was all he could do to keep his cock in his pants.

He was haunted by fantasies of her naked, her eyes dazed with lust, her face flushed, as he teased and tempted and sated the lust that he knew would explode between them. Imagining her creamy flesh flush, her eyes dilate and darken. Her hips arching, pussy saturated with her juices, swollen and clenched tight, as he worked his dick inside her.

His nostrils flared at the fantasy he couldn’t ignore as the heavy steel door below slid open. It closed behind her as she passed through it, heading for the resident suites farther up the mountain.

The communications room was on the deepest level of the base. Ten stories beneath the mountain above them, heavily secured and completely hidden.

Residential suites were located just a single story beneath ground level, each set of rooms outfitted with a bedroom, bathroom, and small sitting and meal preparation area. The Elite Ops agents were well taken care of. They were the heart and soul of the nongovernment, nonmilitary, secretive group of undercover operatives. Operatives who were now gone with the exception of himself and Tehya.

Jordan had seen each operative off with a sense of envy that even he couldn’t deny. Despite his determination to remain single and to remain a doting uncle, brother, and son, he’d been envious of the lives his men had waiting for them. The wives, the children. The freedom to laugh and to love.

It was a freedom Tehya hadn’t sought out, though each year he had lived in fear that she would, wondering if he could let her go when she made the request.

Hell, letting her go now was something he was finding impossible to do. He was the reason she was still here. He had kept her busy, kept her working, ensuring she had been delayed and the last to leave. Ensuring he didn’t have to release his grip on her until the very last possible second before the new team moved in to take over the base.

And why had he kept her there? He’d avoided her this entire, final week. He’d watched her from afar, jacked off at night when the fucking lust was close to breaking his control, and kept telling himself he could let her go.

And still, he was fighting it. Still, he was trying to find ways to hold her here when he knew he had finally run out of time.

Shaking his head at the futility of the hunger tearing at his control, he pushed his hands into the pockets of his pants and finished his final inspection before leaving himself.

The next morning would see him walking away from the base, perhaps for the last time.

He had the option of returning and heading the new team, with the new commander working as his second in command. Killian Reece had no problems with Jordan assuming command of the base and operations.

It was a decision he had less than a month to make. He could go another twelve years or he could back off, find a place for himself within the world as a civilian and find a life.

The only problem was, he couldn’t imagine life outside this mountain, without Tehya running his life to some extent. Without her tormenting him with her pert smile and sassy-as-hell comebacks that made his dick harder than hell with the need to fuck her into submission.

Son of a bitch.

He shifted the hardened length of his cock as he stepped into the elevator at the end of the steel and iron walkway and pushed the button for the residential level. The thought of her leaving had that need ripping through him with a force that damned near cramped his dick. He had the urge to go to her, to jerk her to him, lift her, wrap those incredible legs around his hips and pound into her.

She would walk out those doors when morning came and he intended to ensure he never crossed her path again. But God help him, would he make it through the night without pouring himself into her?

He doubted it.

He had every intention of going straight to his own suite, he assured himself. Every intention of ensuring he didn’t tempt himself further where Tehya was concerned.

Instead, he found himself at her door. Dick hard, pulse pounding, his body tense, unrelenting, in the pure addictivelike hunger pouring through his body.

He hadn’t told her good-bye. It would hurt her if he didn’t say something before she left in the morning. He couldn’t do that to her.

He couldn’t do it to himself.

Pressing his finger to the button that would announce his presence, he waited. Rather than her voice coming over the small intercom, the metal door slid open instead.

And there she stood.

The black silk flowed over her full breasts. The long red-gold hair spilled around the creamy perfection of her face.

She was thirty years old, but she barely looked twenty-five.

Vivid emerald-green eyes watched him warily, but the nipples beneath that silk hardened, peaked, and pressed against the material as though reaching for the hungry depths of his mouth.

Damn, he should have gone straight to his own suite. He should have never stopped.

He was going to do exactly what he had told himself he wouldn’t do.

He was going to fuck her.

“Jordan.” His name was a caress on her lips. The soft, sultry sound was filled with an aching huskiness, a question, a hint of hope.

“Are you packed?”

That wasn’t what he wanted to say. He wanted to reach out and rip that damned gown off her body, push her back into the room and thrust into the sweet, hot depths of her pussy.

Damn, she would be tight. She hadn’t had a lover in the six years she had been with the unit. He knew she hadn’t. He’d kept such close surveillance on her that he would have known the second she had so much as entertained the thought.

She’d given her life to the Elite Operations, and what did she have to show for it? She had no family, no friends, no connections or roots. He was throwing her to the wolves and Jordan knew it.

“I’m packing,” she finally answered as she turned away, but not before he caught the flash of hurt in her eyes. “Is that all you wanted?”

Hell, no, it wasn’t all he wanted.

Soft, supple leather covered the couch and recliner that faced the wall-mounted combination television\computer screen. A small lap table sat at one end of the couch, the wireless keyboard and computer accessories aimed for the screen.

A colorful western throw was laid over the back of the couch. A cup of tea sat on the coffee table, still steaming, as she moved back to it.

A bookshelf filled with books covered one wall. Interspersed with the books were small figurines she’d been given over the years for Christmas or her birthday. Tiny, collectible dragons. Pocket dragons, she called them. It was the only thing Tehya collected. Whimsical, fanciful, the complete opposite of her life.

She hadn’t packed them. The books were still on the shelves, boxes in front of them with only a few books enclosed.

“You have a ways to go,” he said as he looked around.

The room was incredibly neat. Even the packed boxes were stacked in neat little piles awaiting morning and the team that would load her belongings and transport them to the storage facility she had requested they be taken to.

“I’ll be ready on time.” She shrugged.

Those wild green eyes flicked over him, making his cock harder, reminding him of all the things he couldn’t have. All the things he refused to allow himself to have.

It wasn’t that he couldn’t have her. He could, and God knew he wanted her until his body felt on fire from the need. But he knew he would only end up destroying both of them if he took her, if he allowed the dominant possessiveness that rode him to have free rein.

“What do you want, Jordan?” she finally asked as she sat down on the couch, one leg tucked beneath the other as she wedged herself into the corner of the cushions. “You’re standing there as though you should be doing something. There’s nothing left to do anymore.” And the regret in her voice echoed through his entire being. As did the loss. He could hear it, feel it. The loss of something neither of them had been allowed to experience.

No, there wasn’t anything left to do.

He felt his jaw tighten as he fought back the need to go to her, to push her back along the leather cushions as he came over her.

Five seconds, he thought. He could have her laid out on the couch, that piece of nothing gown she wore pushed to her hips and his dick buried between those luscious thighs in less than five seconds.

And he would be making the biggest mistake of his life.

She was essentially a coworker. He was her superior, even though the Ops were, for the moment, disbanded. She was a woman that needed more than he could give her, more than he could allow himself to give any woman. She already had more of him than he was willing to admit to.

“Jordan, if you don’t stop standing there staring at me as though you’re ready to strangle me, then I just may begin to worry.”

She didn’t sound in the least worried. She sounded irritated, restless, a bit frustrated. But worried wasn’t in there.

“Do you need help packing?” he finally asked.

He wasn’t ready to walk away. Come dawn, the transport detail would be here to load her belongings and ship them out. She would be following behind in whichever of the expensive, fast little sports cars was still parked in the base garage. He’d given her a choice of the vehicles, something he hadn’t offered to the other members of the unit.

“I don’t need help packing.” There was a snap to her voice now, a sense of impatience and frustration that threatened to light a fuse to his already short temper.

“You’ll leave it to the last damned minute and have the transport detail packing boxes and running late while you bark out orders,” he ground out as that frustration began to eat at him, to get the better of him. “Dammit, Tehya, they’re on a schedule.”

“As if I’m ever late getting anything done.” Her eyes narrowed, an assessing, curious light glittering in them as she watched him. “Tell me a single instance in the past six years that I have ever been late.”

He hated it when she stared at him like that. As though she suddenly glimpsed something in his gaze or in his expression that was another piece of a puzzle she was putting together.

He wasn’t a damned puzzle. He was a fucking horny man and he was trying damned hard to keep a handle on the lusts raging through him.

What the hell did she expect from him?

“Do you want me to help you pack?” His arms folded over his chest as he glared at her now, channeling all the frustrated lust into irritated anger.

Anger was a hell of a lot easier to deal with than a redheaded little rogue determined to drive him insane.

“No. Actually, I don’t need your help.” She came to her feet slowly, like a cat unwinding from a favorite bed.

She didn’t stretch, but she didn’t have to. Laziness wasn’t a part of her demeanor at the moment.

“You need someone’s help,” he growled as he stared around the living area once again. “What about the other rooms? Are they ready to load?”

Her eyes narrowed further. “Everything but the living room. Would you like to check, daddy, and make certain I’m following orders?”

The sweetness of her voice almost had his balls shrinking. Intimidation from a five-foot-four piece of dynamite? It shouldn’t be possible.

But he knew this little piece of dynamite could pack a wallop when it wanted to.

Unfortunately, common sense didn’t seem to be his forte tonight.

“Don’t call me ‘daddy,’ Tehya. I’m well aware of your feelings when it comes to fathers.”

She distrusted them. She even watched the men she had worked with for years with a suspicious gaze once they’d become fathers.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Jordan,” she replied with a cute little drawl that in no way detracted from the danger glittering in her gaze. “I have no feelings one way or the other where fathers are concerned. I never had a father, so how should I know how they’re supposed to act? Sperm donors don’t count.”

She had had little more than a sperm donor. One that had kidnapped her mother, impregnated her, then attempted to raise Tehya to become a brood mare for her half brother.

“You’ve had weeks to prepare for this,” he reminded her. “You should already be out of here.”

Something flashed in her eyes then, something he could have sworn was grief.

If it was, then it was the same grief that seemed to be growing inside him as well. A well of furious denial where it came to walking away from her. She cast him one of those cool little looks that warned of retribution as she stood facing him.

“I dare you,” she suddenly stated, her eyes narrowing as she stared back at him.

Every muscle in his body tightened dangerously.

God, no. Don’t let her dare him, not when he could sense where that dare was going.

“Excuse me?”

“Are you not hearing so well, Commander Jordan?” A red-gold brow arched slowly as her arms crossed over her breasts, pumping the delicate mounds up, making so damned tempting a sight his mouth almost watered.

“I dare you to actually touch me,” she explained, that note of anger in her voice causing his jaw to clench in determination. “You’ve been a complete prick for six years now, alternating between ignoring me and ordering your men away from me until it’s made me ready to pull my hair out. Be a man, Jordan. See if you can handle it. See if you can handle me or get the hell out of my room.”

There were some challenges a man couldn’t ignore no matter how hard he tried, no matter how much he wanted to. This was one of those challenges.

Be a man?

She had no idea who this man was she was tempting.

“Don’t push me,” he warned her, his fingers curling to fists at his sides. “You may not like the consequences.”

“Or you may not,” she replied with an edge of pain-filled mockery. “What’s wrong, Jordan, afraid you can’t walk away from me as easily as you’ve walked away from the little bimbos you’ve been fucking for the past six years?”

That flare of contempt that lit her gaze had his jaw tightening, but it was the pain in her voice, that tore at him. He hated hearing the pain, even that blurred edge of it. He’d seen that aching need, that hunger for something more, for years now. Too many years. He couldn’t stand hearing it in her voice now.

“I can walk away from any woman, Tehya.” He tried to keep his tone soft, gentle. God knew he didn’t want to fray those ragged edges further.

Soft lips tightened as the sharp blade of her nose lifted. Emerald-green eyes sharpened to gem brightness, but not from tears; no, Tehya didn’t cry easily. Hell, had he seen her cry at all in the many years he had known her? Definitely he hadn’t seen her cry for herself.

“Can you really?” Her head tipped to the side. “Isn’t that nice, Jordan, to be so certain you need nothing, no one. How superior you must feel to the rest of us mortals.”

Sharp, biting, her voice cut straight through the icy disdain he would have shown any other woman. The problem was, with Tehya, there was simply nothing but raw lust and shadowed emotions. That was the reason he stayed as far the hell away from her as possible.

He couldn’t project an icy disdain that simply wasn’t there. What he did have was a dick so damned hard he could pound iron with it.

“I don’t feel superior, Tehya.” Frankly, he felt lacking. During the past years, as he watched the happiness that filled men who had once been cold, hardened warriors, he’d finally realized what he’d lost in his life.

It was a loss he had accepted long ago, he reminded himself. He couldn’t make the same mistakes he had made in the past. The blood and rage that stained the darkest days of his life were never forgotten.

“The hell you don’t.” Anger filled her voice, but naked need filled her eyes. “You stood above your men daily, staring down that sharp, arrogant nose of yours as though they were recalcitrant children in need of discipline for actually daring to love. You were mockingly amused at the lot of them.”

Surprise burst inside him. Was this what his men thought? What his nephew thought? That he considered himself better than they because they loved?

He’d be damned if that were the truth. He was aware of the choices he had made, just as he knew that his men were in a far better position than he. They had someone to hold on to at night, someone to ease the aching loneliness. He had only the loneliness to keep him company.

“Is that what you really believe, Tehya?” He took a step forward, feeling blistering need and offended anger crowding inside him.

He promised himself before coming here that he wouldn’t touch her, that he would simply tell her good-bye.

Good-bye wasn’t going to be enough.

“Why don’t you just go ahead and leave, Commander Jordan,” she sneered, those tempting witch’s eyes flaring back at him as the fiery red of her lashes seemed to blaze around the iridescent color. “There’s the door, don’t let it hit you in the ass. Isn’t that what you Americans say?”

A whisper of French, that alluring little accent that only emerged in the most extreme situations, vibrated across his senses.

It may have vibrated across his senses but it seemed to wrap around his cock and squeeze. His balls tightened, the tormenting ache increasing. His self control was disintegrating and he knew it, felt it unraveling.

She did this to him. She made him crazy like this and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do to stop it. It traveled through his bloodstream like poison, like a potent drug, stripping away the control he prided himself on and leaving him grasping at the threads of decency as he tried to force himself away from her.

“You don’t want to keep pushing this,” he warned her.

“Well, hell, you must be enjoying it, Commander, you’re still standing here.” Her breasts were heaving, the nipples so hard beneath the silken material he swore they were going to pop right through the threads.

The urge to lick his lips was almost overpowering. The need for her was almost as strong.

“I could fuck you,” he growled then. “It’s what you want, it’s what we both want, but have you considered what would happen the morning after?”

“Will there be a morning after?” she questioned him roughly. “Aren’t you the one who said you could fuck me, but then you would have to kill me? Double O Seven has nothing on you, does he, stud?”

Stud? She had not just called him “stud”?

Damn her, the woman didn’t have the good sense to know when to keep her smart mouth shut or her tender heart safe.

Before he could stop himself, his hands were on her. His fingers curled around her upper arms as he jerked her to him, watching as her eyes widened, her hair seeming to flow around her as the pure silk of her flesh met the callused roughness of his hands.

And then he froze. Because her skin was so fucking soft. Beneath his palms it felt as heated, warm, and soft as a cloud itself. Sensation sizzled at the touch, heated and mesmerized his senses.

Spreading his fingers apart, he touched her with his palms only and watched as he let the inner part of his hand cup the curve of her shoulder.

Hell, he wanted her. He wanted to fuck her until he was mindless with it, until nothing or no one mattered but Tehya. Until the past and the nightmares were obliterated.

She would be the death of him.

That was but a distant thought as he let himself relish the feel of her flesh against his palms. He swore he could feel the sizzle of heat just below the flesh, drawing him, surging through his pores and washing through his system.

“Bad idea.” Swallowing tightly, he stared back at her, so focused on the strength of the need surging through him that all thoughts of pulling back evaporated.

The emerald green of her eyes darkened, glittering with need, as he watched her lips tremble.

“Six years,” she whispered. “I waited…”

He didn’t want to hear it. He couldn’t hear it. The words she was about to whisper would be words she would regret the moment she realized that it wouldn’t have mattered if it had been twenty years.

To hold back the words he covered her lips with his, because he couldn’t let himself hear them.

And everything in the fucking world exploded.

Son of a bitch.

He would have frozen if every lust cell in his body hadn’t risen in revolt. Because by freezing, he would be stopping. Hell no.

He wasn’t about to stop. He had her now, he couldn’t stop.

He tasted her.

His tongue slipped over her lips, licked at them, and before he could retrieve his basic common sense, he gave in to this one hunger.

It wouldn’t go any further. He wouldn’t allow it.

But this one pleasure was incredible.

Tehya was terrified to breathe, to whimper in hunger, or to moan in pleasure. She was terrified he would stop if she did. She was entranced by the kiss she hadn’t really expected, enthralled by a hunger that suddenly exploded through her system. His tongue stroked against hers, exciting that feminine, sensual part of her that went deeper than she had ever imagined.

But oh God.

She could feel herself trembling, shaking against him. Her hand lifted, fingers outspread, not really touching him. She wanted to touch him. Desperately. Feel him. Her hands were shaking with her need to touch.

He was warm, so warm. The feel of his lips moving against hers, over them, his tongue stroking against hers, sent pleasure racing through her as she lifted, strained to get closer without gripping his arms and pulling herself straight into his embrace.

His fingers curved around her shoulders, held her to him. Her fingers curled, and before she knew it she was gripping the material of his shirt, feeling the rolled sleeves beneath them.

Okay, maybe he wouldn’t feel her hands shaking through the material of his clothing. Maybe he wouldn’t sense the incredible need that there seemed to be no escape from. A need that had tormented her since the day she first met him in Aruba.

“God. Tey.” His hands slid down her arms, gripped her hips and jerked her closer, pulling her against the hard, heated length of his cock.

Behind denim, thick and hard, the hot flesh of his erection was a wedge of temptation, a promise of satisfaction, and it was pressing into her lower stomach erotically. She could feel that promise within her grasp. His hands gripped and kneaded her ass, lifting her, the silk of her gown pressing between her legs as she felt his thigh pressing between hers, the rough denim rubbing the silk against the swollen, sensitive flesh of her sex.

She had never deemed herself a romantic person, but she saw starbursts. She felt herself melting, her knees weakening and her breathing becoming harsh and labored.

His teeth nipped at her lips as she gasped, fighting to draw in oxygen. His lips tore away from hers, the rasp of the day’s growth of his beard scraping against her jaw in a caress that had her arching closer to the incredible sensation. Finally. He was finally touching her, kissing her. Finally she was in his arms where she ached to be.

It was exquisite. It was better than she had ever imagined it could be and her imagination was damned good. Years of fantasies were finally becoming reality.

“Jordan.” The gasp of his name was a sigh of pleasure as she felt his hand move from her rear to her thigh, his fingers edging beneath the silk of her gown, the callused tips of his fingers stroking up the outside of her thigh. The rasping sensation of his flesh against hers drove her pleasure higher, hotter.

“Is this what you want, Tey?” His arm wrapped around her waist, lifted her, and before she could do more than breathe out roughly she was pressed against the wall as he gripped her thigh, pulling it to his hips as he brought her closer to the incredible warmth of his body.

Her gown fell back from her thighs as she felt his hard, muscular thigh press harder, more firmly, into the sensitive mound of her pussy.

“Jordan,” the moan rose unbidden. “I’ve needed this. I’ve needed this so desperately.”

“More?” he growled. “Do you want more, Tey?”

More? She was ready to beg for more, did that count?

Her clit throbbed. The aching torment of unquenched pleasure rose inside her, burning through her body and dampening her skin with perspiration. Her breasts were swollen and sensitive, her nipples tight and hard. Every cell in her body was screaming for his touch.

“Answer me, Tey.” Rougher, darker, his voice stroked over her senses as she felt his fingers curve over the bare flesh of her rear. “Do you want more, sweetheart? Is this what you want?” His fingers curved, pushed beneath her rear, and found the lush, slick flesh of her pussy weeping in need. Swollen, sensitive, the folds of flesh felt too hot, too slick and wet with her juices.

“Yes.” It was a hiss of exquisite pleasure the only answer she could give. His fingers stroked, rubbing against the clenched opening of her pussy, and sent rasping flares of pleasure rushing through the sensitive flesh, through her clit and straight to the inner walls of her pussy.

Oh God, she wanted to come. She was so close. She could feel the need throbbing in her clit, rushing through her veins. It was a pleasure born of emotion, and she knew it. Emotion she’d kept tightly reined, until now. Until his kiss, his touch, had released it.

Until his fingers rubbed against her opening, pressed and parted the sensitive flesh to slip inside just enough to make her entire body burn. To penetrate just deep enough to make her hungrier, to make her moan in rising excitement.

“You’ve been begging for it, Tey,” he groaned, his voice dark and rough, as the tips of his fingers stroked and rubbed sensitive flesh, sending pleasure rocking through her.

“And you haven’t?” she gasped, her head rolling against the wall as those two fingers sank just deeply enough to drag an unwilling cry from her throat. “Every time you warned one of your men off…” A startled, desperate cry tore from her lips as his fingers jerked back, then plunged forward, stroking inside her with a whiplash of intensity certain to weaken her mind. Stretching, heating, the walls of her pussy clenched desperately as though to hold his fingers locked inside her.

Her hips jerked, trying to force his fingers deeper as she felt her juices gathering, saturating his fingers as he pulled back and thrust inside her again. The shallow strokes were just enough to build the flames of sensual desperation higher.

“If one of my men had touched you, I would have had to kill him,” he suddenly snarled, his fingers fucking deeper inside her. Her pussy creamed shamefully around his fingers as pleasure surged through it. “I would have made sure he was gone, Tehya, one way or the other.”

He lifted his head and those wild blue eyes glared down at hers, his dark face flushed with lust. She fought to keep her eyes open. It was hard. She wanted to look at him, to see him as he touched her, as heated lust poured into his gaze and tightened his expression.

She had waited so long for this. For his kiss, for his touch. She didn’t want to miss so much as a single sensation or one agonizingly pleasurable moment.

He didn’t give her a chance to reply. His lips moved back to hers, kissing her with a greedy hunger that had her arching closer as her fingers gripped the back of his neck, beneath the long strands of rich, silky black hair.

She had never known sensations so rich and lush, so incredibly vivid. She had had sex before, but never had it made her mindless, made her so desperate for it that all she could do was hold on and moan incoherently for more.

A keening wail tore from her throat as the fingers lodged inside her began to rub rather than thrust. He chose a spot so ultrasensitive, so wickedly heated, that she began to shake from the sensations. With his finger curved he reach high in the back of her pussy, pressed and rubbed and sent rapture electrifying her clit.

Her entire body was stretched on a rack of such incredible pleasure that she felt intoxicated. Her senses were dazed with the overload of sensations, her pussy clenching, snug muscles tightening on the two wicked fingers stroking her with diabolical torturous intent.

“There, Tey,” he panted as his lips slid from hers again. “You’re so wet, baby. So sweet and hot. So fucking tight.”

Her pussy spasmed again, her juices spilling around his fingers as his head lowered, his teeth raking against her neck while he nipped and kissed the sensitive flesh there.

The low-cut bodice of her gown was pushed aside, her breasts rising to his lips, her nipples hard, aching, as he kissed a path from one to the other.

Tehya swore she lost consciousness for a moment as his lips surrounded the hardened bud and sucked it inside with a tight, hard drawing motion of his mouth.

“Jordan … Oh God, yes,” she cried out desperately. “It’s so good. So good Jordan.”

The feel of his lips drawing on the tender tip sent exquisite, flaming pleasure racing straight to her womb. Ecstasy struck at her clit, her pussy. Fire raced through her, jerking her hips, driving her sex against his fingers as she nearly climaxed from the intensity of it.

Nearly. Almost. She was so close to coming. She could feel her orgasm just out of reach, teasing her with the promise of mindless rapture as his fingers slid back and thrust inside her, driving into the responsive tissue and stroking a maelstrom of eroticism in their wake.

“Damn you. Tey. It’s not enough. God help me, I need more of you.”

Before she could process the fact that he had moved, Tehya suddenly found herself sprawled over the low bar that separated the living area from the kitchen. Jordan’s fingers were still inside her, fucking her with forceful strokes as her hips arched, her thighs falling farther apart, while he sucked, licked, and nipped at the tender tips of her breasts once again.

She felt the wildness of his response, the hunger she had glimpsed in his eyes burning out of control as he groaned around her nipple his teeth rasping over it as his head drew back.

The blaze of lust in his brillant blue eyes seared her as he stared down at her.

“You’ll destroy us both,” he whispered as his lips moved from one nipple to its mate.

She couldn’t answer, it was all she could do to breathe. The fingers of one hand held tight to his neck as she gripped his wrist with the other, desperate to force his fingers to thrust harder, deeper inside her. To give her that extra, added sensation she needed to slip over the edge into orgasm.

She just wanted to come. She wanted that heated, destructive release tearing through her before anything could interrupt it, before Jordan could regain his control and pull back from her.

Then his fingers were sliding from her. There was no time to protest the action, no chance to make sense of the sudden desertion. His hands gripped her thighs, pushed them farther apart, and in the space of a heartbeat his tongue licked through the bare, saturated folds of her pussy.

Tehya froze. Her body quivered, so close to orgasm it was agony to wait as she stared down her body and met those wild blue eyes. Then her gaze slipped lower to watch, her breath catching, as his tongue licked around the glistening, swollen bud of her clitoris.

And he let her watch. Watch as his tongue stroked around and laved the swollen, flushed nubbin. It rubbed against the pulsing knot of nerves, sent clenching fingers of sensation spearing to her pussy, jerking her body tight and dragging a desperate cry from her lips as she tried to arch closer. Dazed, desperate, she whimpered at the burning pleasure, reaching, begging for more.

As he pushed her thighs even farther apart, his lips went lower, flickering over the quivering entrance before he thrust inside suddenly, spearing into the sensitive channel before licking with diabolical greed and wicked hunger and setting a flare to the fuse of her release.

Tehya felt herself exploding. Arching, shaking, her back came up, her fingers clenching in his hair as the rush of flames tore through her body and seared across her nerve endings in violent response.

The rush of liquid heat between her thighs had Jordan groaning into the swollen folds of her pussy.

He’d never tasted anything as sweet, as rain soft as this woman’s response to his touch. Her body was tight, shuddering, pleasure tearing through her as he brought her to orgasm, holding onto her, amplifying it with soft licks of his tongue and the little rubbing motion he used against the underside of her clit.

She was jerking in his arms, crying out his name, her voice hoarse, filled with emotion. God, he didn’t want to hear the emotion. This was one night only. It was supposed to be one kiss only, but the damage had already been done. They were both so damned hungry for this that he knew there would be no staying away from each other unless this was finished.

Then he could return to showing the world what a cold, hard bastard he really was. He would return to showing Tehya that there was no future to this, ever. That tonight was all they could ever have.

As the final pulses of her orgasm flexed against his tongue, Jordan slid back slowly, lapping at her, filling his senses with the sweetness of her before straightening, picking her up in his arms and carrying her to her bedroom.

He had been here only once before, when she first came to the Operation center. He had shown her to the small underground apartment, showed her around.

When they had stepped into the bedroom, tension had whipped in the air, even then.

It wasn’t much different now. Boxes were packed and awaiting transport rather than awaiting unpacking. The bed was larger, king-sized rather than full as it had once been.

He laid her in the center of the bed, narrowed his eyes down at her as he undressed.

Shedding the last of his clothes, Jordan watched as Tehya tossed her gown to the floor. It would have been a shame to ruin the silk, but he would have torn it from her if she hadn’t removed it herself.

Gripping the base of his dick, he fought back the need to simply fuck her. That was what he should do. He should go right to her, thrust inside her, and drive them both to climax.

But he needed more. He ached for more. He had his own fantasies to fulfill tonight, especially this one.

He watched as she sat before him, pushing her hair back, staring up at him with those witchy eyes as she licked her lips slowly.

Jordan eased onto the bed, kneeling in front of her, the overriding lust stripping away what little restraint he had held on to over the years.

His hand slid into the back of her head, delving beneath those silky curls.

“You know what I want,” he growled, almost wincing at the sound of his own voice. “Suck my dick, Tehya. Let me fuck that sweet mouth.”

Hunger flared in her eyes and he wanted to curse. He hated himself. Hated the needs that tore through him, the dominance that was too much a core part of him, and the hunger he couldn’t still for this too delicate woman.

Her lips parted for him, her little pink tongue peeking out to lick over the engorged, flushed head of his cock as rapid-fire electrical impulses began to attack his nerve endings.

Clenching his teeth, he couldn’t hold back the groan that rumbled from his chest. It was so fucking good. Her tongue was a lash of pure sensual delight on the head of his dick, the aching throb of pleasure sending waves of sensation through his balls and then across the rest of his flesh.

His fingers clenched in her hair as his thighs tightened. He swore he could feel his come building in his balls, threatening to erupt.

Holding the base tight, he rubbed the swollen head against her tongue, her lips. Watching as her eyes met his, as the engorged flesh of his cock caressed heated damp silk.

He wanted to sink inside. To feel her hot mouth closing over the supersensitive head of his dick and sucking it in. The anticipation of it was killing him.

“Suck it,” he ordered roughly. “Let me in that hot little mouth, baby. Let me fuck it like I’ve dreamed of for far too many damned years.”

He’d had too many fantasies of this. It had weakened him over the years, obviously, because he was damned if he could pull back from her.

Her lips parted.

Jordan didn’t wait for her to take him. Her lips parting was permission enough.

Holding firm to her hair, he watched instead as he pushed inside, then shuddered as a wave of heat tore through him as he watched her suck him inside.

Sweet, pink lips were stretched, reddened. Those brilliant emerald eyes fluttered closed as pleasure suffused her face. Her hands smoothed down his flanks before moving up, one hand easing between his thighs, her fingers finding the taut, responsive sac of his balls and cupping it with silken hands.

This was ecstasy.

Ah hell, he was going to lose himself in her and he could feel it. The threat of it was there. The threat of losing every promise he had made to himself over the years had the potential to destroy him.

“Fuck yes!” he hissed out as she began to move, her mouth caressing the engorged crest as she began a firm, erotic suckling with her mouth that he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold out against for long. “Suck my dick, baby. Sweet, hot fucking mouth…”

His thighs burned, they were clenched so tight as her hungry mouth began to work over his cock. Her tongue lashed against the underside of the head, rubbed. The suckling pressure eased, then tightened.

Flames of hair swayed down her back, over her shoulders, caressing his thighs. Her hands were never still. One caressed his balls, the other clenched at his thigh, her fingertips rubbing against it every so often. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked the throbbing cock head in her mouth, working it with delicate greed as a moan vibrated over the aching crest.

Hell, he couldn’t hold out long. He wanted to fuck her too bad. The need to spill inside her was building in his balls, burning through his body.

“Fuck,” he snarled in desperation. He didn’t want to stop. He didn’t want to lose his hold on the sight and the feel of her taking him so intimately as his hips moved, his cock thrusting against her swollen lips.

The sensual, completely absorbed look on her face ratcheted up the pleasure racing through him. He could feel his entire body tightening to the breaking point, every muscle, every cell attuned to each draw of her mouth, each flick of her tongue, each incredible stroke of her silken fingers against his balls.

Clenching his hands tighter in her hair, he fought to hold back his release, fought to hold back the groan building in his chest.

She was killing him.

Watching her, seeing the fulfillment of the fantasy that had haunted his life since the day he had first met her in Aruba, eight fucking years ago, was wearing away every objection he had used over the years to remain distant from her.

“Tey.” He couldn’t hold back the groan. “Ah God, baby.”

Hell, he swore he could feel his knees weakening further.

His hips jerked against her as he fought to keep his strokes shallow, to keep from hurting her. Damn, it was hard. He needed to be deeper inside the liquid heat of her mouth. He needed to be surrounded by her.

But pulling back from the sweet pleasure of her hungry suckling wasn’t possible, not simply because she refused to release him, but because he couldn’t make himself do it.

Her mouth tightened as he felt the blood pounding harder through his stiff flesh. His balls were agonized, the shaft flexing, release was only seconds away.

“Tey,” he said desperately. “I’m going to come, baby. Move that sweet mouth or I’m going to fill it.”

She moaned, a hungry, greedy sound that lit a fire to a sensual fuse that exploded through him with the power to weaken his knees and almost take him to the floor.

His hands tightened further in her hair. He had to be pulling the strands and couldn’t stop. The surge of sensation racing through his cock, exploding through the head and spurting from it, rocked him to his soul.

He’d never come so hard. So many years of waiting, fantasizing, and his mind was exploding with his release.

And still, it wasn’t enough.

He was still hard, the pleasure tearing through him was like a narcotic, an addiction, and he wanted more.

Somehow, he found the strength to pull her head back, watching as his still hard cock slid from her reddened lips, as those amazing green eyes opened to stare back at him in dazed pleasure while her tongue ran over her lips, the pleasure apparent in her face.

“Lie down.” He raked his eyes over the gentle lines of her body. The scattering of freckles across her nose was duplicated in a small area across the tops of her shoulders. Just the lightest hint of them beneath the skin, intriguing him, tempting him to investigate the satiny flesh.

She lay back, her breasts rising and falling quickly, her face flushed, her soft flesh sweat dampened.

“Spread your legs.” He could barely force the words out.

Tehya stared up at him, watching the wild blue of his eyes, darker, gleaming brighter than she had ever seen them.

“Beautiful.” The sound of his voice was thicker, harsher as he came to his knees before her spread thighs. “Do you have any idea how fucking beautiful you are?”

She shook her head. She had never seen herself as beautiful. She had never believed she was beautiful. But at this moment, she felt, at the very least, pretty in his eyes. When he stared at her as though he were starving for the taste of her, his cock thick and hard, flushed, the head dark and throbbing as he came to his knees between her thighs.

“How pretty,” he murmured, reaching out to run his fingers over the bare folds of flesh.

For a second, nervousness edged at the arousal that had her dazed, almost uncomprehending.

She could see his absorption with the fact that there were no curls there, that her skin was softer, smoother than it would have been if she waxed or shaved.

Naturally bare. She had been bred to have no pubic hair. Her father had known the child he wanted, and he had chosen the perfect woman to conceive that child. And one of his requirements had been a woman whose genetics lacked the gene for pubic hair.

That thought, the memory of that past, threatened the pleasure wrapping around her.

Then he parted the folds, slid against the entrance, and two fingers pressed inside her.

Immediately her hips jerked, sensation slamming through her womb, her clit, rocking through her system with an overload of pleasure.

“So ready for me,” he said hoarsely as he came over her, his fingers sliding free as he gripped his cock and tucked the engorged crest against the entrance.

“Jordan.” She could feel him, thick and heavy, prepared to penetrate as her lashes fluttered in pleasure.

“It’s okay, baby. Everything’s okay.”

He pressed tighter.

She had waited so long. For so long she had felt teased out of her mind, desperate to have him touch her, hold her, and it was finally happening. Finally, the aching need that had tormented her for so long would be eased. At least for tonight.

Her hands lifted, her fingers gripping his hard biceps as he began to enter her, stretching her, burning her.

Her nails dug into his arms, her hips lifting, lowering, working his flesh deeper inside her as her gaze locked with his.

“Perfect,” he whispered. “That’s it, sweetheart. Fuck me back.”

Tehya shook her head as she felt her juices gather and gush at the eroticism of the command, the sound of his voice, so rich and husky. She was captivated by him, dazed by the surfeit of pleasure rushing through her.

Surging closer, she gasped, bit her lip. He was so thick, so hard, the shaft was almost bruising as it impaled her, separating her intimate flesh and forging inside each time she thrust upward.

Her thighs spread wider, each sensation merging into the one before it, building, coalescing into such sharp, fragmented shards of ecstatic sensation that by time he took control of her and forged in to the hilt, she was crying out with need, begging for ease.

“Look, Tey.” His gaze sliced from hers as he glanced down her body, pulling her gaze to the point where they met where his body disappeared into hers.

The swollen folds of her pussy were parted, glistening with wetness, cupping, enfolding the base of the hard shaft penetrating her.

The sight of it had a punch of pleasure tearing through her womb. It jerked her hips tighter against his, lodged his cock harder inside her, the head rubbing against the overstretched depths of her vagina.

She was gripping his cock, flexing involuntarily around the hard flesh. She wanted to hold him just like this forever.

As she watched, he eased back, revealing the glistening shaft until only the thickened crest remained, before pushing back inside her, slowly, deeply. The flared head stroked over ultrasensitive nerve endings, rasped against excited flesh, and sent a flood of sensations racing through her bloodstream.

As though that thrust were a breaking point, Jordan gave a harsh groan before lowering himself to her, his lips covering hers as his hips began to move with a smooth, steady rhythm.

Tehya fought to hold on to him, to meet each stroke as pleasure seared her senses and flamed through every cell of her body. Her nails dug into his upper back as she thrilled to the bunching of powerful muscles beneath toughened flesh.

Electric heat sizzled through her, fingers of it raking through her womb, her clit, her nipples. Her body was screaming for release. Each thrust of his cock rasped through her pussy, caressing the sensitive flesh with rapid-fire strokes as the agonizing pleasure surged higher, hotter.

As Jordan’s head lifted her gaze locked with his; she was mesmerized by the brilliancy of the blue, held in thrall by the hunger and the need reflected in them.

A hunger and need that tore through her, that rose with each thrust, with each forceful entry into the clenching flesh. It was more than lust. She swore she could see more there. It had to be more. The intensity of the pleasure was just too deep to be physical only. To just be lust.

“Tehya.” Her name seemed torn from his lips as her legs wrapped around his hips, her nails digging into his arms. “God yes, baby. Fuck me.”

His voice was harsher, thicker. He sounded tortured, as seeped in the agonizing pleasure as she was.

Tehya felt the waves of sensation gathering in her womb stealing her breath. The clenching tightness that echoed to her pussy, spasmed through it. Her clit swelling it further, tightening it until the pleasure and pain mixed with erotic desperation.

She could feel his cock, thicker, harder than before, as each thrust began to tighten, shorten.

Sensation began to burn in her clit, her pussy. Her breaths became moans, rising with each shocking burst of pleasure as she felt the pressure tightening inside her, burning, flaming out of control until it suddenly exploded like fireworks gone wild.

His name became a wailing moan as her hips arched. She felt her pussy tightening, clenching on his thrusting cock a second before the world melted around her.

Ecstasy began to thunder through her. A storm of sensation exploded through her in rapturous bursts, arching her body, shuddering through it as she felt Jordan thrust in hard, deep. He jerked her against him, his hard, muscular body rippling with pleasure, and he began spilling inside her.

Spurting deep and hot, his release swept through her senses as her own release seared her nerve endings and left her gasping at the intensity of her orgasm.

She didn’t know if she was breathing. She didn’t care if the world itself rained down upon them. Nothing mattered but this pleasure and the white-hot mix of sensation and emotion rising through her.

Emotion.

She had sworn she would never love, but she had known in Aruba, two years before joining the Elite Ops that it was a promise she would end up breaking.

She loved Jordan Malone.

*   *   *

He’d just destroyed both of them.

Jordan stared at the ceiling above him as he held Tehya in his arms and knew the mistake he had made. He hadn’t fucked her. He’d intended to, but he hadn’t. No. Hell no. He’d come much too close to making love to her.

He’d fought this for years. Fought it and sworn he’d never give in to it, because he knew it had no future. That he had no future with her. He couldn’t risk his soul to that point. If he kept her, if he gave into his need, then he’d never be able to let her go. He would allow himself to give in to that illusion that lasted forever, when he damned well knew love was the illusion, and forever didn’t exist.

And even if he was wrong, even if she was the home-and-hearth type, and the illusion could be maintained there was always the risk that his enemies, those made before his time in the Elite Ops, would find him. And when they found him, they would find his weakness.

Tehya.

She was the weakness. She was the one woman capable of breaking his control.

“Nothing to say?” she whispered from where she lay against him, obviously awake. It was too much to pray she had gone to sleep.

When he said nothing, she moved. Jordan had to force himself to let her go, to refrain from pulling her back to his chest. Where she belonged.

Rolling from his side she rose from the bed, and slowly, wearily, she collected her gown from the floor and pulled it over her head. She looked defeated. That realization tore at his concience, leaving him steeped in regret and guilt.

Wiping his hand over his face, Jordan rose as well, sitting on the edge of the bed as he watched her broodingly. Son of a bitch, this was one of the reasons he hadn’t taken her to his bed. Tehya wasn’t a one-night stand, and he had known it. Fuck, hurting her was killing him.

Hurting Tehya was something he had tried desperately not to do over the years. In all his life there had never been anyone he wanted to protect more than he wanted to protect Tehya. There had never been a woman so hard to let go.

Something he had known from the beginning that he had no choice about.

*   *   *

Tehya promised herself she wouldn’t cry. She fought back the tears but she couldn’t fight back the pain clenching her chest and throbbing through her heart.

She had always assumed a broken heart was more figurative than literal, but she could feel it ripping in half inside her chest. Even her bones ached, her ribs felt too tight, under pressure, as though the emotions tearing at her heart were going to burst from her skin, as well.

“I didn’t want to hurt you.”

Those eyes. That brilliant, almost neon blue stared back at her somberly.

Irish Eyes, her friend Jordan’s sister-in-law, Sabella Blake, had told her once. Jordan had Irish Eyes; any woman lucky enough to steal his love would have a true window into his soul. Sabella had told her how she had once “seen” the horror of her husband’s torture when he was kidnapped by a drug cartel owner. That she had felt his pain, dreamed of his screams.

Tehya had always wondered what such love would feel like. She had fantasized about possessing this man’s love in such a way. A fantasy. That was all it was. A fantasy she had to let go of now.

“I have to finish packing.” She heard the hoarseness of her voice and knew she wasn’t hiding her emotions as well as she had hoped. She didn’t want him to feel responsible, or guilty that he couldn’t love her. Hell, her own father hadn’t loved her, why would any other man?

“Tehya, I don’t want to lose your friendship, either, not because of this,” he said as he pushed his legs into his jeans then rose and pulled them over his muscled legs, his gaze somber as he watched her closely.

“Are we friends, Jordan? Were we ever?” She had never felt friendship with him. Friends was the last thing they would ever be. She felt too much for him, hungered too deeply for his touch.

She couldn’t define exactly what she had felt from him over the years. She knew her own emotions had been in conflict more than once, but friendship had never been the definition she would used to describe their relationship.

“I hoped we were.” That edge of regret in his voice tore at her.

She could almost feel the pity coming, and she really didn’t want to have to shoot him. If he dared to feel sorry for her, then that would be the least of the problems he would have.

Giving her head a quick shake, she turned and walked from the bedroom. She couldn’t handle this tonight. She couldn’t stand here and discuss friendship, see the pity on his face, or confront the fact that the years of dreams had been wasted effort.

God, it had been so long. Ever since that night in Aruba when she had come to Ian Richards to help him capture Sorrel. It had been too damned long. Suddenly, she felt far older than she actually was, and far too tired to fight with herself or with Jordan any longer.

“Tehya?” Jordan followed, standing in the bedroom doorway as she moved to the pile of empty boxes and protective paper stacked next to the shelves she hadn’t yet begun to pack. Because packing meant leaving, and leaving was killing her.

Each of the trinkets had been collected over the years. There were pocket dragons, fairies, expensive little keepsake boxes. And there were pictures. Pictures of the team she had worked with, their wives, and a few included the children of those men. In some, there was an unsmiling Jordan. In one, he stood next to Tehya, an arm around her shoulders, as they stared back at the camera.

These were the past six years of her life.

She picked up the picture of her and Jordan first, wrapped it, packed it.

“Why do you think I hadn’t taken you to my bed before now?” he asked from the bedroom doorway.

She had always known why. Because once he did, she would have no choice but to leave.

“Why don’t you leave, Jordan?” She didn’t look at him, she couldn’t.

She wanted to cry. She wanted to scream, and she wasn’t about to do it while he was standing there watching her as though waiting for her to break apart.

Before she knew it, he was next to her, his hands gripping her upper arms as he jerked her around.

She saw the anger then. His eyes were bright with it, the blue snapping down at her, his expression tight with regret.

“I didn’t want to hurt you!”

“And you haven’t.” She wasn’t backing down from him but she was damned if she would cry for him. She wouldn’t do that to either of them.

He hadn’t done this to her, he hadn’t asked her what she felt. And how many times had he pushed her away, done everything but told her that it couldn’t happen? She had been the one that pushed for it, that dared him. She had broken her own heart.

It had been her own stubbornness, her own stupidity, that had led her here. She had known better. At least she should have known better.

Sex wasn’t love, and she could see now what he had tried to save her from. Sex couldn’t change him and sex wasn’t going to make him suddenly realize he couldn’t live without her.

Yet the anger was there inside her, as well. A feminine fury she couldn’t escape.

“Tehya, we’re friends,” he ground out furiously. “If you ever need me…”

“I didn’t need you before I came here, and I won’t need you after I leave.” Jerking away from him, she stalked to the far side of the room and faced him where the sheer power of his presence would hopefully be diluted. “It’s been fun Jordan, thanks for the memories and the sex, but you can leave now.”

“God, Tehya!” He raked his fingers through his hair, the long, silken strands falling around his face with such male, sensual disarray that she had to clench her fingers at the overwhelming need to run them through it again.

“Don’t do this, Jordan.” She had to get away from him, she had to hold back the tears. “Don’t make this harder for me than it already is. For both of us. Just leave.”

Over the years, that was all she had done, held back her emotions, held back her dreams, hell, she had held back her life in the hope, the dream, that something more than blood could fill her future.

She had obviously been so wrong. Her time here was over. The Elite Ops was shutting down and the new team coming in didn’t need her. They had their own people, their own specialties. No one needed the daughter of a white slaver. A woman who had no true specialty, no family, and no longer a reason for being there.

She had no special training. She had no true education. She was an outcast, plain and simple. Unlike the other members of the team, she didn’t have a happily-ever-after waiting for her when she walked out the doors of the base.

There would be no family waiting for her. There were no friends she could look up. She had a new identity, but she had no idea what the hell to do with it or where to go with it.

She watched as he shrugged his shirt on and buttoned it with quick, angry movements. She couldn’t miss the anger, it glowed in his eyes, tightened his body. There was nothing she could do to alleviate it either.

“I don’t want to lose contact with you.” He seemed to be forcing the words out.

He was placating her and she hated that. The last thing he would want would be to stay in contact with a woman he pitied.

She nodded slowly. “I’m sure we won’t. We have friends in common. Hell, you can always call, right?”

She doubted he would, despite the fact that he had given approval for the team members to keep the satellite phones they had been assigned, as well as the numbers.

As she stared back at him, the only other dream she had left rose in her mind. A life that she could build with the new identity she had been given, and maybe, just maybe, there was one other person in the world that she could connect with. The cousin who didn’t know her, who wouldn’t recognize her. But a cousin she might be able to build a friendship with.

She still had that fragment of a dream. The Elite Ops had at least given her the ability to walk away safe.

“Tehya.” The sound of his voice, the regret returning, was tearing her apart.

She didn’t want this. She should have never pushed him, she should have walked out of here and kept the dreams rather than the reality.

Touching him, being touched by him, feeling the first orgasm of her life that she hadn’t given herself, would destroy her now. Because she knew what it could be. She knew what she was losing, and it would haunt her every day of her life.

“I need some time.” She swallowed tightly realizing his sense of responsibility wouldn’t allow him to leave her alone otherwise.

“I can give you time.” He nodded slowly. “But not indefinitely, Tehya. The day will come soon when we’ll talk about this.”

No, it wouldn’t. When the transportation team arrived to haul away her belongings, she would already be gone. She couldn’t stay here, couldn’t bear to see him, even another moment. If she didn’t leave before morning came, then she would beg. And God knew, she didn’t want to beg for a love he couldn’t give her.

“Of course we will.” She crossed her arms over her breasts and turned away from him as she moved to the open kitchen. “We’ll talk.”

They wouldn’t talk, because there was nothing for them to talk about.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he stated.

And Tehya nodded. It was another lie. They wouldn’t talk in the morning, he wouldn’t see her in the morning, because she wouldn’t be here.

She didn’t hear him move, she felt him move. She felt him coming closer to her and tensed, knowing that the connection to him would be severed forever once she walked out of the base.

It was just over. There were no more chances to capture his heart.

She had failed. The most important dream she had ever had, and she had failed.

His hands settled on her shoulders, his hold implacable as he turned her until he could pull her against his chest.

“I should have never touched you, Tey,” he whispered as his lips brushed against her hair. “You’re too important to me to lose you this way.”

Her teeth clenched. She was going to lose it. Tears thickened her throat, pooled in her eyes. The agony racing through her was tearing her apart second by second until her heart felt like a ragged wound in her chest. She wanted to scream, to cry, to beg, and she thanked God her pride held her back.

“It wouldn’t have changed anything,” she informed him, amazed that she could speak, that she could breathe through the pain. “Just go away, Jordan. I’ll have it all together in the morning and we’ll forget it ever happened.”

She would never forget it. She had thought that if she could force him to admit he wanted her, she would have a chance at his heart. She had never imagined it would become one night only. What a childishly romantic thought. She of all people should know better than to believe in fairy tales.

“Tehya.” The grimace that tightened his face broke her heart.

That expression said it all. The tightening of his lips, the chill in his eyes. Dealing with her emotions, dealing with the fact that she had expected more, was a duty he’d rather be well rid of, no matter what he said.

She should have been thankful he had allowed her on the team. She, the daughter of the enemy who had murdered his friend, who had been instrumental in nearly destroying his nephew. She might have killed Sorrel, but she still had his blood. She was still his daughter. And she should have known Jordan would have never been able to love someone so closely related to such an enemy.

“We’ll talk in the morning.” Her voice was thicker. She was so close to crying it was humiliating. In that moment she hated the emotions that raged through her. She wished she could be hard, cold, that she could feel only that twinge of regret that she didn’t have the emotional capacity to care for anyone outside friendship as he did.

She watched as his head turned, his jaw tightened. Then he gave a brief, hard nod before striding to the door.

“We will discuss this in the morning,” he informed her, then opened the door and left the suite.

And then the tears fell.

The sob that tore from her shocked her. She’d been certain she could hold it in. Her knees weakened to the point that she nearly fell to the floor as her hands pressed tight and hard into the clenching muscles of her stomach.

The emotional pain hurt worse than a bullet.

She could feel the ragged, gaping hole in her chest where her heart had once been, and the agony of it was a horrible realization. She felt as though she were dying inside. As though a part of her soul were being ripped away from her.

She hadn’t thought it would hurt this bad.

She hadn’t imagined it would be this hard to face.

Returning to the bedroom, she quickly dressed in jeans, T-shirt, boots. A leather jacket was thrown over the duffel bag she had packed in the closet. A smaller backpack sat next to it.

The moving team had the address and instructions for handling her belongings. They would be stored for the time being, because she had no place to go.

All she knew was that there was no way she could face Jordan when morning came. That the ragged pain in her chest would only turn to anger, and she didn’t want the love to turn to hatred.

There was nothing left to do but to leave before she was forced to face him again. Before she could push him again, before she could plead with him to love her, beg him to tell her why he didn’t.

Before she broke down completely and a lifetime of pain and grief overwhelmed her.

How silly of her to believe he could love her when no one else ever had.

*   *   *

Jordan knew Tehya was gone the second he entered her suite. There was such a sense of emptiness, of abandonment, that it was unmistakable. The effect it had on him was undeniable.

She was gone.

His chest tightened with a ragged pain that had his teeth clenching, his fingers fisting. The need to hit something tore through him, nearly overwhelming his self-control.

A violent, bitter curse escaped his lips before he could cut off the sound.

Breathing out a weary sigh, he shoved his hands in his pockets and moved through the large set of rooms anyway. Just to be certain.

If she had taken anything with her, it wasn’t much. Perhaps a few changes of clothes, he thought as he checked the closet, only to see stacked boxes within them marked “Clothes.” He found the same thing throughout the rest of the suite. Boxes neatly packed, closed and taped. Tehya’s life reduced to less than a quarter of the capacity of the moving van arriving to relocate her.

He found himself swallowing tightly, his throat oddly blocked at the realization of how little Tehya had amassed over the years. Unlike the other agents, she had no secondary home, no family to go back to, no other house in which to store her belongings. She’d had nothing but the Elite Ops.

And now, she had no one.

A hard grimace contorted his face before he could control it, a result of the hard ache that clenched his chest. Fuck, he missed her already. Her laughter, her shy smiles, her almost innocent sensuality and affection for him.

He should have never taken her. Or perhaps, after taking her he should have taken her again, and again. until she was too tired to run

Turning, he strode from the suite and headed for the garage area, wondering which vehicle she had taken.

Standing in front of the empty slot where his favorite had sat, he almost grinned. She had chosen the black Viper over the many more expensive performance vehicles available. His favorite. The one he had driven more often and had claimed over the years.

Had she taken the Viper because it was the only part of him she could leave with?

She had taken much more with her than she guessed. Already he could feel the empty ache, the dark, brutal core of unrequited need throbbing in his soul.

But she was alive, he told himself as that ache threatened to roll over to grief. She wasn’t in his life, but she had a chance to have a life now. A chance to live rather than hide from the past that had haunted her.

That didn’t stop that ragged hole in his heart from bleeding, though, and damn if he had expected that. He’d expected regret, hell, he’d known he would miss her. But the ache radiating in his chest wasn’t just regret. He didn’t just miss her.

His nostrils flared as he breathed in hard and turned sharply from the parking area to stride back to his own suite.

He had let her go; holding on to her wasn’t an option. Whatever he was feeling would eventually go away, he assured himself. She had been a part of his life for too long, tempting him, trying to draw closer to him, wiggling her way inside him despite his defenses.

And it fucking hurt to lose her.

But he had lost before. Friends, lovers, coworkers. The violence that permeated the life he lived had taken them from him.

He contented himself with the fact that Tehya was alive, she was breathing, and one day she would love someone. She would laugh with him, sleep with him. She would have a life, she had never had the chance to have one before.

He had made certain she would have that chance now.

And it was too late to turn back now.


CHAPTER 1

Nine months later

Alpine, Texas

“She’s been located. Hagerstown, Maryland, identity Teylor Johnson, age thirty. Current owner, Landscape Dreams. Someone’s tracked her and a team’s been sent to the area.”

Jordan stared at the horizon while the sun set behind the family cemetery as Travis “Black Jack” Caine finished the unexpected report.

Jordan could feel a sensation akin to a fist in the pit of his stomach as instinct warned him more was coming. Behind him, he could feel his nephew Rory’s gaze suddenly trained on him, sharp, suspicious.

“Who?” Who did he need to kill to protect her?

A heavy breath of frustration came over the line. “Ira Arthurs and Mark Tenneyson, former Sorrel associates. They received a message Sorrel’s daughter did not die in that explosion in Afghanistan. No word yet on origination of the message. She was identified as Tehya Fitzhugh, daughter to Joseph Fitzhugh, formerly known as Sorrel. A team is being dispatched from France tonight to verify the information, and her location.”

“What tipped them off?”

“I can’t get that information,” the former agent answered. “All I have is someone sent the message from the U.S. An interested party aware of the interest in the truth of her death and-or her location. And supposedly neither can the two men sent to check the report that the explosion was a setup. I have men trying to track the origination of the message, but they’re not certain it can be done.”

The explosion the Elite Ops had set up had been staged to appear as though Tehya Fitzhugh had been eliminated by several of her father’s associates, who were dead now as well.

“Did you verify her location?” Jordan finally asked as the sun dipped farther behind the marble gravestone that marked his mother’s grave.

“The location is correct,” Travis reported. “I checked it out myself. She’s there, living quietly, making no waves. She bought a small landscaping design and construction company just after arriving there. The report I have says a team is being prepped to head out tonight to verify as well as acquire her for an ‘interested party.’ Details are sketchy, but there’s no doubt she’s at risk.”

“Why?” Jordan bit out. “Sorrel’s dead and his organization disbanded. Why the fuck does anyone care?”

“More information I can’t uncover,” Travis informed him with a frustrated bite to his tone. “I’ve been working on this twenty-four hours straight, and I can’t find out anything more from any of my sources. I’ve tried contacting her, but her phone goes straight to voice mail and she doesn’t return the calls. I tried tracking the sat phone, but for some reason it’s not turning up a location and she doesn’t have a landline or another cell phone in operation that I’ve been able to discover. Do you want Bailey and me to head to Hagerstown ourselves?”

Jordan wiped his hand over his face slowly. “I have a team,” he finally told him. “I want to get out there first and access, but contact Heat Seeker and the others. You’re on call. If her identity is in question, then we could be up the creek here.”

It was more than their asses going into the fire, though. It was Tehya. He’d promised her the fear of the past was over, and that no one would know who she was, or where she was.

“That was my thought as well,” Travis answered. “I’ll put the call out.”

Jordan disconnected before turning slowly and staring at the nephew that had somehow grown harder over the years. Rory, named for Jordan’s father, Riordan Malone Sr. At thirty-two Rory had finally grown into himself. His body had matured, his blue eyes hardened, his face acquired strong, lean lines. Hell, he was almost a replica of Noah before the reconstruction to his face.

He’d been working with the Elite Ops backup team in conjunction with a group of army Rangers whose commander Jordan had worked with several times.

Ethan Cooper and his team of Rangers had been deemed unfit for service because of various physical injuries. They were a highly fit fighting force, though, and often worked as “assets” to various agencies until Jordan had picked them up to work with the Elite Ops backup team.

Rory had somehow managed to insert himself into that team, despite Jordan’s objections.

Rory straightened from his position against the post, his blue eyes narrowed as he glanced around, nearly causing Jordan to smile.

They all did that. Him, Rory, and Noah Blake. They were checking to be certain their grandpop was nowhere close, listening.

“He’s at Dad’s,” Jordan informed his nephew.

Rory’s lips quirked for a second before his expression once more became all business. “They found Tey?”

Jordan gave a short nod. “I need to follow up with a few sources before I go to her. I want you to contact Turk and the two of you meet up in Hagerstown asap. I’ll have Travis forward the information to you. Watch her, nothing else. Don’t take your eyes off her, Rory. If she’s taken, then just follow until the team can get there. You’re my only link to her if her father’s enemies snatch her before I can get there.”

“I’m calling in Iron and Casy,” Rory decided. “They can back us up if needed. Two men on this may not be enough. I want two sets of eyes at all times and we can relieve each other that way.”

Damn, Rory was turning into a hell of a covert operative for a team of men who weren’t even supposed to be in service any longer.

“Head out.” Jordan gave him a sharp nod as he mentally began going over the checklist of preparations needed. “I’ll call this evening with an update on my arrival. I should be only hours behind you.” He paused, and almost grimaced before his lips parted with words he had no idea how to speak. He couldn’t find the words to tell Rory how important this was.

His lips clamped shut again.

“No fears, Jordan.” Rory took pity on him. “I understand. She’s like Sabella, right? Priority.”

That was what Sabella had been when word had come through that her first husband, Nathan Malone, was dead. Jordan had known better, but he couldn’t tell Rory that at the time. He’d simply told the boy that Sabella was priority. They were protecting her for Nathan, because that was where Nathan’s heart survived.

Jordan wasn’t going to look into the fact that Rory had picked up on something where Tehya was concerned. He sure as hell wasn’t going to search that mishmash of fucking emotions he couldn’t seem to get a handle on in his own soul.

All he knew was that nothing could happen to Tehya. He hadn’t had a chance to figure out what he felt yet. He hadn’t had a chance to decide the pros and cons of a decision he knew he’d been making for the past nine months. He hadn’t had a chance to see her smile again, laugh again, or piss her off again. He hadn’t had the chance to make love to her again.

And he’d be damned if he’d allow anyone to take those chances from him.

Especially not a past that should have been dead and buried eight years before at the same time her father, Sorrel, had died.

Hagerstown, Maryland

The back of her neck was itching.

Tehya rubbed at her nape, her fingers pushing beneath the heavy fall of rich red-gold curls as they cascaded down her back. As she glanced around the narrow confines of Friendly’s Bar, her lips thinned in irritation.

Nine months away from the Elite Ops wasn’t nearly enough, it seemed. The paranoia that had been part of the life she had lived before Jordan had taken her into the group had returned now.

She had officially been free for nine months. It felt like yesterday.

“Your turn there, Tey.” Voice slurred, body weaving, the customer she was shooting pool with called her attention back to the game.

“Got it, Casey,” she murmured, the music from the jukebox covering her response as she sank the eight ball and shot him a teasing smile before snapping up the wager they had on the game.

“ ’Nother game,” Casey announced, glaring at the table as though it were the table’s fault rather than his own that he’d lost the small wager.

“Not tonight, Casey.” She gave a quick shake of her head as she glanced around the room once again. “Sober up first.”

She swore she could feel eyes watching her, someone stalking her. She’d felt that way for weeks now. No matter where she went or what she did, she had that feeling of impending danger stalking her.

There couldn’t be any danger, though. She was as careful, as cautious, here as she had been most of her life. She never caught anyone tailing her or managed to glimpse anyone tracking her. No one seemed unusually interested in her, and no one appeared to be lingering where they shouldn’t.

The security systems attached to her car as well as surrounding her home never caught anyone sitting in surveillance. No one attempted to break in, nor did they attempt to slip onto her property.

The back of her neck was still itching like hell, though. That primal survival instinct was in high gear, making her restless and ill at ease.

Crossing the small, empty dance floor, she headed back to the bar and ordered another beer as she laid several dollars on the scarred wood slab.

Kyle, the bartender, slid the cold bottle across the bar to her. Gripping it, she lifted it to her lips as she gave the area another quick glance.

There were few people in the bar at this time of night. All were regulars, all had been coming in far longer than she had, and all had passed the background check she had done on them. Well, except Casey. He’d shown up the night before, but her initial check on him hadn’t blipped her radar.

So why the hell was her neck itching?

“Tey, you need to get a life.” Journey Taite, one of the few young women there that night, grinned back at her from where she sat at one of the high tables against the wall. “It’s one o’clock on a Saturday morning, shouldn’t you be, like, sharing time with a lover or something at your advanced age?” There was a teasing snicker on the younger girl’s face, amusement gleaming in her green eyes.

It broke her heart every time she looked at the other girl, just as it had the day Teyha had hired her. Journey Taite, her second cousin. Tehya had come to Hagerstown to watch over her, never imagining she would have the chance to get to know her.

“At my advanced age?” Tehya’s brow arched as she fought back the regret that seared her because she could never reveal her identity to the other girl. “It’s called experience, young’un, and learning the value of sleeping alone.”

Journey lifted her beer with a light laugh, her gaze more open now than it had been the day she first came to work for the company just after Tehya had bought it.

“Hell, a man would take his life in his own hands sleeping with either one of you,” Casey grunted, his expression drunkenly amused. “I’d be scared.”

“Naw, Casey, you’d just be drunk. You’d never remember,” Journey teased as she pushed back the shoulder-length, ribbon-straight strands of sunlit red and gold hair. Both the red as well as the streaks of gold were natural, blending and mingling to a color that was unique to the Taite women. Tehya had darkened her own hair when she left the ops, simply because of that unusual trait.

The red of her hair was darker, the highlights less natural and applied in her bathroom.

It was attractive, close enough to a natural blend of sunlit and red-gold hues, but closer to a strawberry blond than that of Journey.

Tehya tipped her beer to the younger girl as she held back her laughter due to the little pout on Casey’s face.

He was her age, perhaps a few years older. He was cute, built like a damned tank but acting more like a gentle giant.

He was one of the newer customers at the bar and a recent employee at the lumberyard next door to the landscaping company Tehya had bought six months before.

He’d been coming in for the past few nights, since moving to the area from Florida. A former army Ranger, he’d been discharged for medical reasons, though it was hard to imagine the heavily muscled left arm had the pins and rods in it she knew it had. Her investigation of him had been perhaps more in-depth than others simply because of his military background.

“Wicked women,” Casey grunted as he rubbed at his cheek before sliding onto a barstool next to Journey. “Ya just wanna make a grown man cry is all.” Chocolate-brown eyes blinked back at her as he gave her a drunkenly charming rogue’s smile.

Tehya rolled her eyes and Journey nearly snorted the sip of beer she had taken as laughter choked her.

“And on that note, it’s time for me to say good night.” Tehya rose from the barstool, the sensation at her neck becoming a constant irritant.

Casey sighed lustily. “She’s desertin’ me, Journ. My heart’s abreakin’.”

“Your heart’s drowning in booze, Casey,” Journey accused him with a laugh. “Come on, I’ll cheat you at a game of pool before I head on home myself.”

Casey’s eyes widened in pleasure as he staggered to his feet.

“You’re on.” His grin was slightly lopsided as Tehya turned to leave, her gaze moving around the bar again, touching on faces, searching for anything, anyone, out of the ordinary, and finding nothing.

“Later, Teylor,” the bartender called out as she moved to the door, causing her to almost pause, to betray herself with her unfamiliarity with her own name, even after nine months.

Teylor. She still wasn’t used to the name. It wasn’t familiar, and it didn’t feel like her. But it was the name Jordan had picked out, the identity he had wanted her to have, so she had gone with it.

“Later.” Lifting her hand, she called out a farewell as she left by the back entrance, entering a small Laundromat before stepping out into the parking lot.

The parking area was small, barely large enough for a dozen vehicles. She didn’t dare park the Viper there, she was terrified a customer would leave a little too inebriated and swipe the expensive little car.

It was her pride and joy. The only thing she had that Jordan had seemed to care about. And all she had left to remember her time with him.

A damned car. How sad was that? Even sadder was the fact that having it gave her some small measure of comfort.

Loping across the street, she moved quickly to the shadowed area where she had parked the car as she held the large key she carried for safety between her fingers.

When she stepped to the curb she hit the ignition switch to the Viper remote. Lights came on, the motor revved. Rounding the back of the vehicle, she pressed the door locks and within seconds was sitting securely in the driver’s seat.

Before sliding the car into gear, she programmed the security device attached to the vehicle and waited for a notification of any potential devices that could have been attached to the undercarriage.

A tracker or explosives. Either would have been all she needed to tell her that itch at the back of her neck was right.

There was no notification. “System Clear.” The words flashed against the digital screen, assuring her the car was secure.

She had lived too long in the shadows, spent too many years hiding and worrying before Jordan had taken her into the Elite Ops. That had to be the reason for her growing paranoia now. She simply wasn’t used to any sense of freedom.

Accelerating out of the parking lot and pulling onto the street, Tehya tried to tell herself those years were just catching up on her. She didn’t know how to relax and live rather than fight and run. She simply didn’t know how to be free. Even driving home, the roads nearly deserted, and still, she was searching for shadows.

The drive back to her small house was quick, the lack of traffic on the streets assuring her she wasn’t followed. But her neck was still aching, her senses still on alert.

At any other time in the past, she would have left the area once this feeling hit. She would have packed up and run. Hell, this was the longest she had ever lived anywhere other than the suite at the Elite Ops base, anyway. She had lived there for six years. For a while, she had had something resembling a family and a home. She hadn’t realized how thin that resemblance had really been, though, until it was over.

Once the team had broken up there had been no contact. Everyone had gone their separate ways, and although she still had the secure satellite phone, the secure number she had been given, there hadn’t been a call. They had forgotten her.

Mocking amusement flitted through her mind. Had she really expected anything more? She was the daughter of the man who had ordered the torture of one of their own. Who had aided in the kidnapping of a young woman who had become the wife of one of their own. The man who had murdered the parents of one of their own.

There were days she had been amazed they had even allowed her to live. Of course, killing her own father might have contributed to the tolerance they had given her in the breathing area, but they hadn’t needed to allow her to become part of the team.

They had protected her. They had given her a secure life for the time she had been there. She had to admit, she hadn’t expected them to desert her once it was over, though. She had thought she would receive a call at least from Kira, perhaps Bailey. She hadn’t expected to be forgotten.

Running wasn’t an option, she realized. She had grown tired of running even before she had joined the Ops. She had finally put down roots, and until now, she hadn’t realized how deep, how firmly entrenched, those roots had grown until now. Until she had begun to sense danger and decided to try to face it rather than running.

As she pulled into the small driveway of her home, the garage door slid open, allowing her to drive smoothly inside. As the doors closed behind the car and the security display once again flashed the words “system clear,” Tehya turned off the ignition and set the parking brake.

There hadn’t been so much as a Girl Scout selling cookies at her door. Her neighbors didn’t visit often, but they did wave when they saw her. Sometimes, when she was cutting grass or pruning her flowers, they would stop to chat. Once, a nice young couple at the end of the lane had invited her to a party they had thrown. Tehya hadn’t gone to the party; instead, she had watched from a hidden, shadowed area at the edge of the yard, both amused at and envious of the innocent hilarity that had often erupted. On the outside looking in, she’d thought at the time

It had been everything she could do to hold herself back, to remain in those shadows. Past lessons were too ingrained, though: to stay hidden, to keep everyone at a distance, to protect those that an enemy might strike at if they couldn’t strike at her.

It was best not to have friends, but she had neighbors, and she enjoyed that. She saw the same people everyday and the routine was treasured.

The block she lived on was peaceful. It was quiet and serene. In the six months since she had moved into the house she thought she may have felt a part of her soul healing.

So what the hell had her senses on high alert?

Sliding from the car, she closed the door softly before moving to the entrance leading into the kitchen through a connecting door.

The security wired into the house had dim lighting flipping on as she opened the door. She hated coming into a dark house. She hated coming into an empty house.

Maybe it was time to get a cat. Or better yet, one of those little toy dogs she had always wanted. Because if this was paranoia, then she was going to end up driving herself insane.

Locking the door, she reset the security alarm before turning and staring around the open kitchen, dining, and living area of the neat little ranch she had bought.

Hell, she had bought a house. Teylor Johnson had a mortgage. She couldn’t run. She had a business, with employees and responsibilities. She didn’t want to run. She didn’t want to revisit the time in her life that had been a living hell.

She wanted to live for a change.

It had taken a while to decide the type of home she wanted, where she wanted to live. The minute she had seen this little house with its nice little enclosed patio, she had fallen in love with it.

She had come to Hagerstown because of Journey. Tehya had been keeping an eye on the young woman ever since she had come to Maryland from England to attend college. It was a Taite family tradition to send their sons and daughters to the best colleges in America for additional schooling before they married.

Tehya had watched, she had waited, knowing the girl would be arriving. Journey had arrived in Hagerstown from England just before the Ops had been disbanded, moving into the apartment her family had provided, and unlike other Taite daughters, she had immediately set out to find a part-time job. She’d never had a job, she’d told Tehya, when she applied for the opening after Tehya bought the company.

Journey was family. It was something Tehya had never had. Not that she had expected to ever have a relationship with Journey. She hadn’t so much as entertained the idea of seeking her out. It was Journey who had found her. She had applied for a job the week Tehya had taken the small landscaping company over and Tehya hadn’t been able to resist hiring her. She hadn’t been able to resist getting to know the girl, becoming friends with her, and worrying daily that the friendship could endanger the other girl. She had to admit, Journey was a damned good designer. She and Tehya often drew out the landscaping plans together before Tehya worked up the cost, then supervised the implementation

They made a hell of a team. Tehya hated the thought of losing Journey’s talent, as well as her friendship if her family learned she was working.

She gave a weary sigh. It hadn’t been just Journey that had drawn her here, though. One of the Ops former agents and his wife lived here. Others visited nearby D.C. often. Tehya had wondered if perhaps one of them would contact her. But they hadn’t called. No one had called, and she had too much pride to make the move to call them first.

Breathing out heavily, she moved across the ceramic tile of the kitchen floor, to the gleaming hardwood of the open living room and dining room. The warm colors never failed to welcome her, even on nights such as tonight when it seemed she would never be free of the fear that had followed her most of her life.

The warm autumn colors of the couch, sofa, and recliners went perfectly with the earth tones of the pillows and light throws draped over them. Colorful rugs were scattered over the floors and vibrant drapes pulled closed to ensure prying eyes couldn’t spy on her. It was her home, and losing it might kill her.

Tonight, she didn’t stop to watch television or grab another beer. She didn’t stop at the computer to check her e-mail. A quick glance to the telephone showed no messages or missed calls.

God, what a pitiful life she was living. In the six months she had lived there she hadn’t made many friends or acquired a lover, and every instinct she had was screaming at her to run, even as another, more vital part of her demanded she stay and fight. Tehya just wished she knew what she should be fighting.

Stepping into the bedroom, she began unbuttoning the white silk sleeveless blouse she had worn with the leather pants. Her mind was on a shower and ignoring the hard, almost panicked throbbing of her heart. It was racing so hard she could barely breathe as panic began to edge through her. The almost nightly attacks were beginning to fray her nerves.

She should have heeded the warning.

As she moved into the bedroom the lights suddenly went out, blinding her with darkness as the door slammed closed behind her.

Seconds. She had only seconds to escape, or reach the weapon on the other side of the room.

She was ducking and rolling as hard fingers glanced her shoulder obviously intent on restraining her. Kicking out in the direction the attack came, she was rewarded with a solid thump, but not a fallen body or a groan of pain. Dammit.

Rolling across the room, she came to a crouch, straining to see through the pitch-blackness of the room to catch a shadow of movement, the gleam of a weapon. She wasn’t close enough yet to the nightstand where her own weapon was hidden.

Cold determination replaced panic. There was no fear. She had stopped feeling true fear years ago, long before she had joined the Elite Ops, even before she had put a bullet in her brother’s and her father’s chests. She had always sensed she wasn’t truly free, and this no more than affirmed it.

She was at a disadvantage, though. She was wearing white, and whoever was in the room with her was obviously dressed in black. Fighting an enemy she couldn’t see was a bitch. The only positive note was that evidently they didn’t want her dead, or she would already be bleeding from a gunshot wound.

She could barely glimpse a shadow if it moved. Damn, she hated being played with and whoever was there was obviously enjoying their game.

She inched closer to the nightstand and the weapon hidden beneath.

Her fingers reached a folded towel she kept there, less than inches from the gun, when she saw a shadow moving swiftly toward her. No warning, just a quick, silent attack.

A hard kick against the thick carpet and she launched herself away from the attacker, almost making it. Hard fingers gripped her ankle as she twisted and kicked out, breaking the hold and rolling to the side before a hard, heavy male weight suddenly came over her. She was pinned to the floor nearly immobile as she began to fight for freedom.

Her fingers curled into claws and moved for his face, only to have her wrists caught and jerked over her head as hard, muscular thighs trapped her legs. In that instance, something familar, some sound, scent, or sensation warned her of what was coming.

“You’re wearing white, baby. Didn’t I teach you better than that?”

Jordan.

She froze. For a second, Tehya felt her heart stop just before it began to pound with a hard rush of adrenaline and sexual excitement. The cold, hard determination to survive changed. It rushed through her system, became brilliantly hot, sensitizing her flesh, rushing through her and burning away the chill that had been wrapped around her for the past nine months. As though her body were suddenly jerked from deep freeze and infused with vibrant life, making her feel again. And just that fast, she felt too much. She was too hot. Her flesh was too sensitive. Her hunger for this man was too strong.

Jordan’s fingers tightened on her wrist as she suddenly bucked against him, the urge to survive suddenly morphing into something she didn’t understand. Into a hunger, a need, an anger that terrified her.

“Get off me!” she hissed, uncertain if it was fury or lust suddenly raging through her. “What the hell are you doing here?”

His lips cut the furious words off, covering hers, slanting across them and stealing her anger with the sudden overflow of need that left her helpless to do anything but take the kiss and demand more in return.

Her eyes flared open, then drifted closed. Sensual weakness began to race through her body, surging through her bloodstream with a punch of heat so brilliant it felt blinding. Pleasure wrapped around her and held her in thrall as their tongues met, stroked, then dueled in an erotic dance of delight.

Suddenly, she was starved for the taste and the feel of him. Dying to take back the months she had been so alone, drifting, uncertain what to do or how to feel, because she no longer had his presence to hold onto, or a day filled with at least the sight of him. She arched to him, whimpering need tearing through her, a desperation to get closer to him overwhelming her common sense.

As his hands loosened around her wrists, one hand cupped her face and his tongue possessed her, licking at hers, and a groan vibrated against her lips. She was starved for him, desperate. The world could explode around them and all that would matter would be his kiss.

Tehya arched against him, her legs parting as his hips lifted, and she moved to press against his thighs as he settled between them. The hard ridge of his cock rode against her sensitive cleft, pressing the seam of her leather pants against her clit and stroking it sensually.

Nine months of restless nights, tortured fantasies, and the memory of a touch she sometimes believed had branded her soul, had all but destroyed her. And now in one brilliant second she could feel the life pouring back into her.

Heat wrapped around her, a wonderful, building warmth that bloomed through her belly and rushed to wrap around her swollen clit.

The instantaneous switch from survival to arousal clashed through her. The abrupt halt of one, the rapid-fire emergence of the other. She was thrown headlong into an inferno of sensation that completely overwhelmed her.

She had dreamed of his touch. She’d awakened some nights crying out for him. Now, Oh God yes, now, just one more time. His body was hard and demanding above her, his cock a thick wedge beneath his pants as he ground his hips between her thighs.

The strokes of the hardened ridge of his shaft over the sensitive bud of her clit sent hunger tearing through her. Her tongue stroked against his, her fingers tightened in his hair to hold him to her, and she prayed it wasn’t a dream. She was desperate to implant each sensation into her memory, into each cell of her body, for the day when it would be gone. To remember even the smallest detail, the slightest touch to help warm her when the nights grew cold.

He wouldn’t stay, even she knew that. For whatever reason, though, he was here now. He was holding her, touching her, kissing her with the same desperate hunger that had plagued her for so many nights.

His hands were tearing at the blouse, popping buttons to drag the material from her pants as she jerked at his, baring tight, hard abs. Hard, heated, his palm flattened against her lower stomach before smoothing up to the front closure of her bra distracting her from the need to explore the flesh she had found beneath his shirt.

The bra clasp released smoothly, the sheer cups falling away from the swollen mounds of her breasts. Tehya’s eyes drifted open as Jordan eased back from the kiss. Harsh, labored, the sound of their breathing filled the room as their gazes met in the darkness. Then his head lowered, lips parting, then covering the hard, needy peak of a swollen breast.

Electricity surged from the contact as he drew the stiff flesh of her nipple into his mouth. Sizzling pleasure attacked her womb, her swollen clit, drawing her hips upward in a tight, involuntary thrust, as she pressed her pussy tighter against the outline of his cock. Pleasure flooded her system, tore through it, burning past her defenses as though they didn’t even exist. Against Jordan, there were no defenses. There was only the searing, addictive pleasure of his kiss, his touch—his possession.

Wicked heat surrounded her nipple as he drew on it, his tongue lashing it with damp fire as he plumped the flesh with his fingers. Sucking with deep pulls of his mouth, each draw sent a rush of electrifying sensation straight to the depths of her cunt.

The feel of him sucking at her, his big body covering her, dominating her, was exquisite. For the first time in nine months, she felt alive. She felt warm and safe. She was a woman again, rather than an automation pushing through the days

“Jordan.” Arching against him, Tehya whispered his name with hungry demand. “Oh, God. Harder. Do it harder.” She needed more. She ached for that fiery edge of pleasure and pain that he had given her before.

Instead he gave a heated kiss against her nipple, his head lifted, the glitter of his blue eyes barely discernible in the darkness of the room.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded, demanded. “Damn you Jordan, don’t tease me.”

“Witch,” he growled, his voice dark, thick with arousal, and she felt the short growth of a beard as it raked against the curve of her breast.

Arching her neck, lifting closer to him, her eyes closed as need burned hot and rich inside her. She wanted to touch him. She wanted the feel of him against her, his hard body stroking against her softer one. The heavy heat of his cock filling her.

Memories of the one night she had spent with him tormented her, haunted her. She wanted one more night. Just one more night she told herself. One more memory. Surely then she could find a way to live without him.

As she arched, her hands ran over his back, his shoulders. Moving lower, her fingers went to grip his waist, and one hand gripped his weapon instead.

Tehya froze, as Jordan’s quiet curse seemed to echo through her head. Along with it was the knowledge that it wasn’t this Jordan had come for.

Jordan only wore his weapon when on a mission. He didn’t wear it for looks, it wasn’t a personal accessory. It was for protection only.

She felt him go still against her, his lips pressed to the curve of her breast, before he moved slowly, his head lifting, his eyes glittered down at her through the darkness. She stared back at him in weary resignation. She should have known he wasn’t there for her.

She felt it then, that trembling panic that originated in the pit of her stomach. The restless urge to run, to hide, to change her name, her face, her location. That horrifying knowledge that the instinct warning her of danger wasn’t just paranoia.

“Why are you here?” she whispered, hearing the trembling of her voice and hating it. “I think we both know it wasn’t for me.”

Tehya released the weapon when he rolled away from her and sat up next to her on the floor. He sighed, a sound of weary regret.

“I’m here for you,” he denied.

“But not for the little play date we’re having on the floor?” she bit out with angry sarcasm.

“No,” he finally admitted. “That wasn’t what I was here for.”

Gripping her hand, he pulled her up. “Stay low,” he ordered when she would have gotten to her feet. “Get a bag packed, you’re leaving.”

Jordan couldn’t see her face, her eyes, but he didn’t have to. He could feel her tension settling in the air around him and he thanked God he couldn’t see her face. Sometimes, a man just knew when there were certain emotions he couldn’t face.

Seeing the fear flash in her eyes, or watching her expression change would have brought that familiar tightness to his chest, that regret that he didn’t know what to do with or where it originated from. She’d been hurt too damned much already. Adding to her pain, her fear, felt like a fucking sin.

He didn’t have to see it to feel it. He knew it was there.

“Why do I need a bag?” Vulnerability and fear filled her voice, something he had never heard when she spoke before. As though her time away from the Ops, her time as a regular person had softened her.

He hoped it hadn’t softened her too much to fight to survive.

“Because you’re out of here,” he told her quietly. “It’s time to move you, Tehya.”

“No!”

For the briefest second, Jordan had to admit he was shocked. Damn, it had been more years than he cared to admit since a woman had managed to shock him. Hell, since anyone had managed to shock him. And he had to admit he hadn’t planned for this.

He always had a plan to cover every contingency. Now found himself at a loss.

He was so damned surprise he couldn’t think for the briefest second.

Which explained how she managed to jump to her feet before he could stop her and flip on the low lamp sitting on the table next to the bed. So much for the order to stay low and keep the lights out.

She was naked from the waist up, her breasts swollen and flushed, her nipples hard and such a sweet candy pink his mouth started watering for the taste of them again. Hell, she nearly derailed all thoughts for safety as his cock throbbed hard and painfully.

Rather than wrestling her back down to the floor, though, he rose to his feet, watching as she pulled a black T-shirt from the dresser and jerked it over her head.

Slender, small boned, fragile. She looked as delicate as a china doll with all those strawberry and gold curls tumbling down her back and those wide green eyes glaring back at him. The black T-shirt, black leather pants, and four-inch-heeled black leather boots suited her, though if she were trying for a dangerous look, she was failing. She looked like dynamite. A sexual goddess ready to rumble. Or ready for a sexual tumble. She sure as hell didn’t look like a threat to anything but a man’s libido and his piece of mind.

Running his fingers through his hair, he fought to drag his mind away from the scenario where he was fucking the hell out of her, and back to the subject at hand. Keeping her alive until he figured out who had known she was alive and where to find her.

“Someone may be watching you, Tey, that’s why I didn’t want the lights on,” he said, “you’ve had a tail on you for nearly a week now, and they have orders to grab you as soon as possible.”

He watched as she glanced quickly away before her lashes drifted down for a second in weary resignation.

“I had a feeling I was being watched. Stalked.” The acceptance in her voice only shocked him further. Hell, she was setting records tonight.

Surely she hadn’t continued to hang around without contacting him when she knew her identity was compromised? The very thought of it had his entire body tensing in amazed anger.

“You know you’re being watched and you’re still here?” A slow, burning anger began to simmer inside him. It was no longer a suspicion she was being watched, she was confirming it. “You didn’t contact me, or head to one of the safe houses. Why?”

He believed in contingencies in all things. There were six safe houses set up across the nation, and in each of them were hidden weapons, cash, vehicles, and the ability to create new identities until they could contact other members of the team.

But had Tehya taken advantage of them? Had she even tried to cover that very delectable ass of hers?

Her eyes widened in mock surprise. It was a look that made his hands itch to paddle that delectable ass. “Why, Jordan? Because I’m not running anymore. If I had called you or gone to a safe house then I’d be running the rest of my life. I’m tired of it.” The last was said with such exhaustion that Jordan felt his throat tighten. She shook her head then rubbed her hand at the side of her face in a gesture of aching vulnerability. “I’m just tired of it, Jordan. I want it to end, one way or the other.”

His arms seemed to ache with the need to pull her into them then, to comfort her. How the hell was he supposed to handle this? How was he supposed to make sure she was safe when keeping emotions in check was suddenly so much harder to do than it had been before?

Damn her, she made him feel things, made emotion surge through him as he fought to keep his shields intact. She was the only person, man or woman, who could touch his soul.

“Pack a bag.” He wasn’t arguing with her now. Her life was too important to him. He would have to figure the rest out later. “We’ll argue over what you will or won’t do later, once we’ve stashed you somewhere safe. But you are leaving, Tehya. Either willingly or slung over my shoulder, tied and gagged. Make your choice now.”


CHAPTER 2

“Stash me somewhere safe? Don’t I feel important?” she said as she turned away from him, and the lost-sounding loneliness that echoed in her voice had his fingers curling with the need to pull her to him.

For a moment, her delicate face reflected an inner sorrow he didn’t know how to deal with. But as quickly it was gone, and she was turning to face him fully, her expression filled with feminine determination.

“I guess you better tie and gag me then, Jordan, because you’re not stashing me anywhere.”

Son of a bitch, he hadn’t expected such stubbornness from her. He knew she could be stubborn, just not with him.

“Do you know who’s watching you?” he asked. Wondering if she suspected and if it would even make a difference to her, or if she suspected and her stubborness stemmed from that.

Her lips tightened, her dark green eyes shadowed. “I assume it’s one of Sorrel’s associates or one of his former enemies.” She surprised him once again with her answer. “Strange, isn’t it? The bastard’s dead and he’s still haunting me.”

“We didn’t expect this, but we were prepared for it,” he reminded her somberly, hating the dark pain reflected in her eyes now. “That was the reason we staged the deaths, hoping it would put an end to the occasional searches Sorrel’s enemies have arranged over the years. Somehow, someone figured it out and contacted one of Sorrel’s former associates, Ira Arthur with a message that your death was staged. Someone managed to track you down and is in the process of proving your identity as Tehya Fitzhugh. You know how dangerous that could be.”

He’d pulled every trick he knew out of his hat to protect her before she had left Texas. How the hell anyone could have proved Tehya wasn’t dead was beyond him.

She stared back at him, her expression so still and calm that for the first time since he’d met her, he couldn’t gauge her emotions or her thoughts.

“You’re not certain I’ve been found, then?” she asked, her voice guarded.

He gave a hard shake of his head as he stared back at her incredulously. “Tehya, it seems pretty fucking definitive to me, baby.”

“You said they were in the process of proving my identity.” He could see a fragile glimmer of hope in her eyes, and the knowledge that he was going to have to extinguish it made him clench his fists even as a part of him fought to allow her to keep that hope.

“And how long do you think it will take them to prove you’re Sorrel’s daughter once they find you and grab you?” The thought of it was so abhorrent he had to force the words past his lips.

“There’s no verification of who’s searching or why?” she pressed. She lifted her hand to nibble at her thumbnail thoughtfully.

“That rumor was enough,” he stated tightly. “You admit it yourself, Tehya, you know someone’s been following you.”

“I’m not certain,” she said, her hand dropping as she bit her lower lip instead. “None of my security systems are showing anything. I’ve caught no one following or watching me. My damned neck just itches.” Her tone was irritated. “It could just be paranoia and coincidence, too. You know how former operatives can get, Jordan. They see shadows where none exist.”

“It’s enough for me, Tehya.” Her instincts were so finely honed to survival he wouldn’t dare ignore them. “I don’t believe in coincidences, and we both know your instincts are too damned good. And you’re forgetting, sweetheart. I slipped right in tonight.”

“But you know the system.” She waved it away. “I’m just so used to running that I’m paranoid.” She gave her head a hard shake. “I need a drink.”

Stepping in front of her Jordan stopped her. “No system is fool-proof, Tehya. Even yours.”

“Neither are rumors,” she informed. “Now, excuse me, I really need that drink.”

She walked from the bedroom as though they were discussing nothing more than the weather. Leaving Jordan to follow her in frustrated anger.

“Dammit, Tehya, we need to get out of here. I have a team together and a private plane waiting at BMI to get you back to base. I’ve convinced Killian Reece to let you in on the new Ops team—”

“Oh hell, no.” Her head shook emphatically as she stalked away from him. “I’m not going back. And I’m sure as hell not working for Killian Reece.”

Damn her.

Jordan clenched his teeth as he followed her to the living room, watching as she strode to the small wet bar on the far side of the room.

The teakwood bar sat next to French doors that led to a spacious, secluded patio outside.

She poured a drink, no doubt the whisky she preferred, then slapped another glass on the wood and poured another, for him, he presumed. He was going to need it.

“How did you convince Killian Reece to take me on?” She flashed him an irritated look. “And why would you? He lumps me right in there with Sorrel, and hated me just as much as he hated Sorrel for the death of his wife.”

For a second, Jordan remembered the reason Killian hated Sorrel. Why he refused to trust Tehya. His wife racing through the rain, escaping the warehouse, a young child in her arms as her blond hair flew out behind her. A child Sorrel had had kidnapped with intentions to sell her on the white slavery market.

There had been gunshots, fury, and disbelief as Jordan watched Catherine Rhyan’s eyes widen when she fell, her only thought to protect the child in her arms and the unborn child in her womb even as she bled out before their eyes.

Sorrel had killed her, but it had been Catherine’s decision to enter that warehouse without backup just as it had been Jordan’s responsibility to protect her anyway. Nowhere in there could any blame be attributed to Tehya and Killian fully admitted to that fact.

“Killian doesn’t blame you, Tehya, and he’s as concerned as I am about this situation. You’ll be returning to base.” He had to push the words between his teeth as his irritation threatened to explode into anger.

“I won’t return to base, Jordan.” She gave a brief shake of her head again before downing the whisky without a grimace. “It’s going to end here, one way or the other, if I’m even being watched. Until I know for certain, I’m not going anywhere.” Weariness flashed across her expression. “I’m tired of running.”

It would end in her death. Jordan stared back at her for a moment, at a loss how to handle her.

“How did you find out I was targeted?” she finally asked. “I felt as though someone’s been watching me for weeks. Was that you, or someone else? Because if it was Sorrel’s associates or his enemies, I would think they’d have made a move by now.”

The thought of someone stalking her sent ice chilling through his veins. But she was right. If she had been found, it didn’t make sense they would wait around as they had. “It wasn’t anyone I sent.” Damn, he’d hoped John had gotten the information before she had been found. “One of John’s contacts got in touch with him with the information that there was a rumor Tehya Talamosi wasn’t dead, and certain parties believed she had been found. That contact was aware of your location as well as your new identity.”

He could still remember the pure terror that had flooded his system at the thought of one of Sorrel’s partners, or possibly his enemies, getting his hands on Tehya.

“And here I am.” Her arms spread mockingly before dropping to her sides. “You’ve warned me, now you can leave.”

He almost laughed at the response. “Do you really think I’m going to leave you here alone?”

What the hell would make her even entertain the thought that he would allow her to face this alone? That any of the former team she had been a part of would allow it.

“I don’t know, Jordan, it’s been nine months,” she stated, the mockery thick in her voice. “You don’t call, you don’t visit. That makes me think you wouldn’t give a damn either way.” Her eyes widened. “Oh yeah, that’s right, you’re just here to escort me to the plane. You’ve pawned me off on someone else.” He caught the hurt brewing inside her now and frowned back at her in confusion.

“I’m not part of the Ops anymore, Tehya. Killian has control of the base, not me. He’ll make certain you’re protected—”

Expressive green eyes flashed furiously.

“Fuck you, Jordan, and fuck Killian. I don’t need your help. You couldn’t call, you couldn’t care less until you thought the identities of the others were at risk. Admit it.” Anger glittered in her brilliant green eyes and flushed her face.

“Bullshit.” He was almost yelling back at her, completely losing the calm he had maintained over the years. “I’ve done nothing but worry my ass off since the second I woke up and realized you’d left base without so much as fucking saying good-bye. Now this? Fuck, Tehya, I’m not worried about the identities of the others in this situation because it doesn’t apply. They are not at risk. You are, dammit.”

“Why lie to me?” she snapped as she moved around the bar to face him furiously. “All you had to do was call the cell, Jordan, at anytime. I was always here. Not a single call from anyone since I left, and I’m supposed to believe you’re so damned concerned about me now? I don’t think so, stud. The most any of you are worried about is your own damn asses evidently.”

His hand shot out, gripping her arm, as she moved to pass him. “I’ve been calling that damned satellite phone for over a month, every day straight, and in the nine months before that I called more than a dozen times. Kira has been trying to contact you since you left. I don’t give a damn what you believe, but it’s your fucking ass we’ve been worried about.”

He watched her eyes narrow, her lips thin. “No one has called me, Jordan. I’ve kept the phone on me night and day just in case, and trust me, I checked it for calls, messages, and texts, and they weren’t there.”

The rough, aching vein of pain in her voice had him stilling and watching her closely. She was hurt. He could see it in her eyes, hear it in her voice. The thought that none of the team had contacted her in all this time had hurt her. And he couldn’t blame her.

“Where’s the phone?” But he knew damned well and good he had called her a dozen times or more before the information had come in that she was at risk. And he sure as hell knew he’d been calling almost hourly until he stepped into her home. That didn’t count the number of calls Kira and Bailey had both made.

He watched the suspicion darken her eyes before she moved her hand behind her and a second later pulled the cell phone free from her back pocket.

She slapped it into his hand.

“I’ve checked the security on it weekly,” she informed him. “Nothing’s come up, so no one has tampered with it. I carry the damned thing with me and use it for business, so I know you haven’t called.”

She had a computer program that the phone plugged into. The computer ran through the phone’s programs for any hidden trackers or cyberbots that could have found it.

Jordan popped the back of the sat phone, knowing something was wrong somewhere. If her security program had come back clear, then that left only one other answer. Someone had done something before it left base with her, after the more secure Elite Ops information had been erased from it. It was the only way it could have been tampered with and only a select few had the ability to do it.

“Kira and Bailey both called you the first week after the group disbanded and left messages,” he told her as he popped the battery from the phone to check the only vulnerability left. “I called the morning you left to chew your ass out for leaving without saying good-bye.” He flicked her a look that promised retribution for that little trip.

She ignored it.

Clenching his teeth, he turned his attention back to the phone.

He found the problem in less than a minute.

It looked innocent enough. No more than a small metal prong among several others, yet appearing oddly out of place, set within the small programming section of the internal security chip located just beneath the battery pack.

Jordan pressed the tip of his nail against the prong he knew shouldn’t be there, breaking it off.

Pulling his own phone from the clip at his side, he found and pressed the button preprogrammed for her number. A second later, the phone rang.

Tehya stared at the phone as he flipped it closed, cutting off the call, and held his hand out, the little piece of metal lying in his palm.

“It’s been receiving calls,” she said faintly, but she wasn’t doubting him. Jordan had no reason to lie to her.

“It’s an additional tracker. It allows the master program to track all calls, messages, and e-mails in or out. It can also be preprogrammed to re-route specific numbers or e-mails,” he said. “The tracker is used on phones given to assets and contacts rather than operatives, though, and placed in phones belonging to suspects or marks if possible. It shouldn’t have been on your phone.” It was only used with those whose trust was in question. Tehya’s trust was never in question.

“Then someone at base messed with it,” she guessed, that ache in her chest tightening further at the suspicion as she accepted the phone when he handed it back to her. “Now, who would have done that?” she asked mockingly. She could only think of one person who could believe she was capable of betrayal.

Killian and his team had been at the base several times before she and Jordan had left. It had been their job to clean their sat phones of the agency protocols, e-mails, or mission notes before returning them. Only Killian’s team and Killian himself had had the opportunity to tamper with the phone.

Jordan sighed. “It was developed specifically for the Ops by our techs. No other agencies have anything like it.”

“Well, then, that tells me something, doesn’t it?” It told her she was no safer at base than she would be here. Hell, Killian Reece would feed her to her enemies a piece at a time if he could, which meant she was safer taking care of herself.

“I’ll know who did it,” he told her, his voice icy cold. “I promise you Tehya, I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

As far as she was concerned, she knew exactly who had done it. There was no getting to the bottom of it. Only one person would have been capable of distrusting her to that extent.

“I think we’re both well aware who it was. Why the hell do you think he agreed to have me at base? So he could destroy me and made it stick. Not out of friendship for you, a sense of decency, or anything else.”

“I’ll find out.” His voice couldn’t have gotten any harder.

Tehya gave a small, almost silent snort. “And you think I’d be safe there, do you? Killian and I understand each other, and you keep refusing to believe it. He hates me. I stay out of his way and understand that he’ll always place Sorrel’s sins on me.”

She actually liked Killian Reece. He was hard-core, stone-cold, paranoid, and damned dangerous. He was the perfect commander for the new Elite Ops team. And she knew, in his position, she would have felt the same. She respected the hell out of him, but she was well aware of the fact that he saw her as the enemy. She would have seen him as no less if positions were reversed.

Sorrel had murdered Killian’s wife and unborn child; there was no way in hell Killian would ever trust the bastard’s daughter.

“Tehya, you can’t stay here,” Jordan stated simply. “You know yourself what could happen if it’s Sorrel’s enemies that are after you. If it’s his associates or allies, then it could be far worse.”

“Naw, I’m too old to be trainable as a sex slave,” she assured him. “If it’s his associates, then they simply want vengeance. I killed Sorrel and his son Raven, and helped to all but destroy the organization. Why would they care now, more than eight years later? It doesn’t make sense.”

“And you think they’ll simply kill you?” His blue eyes seemed brighter, harder. “Tehya, these are men that Sorrel funded, that gave him their loyalty. The same men who were determined to capture you and your mother for all those years. These men aren’t out to thank you, baby. They’re out to torture the hell out of you and make you beg to die because you destroyed the man and the organization they were so fanatically devoted to.”

They hated her because she had killed Sorrel and Raven, men she knew as her father and her brother. She hoped they were burning in hell.

“I’ve been running since I was five, Jordan.” She sighed wearily, exhaustion crashing in on her at the thought of even attempting to live again as she once had.

The last two weeks had been harder than she had realized. She hadn’t slept well; the fear that she was being stalked, that she had been found by her father’s friends, or his enemies, had weighed on her, she realized.

“Tehya, there are other places besides the operational base. Just let me hide you until we can reset your identity. We’ll do a full facial reconstruct and fingerprint alteration. When we’re finished, no one will find you, I swear it,” he said. And perhaps, if there had been a hint of emotion in his voice, the thinnest vein of desperation, she might have considered it. But that was all she would have done, considered it.

“The fingerprint alterations rarely work, and there’s still DNA. I’m tired of running,” she whispered, staring back at him as the heaviness weighing at her soul threatened to weaken her knees and take her to the floor. “I’m tired of losing everything I’ve worked for because some entity out there has decided I have no right to live, no right to freedom.” No right to love or to have the rest of her life to regret what couldn’t be.

“So you’re just going to sit here and wait for the bastard to strike?” He crossed his arms over his chest, which was never a good sign.

Jordan was possibly the most arrogant, most domineering man she had ever met in her life, and she had met a lot of men. When he took that stance, he was impossible to sway. Even his men knew better than to confront him at such times.

Fortunately, Tehya wasn’t one of his men, and confronting Jordan was something she had perfected over the years.

“I killed my father and my brother.” She shrugged, knowing that waiting for the strike would be easier than trying to run from it, easier than never having friends, never having a place to belong. “And I haven’t had a single nightmare over it. But if I have to start running again, Jordan, then my life will become a living hell again. I simply can’t survive that way anymore. And they’ll find out, I won’t be as easy to capture as my mother was.”

Her mother. Delicate, fragile Francine Taite. She had been tortured to death in Nicaragua when Sorrel’s men had finally chased her down, ten years after she had escaped with Tehya. Francine had refused to reveal where Tehya was hidden, had given him no information about where he could find the daughter he had chosen to breed.

Her father’s family was obsessed with bloodlines. It ruled everything, and nothing was allowed to taint its purity. Huge sums of money, land, and power were made in exchange and sometimes, there was even force. Her father’s family occupied a very dark corner of their superbly rich, exclusive world and for the right price, a blue-blooded daughter could be forced into marriage. Her mother was one of those women. Her father had repeatedly raped her until she had become pregnant with Tehya. It was a fate Francine did not want for her daughter.

Sorrel had still managed to find her, though. Through those hellish years he had murdered everyone who had tried to help her, cut her off from all possibility of peace, and in his demented mind he believed she would actually willingly return to him.

“Goddamn, Tehya.” Frustration filled Jordan’s voice now.

“You trained me well, Jordan,” she reminded him. “At the least, I’ll have a chance. They won’t be expecting someone able to fight back.”

She had learned a lot during her years with the Ops. Enough to believe she had a chance.

“I didn’t teach you to be fucking stupid,” he snarled, those blue eyes darkening to deep sapphire as he glared back at her. “Tehya, you can’t face these men alone. Hell, you’ve seen the merciless cruelties they inflict on their victims. Do you think I’m going to let you become one?”

Damn, she’d never seen him this pissed off at anyone, especially her so quickly. He was, but for that one night, always calm, cool, and fairly unemotional when dealing with her. No matter what she had done to prick at that wall of self-control he possessed.

“Maybe I just learned that one on my own.” Giving him a tight smile she turned on her heel and headed back to her bedroom. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to shower and go to bed. Just because it’s a weekend doesn’t mean I don’t have things to do tomorrow.”

Jordan watched as she stalked through the bedroom door, her head held high, those damned curls making his fingers tighten with the need to sink into them and hold her in place for a kiss that would rock them both to the soles of their feet. A kiss that would ensure she was too weak to fight him.

Son of a bitch.

His fingers plowed through his hair before he jerked his satellite phone from the holster at his hip and keyed in Killian’s number.

“I assume you found her,” Killian answered on the first ring. “The protocol on her phone has been disengaged. How did you know it was there?”

Jordan felt his jaw tighten to the point that he wondered if it would crack. Had Killian been standing before him, he might well have killed the fucker. “I didn’t, Killian. I tried to call her to give her advance warning of the danger that was already stalking her, only to learn she wasn’t getting my calls.”

How Killian could have done something so insane Jordan couldn’t imagine. He knew that Killian, possibly more so than anyone else, should have known better than to leave her so vulnerable.

“They’re already there? They moved faster than you expected then,” Killian mused as though he hadn’t heard even a hint of the anger in Jordan’s tone.

“Why did you fuck with her phone?” Even he heard the animalistic growl in his tone now, the unmistakable fury.

All he could see was Tehya lying in a pool of her own blood, destroyed before he could get to her because he’d had no way of warning her of what was coming.

And that was Killian’s fault. The bastard had dared to mess with her only means of communication with the team. Her only way of contacting him if she was in trouble.

Killian didn’t answer for long moments. “She’s a risk, Jordan,” he finally explained, his tone reserved, as though he were carefully choosing each word. “I was merely keeping tabs on her.”

Keeping tabs on her? He’d been spying on her calls, tracking her movements, blocking her ability to receive a call from her former unit operatives.

“And when I called requesting your help to protect her, you didn’t inform me of this, why?” It was all he could do to keep his tone low, the ice from disintegrating into full, fiery fury.

“I saw no reason to tell you,” Killian answered bluntly. “I was only tracking her, nothing more.”

“The team’s numbers were disengaged and blocked from receipt,” he snapped back. “She couldn’t have received our warning of the danger if her life depended it, and it just may well have.”

“That was unintended,” Killian answered carefully. “I didn’t deliberately change those features. Sometimes, the secured numbers already programmed in become disengaged for receipt after the tracking protocols are set. She could have called you, though, as you well know. I didn’t set those protocols and the default doesn’t disengage the ability to call out to any of the programmed numbers. It does however sometimes block the incoming features as well as track them.”

He hadn’t thought Killian could be so fucking cold, so merciless. Jordan prided himself on being able to anticipate the moves of every man he worked with. It was one of his strengths as a commander, and one that had saved his and his men’s asses more than once.

He could count on one hand the number of times he had been wrong about an agent he had worked with and each time that failure had resulted in someone’s death.

Had his inability to anticipate Killian’s actions gotten Tehya killed, then Jordan knew he couldn’t have borne the guilt. Or his fury. He would have killed Killian. Hell he was ready to fly back to Texas now just to take his rage out on the other man. He hadn’t lost such control of his emotions since he was a fucking teenager.

He had known Killian didn’t trust Tehya, but he hadn’t expected him to have actively moved to do something so drastic as to have placed a tracking and security protocol on her phone. For nine months Killian had known where she was every minute of the day. He had listened in on her conversations, possibly known every detail of her life, and it was information he hadn’t volunteered to Jordan when she became endangered.

“When this is cleared up, and I have a minute to beat the fuck out of you, then I’ll be back to base,” Jordan said, the violence swirling just beneath the surface leaking into his voice.

It was a promise, and one Jordan intended to stand by. Even better, Killian knew he would stand by it. Killian would be lucky if he could walk for a week.

“Your emotions are involved here,” the other man told him coolly, and Jordan listened, just for the sheer pleasure of allowing the man to dig his own grave deeper. “Once this is over, I trust you’ll see things more clearly.”

Jordan breathed in slowly. “If she had been taken, Killian, if she had been harmed … How long do you think she could have held out before she broke and revealed the Ops? Think about that. Think about the danger you placed not only my men in, but also your own.”

Not that Jordan doubted Tehya’s ability to withstand things that would break most men. Even her mother had had a spine of steel, one that had kept her from revealing her daughter’s whereabouts despite being drugged and beaten, and her feet burned to the bone, her fingers broken.

“Look, I agreed to let her into my unit, didn’t I?” Killian snapped. “I wasn’t trying to get her killed or captured. I was simply trying to keep tabs on her. Look at it this way, if she had been taken, finding her would have been a hell of a lot easier because of the security protocols on her phone.”

“Why did you agree to protect her in the first place, Killian?” Jordan asked, suspicion suddenly slamming through his brain. “What was your intent once she got to the base?”

There was a long pause.

“What do you mean by that?” Killian’s voice hardened.

“Exactly what I said. How long before you would have tried to send her on a mission that she couldn’t have returned from?”

The short laugh that came across the line was cold and bitter. “You think I would have actually made her operational?” Killian asked with a sneer in his voice. “When did you start taking me for a fool, Jordan? She would have sat on her ass in her suite and kept it there. I have no use for her on any of my missions or in my unit. I can think of much kinder ways to commit suicide here. You’re so fucking irrational where she’s concerned that you would have killed me if she’d gotten even a scratch. God forbid anything more serious had happened.”

A lifetime of friendship had just been shot to hell, Jordan thought. In all the years they had been friends Jordan had never asked him for a favor, just as he had never denied Killian any help he needed.

Killian had destroyed those years in a single, thoughtless act. He had refused Tehya the protection Jordan had once extended to Killian’s wife without so much as a request from the other man. They were friends; and that had made Catherine’s life just as valuable to Jordan as Killian’s had been.

Catherine had died anyway. Shot down by Sorrel. He had killed not just Killian’s wife, but also their unborn son. A child Killian hadn’t known she was carrying until the autopsy. And now, Killian thought he could make Tehya pay for her father’s sins, despite her innocence and the hell she had lived through because of her father as well?

“Then it’s a damned good thing I didn’t send you one of the best communications and logistics agents that I’ve ever worked with, isn’t it?” Jordan said. “I’ll contact Elite Command for any help I may need from here on out. I won’t bother you again.”

“Dammit, Jordan, what the fuck are you talking about?” Surprise filled Killian’s voice now. “I’ve always had your back. That hasn’t changed.”

“Yes, Killian, it has. It changed when you endangered her life because of your own grief and inability to see past who fathered her to the agent she’s become. If that’s what you call having my back, then I think I’d prefer to have Sorrel alive and watching it. At least I knew what to expect from him.”

There was nothing but silence on the other end. Jordan waited, wondering if the other man would even attempt to present a decent defense. Not that Jordan could think of one, but sometimes the truth had a way of knocking a man on his ass.

“You’re making a mistake, Jordan,” was all Killian had left to say.

“God forbid I should see you again in this lifetime,” Jordan stated icily, “because you may not survive it.”

He disconnected the call before Killian could say any more. The rage building inside him didn’t leave room for regret over a lost friendship. A friendship that had spanned almost a lifetime, he thought as he contacted one of the only men he knew who could cover him at this point.

“We’re on our way to Maryland,” John Vincent, a.k.a. Heat Seeker said as soon as he picked up. “Bailey refused to wait for your call. She’s been too damned worried.”

Bailey Serborne, the heiress John had married, had taken a liking to Tehya during an operation Tehya had worked on with her and two other Elite Ops agents. It had been one of the few operations Tehya had worked off base, and Jordan remembered the nights he had paced the floor worrying while she had been in the field without him.

“Have you contacted Travis?” John asked. “He and Lilly have been just as concerned. They should have landed at JFK earlier and will be waiting for your call.”

His men were coming together without being called into operation because Tehya was one of their own. Because they trusted her.

“Call him.” Jordan ordered. “The situation here has changed. Too many watching eyes. Tehya’s refusing to hide.”

“And you really thought she would agree to it?” John questioned in amusement. “Even I doubted your ability to pull that one off Jordan.” And here John had taken to calling him the “Miracle Worker” in the past few years.

“If Rawhide makes contact, he’s to be considered unsecure,” Jordan told him coolly. “Relay the message to Travis and Lilly.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“That doesn’t surprise me.” John finally sighed. “Killian can’t let Sorrel go, and our girl is all that’s left of him. She’s all Killian has to punish, if that’s his frame of mind.”

Both John and Travis had warned him, Jordan thought. When they learned Killian was heading the new Elite Operations unit out of Texas, John had said he hoped that Tehya would never need a haven at the base, as they had all been offered. If she did, John had been certain the doors would be closed to her. Jordan had hoped he was wrong.

“I’ll fill you in when we meet,” Jordan promised. “Until then, I’m with her, but I don’t think she can be convinced to hide.”

A moment of silence filled the line before John spoke again, his voice heavy with regret. “After running her whole life, it would get damned old, don’t you think?”

Jordan could only shake his head. “Contact me when you meet up with Travis and Lilly. Security is well in hand here for the moment. It should hold until we come up with a workable plan.”

Until he could figure out where to stash Tehya and how to convince her to go along with it.

Hell, she was going to turn her protection into a battle, he could see it now.

What he understood, though, was that it wasn’t a deliberate battle and it wasn’t even a battle he could blame her for. She was thirty years old, and there hadn’t been a day in her life that she could be assured of her safety and security other than the years she had spent at the Elite Ops base in Texas.

Disconnecting the call, Jordan moved to the living room closet where he pulled out the bags he had brought in, then secured the door and returned to the central seating area.

The heavy, padded duffel carried a multitude of weapons, just in case. The other carried clothing, while the smaller padded bag held a selection of electronic devices he hoped he wouldn’t need.

He had checked the security in and around the house before breaking in earlier. Jordan knew he would have never made it inside without alerting her if it wasn’t for the fact that he had more or less built the system with her.

They had installed it at his nephew’s and father’s homes the year before the Elite Ops disbanded. She had added a few extra sensors he hadn’t thought of and a few traps for the unwary that he could only shake his head at. At the very least, she would have a hell of a warning if anyone attempted to break in.

Opening the weapons bag, he lifted another handgun from inside and laid it aside, before breathing out wearily. God, he should have never let her out of his sight nine months ago. If he had kept her with him, kept her in his bed, then he would have known exactly what he was facing.

He carried the duffels to the bedroom and set them carefully on the side of the bed he’d chosen as he tried to figure out the best way to protect her here.

Thankfully, Tehya usually slept on the side of the bed opposite from the one he preferred. If he was going to be forced to protect her here, then he was making damned sure he could protect her effectively.

She didn’t want to leave? Then she could put up with him. He wasn’t going anywhere without her. He may not be able to keep her but damn if he wouldn’t ensure he could keep her safe.

When Tehya walked into the bedroom, wrapped in nothing but a towel, she was greeted by the sight of Jordan obviously making himself at home. And in her bed nonetheless.

He was sitting on the bed checking his weapons and he lifted his head at the sound of the bathroom door opening.

Jordan’s gaze darkened with aroused interest the instant he caught sight of her. It flicked over her, taking in the still damp shoulders, and suddenly nervous grip on the towel.

Lust flared in the darkening depths, and for a second, Tehya swore it stole her breath. Instantly, her nipples hardened as a phantom caress to her clit had it aching in need.

She hadn’t come earlier. He had teased her nearly to the point of orgasm, only to end up pissing her off once she had felt that weapon at his side.

He hadn’t come for her because he missed her, or because he was worried about her. He had come to take her and stash her somewhere safe until her identity could be changed yet again, and her life thrown into complete disarray before he sent her merrily on her way once again. Just as he had before.

She wished he had just stayed in Texas where he belonged. It would have been a hell of a lot easier on her heart.

“What are you doing in my bed?”

She couldn’t sleep with him. She wasn’t going to sleep with him. The danger of begging him for his touch, for his heart, was still too close to the surface for her to trust herself to that extent.

He laid the handgun carefully on the bedside table, his gaze becoming darker, more intense. “Where you go, I go. Where you sleep, I sleep,” he informed her.

The response only infuriated her more. The arrogance and sheer superiority of his response had the anger that had only simmered inside her threatening to flame now.

“No. This isn’t going to work.” She couldn’t allow it to work. If he were that much a part of her life, then there would be no way in hell she could save her heart.

“It’s going to have to work,” he informed her, his expression bland despite the lust raging in his eyes.

And it was raging. It darkened the intense blue, made it seem brighter, hotter, as he stared at where her fingers clenched around the material of the towel.

She couldn’t do this. Her chest tightened with the emotions flooding her. Fear, need, a hunger to belong. For so many years she had convinced herself she had a chance with Jordan. That if she showed him she was nothing like her father, if she was strong, if she trained hard, if she proved herself a worthy partner, loyal and adept, then she would have a chance.

And still, when the time came to leave, he’d had no problem letting her go. They had all let her go. If they had been that worried they would have found her when she didn’t answer their calls. They were damned good at finding people, they had known her new identity. All it would have taken was a little effort.

“You can sleep on the couch,” she said harshly. “Not in my bed.”

He tilted his head to the side, the overly long strands of black hair framing his face and giving him a wicked, pirate look.

“Afraid you won’t be able to stay on your own side, Tehya?” he asked softly, his voice chiding. “That’s okay, baby. You can crawl over me anytime you want.”

Her eyes widened at the deliberate sexual undertones in his voice.

“Now isn’t that a change?” she said sarcastically. “Are you sure you’re the same man that regretted fucking me nine months ago?”

“It wasn’t fucking you I regretted,” he assured her. “Why don’t you come over here and let me prove it?”

“I don’t think so.” Oh God, she wanted to. She wanted to sink inside his flesh and feel the heat of him clear to her soul.

He gave a light, mocking chuckle. “Think of it as an educational experience. By the time this is finished, and we’ve either saved the heroine or we’re both dead and beyond regrets, you can walk away without ties, Tehya. It won’t hurt anymore, because you won’t believe you love me anymore.”

Tehya could feel herself freeze inside. Like an animal that’s caught the scent of a predator, every instinct was thrown into survival mode.

He knew. He knew what she had stopped hiding from herself, that she loved him, and still it didn’t matter.

“And what the hell makes you think I’m in love with you?” A woman had to have some pride.

He shook his head, his expression somber, his gaze alive with emotions she couldn’t decipher. “You think you are now. But by the time this is over, you’ll know me for the prick I am. You’ll see all the reasons why I’d make a lousy relationship choice, or God forbid, a husband, Tehya. Trust me, I’ll cure you. You’ll thank me for it.”

She couldn’t believe this. She looked back at him incredulously. She would have been amused under less stressful circumstances. “Is this what you’ve told your other lovers over the years, Jordan? Has it really been a successful line to use to get them into your bed?” Surely his women hadn’t been true airheads?

“You think that’s what this is?” His lips quirked with odd amusement. “No, Tehya, I’ve never used that particular line before. Does that mean you’ll take me up on the offer?”

“I’d end up killing you,” she muttered.

“There’s always that chance,” he agreed as she watched him nervously. “But at least you’ll be free of me.”

There was something in his voice, in his eyes, that halted her arguments. A somber, grieving “something” that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. He hadn’t said they would be free of each other. Or that he would be free of her. And Jordan was pretty consistent in saying what he meant.

She had news for him, though. She would never be free of him, and she knew it. Since that night she met him in Aruba, no matter how he played the bastard, no matter how many times she was left feeling as though he never noticed her, still, the need had only grown.

Whatever held her to him had been born that night, eight years ago in Aruba, before she joined the Ops, when he had finally agreed to allow her to be a part of Sorrel’s destruction. When he had promised her she could kill the father who had destroyed her mother, and who had tried to destroy her.

“Fine,” she snapped. “I’ll sleep in the chair tonight. But tomorrow you leave, Jordan. I don’t need you in this fight any more than I want the others here. The best thing you can do for both of us is leave. That way I won’t be distracted.”

She couldn’t afford the distraction if Sorrel’s men were truly after her. She would need to keep her wits about her. She’d learned that a long time ago.

Jordan’s eyes narrowed. “Try to sleep in the chair and I’ll tie you to the bed, Tehya. And tomorrow what I’m going to do is upgrade your security and see if I can’t find a way to figure out who the hell is stalking you, and destroy them. Until that’s accomplished, you can stop protesting, and you can stop arguing. Because you will sleep with me. Whether you like it or not.”

Which meant he was damn serious about tying her to the bed. And she was tired. The last thing she wanted to do was fight ropes or cuffs all night. The one thing she wanted, pride aside, was to lay in his arms, to sleep, just one night, surrounded by him. But she feared that one night would only leave her hungry for more.

“Tomorrow, you leave,” she said, anger and sexual hunger beginning to burn inside her at the thought of sleeping next to him.

He grunted at the order. “Tomorrow, we see about saving that fine ass of yours.” His gaze flicked over her, the somberness easing and being replaced by a wicked glint. “Because I have definite plans for it.”

She couldn’t stop the surge of adrenaline that raced through her at the sensual warning.

“Revise them,” she snapped, suddenly terrified, absolutely certain that facing her enemies wouldn’t be nearly as dangerous as revealing her heart to this man. And if she let him have her tonight there would be no stopping the revelation.

This was the Jordan she had rarely seen, Wicked, amused, playful. The one that sent his agents running more often than not in self-defense when he had that look on his face. He couldn’t, wouldn’t be predictable in this mood.

“Tomorrow, we’ll discuss it,” he offered easily. “Until then.” He patted the bed. “Snuggle in, sweetheart, and I’ll just get my shower. We can iron out the details then.”

He rose, moved to her closet, and as she watched in outrage, he pulled out his clothes before walking past her, and disappearing into the bathroom.

Only then did she think to breathe.

As oxygen hit her system, flames erupted through her body, licking at suddenly sensitive nerve endings and pushing her arousal higher.

Her pussy creamed in excitement, dampening the swollen, sensitive folds as her juices eased around her clit. She inhaled a hard, deep breath and rubbed at her face desperately. Control. All she had to do was rebuild her self-control.

She might as well cut her heart out now and hand it to him on a silver platter, if she didn’t get control of herself now. Because as sure as the sun rose in the east, it wouldn’t survive sleeping with Jordan. Or working with Jordan. She was too weak for his touch, too desperate for it.

She had to find a way to get rid of him. He had to leave and let her fight this battle on her own. It was her past, and her nightmare, Jordan was her heart. She couldn’t fight them both at once.


CHAPTER 3

Stashing her at base would have been a hell of a lot easier on his nerves, Jordan thought the next morning as he watched Tehya move around the kitchen preparing coffee. To fight this battle effectively, he needed to know she was safe, needed to know there was no chance of her being taken. That there was no chance of his hunger getting the best of him and distracting him. As she was now.

Frayed denim cutoffs barely covered the rounded curves of her ass, the threads caressing lightly tanned lush, toned flesh. It was evident she had kept her training up from the appearance of firm feminine muscle beneath her flesh. The snug toffee-colored top she wore molded her full breasts, and thin straps running from her shoulders crisscrossed at her back. She looked even more fragile, more delicate than ever in the skimpy summer clothing. Almost too delicate for the lustful, erotic hungers raging through him.

She didn’t wear a bra and the hardened tips of her nipples pressed against the thin material, drawing his gaze and causing his mouth to water. He remembered the heated, sweet taste of them, as well as their sensitivity in her response to his hungry mouth sucking them.

For the moment, he simply watched her as she poured their coffee then slid his mug across the counter to him. The narrow-eyed resentment in her expression was almost amusing, except he hated seeing her this upset

“You bought the house,” he stated as he gazed around the neat open area and he searched for a topic that would ease her anger.

He’d been on the computer before she came out of the bedroom. She hadn’t just bought the house, either, she’d also bought a small landscaping company that had gone from near bankruptcy to healthy profitability in the six months she had had it.

“I bought the house,” she agreed.

She surprised him doing so. He hadn’t expected Tehya to put down roots without being forced.

“Why, Tehya? Why did you buy a house rather than renting?” Leaning forward, Jordan was careful to keep his tone even, his expression merely curious. He didn’t want to antagonize her this morning. Too many plans had to be made now that plan A was out the window. But also needed to learn more about this side of Tehya that he hadn’t expected.

Leaning against the island, she stared back at him with a serene confidence that only made his dick harder. “Why wouldn’t I want to buy a house, Jordan?” she asked him. “I thought I was safe from my past. If I had known the truth, perhaps I would have done things differently.”

“Then you would have made that decision in Texas,” he said quietly. There was just something about the tone of her voice that warned him that buying this house, buying the business, was something Tehya had hungered for only after leaving Texas. After she had felt she had lost her family there. “Buying a house isn’t something you do on a whim.”

She shrugged negligently and looked around. For a moment, her face softened. For the barest second Jordan glimpsed dreams he had never known Tehya held inside herself. Damn, how had he managed to miss the fact that his Tehya had hungered to put down roots?

“Maybe,” she finally murmured.

Maybe. It was a definite. Just as his certainty in the fact that she was in danger.

“Tehya, I’m working on a safe house for you…”

“Then you’re wasting your time,” she assured him, and he knew she wasn’t joking. “A safe house is only a delay, Jordan. Changing my identity, moving me, hiding me. It’s never worked in the past, it won’t work now.” Acceptance, bitter and filled with regret, tightened her expression.

Jordan wiped his hand over his face and fought to come up with a new plan on the spur of the moment.

“You know, Jordan,” she said as she stared around the house again. “I’ve been on the run, one way or the other, since I was five years old. I never attended a normal school, I didn’t have playmates, and I never had a home.” Her gaze met his as her eyes flashed with pain. “Changing my hair, my looks, my name, my fingerprints, or my location never helped. They always found me eventually and they always will. Delaying the inevitable will only give them the chance to surprise me. What you should do is take your men and just leave. Let me face my past and deal with it for good. I know what I’m facing and I know how to deal with them.”

Hell.

Leaning back against the barstool, he regarded her silently. Tehya was putting down roots and now she was determined to stand and fight for those roots. He had to admit, he hadn’t expected that of her but perhaps he should have expected.

Tehya had never been predictable.

“If I were in danger, Tehya, would you just walk away?” he asked then knowing the answer, just as she should realize he could never walk away either.

“That’s different,” she answered softly. “As you suspected, I care more for you than I should.”

Damn her, she had the ability to slip past his defenses in ways he could never have expected and never failed to surprise him.

“Do you believe I don’t care for you?” How the hell had she managed to come to that conclusion?

“Observation,” she snorted. “So, did you discuss my phone with Commander Reece?” Pushing away from the center island, she moved to stand across from him. Her brows lifted inquisitively as he fought to find a way to deal with her last comment as well as her abrupt change of subject and the memory of Killian’s betrayal.

Jordan felt the familiar anger rising inside him at the thought of what his former friend had done. “Your ability to call the team wasn’t affected,” he informed her. “There was a tracker pin attached to the programming. He swears the default kicked in and kept calls from sensitive numbers from coming in which is possible, but doesn’t change the fact he did it.”

Her lips parted, her tongue touching the tip of her upper lip for a second in a gesture unique to Tehya. Mocking disbelief and an edge of hurt.

“Killian definitely believes blood will tell, I guess,” she said impassively. “Are we shocked?”

Actually he had been. Shocked and furious. Had Killian been there with him when Jordan learned what he had done, then blood might have been spilled.

“You never called any of us either, Tehya,” he reminded her, his voice tight. “You knew you were being followed, you knew someone had found you.”

She shook her head, her lips tightening for a second as the long ponytail her hair had been gathered into brushed against her back. “I honestly thought it was paranoia,” she admitted bitterly. “I’d never been in one place longer than a few months until I joined your group.…” She gave her head a brief shake. “Base was so secure, my suite there completely protected. I worked where I lived. There was no possibility of any danger.” Her breath hitched for a moment. “I thought it was a product of being away from that security and being on my own.”

She had ignored her instincts and that could have been fatal.

Jordan exhaled roughly at the thought of the danger she could be facing.

“John and Travis are heading in with their wives,” he told her. “We need to find out who’s behind the search for you and why. The team that’s heading here are no more than flunkies. Ira Arthurs and Mark Tenneyson aren’t leaders. Someone has to be backing them.”

“I don’t need your help with this.” Her expression became closed. “I’ll deal with it. I told you Jordan. I’ve been-here-done-this. I don’t need your help.”

“And you think I’m going to let you?” He was almost amused to think that she would believe that. Amused and fucking offended. “Stop wasting your damned breath.”

Her arms crossed beneath her breasts. “What do you care? You were more than eager to walk away nine months ago. Do you really think I need you around now? Trust me, I don’t.”

No one was able to make him mad faster than Tehya could. Son of a bitch, she was staring right back at him, actually believing the crap spilling out of her lips. As though she actually believed he was going to fucking walk away.

With that knowledge, with that anger, his arousal only surged higher. She tempted him and defied him for the hell of it. It didn’t bother her a damned bit to stand there and pretend that her death wouldn’t affect him. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it would destroy him.

“I think you’re living under the mistaken impression that you have a choice whether or not I stay here and protect that pretty little ass of yours,” he warned her as he rose from the barstool, his jaw clenching at the defiance in those incredible green eyes of hers.

“I didn’t need you to protect my ass before I met you, and I don’t need it now,” she informed him, a flush beginning to bloom across her lightly tanned cheeks.

Her nipples were harder, he swore they were. Hell, they were standing there having a serious discussion while their bodies were straining for sex.

It would have been amusing if the situation weren’t so damned life-threatening.

“Why the hell do you think Kira pulled you into the Ops, Tey?” he asked her with curiosity, fury beginning to boil inside him. “Do you think it was because she simply liked your pretty face or your charming personality?”

She glared back at him irritably. “I appreciated the help,” she ground out. “I appreciated the period of peace. Kira knows that.”

But he recognized that flash of fear in her eyes. Tehya knew damned well and good that she had been on the verge of losing the battle she was fighting against whoever had targeted her after Sorrel’s death. Just as she had been losing the battle against Sorrel before she killed him and his son.

It wasn’t fear for him, or the team she had been a part of, that had her protesting their involvement though.

“You’re more scared of this fire between us burning us alive than you are of dying,” he said as he placed his hands on the bar and faced her confidently. He knew exactly why she’d rather face her past then have him face it with her.

His dick was throbbing beneath his jeans with an intensity that threatened his self-control more than anything ever had before. The need to taste her, to feel her pussy, so damned hot and tight, wrapped around his cock, was making him crazy.

He’d lain beside her in that bed last night, pretending to be asleep as he listened to her toss and turn for hours. Sleep had been long and slow in coming, and even then, the thought of fucking her had filled his dreams.

He couldn’t be with Tehya without wanting her, without the hunger clawing at his guts. And he knew it was worse for her. The illusion of love trapped the senses, the emotions, and infused woman’s sexuality like nothing else could.

“I’m not the one scared of it,” she all but sneered back at him. “And I’m not the one that regretted the one night we did spend together if you recall. That was you, Jordan.”

Yeah, he had regretted the hell out of it because he’d known that forgetting her would be next to impossible. It had been worse than he had imagined it could be. Sleep was impossible most nights; something as insignificant as a breeze reminded him of her touch. The heat of a summer sun, the warmth of a Texas rainfall. No matter where he turned, memories of Tehya haunted him.

“Did it hurt you, Tehya?” he asked carefully. “When morning came and you knew it couldn’t go anywhere, that it was just that one night, did it hurt?”

Her lips tightened. “Not in the least, Jordan. You should have told me just how easy it would be to walk away. I would have left sooner.”

The little liar. He almost grinned thinking of the lie that slipped so easily past her lips but didn’t quite make it to her eyes.

“I spent six years trying to convince you what a bastard I am.” He straightened as he stared back at her. “Hurting you was the last thing I ever wanted do, because you mattered Tehya. Because you hadn’t yet figured out that love is the greatest illusion of them all, and I didn’t want to be the one to teach you that lesson.”

He knew the man he was, and he knew the woman she was. Breaking her heart had broken a part of him that he still didn’t recognize.

“I don’t need you to teach me anything,” she informed him, her eyes narrowing on him. “And I won’t give you the chance to prove anything, new. So you’re wasting your breath and your time. Go find one of your bimbos, they might appreciate your efforts. I don’t.”

A dare. It was the one thing she obviously hadn’t learned while she worked with him. Never dare him. He was too close to her, too aware of the fact that if he gave her an inch then she had the inner strength to attempt to take a mile and more.

“Oh Tey, there’s so much I could teach you though,” he crooned, watching her face flush, those beautiful dark green eyes flickering with a surge of hunger at the sound of his voice.

Moving around the bar, he locked his gaze on hers as he neared her. He’d decided now was as good a time as any to show her exactly how wrong she was. Until this was over, illusion or not, she was his woman and she would be his lover. And by God, he’d dare anyone to try to take her from him

Tehya felt her heart racing, a weakness filling her womb as she backed up, edging into the corner of the L-shaped counter as Jordan stalked toward her.

He didn’t move quickly. Eyes narrowed, his muscular body tall and broad, tense and predatory, he focused on her with an expression tight with lust. He came up to her, trapping her against the counter, his hips pressing against hers, the hardened length of his cock shockingly thick and hard beneath the denim he wore.

“What do you think this is going to prove?” She heard the weakness in her voice, the catch of breath, the hunger, and she hated it.

All he had to do was touch her. She was such a glutton for punishment that it didn’t even matter that she knew he would never stick around, that she knew he thought she wasn’t good enough for a relationship or to love. When he touched her, it didn’t matter that the only reason he was back was because of responsibility and duty. All that mattered was that he was touching her. That he was there, that she would have one more moment of pleasure at his hands.

“I think it’s going to prove that we both know we can’t fight it as long as we’re involved in this together,” he whispered as his head lowered, his lips feathering along her ear. “Fighting it was easier when we had a mountain to hide in, wasn’t it, darlin’?”

She drew in a hard, ragged breath. “I wasn’t the one fighting it, though, was I, Jordan?”

She had longed for his touch, ached for it. For nine months she had dreamed of it.

“No, you weren’t.” His lips caressed her jaw, the rasp of the dark growth of beard sending shards of sensation racing through her nerve endings. “And now, I just fucking don’t have the strength to save us both.”

A gasp barely escaped as he jerked her to him, his lips suddenly covering hers, slanting over them and pulling her headlong into a maelstrom of wicked sensation and fiery hunger.

One hand cupped her neck, his callused fingers holding her in place as his lips stroked, rubbed against hers, parted them and allowed his tongue to lick against hers as though he wanted nothing more than to taste her.

A whimpering, desperate little moan vibrated in her throat as she buried her hands in his hair. Pleasure sliced through her senses, enfolding her in sensation as Jordan’s arm folded around her hips and he lifted her onto the counter. The position was wickedly carnal, and infused with dominant, possessive intent.

Hunger blazed through her as his hands lowered to drag her legs apart, situating himself between them. The hard ridge of his cock ground against her sex as her juices began to dampen the silk of her panties. Her clit swelled and ached, as her fingers plunged buried deeper into his hair to hold him to her. And she began to pray that he wouldn’t stop, that he wouldn’t pull away. That he would give her just one more memory to hold onto.

“Don’t stop.” Desperation filled her as he broke the kiss, his lips moving to her neck before spreading a line of kisses to her collarbone. Her head arched back, languid pleasure flooded her body with each touch.

“Not hardly,” he bit out, his hands tugging at the hem of her shirt, pulling it up until he bared the tight, aching curves of her breasts. His gaze fell to her nipples, the hunger blazing in his gaze as Tehya stared back at him.

“Jordan.” She jerked against him as his hands framed her breasts, fingertips rasping against the tender, hardened tips of her nipples while his head lowered to them.

“Jordan. God yes. Like that. Suck my nipple like that.” Neck arching, damp heat surrounding the sensitive peak, Tehya arched closer as the explicit words fell from her lips. Words that had his mouth tugging tighter on the tender tip, his tongue lashing harder.

She stared down at him, shocked and torn by the sensations that were stronger and more powerful than they had been the first time. There had been pleasure with him before, but he had been restrained, more in control of himself. A control he didn’t have now, and didn’t bother to try to regain.

Staring down at him now, his blue eyes dark, wicked, as he watched her, his cheeks hollowed and he sucked at her nipple with such hungry demand that Tehya felt the lash of each stroke of his tongue straight to her pussy. The muscles there clenched painfully, spasming with an aching, burning need to be filled. To be fucked.

His tongue rolled and rubbed against the tender tip as each sizzling stroke struck straight to her womb, drawing a ragged moan from her lips. She wrapped her legs around his thighs and arched her hips closer to him, the heavy length of his erection beneath his jeans pressing heatedly into the tender mound of her pussy.

“There, darlin’,” he said, his head lifting as he kissed his way to the other sensitive nipple.

Tehya watched as he licked it first, priming it to pleasure. His tongue tipped against the hardened flesh, prodded at it, then licked over it with erotic hunger. Her breath caught as waves of heat rushed through her system. A second later, the rake of his teeth over the tender tip had her crying out again. Her hips arched, grinding against the heavy weight of his cock as it pressed over her pussy.

His lips parted and he devoured the nipple. Sucking, licking, he drew on it ravenously as his face flushed with hunger. Tehya fought to breathe as she felt the harsh, unyielding throb of need centered in the depths of her pussy. She felt the sharp shards of sensation that tore from her nipple to her clit as he drew on it, nipped and licked it. He made a sensual meal of the tender tip as she cried out in pleasure.

It burned through her nerve endings, through her senses. Each draw of his mouth over her nipple sent wicked lashes of sensation to clench at her womb, tightening it with violent pleasure.

“Damn, I missed you, Tey,” he groaned as his lips slid from her breast, kissing the curve, his tongue tasting it as his fingers moved to the snap of her shorts and released it with confident, knowing fingers.

“I dreamed of fucking you.” Guttural, rough, his voice, his wicked words stroked her senses as the zipper of her shorts slid down. The feel of him removing the shorts left her shuddering in anticipation. She could feel adrenaline sensitizing her further, making her hotter.

In all the dreams she had had of him in the past nine months, it hadn’t come close to this. Even that one night couldn’t compare to this, to the heat and the pleasure surrounding her.

Her hands moved to his shoulders, her breathing rough, as she watched his lips traveling down her stomach, his hands parting her thighs and nearing the lacy band of the white thong she wore with the short denim shorts.

She had meant to tease him a little, she admitted to herself. She had meant to arouse him, but she hadn’t expected this. A hunger burning her alive.

His lashes lifted, and he stared up at her and slowly removed her panties to bare the flushed, slick curves of her sex.

“I’ve dreamed of eating your sweet pussy,” he said explicitly. “That little taste I had before wasn’t enough, Tey.”

Little taste? He’d driven her crazy as he fucked her with his tongue

Her fingers fisted in the material of his shirt a second before he reached up and removed them. The T-shirt was pulled over his head, revealing his broad chest, the light furring of black curls over bronzed flesh. The sexy, soft mat of hair arrowed down his hard abdomen to disappear beneath of his jeans.

She swallowed tightly. “Don’t regret it later,” she whispered.

She didn’t know if she could bear it, if she could stand to see the regret in his eyes once he was finished. Didn’t know if she could bear to see him walk away as though it hadn’t mattered.

His eyes darkened further. “I didn’t regret it the first time, Tey,” he stated. “If there’s been anything in my life better than that night, then I don’t remember it.”

He could have fooled her. Her lips parted to refute that statement. She would have argued the point if he hadn’t chosen that moment to run his fingers over the swollen, heated curves of her pussy. Sensation tore through her. It zapped through her, clenched her room and had her pussy creaming further.

“Do you wax? You’re so soft here.” Approval and pleasure reflected in his voice.

A shudder worked up her spine as his touch sent flames licking around her clit. For the first time in her life there was no shame in the naturally bare flesh that glistened with her juices.

She shook her head. “It’s natural.”

She could see the surprise in his eyes. Surprise and hunger.

“As soft as a whisper.” His fingers stroked along the wet curves, sending the hungry burn deeper into the clenched hungry tissue of her pussy. “As sweet as sugar.” A finger parted the curves, eased through the thick juices then lifted.

Shocked, she watched as he brought his finger to his mouth, and tasted her with explicit pleasure. Brilliant blue eyes burned with lust, as he watched her, enjoyed her.

His expression tightened at the taste of her, his eyes darkening until they glowed a brilliant navy blue in his sun-darkened face.

The sexual intent of the act had her vagina clenching with a sudden tightness that nearly threw her into orgasm. Hard surges of sensation were like electric flames tearing through her body, sensitizing her to the point that every touch, every breath became ecstatic.

“Sweet Tehya, you make me drunk on you,” he groaned as she trembled, watching, waiting as his head lowered and his lips moved closer to the needy flesh awaiting his kiss.

She thought she was prepared for the touch of his lips, his tongue. “Please,” she whispered. “Now Jordan. Don’t tease.” But when his tongue licked through the seam of her pussy and flicked over her clit, a ragged cry tore from her lips. “Like this, sugar?” his tongue flicked over her clit, rasping it with a fiery rapturous stroke of pleasure.

“Jordan. Oh God, it’s so good,” she cried out, as lashing sensation seemed to attack every cell his tongue touched. “It’s so good. I need it, Jordan. I need more,” she was dying for him.

It was damp heat flaying her too sensitive flesh. It was a lash of fiery hunger that stormed through her senses with destructive heat. It was his tongue lapping at her, eating her with decadent pleasure.

His hands pushed her legs further apart, lifting her knees until he could prop her feet against the edge of the counter and bare more of her to his hungry tongue. His tongue flicked over her clit, around it, creating a storm of blazing sensation that washed through her body in waves of sexual intensity.

“Yes,” she moaned, unable to hold back the pleasure, or her vocal appreciation of it. “Jordan. I need you. I need you so bad.”

“What do you need, baby? Tell me what you need, Tehya.” His fingers parted the folds a second before he laid an intimate, deep kiss to her clit.

The suckling pressure, the feel of his lips surrounding the tender bud, shocked her senses further. She couldn’t maintain her position. She sank back, lying along the counter, her fingers curling over the edge to allow her nails something to dig into.

She was so close to coming. She could feel it tightening it her clit with each lick, each suckling kiss. Heat washed through her body, flushing it, causing perspiration to build at her temples as she whimpered with the pleasure.

His lips lifted a second before the explosion could detonate.

“No!” The strangled wail tore from her as her hands reached out for him, locking in his hair as she fought to pull him back to her.

A rough male groan met the protest as she felt his fingers part her further, his tongue licking lower, flickering over the inner folds as his fingers began to circle and caress the opening to her vagina.

She needed him. She needed his tongue fucking her, his fingers. She needed every stroke of possessive heat he had to give impaling her.

She arched to him, desperately seeking that final touch that would send her flying over the edge of ecstasy.

“Sweet, Tehya,” he groaned. “I could get drunk on the taste of you, baby.”

His tongue moved lower, licking, laving, the tender flesh as her fingers tightened in his hair and fought to hold him in place. If he would just lick a little harder, just a little higher.

“Please,” she cried out, agonizing pleasure burning through her. “Give me your tongue, Jordan. Oh God, please fuck me. Fuck me with your tongue.”

His tongue sank inside the desperate, clenching depths of her pussy with a hard, hungry stroke.

“Jordan!” Breathless, pleasure screaming through her now, she shuddered beneath the caress. His tongue began licking at the ultrasensitive tissue inside her, drawing her juices to his tongue. He stoked a fire inside her that she couldn’t escape. Each impalement of his tongue, each hungry penetration parted her clenched muscles, revealing tender nerve endings, stroking a burning need that only rose with each penetration.

The battle Jordan fought as he tasted her, drew her to him, and felt the ripple of tender, internal muscles caressing his tongue, was one he knew he was losing. The battle to simply pleasure her. The battle to hold himself aloof had been lost before he even touched her.

He had meant to show her she couldn’t push him away, couldn’t force him out of her life when she needed him. Instead, he found himself spiraling completely out of control. He lost himself. But he was finding himself in the pleasure he could feel coming from her.

The heated, intimate sweetness flowing from her was intoxicating. He was a man possessed, so fucking starved for the taste of her that once it exploded against his tongue he lost the ability to pull back. To hold back.

His fingers tightened against her thighs, holding them apart as he fought to hold his caresses in check. And he was losing that battle as well. His tongue showed inside her, fucking her with deep, heated tastes of her snug little cunt.

Before he knew it he was drawing the sweet, slick essence of her pussy, dragging it lower, caressing and lubricating the tender entrance to her ass. It was a pleasure he had meant to ease her into. A pleasure he couldn’t resist giving her.

Tehya jerked, her fingers tightening in his hair, as she cried out his name, her voice broken, hunger throbbing through it. His finger slipped inside the snug anal entrance, felt the tender musles tighten as tongue fucked inside her pussy. Her juices spilled to his tongue, eased past it and spilled to the cleft of her rear where he caught it, eased it further back and used the slick essence to penetrate her snug ass deeper.

His fingers pulled back, gathered more of the rich, lush cream and drew it back again, tucking his finger against that tender entrance as he dragged his tongue back from the sweetness of her pussy. He wanted to watch the intimate penetration, watch her take him with greedy hunger.

“Jordan.” She wailed his name again, her hips arching, bearing down against the shallow penetration of his fingertip easing inside the tiny anal entrance.

“God, Tehya,” he groaned, using his thumb to drag more of her juices to his finger before easing further inside her. He delivered another heated kiss to her clit, as his finger pulled back then impaled her once again as the tender bud of her clit drew him again.

It was swollen, throbbing, a tempting, pink little sweet that drew his lips, his tongue, as he fucked her rear with gentle strokes of his finger, loving the tight heat that gripped it.

He’d once thought he preferred a silent lover. Until Tehya. He’d watched the restraint he’d always seen her use disintegrate beneath his caresses. Listened to her sultry cries and knew he’d never again be satisfied with less.

Licking the silken, bare flesh of her pussy made a hunger unlike anything he had ever known before build inside him. Taking her rear with his fingers, feeling her, hearing her pleasure stroked his senses. Her fingers pulled at his hair, her thighs parted further for him as his finger slipped further inside the delicate opening of her ass and his tongue returned to the clenched entrance of her pussy.

“You’re killing me,” she panted, the sound of her pleasure causing his muscles to tense as he fought to hold back the ravenous urges clawing at his dick.

He needed to fuck her. If he didn’t get his dick inside her he was going to die from the need.

He had to force himself to pull his finger back from her rear, but he couldn’t force his lips from her pussy. Moving back to the throbbing bud of her clit, he closed his lips around it and drew it into his mouth, sucking it, laving it with his tongue as a growling moan vibrated in his throat. He was starving for her, desperate for more.

He felt her orgasm rising. As he tucked the tips of two fingers against the flexing entrance to her pussy, he could feel the fragile tissue clenching, her juices flowing, as her hips began to grind against his lips. She was so fucking close to coming for him that he swore he could almost feel her nearing ecstasy himself.

Laying his tongue against the side of her clit, sucking her more firmly, he began to rub against the sensitive bud. His fingers moved harder, faster, impaling her hot flesh, fucking her harder, deeper in response to the hoarse, pleading cries tearing from her throat.

A second later he felt her explode. Her pussy clamped on his thrusting fingers, milking them as her clit gave a hard, convulsive throb and her juices began to spill along his fingers. Hot cuntal walls rippled, spasmed, locking on his fingers and shuddering in ecstasy.

She was coming for him, melting around him. His lips held onto her clit as she bucked against him, driving his fingers deeper, grinding her clit against his suckling lips, his stroking tongue and thrusting fingers, while he used his free hand to release the tortured length of his dick.

Jordan surged to his full height, his hands gripping her hips as he pulled her to the edge of the counter and directed her legs around his hips.

“Fuck me! Now!” she cried out, reaching for him, her eyes glowing with emerald fire as he tucked the head of his engorged cock against the cleft of her suckling pussy.

“Fuck you, baby?” He bit out with raging lust. “How much more do you want, Tell me how you want me to fuck you.”

He rubbed his thick cock head against her entrance. The heated juices spilled around the thick flesh, searing it with agonizing pleasure as he felt his balls tighten in ecstatic anticipation. This was all he’d dreamed of for nine agonizing months.

“Don’t tease me,” she cried out, her fingers gripping his wrists as he held her hips in place. “Please, Jordan, fuck me.” Green eyes dampened with desperate tears as her fingers flexed against his wrists.

His hips jerked involuntarily, burying the wide crest of his cock just barely inside her. Tight, hot flesh rippled spasmodically, milking at the agonizingly sensitive tip of his dick.

A sheen of perspiration glistening on the fragile column, of her neck as a long, low moan passed her lips. Her pussy was like liquid heat, her juices caressing his cock head as he fought to breathe in, to relish every second of this incredible pleasure.

Slowly, his teeth clenched so tight his jaw ached, he tightened his hand around the shaft of his cock and worked the head of his cock just inside the tight opening of her pussy. The ripples of her flesh around the very tip of his cock were like tiny fingers of electrifying ecstasy.

Staring into her eyes he gave her a little more. Just the barest increase to stretch the snug entrance to her vagina.

“Jordan, please!” Her head thrashed against the counter, her legs tightened around his hips, as she fought to pull him deeper inside her. “Please don’t tease me. Please, Jordan. It’s been so long. It’s been so long.” A single tear eased from her left eye.

“Tease?” he groaned. “Ah, baby, I’m not teasing you. I’m giving to you. Giving you every ounce of pleasure I know how to give you.”

He drew back, his gaze dropping to her thighs, seeing the sheen of her slick juices clinging to his cock head before he pressed against her once again. A little more. Just a little deeper, stretching the heated vice-like grip tightening further around him.

“Hard.” She arched closer as his head lifted, his gaze meeting hers. “Fuck me, Jordan. Hard. Please. I want to feel you. All of you, Jordan. Make me burn.”

It was all he could do to keep from shaking, from shuddering and spilling inside her that second. God help him, she was begging for what he wanted more than anything. To give her that edge of pleasure-pain. To take her strong and deep. To possess her. To mark her. And she had no idea what she was asking for.

Tehya stared up at him, dazed, desperate. She could feel that agonizing need whipping through her, burning her. A hunger that pounded at her clit, burned through her pussy and surged through her veins.

“Jordan, I need,” she gasped, staring up at him, watching as a bead of sweat eased down his temple as her hips shifted, barely working his cock deeper inside her. “Hard. Fuck me…”

She screamed.

Her eyes widened, her upper body jolting inches from the counter, as a hard, fierce thrust sent clenching, furious ecstasy tearing through her senses and his cock buried itself inches inside her.

And it wasn’t enough, she didn’t have all of him. But he wasn’t stopping either.

Suspended on a rack of flames, strangled cries tearing from her throat, she felt each fierce thrust as he went deeper, stretching tender flesh long unused and burning it, branding it, with a rapture she knew she would never recover from. There was no cure for the fever Jordan would leave burning inside her once he was gone.

Their gazes locked. Above her, his features were tight, flushed with a dark hunger, as his hands tightened on her hips, his cock burying hard and deep with furious strokes.

Sweat dampened his face and sun-darkened shoulders. His muscles flexed and tightened as she felt her breathing become hard, shallow. The iron-hard, overly thick length of his erection barging inside her until there was no room left, and still, she took more of him.

Desperate mewls of pleasure slipped past her lips as she felt the fiery sensations tightening through her pussy. Her womb flexed, her clit throbbed in impending release, then spread outward. Her entire body was locked in heated rapture, as she felt her orgasm begin to rage inside her.

“Ah yes, Tey,” he groaned, the dark vibration of his voice driving her higher. “Milk my dick, darlin’. Let me feel it, Tehya. Let me feel you come, baby.” The strokes became harder, faster. “Let me feel that sweet pussy milking my dick.”

Explicit and dark, the sexual words sent erotic rapture whipping through her bloodstream. Her body tightened, pleasure beginning to bloom in shattering, fiery bursts, until she felt her body explode. Every cell screamed in pleasure. It whipped through her mind. It burned through her senses and sank into her soul.

Rapture rocked her. Ecstasy tore through her very being, tightening her muscles as it stole her breath and destroyed her sanity.

Jordan’s harsh, male cry echoed through her, but it was the feel of him thrusting to the hilt inside her pussy, his body bowing, then the deep, heavy spurts of his semen erupting inside her, that echoed to her soul.

The heated blasts of his seed threw her higher, extending the harsh explosions of sensation rocking through her until she felt herself disintegrating into pure white-hot ecstasy.

Her eyes drifted helplessly closed as he came over her, his hard body shuddering as his hips jerked against her with each heavy spurt of his release, each burning brand of fiery eruption inside her. It was a brand. A mark of possession she knew she would never recover from.

As the agonizing pleasure began to ease, slowly releasing her from its rapturous grip, Tehya felt her body collapse against the counter, her muscles weaken, and exhaustion slowly overtake her until she drifted in a haze of sated peace.

She had believed nothing could be better than it had been that last night at base. That despite the pain she had found after the release, that the pleasure couldn’t be matched.

She had been wrong. It had been matched, exceeded, and then completely topped. And he had branded her soul.

She had kept him from stealing her soul the night she had left Texas. She had locked it inside her and kept it free of the pain of losing him, of facing a life without him.

But this time, this time he had pushed into it, torn down those walls and filled the empty dark corners that had never known peace, that had never known warmth or a lover’s presence.

Until now. Tonight he had broken through, conquered and possessed that hidden part of her.

This time, losing him would destroy her.


CHAPTER 4

Jordan drew back slowly, his jaw tightening at the exquisite pleasure of the snug muscles of her pussy caressing the still sensitive flesh of his throbbing cock. As soft, delicate tissue caressed and milked the still hard shaft, a hard, pleasured grimace pulled at his face.

Damn her. He’d never known pleasure like this. Never known a woman who met him as easily, as heatedly, as Tehya had. For the first time in his sexual life, his knees were left weak after finding a release so fucking strong he wondered if he had nearly spilled his soul into her along with his seed.

Lying back, sated, her arms lying still and relaxed at her sides, Tehya looked like a goddess. Hell, like a goddess sacrificed to a hungry sex god. And he had a feeling he wasn’t finished with her yet. He couldn’t imagine ever being unwilling to seek the fiery pleasure such as he had just found with her.

Heavy lashes lifted, those brilliant, witchy green eyes stared back at him through the dark slit of her thick, red-gold lashes. Wariness, pleasure, and a sensual glimmer of heat, all reflected in her gaze. In her eyes, he saw what he already knew. It had ended far too soon. The escape she had needed from reality hadn’t lasted nearly long enough.

Reality was crashing down on her fast, in more ways than one.

His jeans were around his knees. Hell, he hadn’t had his jeans around his knees since he was a damned teenager. He should have felt just an edge of discomfort at that knowledge, at this sign that Tehya affected him in ways that he shouldn’t allow her to affect him. Instead, he couldn’t help but feel the echoes of the incredible pleasure that still radiated through him.

Pulling his jeans to his hips and zipping them, he reached for her and lifted her until she was sitting on the counter before him, silent, watching him through drowsy eyes as though she expected a blow at any moment.

Hell, after what he’d done to her that last night at base, could he really blame her?

He had known Tehya should never be a one-night stand. Her emotions were too tender, her heart too easily broken. And God as his witness, he hadn’t wanted to break her delicate, loyal heart. And he had a feeling that was exactly what had happened. He had wounded her clear to her feminine core.

She hadn’t understood why he’d stated that sleeping with her was something that shouldn’t have happened. All he’d known at the time was that even then, he’d felt the talons of an addiction piercing his guts. A soul-deep knowledge that he would never be free of her, even as he’d wondered if he wanted to be free of her.

There had been a heavy, overwhelming knowledge that he couldn’t escape that undefined emotion he kept fighting where she was concerned. A certainty that if he didn’t distance himself and God forbid, something happened to her, then he’d never recover. Unlike Killian, Jordan didn’t think he could survive Tehya’s demise.

Moving back, watching her silently, Jordan helped her from the counter. Holding onto her until she was steady on her feet, he reluctantly released her.

“Say something,” she demanded, her voice ragged.

Turning away from him, she grabbed her clothes from the floor and began to hurriedly dress. There was a certain grace, an innocent sensuality, to each movement that had his cock hardening again. That had the hunger beginning to simmer in his loins and heat his blood with a swiftness that shocked him.

“Say something?” He watched as she pulled her panties up her slender legs, the sexy curve of her ass making his hands itch with the need to caress the gentle curve. But, she wanted him to say something, and he was damned if his brain was working yet. Or if he could figure out what to say. And that just flat fucking spooked him.

“John, Travis, Bailey, and Lilly will be here in about half an hour. What would you like me to order in for lunch? I’m sure we’ll be hungry before the meeting’s finished and any decisions are made.”

He fell back on what he knew, on the only defense he had left at his disposal. Distance. Distance from the confusing jumble of emotions until he could properly restrain them

Tehya straightened. Drawing her shirt over her head, she stared back at him, her gaze narrowing at the smooth drawl in his voice.

This was the commander of Elite Ops One, not the man who had showed up in her room the night before or the one who had just taken her as though he were starved for sex.

His expression was arrogantly determined, his gaze hardening, as she stared back at him. This was the man who was determined not to feel, not to get too close, and to make damned sure he didn’t love.

He was so damned stubborn he had her back teeth grinding. She could see the pure arrogance settling around him with heavy determination. The cool distance he kept between himself and the world was pushing her back now.

“You’re not leaving, are you?” Pulling her shorts on, she secured them with fingers stiff with irritation. “You’re just pushing in and taking over, no matter what I want, or what I think of it. You barge in, make me insane, fuck me until we’re both screaming and then pretend it never happened.”

His brow arched. “I would never pretend it didn’t happen as I fully intend it will happen again. As for Sorrel, his organization was so well hidden that even after authorities confiscated his estate and went through his files, they were certain they were missing high-level lieutenants. We could get lucky and capture one of them for interrogation.”

So much for cuddling, sweet nothings or time for an after-glow. Sorrel’s past associates that had been captured had been stubborn and arrogant during initial questioning. She’d learned after joining the Elite Ops that those associates had sung like canaries once Jordan had turned them over to Israeli Mossad interrogation specialists.

“Perhaps we’ll get lucky and it’s just a rumor that doesn’t pan out,” she said hopefully.

John Vincent’s sources were damned impeccable though. He and his wife, a former CIA agent and heiress to billions, had built an information pipeline that spanned several nations.

“I doubt it,” and he sounded damned confident.

“There’s a first time for everything,” she replied with a flippancy she didn’t feel. “Just because someone knows where I am, or who I am, that doesn’t give them a reason to search for me, or to want to hurt me.”

She didn’t want to deal with the danger again, the fear, the knowledge that nothing in her life was secure or safe.

Looking around the kitchen, she remembered the feeling that had swept through her when the real estate agent had shown her the house and property.

A sense of belonging had eased through her that she hadn’t felt since the day she had walked into the Elite Ops base. She’d stared around the sunlit kitchen, the large open living room, and she’d known she could make a life there. It was the same feeling she’d had when she checked out the local landscaping company for sale.

The employees were willing to stay on if the owner needed them, she’d been told. It was as though fate had laid everything she needed right at her feet, and now fate was taking it away.

“One of these days we’ll have a home, Tey.” Her mother’s smile, weary and showing her diminishing hope, hadn’t reached her eyes the night she had held her daughter to her as they hid among the bridge people in New York City after one of the many times Sorrel had nearly found them.

Their clothes had been ragged, but they had been warm. Teyha had been terrified, shaking with fear, and all too aware of the resignation beginning to edge into her mother’s determination.

“Just think,” her mother had whispered as she kissed Tehya’s forehead and pulled their blanket tighter around her. “A real house. With doors and windows and electricity. We’ll have a little garden in the back.” Her mother’s hand had trembled, her voice had trailed away. When Tehya had looked up at her, a single tear had been easing down her cheek.

“Momma?” Tehya had whispered, the sight of her mother’s tears so rare, they were a frightening thing.

“You’ll have a house,” her mother had promised her, her gaze suddenly stronger, determined, as Tehya had always remembered it. “One day, Tehya, you’ll have a home.” That memory, all but forgotten, was almost shocking. A little house with the perfect garden in the back. A place of serenity and security.

She looked around, saw the dream she hadn’t truly realized she’d accomplished until now. Until she discovered that her past was attempting to steal it from her. Until she had realized she would rather face the demons of her past than to allow them to take her home.

Jordan watched as she surveyed the rooms of her house and he saw the weary somberness that came over her expression, the sheen of tears she was fighting back. In the haunted depths of her eyes he saw the realization that she could lose everything she had ever dreamed of having. It was breaking her heart, possibly even more than he had broken it that last night at the Elite Ops base. And watching it enraged him.

Son of a bitch, he couldn’t ask her to walk away from this. He couldn’t allow her to walk away, which she may try once she realized the truth of the situation. He’d been determined to force her to relocate, to accept a new identity, a new life. But it would never be the same for her. Tehya would never be able to trust in her ability to belong again, deeply enough to lay down even the most fragile roots, if she lost this dream to a past that refused to die. A past that had taken every other dream she had ever dared to allow herself.

He had to find a way to save it for her. A way to neutralize those demons once and for all.

“When are John and Bailey arriving?” she finally sighed as he watched her closely.

“Half an hour.” He checked his watch absently.

When his head lifted again her expression had cleared, chilled, and her eyes were all but emotionless. Calm, serene. But he knew she was a volcano seething with anger and pain on the inside.

“Why are you doing this, Jordan? Why are you here? Why do you care new when you didn’t care before?”

“Do you really fucking believe I didn’t care?” he snapped furiously, not bothering to hide his anger. “Dammit Tehya, that team is a fucking family and you know it. All of us. We’d do the same for anyone of them and you know it.”

That shocked her. She shook her head. “You don’t allow yourself to get close to anyone, Jordan, except Noah.”

“I’ve spent up to twelve years with some of these men and six with you, do you really think I managed to remain that distant? Was I distant when I was fucking us both to orgasm?”

He hid so much, she’d always been aware of that. It was another facet she had learned about the man she couldn’t help but love. But she was learning these things too late. He should have given her this chance years ago. At the latest, nine months ago.

Perhaps he would be as protective with the others, she thought, but it didn’t change the fact that she hated seeing her friends, the men and women she had protected from base for six years, now risking themselves for her.

“I need to change.” She indicated the revealing clothes with a slight wave of her hand along the front of her body as she tried to adjust to too many changes in her life, too fast. “Order pizza or something. I don’t have the supplies on hand to cook for more than one, and honestly, I’m really not in the mood for it.”

She turned away and strode to her bedroom as Jordan stared at her back in surprise. Hell, he had no idea Tehya knew how to cook. She’d sure as hell never offered to cook for him.

Taking the satellite phone from the clip at his side, he pulled up the local pizza places that delivered before calling and giving the order.

He hadn’t told her exactly why Travis and Lilly were arriving. He had hoped Lilly would talk Tehya into leaving, but he knew that the moment the other woman comprehended the depth of pain Tehya would feel at leaving, she would pull back. Just as Jordan was now pulling back as well.

That was the problem with having women on the team, he reflected with a sigh. They thought of more than simple safety. Security had a far different meaning to them than it did to the men whose only thought was protecting them.

At least Tehya had been trained to understand, and to help in the areas required to protect her. And having her involved had the benefit of her knowledge of Sorrel’s organization.

He’d envisioned a far different outcome to this meeting with her. He’d assumed that after nine months she would have had a lover at the very least. That possibly she had begun a new life that included dating in her agenda.

He hadn’t expected her to have bought a home and a business. To have begun putting down roots, since she had never taken that risk when she was younger or while she had been in Texas.

It made the operation more complicated, but perhaps it was for the best. Hiding her didn’t ensure revealing whoever was determined to find her, and it didn’t ensure her safety in the future.

At least this way, when he walked out of her life, one of two things would be a certainty. She would be safe, or they’d both be dead. He was opting for safe.

*   *   *

It was actually closer to an hour before John, Bailey, Travis, and Lilly arrived at the house. Slipping in through the patio doors, the four made their entrances at different stages.

Dressed now in jeans, T-shirt, sneakers, and a bra that did little to hide her still-hard nipples, Tehya prepared another pot of coffee.

She remembered the amounts of hot, rich caffeine the men went through while preparing for an operation while they were all at base. Those planning sessions could take days. Determined to hammer out the first stages and acquire all possible information, they rarely slept until it began affecting their ability to reason. And then they only napped for a few hours before awakening and heading first to the coffee, then back to the meeting room.

When she went to the grocery store, she would have to buy enough to keep them going. She’d better stock up on food as well, she thought in resignation. And there was no way in hell she was cooking from scratch for this crew. She would be cooking night and day. Sandwiches and canned soup would have to work for them. She was making that list of supplies as Bailey and Lilly slipped into the house ahead of Travis and John.

“No wonder we couldn’t get a hold of you. I’m sorry, Tehya, I never thought Killian could be such a bastard,” Bailey said as she moved around the counter and gave Tehya a quick hug. Lilly followed behind her, both women frowning at her. “He needs his ass kicked.”

“At the very least,” Tehya murmured, though in all fairness, she didn’t think she could blame him. What wouldn’t she herself have done to protect her friends, the people she thought of as her family? Killian had done no more than she would have done herself.

“Well, no fears, dearest,” Lilly stated with an arch of her brows and a quick smile. “I’m certain it will be taken care of at the earliest convenience.” She glanced at Jordan as he, John, and Travis spoke in low tones on the other side of the room.

The two women were as different as night and day in both mannerisms and temperament, but they were dead ice when it came to a mission, and when it came to protecting friends. She had seen that over the years. Along with Kira Richards, they had kept the base running smoothly, and the men centered, in ways Tehya knew they wouldn’t have been without that feminine presence. They had claimed the women being there kept them human.

“Jordan said it was your and John’s sources that reported the discovery,” Tehya said, turning to Bailey. “What happened?”

Bailey’s pretty face tightened into a grimace. “We have several contacts in Afghanistan who knew to listen for any inquiries into the death of Tehya Talimosi Fitzhugh. Several weeks ago two of them contacted us along a secured channel. Ira Arthur and Mark Tenneyson had been sifting through the wreckage of the warehouse we had blown up to retire your identity. Arthur and Tenneyson were overheard discussing the information that you hadn’t died as well as your new name and possible location. We still haven’t learned who contacted them, but we have people working on it.”

“Your contacts have no idea who employed the two men?” she asked as she felt a warning shiver chase up her back.

“None.” Bailey shook her head. “But when we arrived in D.C. last night, we learned that Stephen Taite and several of his associates had arrived in the States last week to oversee the purchase of a chemical production plant in Pittsburgh. Arthur and Tenneyson were reported to be watching him as well.”

Stephen Taite.

Tehya turned from the two women to drag mugs from the cabinet and hide her response to this information.

He was her great-uncle. Her grandfather’s younger brother. When Bernard Taite and his wife had died, Stephen had taken over the Taite estate and business holdings. From what she had learned, he had barely managed to save it after stockholders began pulling out following the deaths of his brother and sister-in-law.

It hadn’t been an easy time for the family, and Tehya had been dealing with her mother’s death then, as well as the death of the former marine whom her mother had persuaded to protect Tehya.

How long ago had it been?

So long. The same month her mother had been killed in Nicaragua. Francine had called her parents out of desperation at that time, begging them to help her to send someone for her and her daughter. Sorrel had been so close, Tehya had learned, to both their locations.

Less than twenty-four hours later Bernard Taite had been killed in a hit-and-run on a Paris street. The next day his wife had been found in their bedroom, dead from an apparent overdose.

And her mother had died at the hands of a madman determined to find Tehya for reasons she still didn’t completely understand.

Sorrel claimed she was the child he had promised to his son, her half-brother. That all she had to do was return to him and he’d ensure she didn’t suffer her mother’s fate.

For months, Tehya had contemplated simply giving up and taking her own life. So many people had died trying to protect her that she hadn’t dared contact Stephen Taite, her grandfather’s brother. She had been terrified Sorrel would kill him and the rest of her family as well.

“After all these years do they actually believe I would contact my family?” she asked softly, keeping her back to the others as she laid the mugs out and pulled sugar and powdered creamer from another cabinet.

“When you aided the authorities in France in bypassing Sorrel’s computer security and locating the underground rooms in which he kept the young girls and women he kidnapped, your identity as his and Francine Taite’s daughter was revealed to the authorities,” Lilly continued. “I know for a few years Stephen tried to contact you, to learn if you were indeed the Taite heir, but you never answered the messages he sent to you through the French authorities.”

Tehya shook her head as she turned back to them, hoping she now had her emotions in check.

“I replied and I told him that I wasn’t related to him,” she said. “That he needed to search elsewhere for his niece and her daughter. He never tried to contact me after that but I had to leave days later when an assassin attempted to get to me while I was still at the estate.”

She hoped he had accepted her denial of their kinship. Her grandparents had been murdered because of their determination to help her and her mother. She had no desire to have more of her family killed, or to put them at more risk than when her mother contacted her own father.

“Evidently someone is aware of the connection, though, and believes you will make contact,” Lilly said. “I suspect thats why Arthur and Tenneyson are watching him while I suspect others have been keeping tabs on you.”

“The report our contact received states that there seems to be a rumor that you’ve been working as an agent for the goverment since leaving France until you were dismissed just before you staged your death.” Amusement gleamed in Bailey’s eyes. “Quite the industrious little thing, aren’t you?”

“So it would appear,” she murmured with a grimace as Jordan, John, and Travis came to the counter for the coffee.

“So, do we have a plan C,D, and E yet?” Bailey turned to the men, her tone patient and filled with amusement as she stared at them.

Jordan had always trained his men to have more than one plan. Tehya was aware she had shot his plans A and B to hell and back. Evidently the others were aware of it now as well.

“We’re getting there,” John said. The look he gave his wife was one filled with love, devotion.

Tehya had once dreamed of seeing Jordan gaze at her in such a way. It was a dream that had died the morning she left Texas.

It was the same look Travis Caine gave his wife, Lilly. She completed him, and it was more than apparent that he completed her as well. The two couples were the perfect examples of the relationship she had dreamed of having with Jordan.

“What about grabbing Arthur and Tenneyson and allowing Micah to interrogate them?” Tehya suggested, “Surely they would know who hired them?” She wondered if they could get that lucky? God, she just wanted this over this before Sorrel’s men had a chance to hurt her friends as Sorrel had once destroyed anyone who attempted to protect her and her mother.

Including the young nun who had taken her in at the convent just after Tehya had turned six, while her mother had tried to lead Sorrel and his men away from her.

Within months Francine had sent word that Sorrel possibly knew their location. Tehya remembered Sister Mary wakening her, the room so dark she had stumbled as the sister helped her dress, urging her to hurry.

They had left the convent by way of a small tunnel hidden behind the stone wall of the wine cellar in the basement. As they had exited the tunnel into the heavy forest, Tehya had heard gunfire in the distance and a woman’s screams. The remaining nuns had died horribly that night.

Within three years the nun had put Tehya under the protection of a former CIA agent she had known while in college. He had managed to keep Tehya safe for only a few years.

He had been killed mere days after putting her on a bus and sending her across the country to a friend who lived in the Washington mountains.

The same scenario had played out so many times. A short period of peace. Then as soon as she began learning how to sleep without fear, it had begun all over again.

Tehya had been fifteen when she had received word of her mother’s death. After that she had to run on her own. She couldn’t bear to be the cause of anyone else’s death. To see more bloodshed for a child who was no more than a curse to anyone who cared for her.

And now it seemed, the past was returning with a vengeance.

The thought of seeing these men and women risking their lives, the love they had found in each other, for her, was too much to face.

“We would try interrogation, but we have enough suspicion they’re unaware of his identity that at the moment it’s riskier than we’d like. We don’t want to tip them off that we’re aware of them at this point,” Lilly explained.

Tehya clenched her fingers into fists and tried to beat back the fear and the panic. “I can’t deal with this!” The exclamation shocked herself as much as it did the rest of them. “You should all leave. You shouldn’t be here, risking yourselves this way. For God’s sake, go home.”

She didn’t wait for a response from any of them. Walking past the two women, she strode quickly to her bedroom to escape. She couldn’t bear to see the love between the two couples and know what they were risking if they involved themselves in this fight. She’d tried. She’d fought this fear, but it was her only weakness besides Jordan. No one who had ever tried to help her had survived it.

Even more, she couldn’t allow Jordan to take this risk. Knowing she had been the cause of his death or any of his family’s would destroy her soul in a way she knew she would never survive.

The Elite Ops had given her six years of peace, what more could she ask for? It wasn’t their fault that the team had disbanded, that their contracts had run out. It wasn’t their fault that she was haunted by a past her father had created.

“Tehya.” Lilly’s determined tone had her pausing at the bedroom door, her hand on the knob. “We’re friends. Wouldn’t you help Travis and me if we were in trouble?”

She turned back just enough to see them, her gaze flicking to Jordan. “But I don’t have anyone who would give a damn, Lilly, in the way you and Travis care for one another. So that really doesn’t apply, does it? Perhaps that’s something all of you should think about. You have families. The others have children. You have something to live for. Do you really want to risk that for someone who isn’t worth it?”

Yanking the door open, she walked into the bedroom, slamming and locking the door behind her before rushing to her dresser.

Her small emergency backpack was there on the side. A weapon, cash, credit cards, and an extra set of keys to the car were inside.

She doubted there was a chance in hell of getting to the car, but she had to leave the house. She had to get away from the acceptance and love she could feel between the two couples. She was so desperate to have it herself, and the knowledge that they were risking what they had to help her made her die a little inside.

Thinking straight, thinking logically, wasn’t going to happen here with Jordan demanding to protect her, and the other four backing him without a thought for their own safety.

She wasn’t at base any longer. There was little security, there was no safety, and Jordan wouldn’t always be there to protect her.

This was one battle she was going to have to decide whether or not to fight, on her own.

*   *   *

“She’s slipping into the garage,” John stated quietly as he watched the handheld monitor he carried. The wireless reception from the small cameras he’d installed before dawn came in clearly.

Jordan stood facing the French doors that led to the back patio, his arms crossed over his chest, as he forced himself to stay in place.

“Are Micah and Nik in place?” he asked quietly.

“They’re ready to roll,” John told him. “They have the same view I have until she leaves the camera’s field of vision. After that, all he has is the tracker we placed on her car.” He gave a small, amused grunt. “Son of a bitch, it’s a good thing you warned me about the electronics detector she slipped out of base, because she’s running it over the vehicle now. I was able to modify the tracker so she can’t spot it, but damn, it wasn’t easy.”

Jordan almost had to grin. She’d slipped out several little goodies that the team had used in the course of their missions. The enterprising little thing had squirreled away well over a million dollars’ worth of high-tech equipment.

And he’d let her. Despite the fact that he had been certain she was covered, that her new identity was secure, he’d allowed her to take it.

Because he knew it would make her feel secure.

“It’s nice to know she came out of there with something for the six years she gave you,” Bailey murmured, apparently following his train of thought.

Jordan almost winced at the not-so-subtle dig. He knew that for years the women at the base had watched him and Tehya, expecting any day that their relationship would develop into something more. When it hadn’t, their disappointment in him had been apparent.

“Door’s up and she’s pulling out, Jordan,” John reported. “Micah and Nik are on her ass.”

Maverick and Renegade would make sure she was protected.

Jordan had known she would run. Once John, Bailey, Travis, and Lilly had shown up, she’d panicked, just as Kira had predicted when he had called and apprised her of the situation before arriving in Hagerstown.

He was praying that in allowing her to run they would at least catch a glimpse of who was tailing her here. If they could identify who it was then perhaps they could get lucky and trace them back to their employer.

Kira had known Tehya far longer than the rest of them had, and during that first year on base, she had kept Tehya centered on her job when her fears had almost had her running more than once. It had taken nearly a year for her to settle into the idea of being safe.

Staying in one place wasn’t something Tehya had ever done. Most of her life had been spent running, barely managing to stay one step ahead of her father, or the men he continually sent after her.

Settling down and accepting safety hadn’t been something Tehya could adapt to overnight. And as Kira had known, once she had accepted it, the agents with the Elite Ops had become her family.

The thought of endangering them, like those who had tried to protect her as a child had been endangered, had sent her back into the panicked running mode.

Those protectors had all died within weeks of hiding her with someone else. Her father had caught up with them, tortured and murdered them. For months after Tehya had moved into base quarters, her screams had echoed into the steel-lined hall outside her bedroom from the nightmares that haunted her. More than once Jordan had been unable to resist going to her, pulling her from her suite and putting her to work to exhaust her.

“What if she doesn’t come back?” Lilly posed the question worriedly.

“She’ll come back.” Jordan turned back to them. “She has roots here now, Lilly.” He gazed around the house and thought of the small business she owned. “She’s never had roots before. They’ll tie her to this damned house when nothing else could have.”

Lilly shook her head, her gaze somber. “There are no roots strong enough to hold her if her friends are endangered or if you are.”

“Then Micah and Nik can drag her back,” he said icily. “Either way, she’s right, it has to end here, once and for all. And hiding her isn’t an option any longer. If she doesn’t face it, if she’s not a part of her own protection, then she’ll never feel secure.” And he hated realizing that. Hated having her in the line of fire.

He had assumed the malevolent shadow of her father had died the night Sorrel had been killed. He had been certain she would be safe then. Until she was attacked in France while she had been aiding French and American authorities in going through Sorrel’s estate.

This threat was coming from either her father’s former allies, or from his former enemies. Though why, Jordan hadn’t been able to learn. Sorrel was dead, there was no leverage Tehya could provide his enemies. The Sorrel organization had disbanded, and those not in prison had gone on to much more lucrative ventures. Those men had no reason to want to strike out at her. It didn’t make sense, but there was too much proof that somehow, somewhere, this was coming from her ties to her Sorrel.

“You shouldn’t have let her go off alone,” Lilly said, the distinct, feminine arrogance of her European accent emphasizing her displeasure. Lilly had no problem expressing her displeasure when she felt it warranted.

His lips thinned.

“Enough,” he said coolly. “I’m no knight in shining armor, Lilly. I can’t be her savior. All I can do is try to get her through this alive.”

Lilly gave a delicate little snort as her husband cleared his throat. It was more than obvious he was covering a chuckle.

“There’s a difference between being her savior and her lover, Jordan,” Bailey said. “And don’t even try to tell me you weren’t, or aren’t interested.”

Jordan glared at John, then at Travis.

John held his hands up in surrender. “Hey, man, she has a mouth of her own. I just try to protect it when she pisses too many people off.”

Hell. He didn’t need this crap. He should be out there following Tehya, ensuring her safety rather than leaving the task to others. For now, she was his woman, his lover. She was his responsibility.

Not that they weren’t fully capable of protecting her, but the male protective instincts rising inside him didn’t care. She was his. He didn’t trust anyone to protect her as he knew only he could.

“I did get around to researching the landscaping company she owns,” Finally Bailey had something to say other than the subtle recriminations she and Lily were prone to aim at him. “I reached the previous owner before we came in this morning. He’s retired and living the life in Florida.” She rolled her eyes. “The company had been up for sale for over a year before Tehya bought it. There’s nothing suspicious there. He absolutely adores her, though. She negotiated the price down by several thousand dollars despite his best efforts. He said it was like stealing money from his own kid until he dropped the price for her.” Amusement and affection filled her voice.

Jordan could believe that. Saying no to Tehya was damned hard, even for him.

“It was near bankruptcy when she bought it,” Lilly said, taking over. “It’s now thriving. She has quite a few customers, many who began with simple, small projects and then ended up calling again for other projects as her flair for design became known. When I called them, supposedly for references, he sang her praises and all but demanded I hire her.”

“She has an excellent head for business,” Travis said, taking his turn. “I went over her accounts when I hacked her office computer this morning. She’s building slowly, taking her time and ensuring she’s not overreaching. As stated, she’s a damned good designer and she has a some good employees.”

“Losing the business would break her heart,” Lilly said as she stared back at him, her gaze hard, as though he were somehow endangering the business their friend so loved.

Hell, the two women weren’t going to stop.

“I’m not asking her to walk away from it, Lilly,” he reminded her, irritation hardening his tone. “You know that.”

Her lips thinned as she turned away from him. It was evident the two women were somehow blaming him for this situation.

Much more, Jordan admitted, and he would have to rethink his decision to bring the couples in. He may end up having to send them back to their own lives.

“She’s stopped, Jordan.” John interrupted his thoughts as a report came through to the Bluetooth communications set he wore at his ear. “A bar in Hagerstown.”

“Friendly’s.” Jordan gave a short nod. “She’s been going there for a while.” Rory and his partner Casey had been watching her there for nearly a week.

“And she had a tail.” John turned to him as Jordan felt his body tighten with furious tension. “They pulled back for some reason, though, when she pulled into the bar. Micah’s certain he and Nik weren’t spotted, but when she pulled into the parking lot across from the bar, the tail turned around and disappeared.”

“They knew where she was headed,” Jordan guessed. “There’s someone either waiting at the bar or heading in behind her. They’ll wait to see who follows her in.”

John gave a tight nod. “Whoever’s following her here are damned good Jordan. That’s the only glimpse thats been caught of them. They’re careful.”

“Too damned careful and too damned quiet. We don’t even know how many are watching her, who’s hired them, and not even a peep regarding their agenda,” Lilly crossed her arms beneath her breasts as she frowned back at them.

John shook his head as his wife, Bailey, moved closer, and he wrapped his arm around her. “They can’t remain hidden forever though. Sooner or later, they’ll have to make a move, and when they do, we’ll be there, waiting.”

Jordan stared at the two men and their very capable wives as they stared back at him, and thought of the two men following her, as well as the one winging his way to Maryland even now. He’d called in the best help he could find to save the only woman who had mattered to his soul since he was a boy.

He’d called in the first, and the best, Elite Operations team that had ever existed.

His team, to protect his woman.


CHAPTER 5

“Hey, Teylor, you’re here early,” Kyle the bartender called out as she entered the dim interior of the bar and looked around.

The Saturday afternoon regulars were there, no more than half a dozen. Journey was there as well, a plate of Wing Dings, the bar’s exceptional chicken wings, and a glass of soda sat next to a heavy text book she had been reading. Friendly’s had become her only hangout, Journey had told Tehya a few weeks before. It was the only place she felt comfortable, she claimed.

Journey lifted her head and a smile crossed her face as she raised her hand in greeting before turning her attention back to her book, obviously more interested in studying than socializing.

Shoulder-length fiery gold hair fell over a delicate face as she frowned fiercely at whatever she was reading.

“This is the wrong place to attempt to study,” Tehya chided her in amusement as she caught Journey’s nails tapping against the table in time to the music. “I hope the test isn’t being given anytime soon.”

Journey grimaced as she lifted her head and pushed the book away. “A very boring dissertation on an even more boring poet. I’m still trying to convince grandfather to allow me to drop the English major for one of graphic design.”

“She’ll make a lousy English major with that attitude.” Casey stated sympathetically from the table next to Journey. “She needs to simply do what she wants and tell the rest of them to kiss her ass.”

“Is that your best advice, Casey?” Tehya shot him a look of amusement that took effort. “Maybe you should give her tips on pissing her grandfather off.”

“I would, but she keeps throwing that damned boyfriend up at me.” He shot her a quick grin. “I keep telling her Sebastian’s a sissy name and there’s no way he’ll stand up to good ole grandpop with her.”

Tehya gave a low, easy laugh. Another response that she didn’t feel. Journey had begun seeing Sebastian several weeks before, though she had only mentioned him to Tehya a few times and never with a last name.

After getting his beer, Casey came back to the table and Journey, who was still staring at her book.

Tehya headed over to the bar and accepted the cold bottle of beer Kyle set in front of her. She moved beside Journey as she remained silent, gripped the bottle and sipped.

Hell, why had she run here? Tehya wondered as she looked around the small bar. Journey was studiously ignoring Casey now as she always did when he teased her over Sebastian.

“Hey, Tey, you’re quiet today.” Casey looked over to her a few minutes later as he sipped at his beer, his brown eyes curious. “Everything cool?”

She nodded absently. “Fine, Casey. Just at loose ends at the moment.”

Tehya didn’t work Saturdays and Sundays. She usually cleaned house, took care of the yard, or did paperwork. Normally, she didn’t arrive at the bar until late for a drink, and to watch other customers while pretending she was a part of the joviality that existed among them.

Friendly’s was just what its name implied. No one put on airs, no one pretended to be superior to the others. It was simply a nice little place for a beer, friendly company, and a chance to unwind.

And still, she felt out of place. And today, she definitely wasn’t unwinding, while the sense of not belonging felt sharper than normal.

Always on the outside looking in.

Always dreaming about life, but never living it. She’d never had a chance to live, to love without fear, or to work to realize her dreams. And she hated that.

A shaft of light speared through the side entrance, drawing her gaze as she lifted the beer to her lips, pausing before taking a sip.

Tehya wanted to groan in frustration. Instead, she pretended not to see the new arrival as he strode to the table and pulled out the chair before sitting down.

That didn’t keep the few women in the bar from turning to stare. After all, he was tall, broad shouldered, arrogant, and had an air of sexy, dominant danger about him.

He was dressed in jeans, a casual dark shirt, leather jacket and boots, and there were probably no less than half a dozen weapons hidden on his body. Breathing out wearily she stood from the table, ignoring Casey and Journey’s curious gazes as she moved to the bar, followed by the silent, dark-eyed male everyone seemed to be watching. His arrival told her far more than words ever could. Jordan was serious about this unsanctioned operation. And he was serious about making certain someone was watching her.

He slid onto the barstool beside her. “Give me what she’s having,” he ordered the bartender, nodding at her beer.

Kyle shot her a surprised look before filling the order and taking the money tossed onto the bar.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice low as she lifted the bottle to her lips. “And who do you have following me? I know it wasn’t you.” She would have seen him. Micah wouldn’t have tried to hide from her.

“Nope, wasn’t me.” A flash of white teeth in sun-darkened flesh, the glimmer of devil’s black eyes.

Micah Sloane, aka Maverick.

She sighed. “You should be home with your family.”

What the hell had Jordan done, pulled in the whole freakin’ team?

“Seen the pictures lately? I’m telling you, that little rugrat is hell on wheels.” Pure pride filled Micah’s voice as he pulled a photo from his inside jacket pocket.

Tehya almost rolled her eyes at the proud papa move.

Laughing, radiant. It was almost as if the picture itself were infused with the love shining from his young blond wife and the toddler, black-haired, black-eyed Trace, she held in her arms. Micah sat beside her, his arm around her, and in his free arm he held an infant dressed in pink. Six-month-old Emmaline Allegiance Sloane.

The boy had a mischievous grin on his face, the daughter innocently content in her father’s arms, and the mother stared back with a secretive Mona Lisa smile. She was a woman who knew the joys, the secrets of being loved by a strong, powerful man.

He tucked the photo away again.

“They’re beautiful,” she said, taking another long sip. “Why aren’t you home with them?”

From the corner of her eye she watched as he reached up and scratched his jaw while staring at her profile. Black eyes were gentle, his expression compassionate.

“Well, see, I have this friend,” he confided, his voice low enough to carry to her ears only. “She’s in trouble and doesn’t want to accept help. Then I have this other friend. He’s lost his heart and doesn’t want to accept it. I’m here to help both of them. I’m a nice guy like that.”

And she wanted to cry, because he truly was a good friend like that and thought nothing of endangering himself to help a friend.

“Your friend hasn’t lost his heart,” she said, knowing exactly who he was talking about. “Trust me, it’s right there in his chest, just as hard and cold as it ever was.”

Micah chuckled.

“Hey, Teylor, this yahoo botherin’ you?” Casey’s voice came from behind her. It sounded more aggressive than she had ever heard him, and filled with a warning to Micah. Lord love him, Casey had no idea the weapon he was close to challenging.

She could only shake her head wearily.

“Hey, man, I got this,” Micah assured him with an amused, patient smile. “Go find a little plaything of your own, why don’t ya?”

Tehya choked as she fought back a weary groan. She really didn’t need the male posturing right now.

“It’s fine, Casey,” she turned and said to him. “What my friend means is that he’s a smart-mouthed ass, but he’s cool all the same.”

“Oh.” Casey looked at Micah, narrowing his gaze on him, his expression forbidding. “He looks like bad news to me, Tey.”

“Naw, he just likes to bring bad news,” she told him. “Everything’s fine, Casey, I promise.”

Casey scratched his head in confusion, as he looked from Tehya to Micah and back again for a long moment.

“I should just go back and aggravate Journey some more maybe?” he suggested, though Tehya could see the suspicion still darkening his gaze.

Tehya’s nodded somberly. “Yeah, I’d do that, Casey.”

He gave another glance toward Micah before grunting irritably and returning to a still-silent, studious Journey.

“You know, Tey,” Micah drawled, “your choice of friends here is a little immature. Sure you don’t want to come out and play with the big boys and girls again?”

She gave a heavy sigh. “I guess you’re parked here until I leave, right?”

He leaned closer, his expression becoming serious. “It’s like this. I followed you from the house. You had a tail keeping well back for the better part of the way. When you turned in here, they drove off and simply disappeared. Now, what does that suggest to you?”

That she was in a shitload of trouble. That the panic building in her gut wasn’t simply paranoia, it was danger. The kind of danger that had murdered her mother, her friends, and had made her life hell until six years before. It told her she was in over her head here.

“Either his partner is here, or he would have arrived within minutes after I did,” she answered painfully.

He gave a subtle nod. “And I didn’t see anyone come in after you. Did you?”

She shook her head slowly. There were three entrances, impossible for one person to watch unless he were inside. Tehya had been inside and no one had entered after her, except Micah.

“No one came in,” she said softly, painfully. “They’ve been watching me long enough to know my habits, to be able to guess my moves.”

“Long enough to know if you have any weaknesses,” he reminded her.

She swallowed tightly, but forced herself not to look around. She knew everyone here. They were all regulars. That meant whoever was watching her had been here from the beginning. She had run a very thorough background search on everyone here, and they had all been above suspicion.

If Micah was right, someone was backed by a hell of a lot of money and power to be able to pull that off. Those commodities were essential to building a background that would pass a check like the ones Tehya was capable of making.

She let her gaze rove discreetly around the bar once again as regret built inside her.

She had needed to feel a part of something, and she had chosen this place because she had believed it was neutral enough, that it was safe enough. Had she been more wrong than she could have ever imagined? Who here had managed to fool her to that extent?

“The situation is delicate, then,” she murmured as she lifted the beer to her lips. “Explains why you’re in covert mode.”

She had wondered, when she had first seen him, about the slight differences in his cheekbones, the longer hair, the scar slashing down the side of his face that he didn’t really have. If a picture were taken of him, it would show other differences that she wasn’t catching in the dimness of the room. Differences that would disappear once he returned to his wife and children. Enough differences that he would never be mistaken for Micah Sloane, a personal security expert in Atlanta, Georgia.

“Yeah, that explains it,” he agreed as he turned his head and looked back at her. “Doesn’t explain why you’re here rather than safe at home helping everyone come up with the plans, the contingency plans, and countercontingency plans the boss man always requires, though.”

She was almost amused. Jordan definitely believed in contingency plans, and the countercontingencies.

She finally sighed. “All of you need to let me handle this myself.” Though she was beginning to suspect it was far worse than she imagined.

“Aw, darlin’, you know that’s not going to happen, right?” Gentle affection filled his tone. “You’re family, Tey. We don’t turn our backs on family anymore than you slacked on the job when we needed you.”

She had to swallow tightly to hold back her tears.

“I don’t know if I can do this again,” she said when Micah said nothing more. “I don’t know if I can bear losing everything I’ve built here.” She could feel the grief tearing at her chest.

“I think we both know it’s too late to back out. You can run and hide, or you can stand and fight. There’s no in-between, Tey.”

Yeah, she knew there was no in-between. That didn’t mean her choices didn’t suck.

“He told me to warn you that if you run without him, he’ll have your car targeted and disabled,” Micah continued with quiet sincerity. “And I’d help him. It’s too late to run.”

She propped her chin against her hand and stared over at him morosely. Just what she needed, Jordan finding ways to dictate to her and he wasn’t even there.

“That’s just exceptionally wrong,” she muttered. “He knows that’s just exceptionally wrong, Micah. That’s my car. It’s not his any longer.”

He rose slowly from the barstool, his black eyes glinting in the dim light.

He bent down so his lips were close to her ear. “I’m going to fade back into the shadows now,” he said softly. “Head home soon, darlin’. You’re closer than you know to possessing everything you’ve wanted for the past six years. Don’t give up just when you’ve received the chance to enter the fight.”

She almost shook her head at his advice as she watched him stroll casually to the exit, sunlight flooding the darkened bar as he opened the door, then abruptly disappeared as it closed.

If he meant Jordan’s heart, then he was so wrong. Jordan had showed her during that last night at base that, at least where she was concerned, he didn’t possess a heart. Now didn’t count. Jordan felt he had to be there with her. He hadn’t come for her because he had needed her for himself.

What he possessed instead was a sexual appetite that set fire to her own, and only drew her closer to a broken heart.

“Hey, Tey.” Journey sidled up to the stool next to her. “Who was that piece of hot stuff you were talking to?” She flashed Tehya a wicked grin as she waggled her brows suggestively.

“Someone with a complex,” Tehya sighed as she wondered who in the bar could be the enemy. She was a fool, because she couldn’t believe any of them could be a danger to her.

She had learned as a teenager that the enemy could pose as anyone, even a friend. Yet evidently, that lesson hadn’t impressed itself upon her effectively enough.

It could be Casey, it could be Kyle, or even Journey. Tehya had known the other girl was a risk from the beginning, but not the type of risk Micah was watching for.

“Someone with a complex and a seriously nice ass,” Journey laughed.

“More than a seriously nice ass matters, Journey,” Tehya said. “And on that note, it’s time for me to leave.”

She had to get out of the bar, away from whoever was there specifically to watch her, to betray her. To complete Sorrel’s mission and destroy her.

It wasn’t as safe here as she had believed it was. For all her careful surveillance and background checks, somehow she had still managed to fuck up. Still, she had allowed herself to be fooled.

That, or she had been located within those first two months of moving to Hagerstown and was being watched even as she was watching those around her.

That would have allowed whoever was following her to put someone in place and prepare a proper background. Especially if she had been led there, or if her enemy had known her well enough to guess where she would head.

The thought that she was under surveillance for months and had never guessed until the past few weeks, had a chill of terror racing through her.

Looking around, she didn’t catch sight of Micah or anyone else. She felt the eyes on her, though. God, she should have paid attention to her instincts and run that first night she had felt the back of her neck itch.

Two weeks ago.

But if her suspicions were right, if Micah’s were right, it had been too late long before that. But why hadn’t she felt the danger then? Why had she only begun feeling those eyes on her in the last two weeks?

Slipping the small electronic key fob from her jeans, she started the ignition to the car before crossing the street. Once she got to the vehicle, she walked around it, watching the screen on the fob intently for any sign of electronic devices or explosives.

The screen showed clear.

Once inside the vehicle she sat still and quiet and stared out the windshield, as she tried to get a grip on the fear building inside her, and the final realization, the acceptance that her father truly was reaching out from the grave to drag her into hell with him.

She wouldn’t get rid of Jordan or the others. If he had pulled the team in before he had showed up on her doorstep—and it appeared he had done exactly that—then he’d intended to learn who was searching for her on his own once he had placed her at base or in a safe house.

She knew Jordan; He didn’t do anything without a carefully thought out plan. He would have shipped her off to the Elite Ops base and then gone after anyone that seemed to be interested in her. He would have attempted to take care of the matter on his own.

What he couldn’t have realized was the moment she disappeared, her shadows would have disappeared as well. And eventually they would have found her again. They always did. And someone always died.

How many times had someone ended up dead because they thought they could fight her battles for her? Because they thought they could save her or her mother, no matter the odds.

However, unlike the others, Jordan had come prepared, and Tehya knew he had. She knew how he worked, how he planned, how he waged war.

Pulling out of the parking lot, Tehya headed home. Watching the rearview and side mirrors carefully, she drove around for a while, hoping to catch sight of anyone that could be tailing her. At least, perhaps she would give Micah a chance to catch sight of them, though she doubted whoever it was would be so careless at this late date.

She knew Micah was most likely behind her somewhere, but she couldn’t catch sight of him, either. Had she lost her edge? There had been a time when her instincts, her ability to draw out a tail had been so much better than this.

By the time Tehya pulled into her garage she was frustrated, irritated, and riding a temperamental edge that she rarely allowed herself to visit. Fear did this to her. It made her crazy with the need to run, to hide, to draw the danger away from friends or acquaintances.

When she was too weak to control the fear, her mother used to tell her that her redheaded temper would get her in more trouble than what they had following them.

She’d had a horrible temper as a child when under stress. She had believed she had conquered it as a teenager, though. Hell, she hadn’t had a choice. It was control her temper or risk her mother, or a protector’s life. But now, she could feel it rising inside her like a storm that couldn’t be stopped. She felt as though she were being infected by the fear. As though it were crawling inside her, burning her guts.

Parking the car in the garage, Tehya got out and walked into the house only to come face-to-face with more people than she had left there.

Jordan and the two couples were waiting, but with him was his nephew, another former Elite Ops agent, Noah Blake. Micah and Nik were slipping through the patio entrance even as she locked the door between the kitchen and the garage.

“Did I give you enough time to catch my tail?” she asked Micah as she leaned against the door.

A grin quirked the hard line of his lips. “Not this time. They followed you in, but they didn’t follow you out. We crisscrossed behind as well as ahead of you and didn’t glimpse anything or anyone suspicious.”

She turned to Jordan. “You didn’t tell me you brought the whole damned team in.” She then glared at his nephew. “Isn’t Sabella close to giving birth?”

Noah’s wife was pregnant with their second child, and she knew from the first pregnancy that he became a temperamental son of a bitch if he even suspected a mission would interfere with his ability to be with his wife during the birth, or in those first weeks afterward.

“I have permission to head home if I need to.” Noah grinned back at her, his dark blue eyes amused yet concerned. “I have an understanding boss this time around.”

The last time Sabella was close to her due date just as a mission had ended. Jordan had found himself sporting a black eye hours later when he had mockingly asked Noah for a written report on the mission before he left for home.

“Did you learn anything while I was gone?” she asked Jordan.

He sat at the kitchen counter in front of John and Travis, and now Micah and Nik. Noah took the seat beside him. The two women were on the living room couch working on several laptops they had set up on her coffee table. Her living room was now a fucking command center.

“We’re working on it,” he stated coolly, but the tension radiating from his body was impossible to miss. He was furious that she had run out as she had.

“Well, I see you made yourselves at home. Should I find a place for all of you to sleep?” She straightened from the door and moved farther into the kitchen. “I hope sleeping bags will do.”

Jordan stood up, his broad shoulders appearing wider. His eyes bluer.

“Are you finished running?” he asked, his voice low, dangerous, and filled with a blatant challenge.

Tehya’s brows lifted and she came to a stop in the middle of the ceramic tile floor, aware that all eyes had turned to her and Jordan.

Surprisingly, the moment she had walked into the house and caught sight of Jordan she had felt a spark of life suddenly flare inside her that hadn’t been there before. A glimmer of hope perhaps.

Adrenaline, anticipation. A flare of hunger, she couldn’t extinguish if she wanted to.

“Probably not,” she said, her tone flippant as she fought the anger she knew she couldn’t hide if she tried. She glanced at Micah. “Or at least not until I can find a way to outrun the Rottweilers you sicced on me.”

A bark of surprised, amused laughter burst from Noah and Micah.

“I think he’s more like a junkyard mutt,” Noah said, laughing at Micah.

“You’ve always said that,” Micah agreed with a grin. “I prefer her description though.”

Tehya felt a tug at her heart. It was almost like those days back at the base. The camaraderie, male-bonding bullshit, and insanity that she had always loved watching.

“They’re all dogs,” Lilly piped up as she tossed her husband a wicked grin. “Aren’t you, darling?”

Travis gave a low, sexy growl. Tehya glanced at Jordan, only to find him looking back at her, and she felt the tension between the two of them rise.

Did he envy the others as well? Was there a part of him, as there was in her, that hungered painfully for that same emotional bonding. A hunger she knew no man could sate with the exception of Jordan.

Sometimes, she felt as though she had been cursed by him. No matter how she had tried in the months since leaving the ops, she couldn’t get him out of her head, or out of her heart. He was a weakness she now knew she had no chance of resisting. Just as she knew he had ruined her for any other man.

“You have your orders,” Jordan stated to the others, his gaze still locked with hers. “Make the necessary contacts and we’ll get this started.”

Jordan used the tone that everyone knew meant business. It made the team jump and head for the nearest safety zone. It just made her hot. It always had. It made her wet and never failed to keep her pussy throbbing in need.

Everyone was leaving except Lilly and Bailey. They rose gracefully to their feet and came into the kitchen while the men gathered files and prepared to leave.

“I contacted Ian and Kira, Tehya,” Lilly told her. “They’ve been in D.C. for months. Kira said she’s been trying to reach you since you left base. I’m certain you’ll be hearing from her soon.”

A heavy breath escaped her and she closed her eyes. She didn’t want anyone else involved in this.

“I wish you hadn’t called them,” she said.

“Darling, Kira would have killed me, and made sure it hurt. Badly,” Lilly told her, clearly amused. “But never fear, we have several excellent plans here that Ian and Kira conferenced with us on. We’re going to have such fun saving your temperamental little hide. You’ll actually thank us later.”

Laughing lightly, Lilly kissed her cheek and then Bailey gave her a quick hug. “Take care dear, and we’ll be seeing each other again soon.”

Tehya remained still, watching them warily now. She’d seen these two play their little high jinks on the men of the unit, but this was the first time she had been a recipient. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation. Now, she almost regretted the plots she had helped them with.

Within minutes, the small crowd had dispersed, slipping silently from the house, and leaving her alone with Jordan and the hunger heating between her thighs again.

Tehya wasn’t used to having neighbors, so the fact that her house was in the middle of a large block had been her opportunity to learn how to live among people. It wasn’t a crowded block, though. The houses were spaced a good distance apart, ensuring privacy. Her house sat in front of a line of sheltering trees and the two neighbors on the left of her were related and currently vacationing together.

Walking into the living room while Jordan locked up, Tehya pulled the heavy drapes carefully over the French doors, ensuring there wasn’t so much as a crack between the material for prying eyes to see into the house.

“So, you have plans C, D, E, and F?” she asked as he turned to her once again.

“G, H, and I, as well,” he informed her coolly. “You can never have too many plans, Tehya.”

Arrogance settled around him like a royal cloak.

“So you say.” She shrugged, crossed her arms over her breasts, cocked her hip and stared back at him, her brow arched.

“Don’t give me that look,” he warned her. “You could have stuck around to contribute to planning your own protection, rather than running off as you did.”

“Well, it was leave or commit murder,” she told him archly “Has anyone told you that you’re damned arrogant Jordan? Or that you could make a saint conspire to murder?

“Only every day you were around,” he snorted. He dropped his arms and stared back at her with a look of pure, hard dominance. “Why did you run, Tehya?”

She hadn’t expected him to question her.

“I’ve all but lived with you for six years, and you can’t guess that one?” she asked with a hint of sarcasm. “Do you have any idea how hard this is for me to accept? Sorrel is supposed to be dead!” she suddenly cried out, surprised by the vehemence that tore from her. “He’s not supposed to haunt me like this.”

Jordan heard the pain in her voice and once again fought the tearing at him, that urge to just do something to make her pain go away. It killed him to see or hear her pain.

Hell, she’d always had the power to do this to him. She forced him to feel emotions he didn’t know how to handle. She made him feel as though he were betraying both of them by being unable to what she made him feel when it rose tight and hard inside him as it did now.

“Tehya, the people who helped when you were young weren’t qualified to go up against Sorrel, and neither were you.” He braced his hands on the counter and forced himself not to touch her. “You were a child, not an adult, and it was no fault of yours. There was nothing you could do to change any of it.”

She turned her head away from him, her tongue peeking out to touch the point of her upper lip. Somber grief tightened her expression as she gave a little shrug, as though the explanations, the reasons why, really didn’t matter.

Her fingers raked through the heavy hair at the top of her head, causing those long, riotous curls to bounce around her shoulders, down her back and tempt his fingers. “It will never be over,” she whispered, her voice harsh. “He swore he would never release me, and even in death he’s managing to keep a hold on me.”

“It doesn’t matter how far you run, Tehya, or how hard you fight it, you’re going to have to realize the only hold Sorrel has on you is the one you’re allowing. I won’t let the past destroy you. And neither will your friends. But we need you to see, to believe we can do this together.”

She rubbed the back of her neck. She was irritated, frightened, and he was damned if he knew how to help.

The need to do something though, anything, to wipe that fear from her eyes clawed at the heart he didn’t know he still possessed until he met Tehya.

Her lips tightened as her dark green eyes seemed to glow in the frame of her pale face. That little spattering of freckles stood out in stark relief on her nose, clearly visible despite the tan that he knew covered her entire body.

“When Mother first escaped, she hid with me in a convent with Sister Mary, a friend she had known since she was young. She stayed only for a while, then left to make certain Father’s men hadn’t followed her. She called Sister Mary late one night, about three years later. Sister Mary pulled me from my bed and we ran. As we ran through the forest, I remember hearing gunshots. His men raped several of the sisters. The Reverend Mother had been tortured before they killed her. Horribly.”

He knew that. He had the file on the horrendous murders of the sisters at the Holy Blessings Convent.

“Sister Mary and I ran for several years,” she continued. “I saw Mother only rarely. Then one night we met with an ex-marine. Matthew Thomas.” She rubbed at her arms as though suddenly cold.

“Matthew slipped me into America, and I thought I would be safe with him. I thought he could defeat any monster, he was so strong. He and Mother had evidently had a relationship. I think they may have even loved each other.” She swallowed tightly her gaze stark with painful memories. “Several months later, Sister Mary’s body was found. She had died just after handing me over to Matthew. He and I both knew she would have told Sorrel who I was with, and where I was. She was so fragile, Jordan. So tiny.”

She stared back at him with those eyes so haunted it broke his heart. “When Matthew sent me to his friend Boyd in the Washington mountains, he told me he was going to take care of the problem once and for all. Then he would bring Mother to me, and we would be safe.” The pain in her face had his fingers aching to clench into fists. “Two months later Boyd pulled me out of bed in the middle of the night and we were on the run.” The first tear eased down her cheek. “Matthew’s body had been found. He had been skinned alive.”

Jordan couldn’t stand still another moment longer.

“Goddammit, I have the fucking files,” he bit out furiously as he took her in his arms and held her to him with an overwhelming need to take those painful memories out of her head. “I have the files, Tehya.”

“Then you know.” She sobbed, anger, fear, and desperation in her cries. “If these are Sorrel’s men, then you know what they are. You know what they’re capable of doing. Why, Jordan? Why won’t they let me go? Why won’t they leave me alone?”

His hands gripped her upper arms as he pulled back and stared down at her before lifting one hand to wipe the wetness from her cheek.

“Tehya, sweetheart,” he whispered. “We kept you hidden rather than taking care of this when we should have. Sorrel isn’t haunting you, but it’s obvious someone associated with him believes you have something they want. We’ll just have to figure out what that something is.”

It was the only thing that made sense.

She shook her head. “I didn’t take anything from the estate while I was there. I even left the clothes I had brought myself the night I was attacked there.”

“We’ll figure it out,” he promised her. Nine times out of ten it was something as simple as a file she may have seen, or some insignificant piece of information Sorrel had given her before the night he died.

For now though, all he could do was hold her. All he could do was comfort her and ache for the years of her life that had been stolen from her.

“I’m fine.” She gave a hard shake of her head as she pulled away from him and moved to the counter before turning to face him once again.

Letting her go wasn’t easy, but it was easier than seeing that pain in her eyes.

“You’ll be fine,” he promised her. “We’ll see to that, darlin’.”

Jordan saw the determination on her face, the pain, the belief that somehow she could protect herself, protect her heart, if she had just found a way to defeat Sorrel when she was younger.

“Will you?” she asked then, her expression closing on him, her gaze becoming shuttered. “Will it be better, Jordan? Or will the past steal the rest of my life?” She gave a hard, brief laugh. “I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t buy that puppy I wanted. This would be a hell of a life for a little dog, wouldn’t it, Jordan?”

A tear slipped down her cheek. “It’s just a puppy.” Her breathing hitched. “I can’t even have a fucking puppy.”

Before he could pull her to him again she swung away, her hand pressed to her mouth, more tears obviously following as she rushed to her room for a second time that day.

And hell, he hadn’t even known she wanted a puppy.


CHAPTER 6

The situation wasn’t going to change. Her friends were sticking by her side, and Tehya had to admit that knowing that she wasn’t facing this alone eased the tight, panicked pressure in her chest and lifted the fatalistic feeling that she may not live to see her next birthday. But the fear of losing someone else reopened the ragged wounds of the past.

The world wasn’t a pretty place, she thought, at least not for her. Her life had been an endless battle and each day of freedom had been paid for with the blood of others.

Now, as day faded to night and she sat at the computer completing the last of the payroll checks that would go out on Monday, Tehya realized that the distant thought of escaping and running alone wasn’t a course she could take, either. The time for running was over, just as she had told him when he first arrived.

Her life had been a series of paths leading here, to whatever battle fate had planned for her.

Shutting down the accounting program, she gathered the checks and tucked them into their individual envelopes. Penning the final name, she stared down at it silently.

Journey Taite.

She sighed, sliding a finger over the letters.

Journey had somehow broken with tradition and had managed to escape notice as she found herself a job. Taite daughters didn’t work. Francine Taite had once stated that fondly. It was a tradition. Taite daughters were protected from the world at all costs. The youngest of Craig Taite’s daughters, Stephen Taite’s granddaughter, was evidently determined not to be protected.

They were second cousins and Journey had no idea Tehya even existed. But Tehya had known about Journey. The moment the other girl had arrived in America Tehya had known, and she had made it a point to watch out for the younger girl, even from Texas.

When Tehya had left to find another home, she had found herself in Hagerstown, close enough to ensure a chance meeting. And because of Journey, Tehya had found herself watching the bar she was so fond of now.

Had she endangered the other girl as well? God, she prayed she hadn’t.

And then there was Jordan.

He was on the couch in the living room working silently, not even a shuffle of paper to betray his presence. However, she knew he was there, and she knew she would have to deal with what he had said earlier.

She hadn’t even wanted to know what the plan was after returning to the house. But now, hours later, she found herself wondering about it despite her best efforts to remain unaffected.

She straightened the envelopes before turning and tucking them into the leather briefcase sitting on the floor by the desk. Her employees would be waiting for their checks when she arrived.

There were a dozen employees, fewer than she needed, but she had wanted to wait before adding to the business. She was glad she had. Fewer to suspect, fewer to worry about protecting.

“What do I do about my company?” she asked quietly as she rose from her desk.

Jordan looked up from his laptop, his intense blue eyes lasering in on her.

His brow lifted mockingly. “Are you ready to listen now?”

She deserved the comment. She had cut him off each time he had tried to discuss the situation with her.

“You know, Tehya, you surprised me.” Disappointment laced his voice. “We’re here for you. The entire team came the second they learned you were in danger and each member of the backup team has offered their help. And you don’t even want to hear how we’re going to keep you alive.”

There was a thread of anger in his tone, and she couldn’t blame him.

“Does it matter now?” Finally, she sighed and walked over to the recliner facing the couch. “I’m ready to deal with it now Jordan. I wasn’t capable of accepting it earlier.” She rubbed roughly at her face as the weariness made her feel weak, almost too tired to face this discussion. “Perhaps, Jordan, just once in my entire life, I wanted to believe I was safe. I wanted a home, a life. Perhaps a cat or a dog.” Weary acceptance filled her at that realization. She’d wanted a pet. “How pathetic is that? I’ve never had a pet.”

“Understandable.” Despite the sympathy, his voice hardened. “Now we have to fix it so you can have one. But I can’t do it without help.”

Her shoulders bunched defensively. “What more can I do, Jordan? I won’t run again. I’ll do whatever is needed, just as I always have.”

This was the commander of the Elite Ops. Hard, cool, so damned logical he could have been a damned robot as he stared back at her.

“We need to consider the determination this shadow has shown since Sorrel’s death. The occasional searches, and the obvious interest in your death that we set up. I happen to be someone who knew why you were so important to Sorrel.”

“Then they would know more than I do.” She sniffed. “And that would mean it would be someone close to Sorrel, Perhaps another son? A brother? Because he trusted very few people.” Though as far as she knew her father hadn’t had family. “He was rumored to be an only child. When he died, no one came forward to claim the estate.”

“Because he left that estate to his son and his daughter,” he reminded her. “You and Raven. With his son dead, that only left you. Coming forward would do no one any good at this point since the French government confiscated the estate as recompense against Sorrel’s victims. But that doesn’t cancel out the revenge angle against for his death.”

That was what she was scared of, though she had assumed a former associate rather than a family member. “But no matter which, how do we draw them out?”

His lips tightened in frustration. “You won’t like it, but I want you to promise to hear me out.”

She nodded and said, “Okay, but before you dive in, keep in mind that I’ll also need to know what to do with my company. My employees can’t afford to be without work, Jordan, and I don’t want to lay them off or suspend business.”

“The company is easy,” he assured her. “Tomorrow, you’ll give the information needed to Clint and Morganna when they arrive. They’re flying in tonight from Atlanta. They’ll be here by dawn. They’ll take over for you until this is over, while supporting the rumor that you’re considering selling the company.” He lifted his hand as she started to speak. “This will keep anyone from targeting the company or your employees. Their covers are simple. They’re coming in as themselves, and we’ll have no contact with them after the initial meeting. Once this is over, then you can return and simply say you changed your mind about selling. The employees may be concerned, but I believe they’ll handle it okay if Clint and Morganna promise no one will be fired because of the sell.”

Her lips tightened as she gave a quiet nod. She didn’t like it, but he was right. If the person or persons behind Arthur and Tenneyson were the same as in France, or worse, someone fanatically dedicated to Sorrel’s memory and his cause, then they would target the business and her employees if they thought it meant anything to her.

“Is that the only part I won’t like?” She had a feeling it wasn’t.

“No, it isn’t.” He sat forward, his gaze meeting hers, locking with hers, and she felt that familiar heat curling in her lower belly.

“Then what is it?” she asked shortly. “Go ahead, Jordan, strip me to the bone quickly, don’t draw it out.”

His lips almost quirked into a smile before his expression stilled.

“We’re going to use the Taite family to draw them in, Tehya. It’s time for you to face your family.”

She jumped to her feet, astonished fury erupting through her. “The hell it is.”

Jordan came to his feet slowly. “You know, Tehya, this temper of yours could get you into trouble, sweetheart,” he warned her with an air of forced patience.

“Go to hell, Jordan!” she snapped, her fingers raking through her hair as she fought to make sense of this supposed plan of his. “What the hell makes you think I’m going to face them simply because you dictate it, when I haven’t done so in all these years? Who the hell do you think you are?”

“I’m the man trying to save your pretty ass,” he bit out furiously. He jerked her into his arms.

“I will not allow you to sacrifice my family,” she raged bitterly. She couldn’t believe he would suggest such a thing. That he would even believe she would consider it.

“By God, I will sacrifice Stephen Taite, his son, and a hundred more like them to protect you!” Savage determination hardened his expression. “Don’t doubt that for a fucking minute, Tehya. No one, but fucking no one, matters as much to me as you and your safety.”

His anger barely registered. All she could feel was her own, her complete rejection of ever revealing herself to her family.

Even her mother had refused to go to them. Despite their wealth and power, decades after her abduction her mother had vehemently opposed contacting them anytime it was suggested. Until Boyd had been killed. Then, she had contacted her parents, and she had paid for it with her life and with theirs. Tehya vowed she wouldn’t make the same mistake.

Now Tehya would not go to them, and she wouldn’t have them pulled into her battle.

“Too late, Tehya,” he told her, his tone harsh, the cool logic lost as his eyes flamed with blue fire. “You can go along with it or we’ll go on to the next plan. Anonymously informing both Stephen Taite, as well as the press, of your existence and your whereabouts. Now we can fight this battle privately or, by God, we can do it publicly. Take your damned pick.”

He was furious.

Tehya had never seen him so angry, his eyes glittering with fiery emotion. But she couldn’t remember the last time she had been so pissed off, either.

Rage bit into her, fueling the aggression rising inside her.

“How dare you barge into my life and think you can make such autocratic decisions where I’m concerned! You are not my father and you’re not my husband, so you can fucking back off.”

“But I am your damned lover now and I won’t back down. I didn’t back down for Sorrel and I won’t back down for whoever the hell thinks they can continue to torture you. And I sure as hell won’t back down for you.”

Her lips parted to rage at him, to spew the fury boiling inside her, when he abruptly jerked her closer and his head lowered, his lips suddenly covering hers with a dominant, furious hunger.

As though the touch, the kiss, filled with his own fury and protectiveness had lit a fuse inside her own lust, Tehya began fighting, not for release, but for control of the kiss.

She nipped at his tongue as he licked hungrily at hers, his lips slanting over hers as her hands moved suddenly from his chest to his hair.

The force of her teeth against the sensitive flesh had him jerking back, but only momentarily. A second later his hand gripped her jaw, holding it as his lips covered hers forcibly once again.

The dominance, the incredible seductive force of the action, had a hungry moan passing her throat as her fingers clenched in the material covering his chest.

Buttons popped. The material parted and a second later the sexy mat of curls on his chest tingled against her sensitive palms.

It was incredible. Force meeting force as he groaned and the kiss deepened. Her nails rasped over his chest, her hands caressing, lowering along his abdomen to the low band of his jeans.

Beneath the tough denim material, the hard ridge of his cock tempted her, causing her to flatten her palm over the heavy width as a desperate cry vibrated in her throat and she returned to tearing at the metal clasp.

She wanted to taste him, to own him. To control all that hard strength and dominance for just a moment. To feel the hunger and the need that she knew he couldn’t deny when held in that intimate caress.

Finally the metal snap released, allowing her to work the zipper over the thick length.

Wickedly hot, the heavy flesh met her touch, sending trails of heated sensation to whip across her nerve endings.

Her nipples ached, felt too tight, too sensitive. Her clit throbbed in agony and her vagina clenched with emptiness. Need sizzled over her flesh, making her body ultrasensitive, receptive to even the slightest touch, aching for it, as she felt his hand slide into her hair and clench the heavy curls.

Fiery pleasure-pain whipped through her scalp. Heated need tore through her, striking at her clit, at her pussy, and causing her hips to jerk against the hard contour of the thigh suddenly pressing against her clit as she slid her hand lower and cupped the taut sac drawn tight against the base of his cock. Wicked, carnal, Tehya whimpered with the hunger to taste every part of him.

“Damn.” His lips jerked from hers as he stared down at her, his expression savagely hewn, reflecting the power and possessive heat of his lust.

“Take what you want, baby,” he dared her, as the grip on her hair tightened and he began to draw her down his body. The feel of his hands in her hair, the strength and dominance sent a sensual weakness flooding her body.

She became intoxicated. Rage, pain, and fear disintegrated beneath the freedom to kiss, to caress the hard contours of his chest. The hard flat disc of his nipple that elicited a groan from him and his fingers tightening to tug erotically at her hair, pulling her down his body. Her tongue darted out to flick against the hard abs flexing beneath her lips and tongue as the wild male taste of his flesh exploded against her taste buds.

His response was instantaneous. His grip tightened in her hair as a harsh groan rumbled in his chest. The response sent a spike of anticipation racing through her.

“Ah, sweet Tehya,” he moaned, his voice rasping. “Damn, baby, I love that hot little tongue.”

Kissing, licking, stroking, she went even lower, slowly going to her knees as she attempted to wrap her fingers around the too wide flesh of his cock. Flushed, dark, silk over heat-infused iron, the heavy shaft throbbed beneath her fingers.

Enclosing it in her hand wasn’t happening, but still, she stroked and caressed the heated flesh as she allowed her tongue to reach out and flick against the damp, engorged head.

“Hell, yes.” The broken sound of his voice only made her hotter, made the act sexier. “Suck it, Tehya. Suck my dick, baby.”

His hips pressed forward, the flared crest pressing against her lips, pushing between them, as she sucked it slowly, teasingly into her mouth.

*   *   *

Staring down at her, Jordan fought to hold back the overwhelming hunger to push her to the floor and just fuck her. Never had he known a need for a woman as he did for this one. She was like a flame burning inside him, the conflagration spilling from her, into his veins, across his nerve endings, and burning straight to his soul.

As those sweet, pouty lips parted, stretching around the width of his cock, he felt pure lust explode through his balls, tightening them further. Carnal, blistering in its heat, feverish hunger struck his senses. It had been too long since he’d had her, too long since the pleasure he’d only found with this woman had torn through his senses.

His fingers tightened in her hair, a convulsive, almost involuntary movement, as he filled both hands with the fiery curls. Holding her head in place, he controlled the impalement of her lush lips. Watching her take him so intimately, with such pleasure and hunger, spiked the dominance that raged through him.

Needs that he normally had complete control over went haywire the moment he touched her. The moment she touched him. Nothing mattered but the pleasure that raged between them and the burning heat they shared. He watched as her cheeks hollowed, her face flushed, and pleasure tightened the muscles of his thighs painfully.

Damp heat enclosed his cock head as her nimble little tongue swirled around the tip of the engorged head of his cock, before moving beneath to rub against the exquisitely sensitive spot located there.

Staring down at her enraptured expression, he held her head in place, his hips shifting, moving slow and easy as he fucked her swollen lips, barely holding back a snarl caused by the near violent ecstasy rushing through him.

Son of a bitch, it was so fucking good. Addictive. Pure hot lust licking over his flesh. Her mouth was like damp fire, searing his flesh, shredding his self-control. Pleasure tore through his system, laying waste to any precautions he could have taken to remain emotionally distant from her let alone controlling the addictive need for her touch.

She was his weakness, it was something he had sensed she would be for years. The one woman he couldn’t walk away from or bear losing. She was his pleasure, his pain, and if he didn’t fuck her, soon, then she would be the death of him.

Tehya wanted to protest as she felt Jordan’s hands gripping her shoulders, drawing her to her feet. Her lips parted to speak, but at the same time his hands moved to her jeans, strong fingers releasing the metal buttons that held them on her hips.

Her gaze jerked downward, her attention suddenly held by the fact that she was being undressed. That Jordan was undressing her. For some reason the thought of it was powerfully arousing.

“Get those sneakers off,” he demanded, his expression hard as he stared up at her from where he crouched in front of her.

She toed off her shoes, her breathing heavy and labored as she felt her body preparing for more, begging for more. Her pussy ached, her clit rasping against her panties as her hips shifted.

Within seconds, he had her naked, standing before him, flushed, her body silently begging for his touch.

Staring at her swollen breasts, he drew his shirt from his powerful shoulders, the heavy muscles moving erratically with his breath.

As he leaned against the side of the couch, he removed his boots, then shed his jeans before straightening, his hard fingers gripping the base of his cock.

“I’ve never been so damned hard in my life,” he groaned as he moved to her, his hand gripping her hip as the other cupped her cheek.

His head lowered, his lips brushing against hers. A deep male groan filled the air and the kiss became deeper, causing a heavy fatigue to invade her limbs as her thighs clenched in response to the surging ache between them.

“Sweet baby,” he whispered as he eased her back.

The edge of the chair pressed against the back of her legs.

“Sit down for me, Tehya.”

God, it was so damned sexy. Wicked.

She eased into the chair, the soft, expensive leather cushioning her as he knelt in front of her and spread her legs.

“Come here,” he said gripping her hips and easing her forward until her hips rested on the edge of the chair, giving him easy access to her.

His lips pressed to her thighs, first one, then the other. His tongue licked against her flesh, heating her further as her clit throbbed and seemed to become more swollen.

“Stop teasing me!” The harsh cry was thick, desperation echoing through it, as his fingers trailed fire to the bare folds of her pussy.

“I’m not teasing, sweetheart,” he assured her. “I definitely intend to deliver.”

His hand pressed beneath her thigh, lifting it until her leg folded over his shoulder.

Tehya’s breath caught. Pleasure lashed through her system with the power of a whip, striking against her swollen, sensitive clit and causing her hips to jerk involuntarily.

Heated and damp, his tongue flicked over the tiny bundle of nerves as she felt his fingers slowly rim the clenched entrance to her pussy.

Her fingers tunneled into his hair, gripping the strands as she strained closer, her lashes drifting closed while shattering waves of sensation washed through her body. She felt drugged by the sensations, pulled into a dazed state of sensory overload that she needed to leave.

“There, baby, just lay back there and let me have you.” His free hand slid up her torso, callused fingertips finding the hard tip of a nipple and gripping it in an erotic vise.

A convulsive wave of electric pleasure tore through her, her body jerking with the extremity of it. Her pussy tightened and clenched, her juices weeping from the entrance as his fingers slid in, rasping against the delicate inner muscles as he caressed nerve endings grown ultra sensitive.

His tongue licked, probed, and caressed her clit as pleasure built in a burning arc that threatened to consume her.

Her nails dug into his scalp as she tried to get closer to the burning caress of his tongue circling her swollen clit.

The slow, measured strokes of his fingers fucking inside her pussy had deep, desperate cries rising in her chest as she thrust up to meet his fingers. She fought to gain a deeper, harder thrust inside her clenched vagina, a firmer, hotter pressure against her clit.

“Jordan, please.” The whispered need was rife was desperation as lips eased from her swollen flesh while his fingers slide from the tight grip of her pussy.

Her lashes lifted, watching in dazed anticipation as Jordan gripped the heavy weight of his cock and rose between her thighs.

The thick head pressed against the folds as his lips moved to the tender tips of her breasts. The combined sensations rocking and exploding through her with rapid-fire percussion.

As he sucked the tight tip into his mouth, his hips pressed forward, his cock stretching, working its way into the snug sensitive depths of her pussy.

“Ah hell. Tight. God, Tehya, you’re so fucking tight.” His lips pressed to the curve of her breast as he fought to breathe, to drag enough oxygen into his body to beat back the light-headed, drugging effects of the pleasure tearing through him.

He could feel her, the snug tissue rippling over his flesh, milking his cock drawing him in as he felt perspiration bead along his spine.

“Jordan!” The whispered cry stroked his senses like a physical stroke of ecstasy. Desperation filled her tone, the rising need for release in it matching the flex and hungry strokes of her pussy over his cock head as he worked slowly inside her.

A final lick to her nipple and he lifted his head, watching the hungry glow coming from beneath her lowered lashes.

Her neck arched, her hips flexed upward, her fingers digging into his shoulders as a whimper left her lips.

“Fuck me, Jordan,” she whispered as those dark, emerald-green eyes lit with an inner fire and glowed up at him, hungry demand flashing in their depths.

The wickedly sensual demand lit a fuse to his lust and sent a powerful, overwhelming wave of hunger tearing through him.

He’d waited too long. The knowledge of that was only a distant thought. He’d suffered this damned hard-on through the night and all fucking day. The hunger had torn at his guts, and now he’d waited too long to take her.

A hard, involuntary thrust of his cock buried him inside the gripping depths of her pussy as feminine muscles clenched tight and hot with urgent demand.

Fiery and erotically slick. Control was forgotten, and nothing but the race to ecstasy remained.

Tehya felt her back arch at the forceful, dominant thrust of his cock inside her. Flames tore through her vagina, raced around her clit, and through her system as Jordan began thrusting inside her.

The powerful arcs of sensation were explosive, detonating through her as the exquisite pleasure-pain began to erupt through her pussy.

“God. Tehya.” His voice was a harsh, guttural cry, as it rasped over her senses, spurred her pleasure higher and hotter.

She strained against him, her breathing hard, the feel of his chest hair prickling her nipples, his lips slanted over hers, his tongue licking, probing, his cock stretching and burning her inner muscles.

It was building. Flares of heat, surges of electric, agonizing pleasure. Her clit was a living flame, each stroke of his pelvis against her driving spikes of pure white-hot sensation through her womb.

Her entire body pulsed and throbbed.

The feel of his erection, thick and heavy, forging its way into her pussy.

Waves of rapture began to surge.

She gasped for breath, her eyes flaring open, widening to stare up at Jordan in dazed, ecstatic euphoria. Convulsive, destructive, her orgasm began in the pit of her belly, tightening and blazing out of control as she felt the first, furious explosion of release.

Her pussy contracted on the shuttling flesh between her thighs. A rivulet of perspiration ease down his temple, his expression sharpening to savage angles.

The first agonizing surge of release slammed through her. She felt Jordan thrust in hard, deep. Throbbing, pulsing, his cock exploded inside her, shuddering through his body. Her vision dimmed, her breath stilling inside her lungs before a low, wild whimper escaped her throat.

Deep spurts of semen were triggers to her extended release. It seemed never-ending, each shuddering pulse of ecstasy tearing through her, tossing her into brutal waves of elation.

Her head thrashed against the back of the chair. Her nails dug into his arms, and she swore that had to be her trying to scream.

Or was she actually screaming?

No, she couldn’t have, she wouldn’t have.

That wasn’t her voice crying hoarsely “Oh God, Jordan, I love you…”

No.

She wasn’t that insane.


CHAPTER 7

Long minutes later, lying in her bed, her back to his chest, his arms wrapped around her as she felt the slow steady beat of his heart against her back, Tehya realized she didn’t want to risk this. “This” being the sated languor she couldn’t shake off.

It sank through her, glowed inside her, and warmed her with a heat so comforting she didn’t want to move.

It was this.

The physical satisfaction, the emotional upheaval, the sense of finally being where she belonged. Held in Jordan’s arms. It was a complete and total sense of inner committment.

She must have managed to keep the insanity of her emotions inside her during her release. Jordan hadn’t mentioned a lapse. He hadn’t advised her against loving him or expecting him to stick around once the mission was over. He wasn’t lecturing her on illusion, adrenaline-inspired emotions or any other subject guaranteed to ruin this incredible moment.

Perhaps the declaration of love had been a silent one. She could only pray it was, because she would be damned if she wanted to face one of Jordan’s all-knowing, love-is-an-illusion dissertations.

He had simply picked her up and carried her to bed where he now lay close to her, the warmth of his body wrapping around her.

One muscular calf pressed between hers, his forearm lay against her stomach, his chin rested atop her head. Intimacy wrapped around them and infused every breath.

She felt wrapped in security, safe and settled.

It was a feeling she hadn’t experienced even when she bought her first home, or her business. Never in her life had she known this feeling, though it seemed she had ached for it most of her life.

It was a feeling of almost complete peace. It would have been complete if not for the knowledge that once she was safe again, he would ride off into the sunset.

Wasn’t that what the white knight always did?

There was always someone else to save wasn’t there? She wasn’t the only damsel in distress in the world.

“You’re not sleeping.” There was a lazy, relaxed quality to his voice. A sense of male satiation that sent a surge of feminine pride racing through her.

But sensual pride, intimacy, or a hidden love couldn’t sustain her. Reality washed it away quickly enough as she remembered exactly how they had ended up here, and the argument that had spurred that kiss.

Dominating, domineering, and arrogant. He had made his plans and he was determined to follow at least one of them. Unfortunately, all of them involved the same family.

Her family.

“Why are you involving the Taite family?” she finally asked, rather than facing the emotions tearing through her or a feeling she knew she couldn’t hold on to.

His arm moved, his fingers caressing across her stomach before coming to rest against the top of her thigh.

The physical caress sent waves of warmth washing through her. A warmth that invited her to lie back and bask in the aftermath.

“For several reasons,” he finally said quietly. “One being the fact that the two men who checked into your death in Afghanistan are watching Stephen Taite. Someone is obviously waiting on something where you and your family are concerned and reporting to someone. The best way to get a response is to give them something to report.”

“Someone really knows I’m alive, then and that I’m Francine Taite’s daughter,” she whispered painfully. “Nothing lasts forever, does it?”

“Some things do,” he said with a sigh. “Unfortunately, this didn’t.”

Tehya licked her lips. The nervous energy surging inside her should have been enough to force her out of his arms. Instead, she was still lying there, still trying to make sense of what she should do versus what she wanted to do. And how she was going to handle the fact that she was no longer as safe as she thought she was.

“I won’t reveal myself to them,” she stated, fighting back her tears knowing she couldn’t bear to face them or to endanger them. “This has to be done without their knowledge. It’s too late for me to go back, Jordan. It’s too late to be a part of a family that’s doing fine without me.”

Jordan remained quiet behind her. Her eyes closed, pain twisting inside her at the fear that it was what he had planned. That his intentions all along had been to bring Tehya together with her family.

He might not love her, but Tehya knew he cared for her. Years before, he had suggested that she go to her family, that she let them know she was alive. She’d refused then, and she wouldn’t change her mind now.

“I wouldn’t force such a decision on you.” The clipped words assured her she had managed to offend him. “Do you believe I would hurt you in such a way, Tehya? That I would risk your future like that now, while I know your past hasn’t yet been resolved?”

It wasn’t her future that frightened her, it was the rejection she knew she would face and the possibility, slight though it was, that the dangers she faced would risk them as well. Besides, the last thing the Taite family would want would be her return.

And Stephen Taite knew his family would lose Taite Industries to Tehya and her heirs if she returned. When Bernard Taite, Tehya’s grandfather, had been forced to change his will after his daughter hadn’t been found, he had named his only brother, Stephen, as his heir. But there was a codicile in the eventuality that his daughter or her heirs were ever found.

If they were, his estate, in its entirety, would be turned over to her and his brother would be regulated to CEO of the business only.

It would breed resentment and discomfort. Whether Tehya claimed everything or not.

There was also the small matter of an inheritance that only Tehya could collect.

Bernard Taite had created the wealth the Taite family enjoyed, but for the past fifteen years, Stephen Taite and his son Craig had called it their own. They wouldn’t want to relinquish it now, and she couldn’t blame them.

It would give them a reason to reject her. A reason to fear her.

She could turn the companies over to Stephen or his son Craig, but there was a portion of the inheritance, held in reserve that had been set aside in case Taite Industries had ever failed. An inheritance that would, in cash, gold, and bonds, total far more than Taite Industries was worth by now. An inheritance Tehya was determined to hold on to in the eventuality that her dream of being a mother herself was ever realized or that the danger she faced was ever defeated.

“How are you going to manage this without the Taites knowing who I am?” Her fingers curled into the pillow as she held back her tears. She was absorbing the fact that she would have to face the family she could never allow herself to have and possibly to accept.

“You’ve already made a first contact, Tehya. Why are you so frightened to face the rest of the family when you employ your second cousin and have obviously become friends with her?” he said, as she felt her heart sink.

Micah would have run a background check on everyone that walked into that bar before the team ever arrived. Tehya should have thought of that.

“How long did it take you to find her?” he asked when she said nothing.

She closed her eyes. She had wanted to keep that connection to herself, to enjoy it, to relish even this small contact with at least one family member. She hadn’t wanted it tainted by the danger she faced.

“I knew before I arrived,” he revealed. “How long were you planning to make contact?”

“I’ve kept an eye on her for years,” she revealed. “I learned she had come to America to go to college just before the team disbanded.” She almost smiled. “She’s as wild as the wind, Jordan. I didn’t want her getting into trouble.”

“So you came here to watch over her?” he guessed, his tone carefully controlled, as though he knew any show of anger would only ignite another confrontation between them. “She’s a lot like you. She has your temperament. Micah’s report on her is like reading your life if you had been born into that family. A rebel. Independent and stubborn as hell, she and her grandfather are rumored to go head to head often, and according to my sources, the only reason she wasn’t sent to a private girls’ college was because the Queen of England herself intervened and ‘requested’ her father uphold the Taite family tradition of sending the girls to America to complete their education.”

Yeah, that was Journey. She was so young, so damned determined. It made Tehya proud as hell to know her. And she was damned calculating in getting her way as well.

She suddenly realized couldn’t lie there in the bed any longer. That nervous energy building inside her wouldn’t be denied.

Rising from the bed, she glanced over her shoulder, barely glimpsing his curious expression in the dim light of the room.

“Why, it really doesn’t matter, does it?” she asked quietly. “But if your plan is to use Journey in this little plot of yours, then perhaps you should reconsider it. I believe I would be truly upset over that Jordan.”

Jordan almost grinned at the protectiveness Tehya felt for the sharp-tongued Journey Taite. And it didn’t surprise him. The other woman had no idea how much she was like her missing cousin. They were so alike Micah had remarked that they were all damned lucky they didn’t resemble each other. Because there would be no way to hide their familial relationship if they did.

Propping his elbow on the bed, he rested his head against his hand and watched her patiently, waiting for more.

“She looks just like my mother did as a young woman,” Tehya finally said softly, the loss she felt over her mother’s death echoing in her voice. “Sometimes I let myself imagine what our lives could have been like if Sorrel hadn’t destroyed her. Mother would have been happy, I think. She would have made everyone around her happy. No matter how horrible the running could get at times, Mother always had a way to make me smile.”

“She passed that gift on to you, Tey,” he assured her.

He watched as those fiery curls moved gently when she shook her head before she asked, “What are you going to do to pull the Taites into this? Using Journey would be wrong, Jordan. She deserves more than that.”

And it would break Journey’s heart if she learned Tehya was the daughter of the deceased Francine and hadn’t revealed herself. If Journey was anything like her, she would be hurt because Tehya hadn’t confided in her. She would be more than hurt, she would be furious.

“Actually, we’re using someone else to bring you in contact with the Taites,” he said. “Kell Krieger has decided to go into politics. With the help of his father-in-law, Senator Stanton. He and his wife are hosting their first series of campaign balls and luncheons to allow the senator’s backers to get to know him and his wife, Emily. One of those backers is Jordan Malone.” He grinned self-mockingly. “I’ll be arriving with my new lover, Teylor Johnson, to support my good friend and fellow Navy SEAL.”

Tehya collected her robe from the chair by the bed and pulled it on slowly as she allowed the information to process.

She was going to end up with a headache before the night was over. She could feel it building just behind her eyes as she fought back the tension rising inside her.

“You’re not going in covert? You’re risking not just yourself but your family?” She couldn’t believe he would do such a thing. That he would possibly ever bring the Malone name into an operation.

“Too many people know me too well, especially in D.C. Creating a cover will only cause more problems than it can fix.”

“I don’t like this plan.” She gave her head a hard shake. “God, Jordan, you’re risking Grandpop? Sabella and the children?”

“There’s no risk,” he answered definitively, almost convincing her. Almost. “If anything, that risk will be confined to myself only.”

She shook her head, her lips parting to speak.

“Tehya.” His voice sharpened. “Why would they bother to strike out against my family? It would serve no purpose. Even Sorrel wouldn’t have bothered to go so far out of his way. And once they’ve been neutralized, all they’ll know is that an operation targeting them by a law enforcement agency succeeded. Jordan Malone will never be tied to it.”

She was shaking her head as she spoke.

“You’re insane,” she snapped.

“We could always go back to plan A.” He shrugged. “As I said, the SEAL base commander in Florida has expressed a lot of interest in having you on his team once he learned Killian wouldn’t be acquiring you.”

She threw him a glare before sitting on the edge of the bed and turning to watch him furiously.

“Fine. I’ll go to Florida.” A lifetime of hiding. No true friends, nothing that could truly belong to her. An underground suite without windows again, the knowledge that she never truly belonged. On the outside looking in.

She couldn’t do it, but more to the point Jordan knew she couldn’t do it.

His smile was tight, knowing. “It won’t change the plan,” he told her softly. “But I’ll have you transported out at daybreak if that’s what you want.”

“You could go back to retirement.” She swallowed tightly. “Go home and help raise your nephew. You’ve always said if you’re not around then Noah and Sabella will spoil him to death.”

Of course, he was usually telling Noah that. Noah and his wife Sabella were completely crazy about their son. They would be even worse over the coming daughter, whom they’d already named Mira.

He shook his head slowly. A negative movement that matched his mocking grin.

“In three days, the game begins. We’ll leave for D.C. tomorrow evening. There’s a suite reserved for us at the Four Seasons in Georgetown. We’ll begin a series of carefully coordinated social events until someone bites. We’re going fishing sweetheart.”

Fishing.

He’d explained that saying before. Carefully coordinated outings where they played the bait and waited to see who would bite. It was a game she had played in the past with Sorrel’s men, and she hadn’t liked it then: she liked it even less now. “It leaves too much to chance,” she argued. “And the risk is too great.”

He rose from the bed, naked and powerful.

Tehya watched as he moved around the bed until he reached her. Gripping her shoulders, he pulled her to her feet and unbelted the robe slowly.

“It’s time to sleep, baby,” he told her gently as he removed the silk and pressed her back down to the bed. “Come on, Tehya, lie with me just a little bit longer. We’ll argue the pros and cons of the game on the way to D.C.”

He pulled the sheet over them after he climbed in beside her and wrapped his arms around her once again.

“We need to discuss this,” she argued helplessly as he held her to him. She had never been very good at arguing with Jordan when he refused to argue back. “Jordan, you’re being too damned stubborn.”

“I’m being logical. I’m really good at that Tehya, I promise.”

She lay there, staring into the darkness, listening to the heavy, sluggish beat of her heart, the panic threatening to choke her, and knew that the final battle she had been putting off all her life was nearing.

But as he said. Jordan always really good when it came to the logic thing and to his plans. He checked every angle, and then every nook and cranny that those angles could present. He was her best chance at survival and she knew it, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

*   *   *

Jordan was aware of the fears that haunted Tehya. As he held her close, simply sharing his warmth, he tried to give her the time she needed to come to grips with the operation they were preparing for as well as the past she had been trying so hard to avoid.

He could feel her heart beating hard and heavy as he stroked her back, and he knew the urge to run, to hide, was nearly more than she could fight. That was all Tehya had ever known for safety, to find a hole and dig in.

The time for hiding was over, though. Whoever had found her, whoever had taken the time and the effort, not to mention the danger, of looking into the explosion in Afghanistan, wouldn’t stop.

They had tracked her to Hagerstown, and then had decided to watch her rather than striking. They wanted something from her. Otherwise they would have struck by now. Jordan had run enough ops both as a SEAL and as commander of Elite Ops team, that he recognized the signs.

Tehya wasn’t seeing it for what it was because the memories of the past, the blood and death, were all she could see.

Jordan was considering everything, though, and the fact that there were no answers, that there were no clear avenues to follow, sent a chill racing up his spine. Hiding wasn’t as easy as many thought it should be. Especially when one hired henchmen like Arthur and Tenneyson. Someone somewhere, a rumor, a drunken employee. There should have been some kind of information, at least one name to indicate who was behind it.

“Why are you here now?” she whispered into the darkness, confusion thick in the soft question.

“Why now what?” He allowed a finger to wrap around a silken curl that trailed down her back.

“Why are you in my bed now, Jordan? And why are you so determined to save me?”

The confusion in her voice was genuine, as though she couldn’t understand why he would care. Damn her, he was going to end up with gray hair where she was concerned.

“Why do you think I allowed you into the Elite Ops?” he asked quietly. “You were a civilian, Tehya. The daughter of a known terrorist and white slaver. You could have been a hell of a risk. Why would I allow that?”

He felt her tense in his arms, and hated knowing that the question reminded her of things he realized she wanted to forget.

“Because it was what Kira and Ian wanted.” The decisiveness in her tone indicated that she fully believed that.

He chuckled lightly. “Yes, they definitely pushed for it. But Tehya, I could have said no. They wouldn’t have liked it. They would have been pissed, but they would have still done their jobs.”

He felt her tense marginally, as though she were considering his explanation.

“Then why did you?” Once again her voice echoed with her bemusement.

She truly didn’t know.

“Because I wanted to ensure no other man touched you,” he said, his hand tightening on her hip to drag her back against the hardening shaft between his thighs. “Because Tehya, as much as I fucking hated it, I couldn’t get you out of my head.”

And it was no more than the truth.

He could have easily told Tehya no. He wasn’t above it. Nothing should have come above the team itself. But Tehya had, and for six years that had been the only defense he had against her. The knowledge that she was his weakness.

As she moved to turn to him, a screaming, high-pitched alarm began tearing through the house.

“Someone’s coming in.” Tehya was moving instantly, adrenaline kicking in, fear driven out by carefully programmed instinctive responses. The instinct to survive, combined with six years of rigorous training exercises.

Following Tehya, Jordan rolled from the bed.

Within seconds they were both dressed and rushing for the bedroom door.

Weapons were held ready in their hands as they each slung a smaller pack that held extra weapons and ammo over their shoulders. Tehya had grabbed her go bag from the closet, while Jordan slung the large pack, with the more powerful weapons, over his shoulder with the smaller pack.

Jordan jerked a set of communications links from the side pocket of the bag. He activated them quickly before handing Tehya one, a second before attaching the small earbud into his own ear and activating the line, even as they raced from the bedroom.

As they raced through the doorway, the sound of the alarm abruptly stilled, and at the same moment glass exploded into the room as the sound of an explosive charge filled the room.

Jordan felt the bite of icy fury surging through him as he pushed Tehya quickly ahead of him, covering her with the automatic Uzi he carried over his shoulder.

Micah was barking satellite heat signatures into the communication link as automatic fire was returned, blasting through the shattered patio doors and tearing into the drywall and wood that covered the walls.

“Move!” Tehya yelled, surprising him from her position at the door to the garage as she began laying cover fire from an obviously converted P-90 Personal Defense Weapon.

He didn’t make her wait.

Throwing himself across the kitchen, away from the flimsy protection of the refrigerator, Jordan rushed through the doorway before pulling her after him.

Just in time. The return fire tore chunks from the doorframe, pelting them through the exit as Jordan threw them both to the floor.

Tehya felt a sharp bite in her right shoulder, but she didn’t cry out.

In the next second he gripped her arm, pulling her along the floor as quickly as possible to the exit.

“Micah, are you in place?” he barked into the link.

“We’re pulling in now,” Micah responded sharply.

“We’re at the door. Do you need assist?”

“Get ready to roll, they’ll be right behind us.”

Gripping the doorknob, the door was pushed open as the metal door on the other side of the room exploded inward.

Helping hands jerked Tehya into the armored black Hummer before Jordan followed, throwing himself as Micah hit the gas and tore out of the driveway.

“They were watching for assistance,” Noah reported as automatic gunfire hit the outside of the Hummer before Micah took a sharp curve, putting trees, homes, and vehicles between them and the gunfire.

“We had to take out three of the bastards to get into the driveway,” Noah continued, turning in the passenger seat to stare back at Jordan. “We were delayed getting to you because of that.”

“Satellite imagery borrowed from a nearby base showed four coming in from the patio, three through the bedroom window, three moving along the driveway entrance, two heading to the garage, and two covering the enclosed van parked on a back street just down from the house. We were able to take out the van, those at the driveway and moving on the garage. There was no way to halt the attack on the house.” Noah looked at Tehya where she sat between Jordan and Nik as he apologized.

Jordan watched as she gave a sharp shake of her head.

Her hand lifted to cover her shaking lips. “It’s okay, Noah,” she whispered hoarsely.

But it wasn’t okay, and Jordan knew it.

“Noah, monitor the police channels. Did you leave bodies?”

Noah stared back at him with knowing mockery. “I left trackers on the vehicles.”

Of course he hadn’t left bodies, just as they hadn’t allowed any of the assailants to see who had shot back, wounding their men. A few possibly fatally, but they would still have enough life left in them to get out of the area before witnesses arrived.

“They were moving into the driveway when Noah and I slipped in,” Nik said. “I couldn’t get in position fast enough so I elected to take those coming in behind the garage instead.”

“They moved in stages, Jordan,” Micah reported. “They were looking to see what defenses she had. They hit the patio first, then moved into the driveway exit, then the back garage door. It was well coordinated, armed, and manned, with about two-minute intervals set between each.”

“Did they suspect we were there?” Noah questioned. “Ten men is a lot for one little girl.”

The pain was like an inferno tearing through her sensitive flesh, but it wasn’t the first time that had happened. She had taken her first flesh wound at age twelve and her first bullet at fifteen. She hadn’t forgotten what it felt like. But this time, it didn’t incapacitate her.

“You can thank the little girl for that,” Micah grunted, glancing in the mirror once again. “Until her disappearance into the Elite Ops, Tehya Talamosi was well known for her ability to do serious harm to the men sent after her.”

Jordan glanced over at her once again to catch the quick blinking of her eyes and the sheen of moisture on her cheeks.

“They suspected I had help. Then next time, they will come prepared.”

“They suspected,” Jordan affirmed. “There’s no doubt in my mind they knew. I’m just very, very curious how they knew, because it’s not possible we were seen.”

He knew his men.

“We never saw them either,” Noah pointed out. “Yet, they knew when she left the house.”

“They know too much,” Jordan agreed. “It’s time we figure out how they know, what they know, and who they’re telling.”

As they discussed security, logistics, and plans, Tehya found herself deliberately blocking them out. It was that or begin screaming, howling from the pain, both emotional as well as physical.

The flesh wound on her right shoulder was nothing compared to the agony tearing through her heart, though.

Her house. Her home.

It was destroyed.

Her little patio, her beautiful little kitchen.

Her wide open living room.

It was all ruined.

She stared straight ahead and tried not to think about her house. The thick, soft rugs she had spent so much time searching for, the comfortable furniture she had bought with relaxing laziness in mind, the gleaming wood floors that she polished once a week.

It had been her haven, and now that haven had been taken from her.

Her throat was tight with unshed tears, her insides vibrating with rage at the thought of strangers tromping through her home.

Her home.

She had had so little in the past that she could call her own. For the first time, she had believed she could finally live rather than simply exist.

How wrong she had been.

“Are you okay?” Jordan was looking down at her. Obviously becoming concerned as she sat silently beside him.

Could he see the paleness of her skin, possibly the glitter of tears in her eyes? At least he couldn’t see the blood slowly easing down her arm.

“I’m fine.” It took effort to make herself sound normal. To hold back the tears that wanted so desperately to fall. She sounded hoarse instead, and a few tears had escaped.

She’d learned long ago, a lifetime ago, that tears didn’t help, the pain didn’t abate because they were shed. Not the pain in her heart or the pain from a gunshot.

“Sure?” His fingers tucked beneath her chin in a gesture that she should look up.

“I’m fine.” She pulled from him easily before staring ahead once again.

From her side, she heard the subtle little growl from Nik, an indication of disappointment, or disapproval. But thankfully, if he had glimpsed the wound, he was keeping his mouth shut.

“Boss, long-range link.” Noah handed Jordan the larger satellite-connected link. “We have backup online.”

“Who’s backup?” she asked Nik quietly, wondering if the team attached to the Elite Ops for ten years was the same team providing backup now.

“We have a small team of marines currently on leave. Emergency backup. We’ve had them waiting in case they were needed.”

For a group that wasn’t government backed or government funded, the Elite Ops had always had several military groups as well as advanced weapons at their disposal.

“They got away.” The satellite-communications link was jerked from his head minutes later and thrown carelessly to Noah who caught it easily. “Son of a bitch. That would have never happened if Clint and Reno were here.”

They got away. Everyone of them.

Tehya stared through the windshield ahead and drew in a deep, shaky breath.

Whoever had invaded her home, whoever had torn aside the shield of safety and security that she had built for herself over the past months, had escaped.

“The team has the house secured and are checking the doors for prints but my guess is they’re going to come up empty,” Noah spoke then, obviously listening on his own link. “The team commander is dealing with the authorities as Tehya’s cousin. Everything’s covered.”

Tehya gripped her arm tighter. The hard thudding of her heart was pushing blood through her veins and straight to the wound. She could feel the liquid dripping to her jeans, dampening her thigh. She could feel her heart breaking, raging. They had dared to attack her home.

“Head to D.C.,” Jordan ordered Micah. “Let’s get her secured, then we can figure out the rest of it.”

Tehya shook her head.

She felt her breathing hitch, felt the tears want to fall. She could feel the blood at her temple as it eased down her cheek from where the splinters from the bullet striking the door frame had slashed her skin.

The wound in her chest hurt worse, though. Her heart.

Someone had stolen her home from her, not just invaded it.

“Why wait this long to strike?” Micah asked as he hit the interstate heading to D.C. “She said herself she felt she was being followed for weeks. Why not attempt to take her sooner, before she had help? Or hell, when she least expected it?”

“They know she has help.” Tehya felt Jordan lift his arm to rub at the back of his neck in irritation. “I was careful coming in and I haven’t left her house since arriving. Either they saw one or more of us going in or the house is wired.”

“The house isn’t wired. I checked while she was at the bar,” Noah said.

“We’re not going to figure this out now.” Jordan’s tone was savage. “We will figure this out though, and we’ll figure out who’s behind it.”

“Then we really get to have fun,” Micah mused as they sped toward D.C. and the plan Jordan had obviously decided to put in place.

Tehya stared down at her lap, her eyes closing momentarily.

Someone was playing with her, she decided. A cat-and-mouse game in which they had decided to raise the stakes with this attack because they feared she would soon have protection. They had to have suspected or known Jordan was there, that was the only answer.

“Whatever they have in mind, let’s see if we can’t up the ante for them,” Jordan decided.

“We weren’t seen,” Noah assured him. “We were still pulling together the backup team when her alarm went off, triggering the alert I placed on my cell phone. We barely arrived in time to catch that second team. We wouldn’t have if we had actually moved farther than just down the street.”

“They knew when to attack,” Tehya stated faintly. “Are you certain we’re not being followed?”

“We’re not being followed.” Micah gave a quick shake of his head. “We were out of there before anyone could catch us. Trust me, Tehya, no one’s following us and there’s no tracker on us, you should know better than that.”

Yes, she knew better than to doubt the fact that the team knew exactly how to protect her.

“I knew better, Micah.” Her smile, directed at the rear-view mirror, betrayed her by shaking perilously. “I’m sorry.”

“We’re an hour and a half from D.C.,” Noah said then, quietly. “You can make it up to me when we get there by making Jordan chill out for the night. You know how he tries to work us into the ground just because he’s pissed.”

“I’ll be sure to do that,” she promised, her voice still too raspy.

“An hour and a half is too long.”

Tehya felt her breath stop in her chest as Nik spoke up then, his voice a harsh, dangerous growl.

Jordan shifted to stare over her head at the other man.

“She’s been shot, Jordan,” he said.


CHAPTER 8

She was fine.

She was fine.

Jordan had to keep repeating the words to himself as he they made the drive to D.C.

A quick stop to ascertain the damage, then Nik had taken the front passenger seat for Noah who moved to the far back as Jordan quickly bandaged the arm while Micah drove.

Had the assailants meant to strike her?

Jordan couldn’t help but think that they hadn’t. For some reason, the bullets had seemed carefully placed. As though the wound was meant to confuse and frighten her, nothing more. Make her vulnerable and easy to capture.

The low-level explosion in her living room had been more for effect and noise than anything else. Each move had been designed for one purpose, to corral her. To weaken and disorient her.

As Noah drove to their destination, Jordan let his fingers play with the curls that cascaded over the arm wrapped around her shoulders.

He’d managed to get a painkiller in her by lying and telling her it was an antibiotic. The dosage had been more than enough to knock her out and force her to rest during the drive. There wasn’t a chance in hell she would have taken it otherwise. Tehya detested taking pills for any reason. Even the brutal headaches she often suffered were simply dealt with rather than drugging up, as she called it.

She would be madder than hell once she awoke, though. The last time he had slipped a painkiller into her, she had suffered from a brutal headache that lasted more than a week. That last day he’d gone to her suite to check on her and found her nearly incoherent with pain. At that point he had simply had enough.

But she had awakened without a headache. She’d been mad enough to throw a glass at his head, but she had been refreshed and clear-eyed rather than weeping in pain. It was a choice he made easily. Especially this time. What he saw in her eyes made him insane. He had to find a way to force her to rest.

Force her to close those haunted emerald eyes and ease the pain that filled them. Force the ragged, uneven breaths that were holding back sobs to even out.

She was breaking his heart.

From the moment those wide eyes had met his as they realized someone was attempting to gain entrance into the house, they had shattered with the knowledge that her security was being stolen.

Knowing she had been found, knowing someone was following her, wasn’t nearly as destructive to her as the attack on her home. What they had done to her tonight, Jordan could easily kill over. The men who had violated her home had damaged it so severely, that they might have irreparably damaged the roots she had finally found the courage to put down.

“We’re ten minutes out,” Noah said quietly. “Nik is texting Kell Krieger.”

Jordan gave a brief nod. “I want to get her to the Four Seasons. We can’t layover at the senator’s place. The risk to Kell’s family is too high.”

“We haven’t been followed,” Micah protested irately. “Damn, has Tehya’s lack of confidence in me, fucking affected you too, Commander?” There was no heat in his voice, but there was definitely irritation.

“Would you bet Risa and your children’s lives on it?” Jordan asked him. “Would you take us into your home if you had any other choice?”

Jordan stared into the rearview mirror, watching the former agent’s expression. He knew Micah’s training, and he knew they weren’t being followed. That didn’t mean they couldn’t be tracked.

Micah grimaced. “Four Seasons,” he stated.

“I thought you’d see it my way.” Jordan nodded. “Our only contact with Kell or Senator Stanton will be no more, no less, than required as a close acquaintance and business associate unless we have no other choice. Our first contact will be made at the party tomorrow night.”

“Mikayla has Tehya’s wardrobe nearly completed. She was able to use the sizes from the weekend attire she made for her just before we disbanded.” Nik was proud of his wife, a successful dressmaker whose name was increasingly being shared among the elite as “unique” and a “must-have” when it came to their social attire. Fortunately, with the additional seamstresses she’d hired, she was able to get the dresses Tehya would require completed quickly.

Jordan gave a short nod as he forced himself not to hold Tehya too close. He wanted to pull her close enough that she melded with his flesh. That he could heal her pain simply by wishing it done. Damn, he couldn’t bear what he knew tonight had done to her.

“Stanton and Krieger are going to require updates as well as mission planning,” Noah said quietly. “Arranging that could be difficult if we’re going on acquaintance only and using your real identity.”

Jordan gave a shake of his head. “We’ll invite them to lunch at the Four Seasons to discuss various business concerns Kell and I share. We can take care of everything there.”

“We’ll need to come up with explanations for our presence as well,” Noah reminded him.

“We weren’t expecting this, and you didn’t plan for it.” There was an edge of smugness in Noah’s tone.

“Don’t bet on it,” Jordan snorted. “When we arrive at the Four Seasons, contact John and Travis; they’re already there and you’ll find our suites are waiting for us.”

Nik chuckled lightly. “Haven’t you given up trying to catch him without a plan, Noah?”

Noah snorted. “Not in this lifetime. One of these days, I’ll catch him, though.”

Jordan’s lips quirked at his nephew’s response, but Noah wasn’t kidding. He’d been trying to catch Jordan without a plan for as long as he’d been walking. Thankfully he just hadn’t been around to see the effects when Jordan overlooked an angle. There was a reason he was so fucking careful.

“I wouldn’t bet on that,” Micah chuckled. “Hell, you’re just like him, Noah. We all are since working with him. One of these days it will be our kids trying to catch us without a plan.”

Noah and Nik both responded with amused groans, but Jordan couldn’t regret the training he’d drilled into them for so many years. Even Tehya hadn’t escaped, and the proof that she had listened lay in the carefully packed emergency bag she’d had ready when it came time to run.

Just as Noah had proved himself when he contacted a nearby retired Special Forces commander and two of his men to move into the apartment over his garage and watch over his home and family on the small rise next to it. And the others had made arrangements for their families as well. Just in case.

“Make sure the men we hired to cover Grandpop, Sabella, and Grant are in place,” Jordan told his nephew. “I don’t expect trouble there, but I’d rather be safe than sorry once we begin flushing out whoever is giving the orders here.” Contingency plans, back up positions. He was accused often of being a paranoid son of a bitch, but that was preferable to the alternative.

“We’re moving up on the Four Seasons,” Micah said as he maneuvered the Hummer through the streets toward the exclusive hotel.

“Contacting John and Travis,” Nik announced, his harsh voice darker, deeper than normal as he glanced back at Tehya sleeping in Jordan’s arms.

She was like the kid sister of the unit, Jordan knew. During the months they had been out of touch with her, they had tried to maintain their distance, believing it was what she wanted.

None of them had ever imagined that Killian had used the time he had been at the base, before the group had disbanded, to reprogram her phone.

The satellite phone and the Viper had been “gifts” from the Ops that would allow them to always be in contact with her. Just in case their identities were cracked or the team were somehow threatened.

“Travis and John are taking care of camera surveillance at the hotel while Lilly and Bailey are running interference,” Nik reported as he held his phone to his ear. “We’ll pull up to the rear entrance where Lilly and Bailey will get you to the suite without being seen. Micah, Noah, and I will take care of the Hummer and collect another secured vehicle.”

Jordan gave a tight nod before maneuvering Tehya carefully in his arms, wincing at her mumbled moan.

The small, drowsy whimper pierced his heart. The painkiller he had given her was a powerful one and still, the pain had slipped past it enough to pull a low cry from her as he moved her.

“In ten, Jordan,” Micah advised him. “Ten, nine, eight…”

At one, the vehicle slowed to a crawl as Jordan pushed the door open and stepped from the vehicle with Tehya in his arms.

Lilly Harrington Caine, Travis’ wife, was at the door, swinging it open as Jordan rushed past her. Just inside, John Vincent’s wife, Bailey Seaborne, a former C.I.A. agent waited patiently.

“We have twenty seconds on surveillance interference,” Bailey told him quietly. “We’re using the staff elevator.”

They stepped inside the open elevator as Lilly followed then quickly inserted an electronic key, overrode the normal controls, and hit the button for the top floor.

“You have the Presidential,” Bailey told him. “John checked you in night before last. Micah, Nik and Noah have the attached suites on each side. We’ve received the intel on the attack on the house via Commander Reece and we’ll have that to you as soon as John and Travis return.”

“Reece?” Jordan questioned roughly as he shot her a furious look. “And how the hell did he get anything on it, let alone intel?”

Bailey gave a brief shake of her dark head. “I have no idea. But he was in contact with your backup team within seconds of them going in and coordinated satellite and strike intel with them. He wants contact ASAP and he’s questioning his exclusion from the Op.”

“Fuck him,” Jordan muttered as the elevator slid to a halt.

“This way.” Lilly, moved quickly along the thickly carpeted hall to the open double doors of the suite just above the elevator hallway entrance.

She closed the door as he stepped quickly inside the room and headed to the bedroom at the far end of the suite.

“A physician has been contacted,” Lilly informed him. “He’ll be here within the hour and slipped in as well.”

Jordan stepped into the bedroom and headed for the large bed across the room

Cloud soft, gleaming white, the comforter had been stripped back to reveal a protective covering that had been placed to keep the blood from the silk sheets below.

Laying Tehya on the bed carefully, Jordan drew the serviceable sheet at the side over her.

“She’s sedated,” he told Lilly as she stood at the end of the bed, her dark, moss-green gaze concerned as she watched Jordan lay Tehya down carefully. “It’s only a flesh wound, but…” He wiped his hand over his face. How the hell was he supposed to tell her that he just couldn’t bear to see the pain in Tehya’s eyes any longer?

He was a hardened soldier, but Tehya just did thing to his heart.

“But she breaks your heart when you have to look in her eyes and see the shattered dreams,” Lilly stated softy, her aristocratic face drawn into an expression of concern and sympathy. “I completely understand why you would sedate her Jordan. It’s likely the only way she would have slept.

“Is everyone aware of what she does to me?” he smiled with an edge of self mockery. “And here I thought I was hiding it.”

Lilly’s smile was gentle, soft. “Everyone but Tehya, I would guess,” she said. “And I believe she has a problem seeing beyond her perceived beliefs of why she isn’t good enough for you to see the truth of what you do feel. Besides, being Sorrel’s daughter is a tremendous burden to her. She’s terrified it will become a burden for you as well.”

Jordan shot her a sharp look.

“She knows being Sorrel’s daughter isn’t something I give a damn about.” He shook his head faintly. “There has to be another reason why she was so determined run.”

Lilly gave a bitter snort of laughter. “No, Jordan, trust me, once you accept that you came from pure evil, getting past it is never easy. If I hadn’t had Travis to keep me centered when I learned that lesson, I might not have survived.”

Lilly had been forced to face the fact that her own mother had considered her flawed, broken. And that she had carefully planned her own daughter’s murder.

“Contact Travis and John, make certain everything is going as planned,” he ordered her as he looked around the room, searching for anything that would indicate a problem. “And tell him I want the Intel Reece provided, ASAP.”

Lilly had begun to give a quick nod when Bailey stepped into the room.

“John and Travis are here,” she told Jordan. “The doctor’s ETA is twenty minutes. He’s being met by Nik, Micah, and Noah. They’ll escort him through the rear entrance and up here.”

Jordan glanced down at Tehya, hating like hell to leave her alone.

“Go, I’ll sit with her,” Lilly told him as she moved to the comfortable recliner next to the bed, and smiled back at him. “I promise, she’ll be fine with me.”

He knew she would be, and it wasn’t as though Tehya’s problem was life-threatening. Still, pulling away from her and stalking into the main portion of the suite was nearly impossible.

When she awoke, she would be groggy and pissed the hell off. And strangely enough, he wanted to ensure he was the one with her. The only one to watch out for her until she was feeling herself again.

As he stepped into the combined living and dining room, John and Travis turned from their discussion, their gazes flickering in concern to the open bedroom door.

“She’s still asleep,” he answered the unspoken question in their eyes. “Fuck, I knew it would happen, I just didn’t expect it so soon.” Travis raked his fingers through his dark blond hair in frustration. Jordan almost wished he could just tone down whatever he was feeling to that level as well.

“Always plan for the worst,” Jordan sighed. “Though to be honest, I didn’t expect it to happen this quickly myself.”

“The backup team we were lucky enough to have in place in Hagerstown did manage to get a few prints,” John injected. “As soon as we have a hit on those from our contact at the FBI, maybe we’ll have a better idea who or what we’re looking for.”

“Remnants of Sorrel’s organization,” Jordan informed them. “I’m almost certain of it. I just can’t figure out why, after all these years. What kind of threat does she represent that has someone going to the trouble, not to mention the expense, of launching such a search and attempted capture of her?”

As Jordan spoke, Travis shot John a hard look.

John grimaced at the obvious message in the other man’s gaze.

“I know you wanted Killian excluded from this,” he said as he reached to the table for the heavy file. “A courier dropped this off about half an hour before your arrival. Evidently there has been some movement over the past few years to reorganize and revive Sorrel’s operation.”

“By who? And why do they need Tehya to do this?” Son of a bitch.

Tehya was right. Somehow Sorrel was reaching out from the grave to haunt her.

“According to the information Killian has managed to pull together, whoever’s behind it believes Tehya is a key to the funding the operation.” John moved to the table and pulled out the chair in the front of the file.

Casting a quick glance to the bedroom door, Jordan followed.

“Here’s the will Tehya’s grandfather, Bernard Taite, left before his death.” A stack of legal papers was pulled from the file. “According to this, if Francis Taite, or one of her children, were ever found, then their inheritance would be incredible. The Taite main estate, which is currently occupied by his brother, Stephen Taite, and his family, would be immediately turned over to the heir. That includes two large estate homes, four guest cottages, various cars, limos, servants, jewels, you get the picture.” John waved his hand to the will.

“The Taites are one of the richest families in France,” Travis picked up. “They’re related to both the French and English crowns, with Stephen Taite holding the position of not just the third cousin to the king but also included on his board of advisors.”

“How much would Taite industries pay to have their heir back?” John asked. “Better yet, how much would any or all of them pay to see her disappear forever?”

“How much would she be worth if she could be brainwashed to obey the whims of her captors instead, if they had managed to capture her that night?”

The sun was rising beyond the narrow slit of the heavy curtains across from the table.

Travis sat back and stared at the will for long moments.

“As the legal heir to the Benard Taites fortune, the amount would be more than I want to sit and figure up for them.”

Neither did Jordan, but the amount would be enough to make any man risk the attempt.

“Any word in there concerning who contacted Arthur and Tenneyson concerning the true details of Tehya’s death?”

John picked up the papers in the file and rifled through them for a moment before pulling the printed report free.

Jordan accepted the page, his gaze moving to read the detailed report, as a frown pulled at his brow.

“Origination, Hagerstown, Maryland,” he murmured, then looked at each man. “Did you track the number?”

“The number went back to here.” Travis pulled the report free.

The number had originated from Room 714 of one of the better hotels in town.

“At the same time, Tehya was registered there while she was having interior work done on the house.”

“The caller didn’t reveal her location, though why he bothered to keep it quiet made no sense,” John grunted. “Because they revealed her name.”

“Be too helpful and you can sabotage yourself,” Jordan pointed out. “The caller gave just enough information to ensure the story was checked.” He tapped his finger against the file. “How did Killian acquire the information?”

“He sent a four-man team to Afghanistan after you discussed returning Tehya to base. He asked that you contact him concerning that, by the way,” Travis stated mockingly.

Jordan gave a quiet snarl of disgust.

“Yeah, that’s what we thought, too,” John approved. “But he had a team still working this. They’re currently in France attempting to put together a list of known associates for Ira Arthurs and Mark Tenneyson. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Jordan shook his head before leaning back in the chair and glaring at the curtains covering the windows across from him.

Some habits were impossible to break. He still kept the blinds pulled securely in his apartment in Texas. He had noticed, though, that Tehya kept the curtains over the kitchen sink open. She had been attempting to break the habit.

“You won’t find the person behind this on any list,” he finally told the other two men. “If Arthurs, Tenneyson, or anyone else sent after her knew who they were working for, then their name would have already shown up.”

John’s muttered curse just about summed it up.

“Travis, pull together our contacts in France,” Jordan ordered. “What I want to know is, who among the elite moneyed set had ties to Sorrel that weren’t found until after his death. Anyone related to him who would have the means to pull this off, or anyone among his social set who could reorganize the business or revive it. I’m betting we’d find the name on that list.”

As he moved to close the file, he caught a shadow of movement from the bedroom doorway.

Turning his head, he caught the sign from Bailey that Tehya was waking up.

“This is connected to the Taites, their money and influence,” he finished as he rose to his feet. “Arthurs and Tenneyson are watching the Taites, and it’s obvious they’re watching for Tehya. Let’s see what happens when we give them something.”

He didn’t wait for their opinion. Moving across the room, he headed for the bedroom and the woman too many damned men seemed way too interested in.

“She’s waking up.” Lilly nodded to Tehya with a soft smile, as Jordan entered the bedroom. “Doc will be here in a few. See if you can get her to cooperate. We all know how much she loves the medical profession.”

“Which means not at all,” he grunted, his gaze moving to the bed and the woman in it.

Lilly’s brows lifted, waggled, and a knowing grin crossed her face as Tehya’s lashes flickered open. The door closed softly as Lilly and Bailey returned to the front room.

Staring down at her, Jordan held back his grin as that first drowsy irritation crossed her face before her gaze adjusted, knowledge filtered through, and irritation turned to a spark of anger. As she caught sight of him.

“You drugged me,” she breathed out heavily. “Asshole.”

“We have a doc heading in to check the wound,” he told her. “You were in pain, Tehya.”

She gave a weak little snort. “This ain’t my first rodeo, cowboy.”

No, it wasn’t. She’d been wounded before.

She amazed him sometimes. One minute she was in tears over the invasion of her home, and in the next second so blasé about a fucking gunshot wound that the thought of the past she had lived had sweat popping out on his brow.

“It may not be your first rodeo, but you were too weak and you’d lost too much blood for my comfort level,” he informed her. “You needed to rest until we could safely stop, check the wound, then call a doctor in to look at it. You may need stitches.”

The weak little glare she shot him was almost amusing. It would have been, except for the anger he glimpsed in her eyes. That look assured him there might be hell to pay once she managed to regain her strength and lost the grogginess.

To a point, sometimes, he could maneuver her, but there was no controlling her. Especially when she was pissed. And Tehya was edging very damned close to pissed where he was concerned.

“And if we had been attacked while on the road? What then?” She struggled to sit up in the bed, her expression irate before she winced at the pain to her arm

“Let me help you.” He reached for her, only to have her slap his hand away with a glare. “Dammit, Tehya, you’re going to cause yourself to start bleeding again then you’ll really need stitches if you pull the adhesive I used loose.”

Tehya slowly pushed herself from the bed, the grogginess in her head making her teeth clench.

She really didn’t like being drugged. And she had no problem letting anyone know when there was something she didn’t like.

She’d learned quick enough that Jordan and his men did not care if she suffered her anger in silence.

She ignored him, pushing herself up with her good arm until she was sitting on the side of the bed and glaring at him. “Answer me,” she bit out, her voice strengthening marginally. “What would have happened if we had been attacked on the road and I was unconscious? I would have been dead weight, Jordan.”

“Good thing you don’t weigh much,” he quipped, then watched as she dropped her head, shaking it slowly. She wasn’t even considering the other side of the coin. She would have been vulnerable to enemies with an unknown agenda. All she was considering was whether or not she would have slowed him or the team down.

“I had everything covered, Tehya,” he promised when she said nothing more. “It was an hour-and-a-half trip and you were hurting like hell. You’ve lost sleep, and you’re riding on nerves. I wasn’t going to let you suffer like that when I knew the pain medication would help. Besides, there was an antibiotic with it. You have a head start on fighting back an infection.”

Tehya lifted her head and stared back at him, outraged. She couldn’t believe he had drugged her. How dare he have taken such a decision out of her hands?

“I fucking hate drugs,” she snapped, realizing her voice was still too weak to really hold any force. “And I was fine. It hurt. I was pissed off that my home was invaded, but if you had trusted me you wouldn’t have drugged me. What did you have to do, Jordan, that you didn’t want me to see or hear?”

Jordan always had plans. He was especially good at those contingency plans that no one was aware of but him. Had that had something to do with the reason he had drugged her? Was there a part of what was going on that he didn’t want her to know?

She watched as his gaze narrowed, his expression tightening with a hint of anger and disbelief that she had asked the question. “I’ve always trusted you, Tehya.”

“Whatever,” she snorted back at him as though it didn’t matter, and she didn’t believe him in the least.

But she wanted to believe him. God, she needed to believe him right now, because she felt as though her entire world were being jerked out from under her. “Where’s the shower? I stink of blood. God, I hate that smell.”

She needed to clear her head and clean the feeling of betrayal from her senses. Even more, she wanted to escape the memories that the scent of blood triggered.

Her mother’s blood, fresh, oozing from a knife wound that was too deep and refused to clot. “I’m okay.” The sickening iron stench invading her nostrils as she tried to help her mother apply a tourniquet. “It’s okay, sweetie. See, Momma is fine.” Her mother, so weak and still trying so hard to smile despite her pain.

It was too much. She didn’t want to remember, she didn’t want to feel what she had felt each time her mother had nearly been caught.

“Let me help you up.” Jordan didn’t take no for an answer. Before she could evade him, he moved to her and all but lifted her from the bed.

She pushed away from him as soon as she was standing steady on her feet, the irritation combining with the drugged, out of sorts feeling. If she had the strength, she’d kick his ass. She wished she just had the strength to kick him.

Well, she’d try to kick his ass. She might consider it anyway. Threaten him. She wouldn’t get far.

“Drug me again, Jordan, and I’m out of this little game. I’ll show you and my would-be captors exactly what I’ve learned during my time in hiding and disappear for good.”

She hoped he believed her. She prayed he did. Because if he ever did anything so asinine again, she might very well end up trying to kill him herself.

“Tehya.” His hold became firmer on her arm as the expression on his face hardened to pure make dominance. “Don’t threaten me. And don’t run. I promise, if you run on me I’ll make damned sure you understand the error of your ways within twenty-four hours flat. Are we understood here?”

She stared back at him furiously.

“I’ll tie you to a bed and fuck you until you can’t consider running ever again, sweetheart. I’ll make sure you’re so tired, the memory of pleasure so deep, the ache for more so ingrained inside you that even the thought of running will be erased from your mind.”

Her brow arched. “If I had known that, Jordan, I would have run years ago,” she told him, her voice lowering as she allowed her gaze to rake over him suggestively.

He wasn’t the only one that knew how to use the hunger burning between them

He was aroused. His cock was pressed hard and tight behind the zipper of his jeans. And she remembered clearly, very clearly, exactly what it was like to have him buried inside her. To have his cock stretching her until she was certain she could take no more, thrusting inside her, throbbing erotically against nerve endings that felt fully exposed.

As her gaze returned to his, she watched the blue darken, glitter with hunger and dominance. And just that fast her pussy was aching and wet, and all too ready for him. God, what was she going to do when he was gone. How would she survive losing him a second time when even the dream of a home wasn’t there to fall back on.

Slowly, he drew back, rather than following through with the threat. Disappointment clenched her chest and had her drawing in a ragged breath.

“The doctor will be here within the next twenty minutes,” he warned her, his tone low and dark with a hint of sex. “Be careful Tehya, or he’ll see more than either of us want him to see.”

Tehya escaped to the shower though she would have preferred his touch. The suite they were in was gorgeous, elegant. Marble floors in the bathroom with a walk-in shower and large Jacuzzi tub. Heat lamps lit up above her as she flipped the lights on, spreading an edge of warmth through the room as she undressed, adjusted the temperature of the water, and stepped beneath the heated spray.

She was careful to keep her arm out of the spray. Stepping back from the stream of moisture, she washed her hair awkwardly. To rinse it, she turned her side to the water and worked the lather from the long curls.

It took twice as long as usual but when she was finished, she felt as though she might actually be able to think clearly soon. The warmth of the shower helped clear some of the drowsy lethargy from her head and though she still felt weak, at least she didn’t feel as though she would fall asleep on her feet.

Wrapping a towel around her, she held back the wince at the sharp pains to her arm as she finished. Painkillers would be nice if they didn’t knock her on her ass. Unfortunately, that was exactly what they did. They left her feeling worse than the pain did, without the benefit of being aware of what the hell was going on around her.

As she stepped from the cubicle, she came to a hard stop her breath suspending in her chest as excitement began to rage through her body once again and anticipation dampened her pussy.

Jordan stepped into the bathroom.

He’d obviously showered as well. His thick, black hair was still damp, and he had changed into a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt.

God, his feet were bare.

A man shouldn’t have sexy feet, but he did. To be so damned big, they were strong, male, and powerful. Even his damned toenails were perfect.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice husky, breathless from the hard fierce throbbing of her heart in her chest.

He should be illegal. He should have to wear an ugly disguise when he was in public to weaken his effect on the female of the species. Because she wasn’t the only woman to grow immediately wet at the sight of him.

“Doc is here,” he told her, the lazy drawl in his voice filled with knowing arousal as his gaze slid over her body. “Keep the towel on. He’ll need access to the arm though.”

Tehya rolled her eyes, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew the wound had to be checked. The towel was large enough that she was well covered, but it still left the heavy slice on the outside of her bicep accessible.

Thankfully, the doctor was old enough that she felt reasonably comfortable, and he was well supplied with all the tools of his trade. One of those tools was a numbing cream that he used on the wound before bandaging it.

Within minutes the worst of the pain eased, giving her some relief without the grogginess of the pills.

“You need to pack that stuff in your bag.” She informed Jordan. “Steal it or something.”

“The wound isn’t too bad,” the doctor assured them as he and Jordan both ignored her. Though, bless his heart, he left the tube on the table as he repacked his bag and stared down at her with kind eyes. “You should feel right as rain once you’ve slept for a while and the wound has a chance to start healing. Keep the cream on it, keep both cloth and adhesive bandages. Don’t use the arm any more than you have to and you shouldn’t have any problems.”

He laid out a small bottle of medication. “It’s not too strong, even for your system.” His lips quirked in a grin. “Mr. Malone explained your sensitivity to painkillers. It has some pain medication and antibiotics. Once every four hours unless you want a nasty infection.”

She stared at the packet and clenched her teeth in frustration. She detested pills and medications of any sort. No matter what they said, the stuff always made her groggy at the very least.

“Take one now, my dear.” The doctor laid one of the oval pills in her hand. “Have you ever seen gangrene? I’m certain one so pretty wouldn’t want such a nasty infection.”

She swore he was in league with Jordan.

She took the pill. If it knocked her out and she managed to wake up safe and sound, then she would make certain Jordan paid for it. And the look she shot him promised retribution, because she knew, somehow, he had found a way to manuever this pill thing.

As the doctor left the room and the door closed behind him, Tehya gathered up the change of clothes Jordan had laid out for her.

Soft lounge pants, a loose T-shirt, and warm socks. She kept them in her go-bag. A girl never knew when she was going to need to be comfortable. That and makeup, and she was usually good to go in almost any situation.

Pulling her make up bag from the pack, she took out the moisturizer before placing the bag on the chest.

“What are you doing?” He stepped in front of her as she headed for the bathroom.

“I’m going to get dressed, Jordan,” she said sarcastically.

“It’s time for bed, Tehya,” he shot back in return. “And you don’t need to get dressed for that.”

Hell, when he dropped his voice like that he made her stomach clench in hunger. There were times when loving him, needing him as she did, could be a terrible distraction. And this was one of those times.

“I’ve already slept, remember?” She argued as she shot him a glare.

“That was no more than a nap,” he scoffed as he blocked her way once more.

What the hell was his problem?

“I’m too restless to sleep.” She narrowed her eyes back at him suspiciously. “Go away, Jordan. Surely you can find something better to do than aggravating me to death.” If he couldn’t think of anything, then she was certain she could.

Jordan grinned. “That’s okay, baby, I have a cure for that.”

The towel fell to the floor as Tehya felt her breath catch. Her body flooded with heat and sensitivity. The cool air of the air-conditioned room washed over her. It was an additional caress as she felt Jordan step behind her. The warmth of his chest warmed her, creating a feeling of security even as she felt the arousal beginning to surge out of her control, as his hand slid slowly down her arms, gripping the hand of her good arm and guiding it up until she curved her fingers along the nape of his neck.

Jerking against his grip she almost escaped, only to be pulled back into his arms as he chuckled wickedly and replaced her hand. Why was she fighting him? Oh yeah, that’s right, he had drugged her, deliberately, when he knew she hated it.

“Stop fighting me, Tehya. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

He obviously hadn’t expected her to try to escape again. This time, she made it free of his arms and turned to face him. She had every intention of telling him exactly what she thought of his high-handedness. Despite the fact that there wasn’t a time that she didn’t crave his touch, that didn’t mean he had to be so confident that she was his for the taking.

The she saw something in his eyes that had the juices spilling from her pussy, lubricating the bare folds and sensitizing her clit. A blazing dominant lust that all but glowed in his eyes and tightened his expression in intense, carnal, burning arousal. A powerful need she could already feel herself weakening to.

She had always suspected it lurked there. That overwhelming, pure dominance gleaming in those sapphire blue eyes as his gaze raked over her body.

“What am I doing, Jordan?” she asked, her lips parting to breathe in roughly as she dared to challenge him. “Refusing to put my head down and obey your every whim? Is that what you require in your women? Submission? Damn, and here I don’t do submission so well? Perhaps you should spank me.” She licked her lips slowly “Or something?”

She was naked and defying him, and there was a thrill racing through her that made her feel intoxicated. For now, a sense of power began whipping through her. A knowledge, an instinct where her lover was concerned. Where her own hidden, unrealized needs had once lain dormant, she could now feel them rising fast and out of control.

Jordan watched the challenge building in her eyes, the steamy seductive heat as it made her expression drowsy with sensual hunger and a need for that challenge to be met and conquered.

He was going to fuck her until they were both gasping for air and too weak to move. Until there wasn’t a chance in hell she could forget exactly who her very beautiful, very aroused body belonged to.

Tehya stared at him, her breathing heavy and rough as she sensed that sexual edge sharpening inside him. The look in his eyes sent a chill of anticipation racing up her spine. She had never seen that expression on his face before, never done more than catch a fleeting glimpse of the powerful needs he had hidden so carefully.

“You’re mine,” he bit out suddenly, forcefully, shocking her with the depth of the declaration. “As long as we’re in this together, by God, you’re mine and you will survive this, Tehya. No matter what I have to do to ensure it. And you will not fight me further where your protection is concerned.”

Oh, she wouldn’t?

“Kiss my ass,” she retorted, knowing damned well the affect it would have on him.

His lashes lowered, blue fire erupting in his gaze as the words slipped past her lips, and reacted on his senses.

“Oh baby, with pleasure. It will be my absolute pleasure.”

As pure unadulterated lust exploded in his eyes, he gripped her wrist and pulled her quickly to him, straight into his arms, his grip unbreakable as he held her snug against him.

Her nipples were so hard, so sensitive, they throbbed with the swollen response that tightened them as they rasped against the material of his T-shirt. Her sex flooded with warmth, with the slick essence that prepared her body for his possession. The reaction was so quick, so strong it swept through her control and laid it to waste with immediate response. Her breath caught, a gasp parting her lips and giving him the opening he needed.

Jordan took complete advantage. His lips lowered and the kiss shattered her defenses, if there had been left against him. His lips possessed and marauded stroking over her lips and throwing her headlong in desperate need. She met the kiss, suddenly so aroused, so out of control that she met his kiss with the same forceful need that he spilled into her.

They ate at each other’s lips. Tongues dueled, fought for control of the kiss, and for control of each other

The wound on her arm was forgotten. Whether it was the cream or the drugs or the lust, or a combination of the three, she wasn’t certain. She also wasn’t hurting for anything but Jordan’s touch.

Straining to get closer, to feel the touch of him against every cell of her naked body, Tehya moaned in distress. She couldn’t get close enough. She couldn’t kiss him enough, couldn’t taste him enough.

She couldn’t claim him hard enough or fast enough for the hunger raging through her. Her hands pushed beneath his shirt, finding hard male flesh and curling her nails against it.

His arms were around her, clasping her tight to him as she fought to touch more of him, to holding him closer to her. She felt herself lifted, moving, until she felt the bed against the back of her legs. She felt sensations brewing, whipping inside her. A storm she couldn’t resist and pleasure began whipping through her.

Jordan tore his head back, his blue eyes flaming as she met his gaze.

“Kiss your ass?” he growled. “Oh baby, I’m going to do so much more than that to your gorgeous tight little ass.”


CHAPTER 9

Tehya felt the bed at her back as Jordan lowered her to the mattress, before standing in front of her and stripping until he was as naked as she was. Hard, heavy muscle flexed beneath his chest as he came to her, his knees pressing into the bed as he came to its center, his head lowering until his lips could brush over her collarbone, his tongue licking a trail of pure heat across her sensitive flesh. The touch had a low moan escaping her lips as she arched closer to him.

Flames began to spread through her system as the exhilerating kisses moved over the curve of a breast, and his hand smoothed up her side to the swollen undercurve. He cupped it dominantly, his lips descending on the tight, hard tip of her nipple.

The ultrasensitive swollen bud throbbed in pleasure as he sucked it into his mouth, drawing on it and pulling every wracking sensation of need from her nipple to the tight, aching nubbin of her clitoris.

With his free hand Jordan stroked down her abdomen, his callused fingertips rasping over her flesh as exquisite bliss began to rock through her body. She was to the point of shaking, shuddering with the powerful carnal rapture building inside her.

His fingers trailed to her thighs, stroking, caressing as her hips lifted, desperately seeking his touch against the swollen, needy folds of her sex.

She would have screamed for more if she had the breath, if she could find enough oxygen to do more than whimper as she tried to beg for more, for a firmer, rougher touch.

Her clit ached with an intense demand, pinpoints of electric sensation sizzling to the aching bud before whipping through her vagina with agonizing need.

She couldn’t bear it. She needed his touch there now, his fingers stroking, caressing, driving inside her, fucking into her with a force that would send her flying into orgasm.

Strange, mewling little cries vibrated in her throat. She’d never heard such a sound coming from her own lips. It pulsed with hunger, with need, a reflection of the sensations racing through her, out of control.

As his fingertips finally eased between her thighs and stroked through the burning folds to rasp against her clit, she lost her breath. There was no strength, no will to do anything but strain against him and fight for the touch that would throw her headlong to the edge of ecstasy.

There was no oxygen to scream, let alone cry. There was only the feel of his fingers caressing her cunt, sliding through the slick slit, between swollen folds to circle the agonizing throb of her clit. The firm circular motions sent vivid ribbons of clashing sensations whipping through her body.

His teeth nipped gently at the tender bud of her nipple, arching her tight against him as her nails bit into his shoulders. Her hips writhed beneath the caress of his fingers, pressing closer, fighting for a deeper, harder penetration, for the stretching heat, the pleasure pain that Jordan knew how to give her.

Waves of sensation washed through her as she fought to hold on to Jordan. The vortex of pure bliss rushing through her was like a tidal wave swamping her control.

Just when she thought she could hold on to that last remaining ounce of reason, a scream tore from her lips.

Two fingers, thrust into the tight, slick depths of her pussy, nearly throwing her over the edge of release. It clenched in her womb, spasming warningly and shocking her senses.

Pulsing flames shuddered through her as his lips lifted from her nipple, kissed the curve of her breast, then nipped at the fragile flesh.

His fingers eased from her clenched sex before he moved, drawing away as she fought to hold him to her, fought for more of that incredible pleasure as his touch deserted her pussy.

“Come here, baby,” he groaned, lifting her as he lay back, bringing her to her knees. Her rear faced him, her head poised over the straining length of his cock as he gripped the base of the heavy flesh.

Heavily veined, the head flushed dark, the thick shaft rose to his abdomen as the fingers of his free hand slid to the long curls that fell over her shoulder, clenched, and pulled.

Tehya’s breath caught at the eroticism in the possessive action, as he silently demanded the incredibly intimate act.

“You know what I want, Tey,” he groaned, his tone rasping with a dark sensual caress against her senses.

As she moved to turn to face him, a hard hand at her hip held her in place. Oh God, she knew what he wanted, just as she sensed what he was planning to do. A sexual act she’d never participated in before. One she had fantasized about sharing with him

“Like this,” he demanded as he drew her hips toward his shoulders with one hand while the other tugged erotically at her hair once again. “Just like this, baby. And we’ll see who loses their mind first.”

Trembling she licked her lips as her head lowered to the flushed crest of his engorged cock head as he gripped her knee, lifting her leg over his face until her pussy was poised, bare flesh saturated with her juices, above his lips, while the hard tips of her breasts rasped against his lower stomach. Heat spread through her system as she gripped the base of his cock, unable to surround it, but holding it in place as her head lowered.

She fought to breathe, to draw in oxygen as she felt Jordan’s lips at her thighs. Heated kisses and hungry licks had her hips shifting as she fought to press the swollen folds of her sex to his lips, struggling against the the firm grip holding her from her goal.

Her tongue licked over the swollen crest of his erection, a hungry moan passing her lips at the taste of male heat and hunger that glistened on the swollen, throbbing, head of his cock.

She was drowning in pleasure. Her lips parted, drawing the wide, blunt crown between them, filling her mouth with the hard, delicious heat. Her tongue flickered over the blunt tip, to taste, to relish the strength and hunger she held in her hands.

His tongue licked over the swollen, soaked folds of her pussy. With wicked, probing licks his tongue stroked and explored. Rimming the clenched opening of her vagina, he gave a firm, loving lick before thrusting inside for a quick taste before retreating.

Tehya wanted to scream, she needed to scream, but the sound was muffled by his dick as his tongue swiped through the slit of her pussy and circled her clit with quick agonizing strokes. It was like liquid fire feverish and intense. An inferno circled the sensitive bud, throbbed to her womb, and sent crashing waves of sensation through her every nerve ending in her body.

To counter the destructive effect he was having on her, Tehya had to force herself to think, to use the sensual instincts rushing through her, to concentrate on Jordan rather than the pleasure he was giving her.

Working her mouth over the wide, flared cap of his erection Tehya’s hand stroked the heavy shaft, palmed the tight sac beneath it, and alternately raked his thighs with a firm rasp of her nails. Sucking him deeper, she tucked her tongue beneath the flared edge of his cock head, stroked and rubbed, glorying in the hard, muted groan that rumbled into her sex.

Jordan’s hips jerked, pushing his dick harder against her lips as he lost control of the growl he’d been holding in his chest.

His tongue licked, caressed, and probed at the entrance to her pussy. Drawing her juices free, he tasted the sweet rich essence, before licking to her clit and allowing his fingers to find the heavy cream easing from her.

Tehya, shuddered as she felt his fingers press slowly inside her, withdraw, then press inside her again. It was a pattern intent on driving her crazy with need until he made his intentions fully clear.

His fingers began drawing her slick juices of her pussy back to her anus. Once he reach the nerve-laden entrance, he used the rich essence to lubricate the tender hole before his fingers began to push slowly, gently inside the forbidden entrance.

Her flesh stretched and burned, the overwhelming sensations scouring across her nerve endings.

His fingers retreated, drew more of her juices back and began easing his fingertips slowly, gently inside as she felt the arousal, the hunger burning higher. As though the need were beginning to build a bond she couldn’t resist between them one that refused to release her.

A bond bred from his need for sexual dominance, and her sudden hunger to just submit. To give him anything and everything he could want from her at this moment.

His tongue moved over the swollen curves of her pussy, licked between them, then probed at the entrance of her vagina.

Tehya lowered her hips further, trying to get closer to his lips, his tongue as she let her fingers move lower, let them caress and cup the heavy weight of his balls as the heat inside seemed to surround her on the outside.

His tongue, wicked and fevered, fucked into her pussy, burying inside it as she cried out at the smooth penetration, the flaming licks. The feel of his hand at her hips, holding her in place as he pleasured her with each driving stroke of his tongue.

His cock throbbed in her mouth. Sucking him almost to her throat, she was so hungry for him, the taste of him, the touch of him that created a vortex of frantic pleasure. Her nails kneaded at his thighs. Her hips writhed in his grip, pressing against his fucking tongue, as she fought to breathe. She felt the sensations begin to build, to overtake her, enflaming her as she cried out his name pleadingly.

She was so close. She could feel it just out of reach. She was going to come. It burned in her clit, the strokes of his fingers in her rear, the scissoring of his fingers stretching her, sending bursts of pleasure pain tearing through her. Those strokes in her ass were as destructive as the hungry licks of his tongue screwing inside her pussy, with fierce strokes.

Panting for breath, her mouth moved on his cock, feeling it tighten as his fingers slid back, then slowly, oh so slowly and gently, began to spread the entrance to her ass with an additional finger.

Her moan vibrated around his cock as she stiffened violently, sharp claws of forbidden sensations racing through her veins on fiery flames.

It was there. The heat began to bloom to an overwhelming height. Tehya shuddered with the ecstasy of it, her body tightening violently as she was flung brutally toward the edge of release.

And just that fast, it was gone.

“No!” She tried to fight as he lifted her quickly from him, attempting to turn, to confront him. She had to return to that edge.

Damn him, he couldn’t stop now.

Pushing against his hands, gasping for air, she fought to straddle his thighs and impale herself on the straining length of his cock.

Instead, she found herself on her knees, his heavy hand between her shoulders, pressing them down until her face rested against the comforter and he was rising behind her, his hands palming the curves of her ass.

“Now, let me show you what I’m going to do with that gorgeous little ass, Tehya,” he growled as he came over to her, his teeth nipping at her shoulder. “Let me show you just how perfectly fuckable I’ve always known it would be.”

Jordan couldn’t control the need any longer. Every confrontation they’d had over the years, every time she had dared him to take what they both wanted coelesced into a brutal ache of desperation.

Now, he couldn’t deny it.

Reaching to the bedside table and the small bag there, he pulled the tube of personal lubricant free as he moved more fully behind her.

“You’re killing me, Jordan,” she groaned, her tone husky, hungry.

Tehya had known this was coming. The moment she had realized it was him holding her down on her bedroom floor, she had known this was imminent.

“What do you think you do to me, sugar?” he said, the growl in his voice heavy with intent as his hand caressed the curve of her ass. “I use to fantasize this, Tehya. Fantasize about you leaned over as I watched my dick disappear up your tight little ass.”

Tehya’s eyes closed as she dragged in a hard, gasping breath. Behind her, Jordan pressed his lips to the side of her ass as his fingers parted the ripe curves.

Cooling yet heated, his fingers spread a heavy slick gel over the entrance to her rear before his fingers began working inside her once again.

This time his touch wasn’t as slow, or as exploring. He’d already prepared, her body was screaming for it as her nails dug into the sheets beneath her.

“Jordan,” she cried out weakly, her thighs spreading further as she felt the weakening lust sapping her strength and leaving her at his mercy.

“Such a tight little ass,” he groaned as two fingers slipped inside her. “I’ve watched you walk, watched you run, watched you bend over whatever equipment you were working on, that pretty ass tempting me until I felt as though I’d die from the hunger for it.”

Tehya shivered as she felt the sense of dazed submission mixing with a powerful flame of hunger. She was caught in a whirlwind she couldn’t control. One she had no idea how to handle. It whipped through her senses and flung her into a fiery blaze that threatened her sanity.

As his fingers worked inside her, stretching her, preparing the tender tissue that had never known a man’s touch as a heavy shiver raced up her spine.

She could feel the juices of her pussy dampening her thighs now. The need rose so high that there was no pain, there was only burning, clawing hunger. Desperation rose inside her, so deep, so dark, it was blinding as she cried out for him, cried out for more.

“Now, Tehya.” His fingers slipped free as she tried to back into them again. She was on the verge of begging for more. “Stay here for me, baby.”

His hand caressed her hip as she felt him move, shift. A second later the the heated, engorged head of his cock pressed against the tight opening of her anus. Her breath caught in her chest, a moan escaping her lips as her fingers curled into the comforter beneath her. She felt him begin to press forward the heavy, flared head of his cock slowly parting her flesh.

Pleasure and pain.

Her flesh stretched, wrapping slowly around the swollen cap of his cock as he pressed inside her ass slowly. The iron-hard, iron-hot width of his erection burned her, stretching the entrance open as she cried out, her senses rocking with an agonized pleasure.

White-hot, blazing sensation wrapped around her as, the heavy width of his flesh pressed into the tender, untouched entrance of her anus.

It was unlike anything she could have ever imagined it would be. It was an agony she wanted to hold on to forever, a pleasure she never wanted to end.

Tehya hadn’t been a virgin when Jordan took her to his bed the first time. She had been far from a virgin. Yet, she had never known how incredible a man’s touch could be. She had never believed she could feel more with Jordan than she had felt before or imagined she could feel.

“Ah, Tehya,” he growled behind her, his voice dark and rough as his cock breached the tight ring of muscles that flexed and shuddered around the blunt crest.

“Jordan.” The whimper in her own voice sent another shudder through her, the realization that she could feel herself falling deeper into the maelstrom created by his touch, by his possession, rushed through her.

As Jordan felt the snug muscles of her ass clamp around his dick, he had to grit his teeth to hold back the groan of pure male pleasure. He could feel himself losing control. And control was something he prided himself on. It was something he never lost, not with any woman especially not during this act. Until Tehya.

He could feel the perspiration gathering on his forehead, his shoulders. He retreated until only the throbbing head of his cock remained inside her and fought to drag in a ragged breath.

It was exquisite. It was a conflagration racing up his spine as his hands tightened on her hips, once, twice, before he completely lost himself inside her.

He thrust forward, buried deep and groaned as her ass flexed around his cock. Pushing his fingers beneath her, Jordan buried them between her thighs and found the swollen, slick folds of her pussy, then the tight, hard bud straining forward.

Her clit was a hard little bud, throbbing as brutally as the head of his cock. Her juices lay thick and heavy on the heated curves as he found the drenched, tight entrance of her pussy and worked two fingers inside the satiny depths.

The walls of her pussy rippled around his fingers as he fucked them inside her. The muscles of her anus gripped him, milking his dick and pulling him deeper inside her as he fought to catch his breath. He knew it was too late to worry about holding onto his control. Much too late to worry about what he might be losing.

Something as important as losing his heart. A heart he had never suspected he possessed.

He gave his head a hard shake. Either from rejection of the thought or in desperation as he fought his loss of control.

Unfortunately, it was too damned late to hold anything back.

His cock, his fingers.

His fucking heart.

Before Jordan knew it, he was thrusting inside her like a man possessed by a demon of carnal need. As she cried for more, he gave her all he had.

He wasn’t taking her easy, he wasn’t taking her with the tenderness he’d wanted to show her.

Hell no.

There was no time for finesse, no time for tenderness or grace. His balls were so tight they felt tortured, his cock so fucking hard it was steel.

His fingers screwed into the ultra-tight depths of her pussy fucking her hard, just as he felt her tightening in nearing release.

Sweet heaven have mercy on him, he was fucking her ass with heavy thrusts, feeling her milk him, her ass sucking at his hard flesh like the hottest, tightest little mouth.

The pad of his palm pressed into her clit, feeling the swollen bud heating and throbbing as his fingers moved inside her.

Her pussy tightened.

Her ass tightened with a bite of pure rapture around his dick flexing and stroking every thrusting inch as he drove to the hilt inside her.

Hell, she was going to come. He could feel her orgasm building. Her body tightened, and in that moment, nothing mattered but Tehya’s pleasure. Nothing mattered but her satisfaction, and ultimately holding her to him as she began to explode around his flesh.

Pleasure was agony. Pain was ecstasy.

Liquid rapture, white-hot and searing, flowed through Tehya’s veins as she heard the cries tearing from her throat. She was lost to reason and lost to reality as it exploded through her.

“God yes!” Behind her, Jordan thrust hard and heavy inside her, his cock burning the depths of her ass, the stretching, heavy ache building to a rapture she couldn’t resist.

She wanted the edge. She wanted to leap into the pure, blinding ecstasy she could feel just out of reach, hovering, awaiting her. She was there, tiny eruptions rocking through her as she kept climbing, kept fighting for that ultimate release.

“Better than my dreams,” Jordan snarled behind her as his fingers fucked her harder reaching inside the depths of her pussy. His fingertips caressed high and up, stroking that small bundle of nerves just behind her clit, a hit-and-miss caress that kept her teetering, kept her flying.

Liquid flames licked over her flesh now, reached into her veins.

“Jordan.” She clawed at the comforter, her hips thrusting back to him, driving him harder inside the sensitive entrance as she felt the rush of adrenaline and exhilaration surging through her.

She needed. Oh God, she needed so bad.

“Please,” she cried hoarsely.

“Not yet.” His voice was thick, heavy. “Hold on Tey. Just hold on, baby. Let it build. Let it burn for me.”

Burn more?

She was dying. She couldn’t bear it if it burned more. If the flames licked hotter inside her.

“Now,” she cried out, begging, ready to plead.

Oh God, she was begging.

“Not yet. Tehya, baby, you’re so tight. So exquisite.”

Her womb clenched, her pussy rippled with impending orgasm.

She needed it. She had to come. If she didn’t come then didn’t know if she could survive it.

She needed release so desperately that the agony of waiting had perspiration slicking her skin, had her juices spilling from her vagina. They eased past the fingers thrusting inside her with ever-increasing strokes.

She couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t survive another minute.

Suddenly, burningly, as his fingers pressed more firmly, rubbed, caressed, she exploded.

Every muscle tightened, her bones locked, her head tilting back as a wail tore past her lips, and she began to shudder violently with the orgasm that tore violently through her.

Pleasure was the center of an internal sun imploding. Heat, flames, a burning crescendo that overwhelmed her and sent pure, intense sensation ripping through her body.

Behind her, Jordan thrust into her, elevating her orgasm, prolonging it, and finally sending another sharp burst radiating in the middle of the first as she felt his release suddenly begin spurting inside her.

The final, hard thrust inside her was followed by the deep fiery spurts of semen filling her rear. Each pulse was followed a hard jerk of his body against her. The fingers at her hip tightening, the ones buried in her pussy caressing that sensitive little spot deep inside her.

It seemed to go on forever.

She wanted it to never end. She couldn’t survive it much longer, but she wanted to hold it inside her forever.

“God! Tehya!” Growling, savage, the sharp exclamation came as the final burst of his release filled her and the last hard explosion of pleasure tore through her body. Ripples of heat, her nerve endings pulsing, her pussy clenched and milked him as the final shudders shook through her.

Tehya collapsed against the bed.

There wasn’t an ounce of energy in her body. All but the most necessary brain impulses shuddered to a stop. She could breathe, that was it. She hoped she wasn’t required to do much more.

Her eyes closed and she simply drifted.

Behind her, Jordan lay over her, his weight braced on one arm as she felt his fingers ease from her gripping pussy.

She shivered at the additional pleasure, shocked that there was enough energy in her body to do that much.

His lips brushed against her shoulder.

His chest heaved at her back at he fought for breath with the same desperation she felt.

She could feel him.

Inside her.

Not just inside her body, not just buried in her rear, his cock still throbbing and hard. But inside her. As though he had found a way to penetrate her very spirit, to steal it, to possess it in ways she knew it could never be possessed again.

“Sweet Tehya,” he whispered, moving slowly away from her and pulling a cry from her as she felt him withdraw until his body was no longer locked to hers.

She was glad her face was buried in the blanket, glad he couldn’t see her expression, or he would have seen the tears she had to blink back.

Oh God, she loved him.

No, she had always loved him. From the moment her eyes had met his in Aruba, years before she was inducted into the Elite Ops, she had loved him.

No other man had touched her since that night. No other man had possessed so much as a dream or a fantasy in all those years.

She belonged to Jordan Malone, a man she knew didn’t want or need the heart she had given to him. A man who believed love was no more than an illusion.

“Sweet Tehya.” He brushed her hair aside as his lips pressed to the back of her neck in a lingering kiss before shifting from her.

She lost his possession of her. She lost the warmth of his body even though he moved no further than to lie beside her.

“What am I going to do with you?” he whispered, his voice so low she almost missed what he had said.

She certainly had a few ideas there.

Her head turned slowly as she forced her eyes to open.

“What did you say?” She had heard him, she just wanted to be certain he had said what she thought he had.

He stared back at her, his eyes such a brilliant sapphire blue she was instantly lost in them.

If she could just live here forever. Just like this.

His lips quirked slowly. “I hope I didn’t hurt you,” he said then.

Tehya frowned. She could have sworn she had heard something more, something akin to regret in his voice. And she was damned certain that was not what he had said.

He brushed her hair from her face, the heavy curls trailing around her as she laid her head on her arms and stared up at him. He reclined beside her, using the palm of his hand to hold his head up, a grin almost quirking his lips.

“I’m fine,” she assured him, though she knew better.

She would only be fine until the day he walked away from her once again. After that, God only knew if she could survive intact. Walking away, or watching him walk away, would be the second hardest thing she had ever done in her life. The first was walking away the first time.

His fingertip eased over the curve of her face.

“You burn me alive, Tehya,” he said, his voice low, as he stared back at her.

She remained silent, her heart leaping in her throat, hope digging sharp claws into her tender heart.

He breathed out slowly, heavily.

“You do the same to me, Jordan,” she whispered back, her need to hear more almost a physical hunger.

His gaze flickered and darkened.

“It starts tomorrow,” he said his expression growing, not exactly distant, but no longer as soft as it had been. “The senator’s first party to introduce his son-in-law to his backers will be held at the Stanton estate.”

Her throat tightened. She didn’t want to discuss this right now.

“I’d prefer to glow just a little longer,” she told him with false amusement. “Let’s talk about this later, okay?”

When her heart wasn’t breaking because the sweet nothings hadn’t lasted long enough after the most incredible orgasm of her life.

“Tehya, we don’t have time to wait.” His fingers tightened on her face as she moved to turn away from him. “I have to know now, can you handle facing the Taites? Can you endure an introduction and pretend you don’t know them? Can you bear to walk away from your family without…”

“They’re not my family.” She had no idea if they were even likeable. She couldn’t miss what she had never had.

It was that simple. She wasn’t going to argue the point.

“Tey, look at me.” The gentleness in his tone nearly broke the fragile shell of her defenses. “Why? What’s holding you back from taking what belongs to you? Your family, and your inheritance?”

Did he sincerely want to know? Why did he want to know? God, he wasn’t supposed to switch gears like this. He was supposed to maintain some kind of consistency, wasn’t he? There was nothing worse than someone who switched gears that easily.

“Look.” She breathed out wearily. “Right now, they’re none the wiser and neither am I. Any heirs my mother had are assumed dead. I’m assumed dead. If I return, they’ll always fear I’m there to claim my inheritance. They’ll never believe otherwise. They’ll never trust me. It’s a no-win situation, Jordan, and I’m tired of fighting. I just want to rest for a while, nothing more. And returning to, or should I say, trying to enter, the bosom of my family, isn’t something I’ve put on my agenda this year.”

She was tired of fighting, she was tired of being alone, and she was tired of the shadows that refused to allow her any peace.

She was simply exhausted, and once this was over, she wanted to hide and heal the wounds gathering in her heart.

Staring back at him, she realized she wanted only to rest in his arms.

“Come here, baby.” His arms tightened around her, drawing her to him. “I’ll be there with you,” he promised. “Lean on me if you have to. But when this is over, it’s a discussion we’ll have again. This decision isn’t set in stone.”

Unfortunately, it was. She had set it in stone long ago, and she intended to keep it there.


CHAPTER 10

It was set in stone. In cement. In steel.

It was a promise she reaffirmed the next evening.

Tehya reminded herself that she had made a promise to her mother and to herself. After her grandparents’ murder, she had sworn to her mother that she would protect the rest of the family by staying away from them. That she would also protect the single secret her grandfather had given her mother unless she had no other recourse, until the threat of all danger had passed.

That secret, a set of numbers, was more than her own legacy, more than the legacy that had been stolen from Francine Taite, when Sorrel had kidnapped her. It was an inheritance set aside by Bernard Taite for his missing daughter. Cash, gold, bonds, family jewels, and a portion of Taite Industries profit per year, after Bernard Taite’s death. It was a legacy set aside by her grandfather, and Tehya couldn’t claim it until she either married, reached forty years old, or decided to return it to the overall estate for a very small portion of the whole. That inheritance was all she wanted from the Taites. As far as she was concerned, she deserved every tiny bit of it.

“Your gown will be here in about an hour.” Jordan stepped into the bedroom where she stood in front of the large, well-lit mirror, that hung on the wall behind the dresser completing her makeup. She hated vanity lighting, preferring the more natural light in the bedroom instead.

Dressed in thin shorts and a camisole top, barefoot, freshly showered and still trying to come to grips with the night before, Tehya avoided his gaze as she brushed a finishing powder over the completed accents to her face, before returning her makeup to the bag lying on the dresser.

“Fine,” she answered shortly as she checked the feature-defining job she had completed on her face. Smoky eyes, defined cheeks, the darker eye shadow highlighting and darkening the emerald green of her eyes.

Hell, she didn’t look like Teylor Johnson any more than she looked like the missing Tehya Talamosi Fitzhugh. Which was the effect she had been working for. Makeup was indeed a girl’s best friend.

Jordan paced across the room to her as she watched him carefully from the corner of her eye.

He wore black silk slacks, custom-made leather shoes, and an Egyptian cotton white shirt so expensive she was almost amused by the price. She knew the Malone’s were incredibly rich, each son provided a healthy inheritance when Erin Malone died. They rarely showed it though, which only made it more shocking when she saw proof of it.

The matching evening jacket was lying across a chair in the other room. She knew his habits, and she was certain he had taken just as much notice of her own.

“You don’t seem particularly concerned about the party tonight,” he commented as he stood behind her, his gaze going over her face, taking in the expert application of makeup.

“Should I be?” she asked, her brow arching.

“This is the first time you’ve been face-to-face with the Taites, other than Journey. I know it’s a complication you weren’t looking forward to,” Jordan said.

Her lips twisted bitterly. “True, but life is nothing if not a complication, wouldn’t you say, Jordan? Why should one more matter? Besides, they have no idea who I am, and no one at the party who matters has any idea who I am. Why should I be nervous?

Jordan leaned against the edge of the dresser, crossed his arms over his chest, and stared back at her.

“The whole Taite family will be there, Tey. Stephen and his wife, Lauren. Craig and his wife, Melisande, as well as the children. Craig’s son and heir, Royce, his daughters Alexa and Journey.”

She turned with a frown. “Isn’t that unusual? Stephen Taite had one child, Craig, but Craig has three.”

“Unusual.” His lips pursed thoughtfully though his gaze was amused. “Perhaps Craig didn’t enjoy being an only child.”

“Mother said Craig was quite determined that there be no other children to share his parents’ time with him.” She remembered this as bits and pieces of conversations with her mother emerged. “She always appeared very fondly amused by the memory. Evidently, Craig was quite possessive of not just his parents, but also any inheritance he would receive when they died.”

“What’s your point?” he asked curiously.

Did she have a point? Other than the fact that she truly wasn’t nervous and was only now realizing how very little she knew about her family. Even though their youngest daughter worked for her, Tehya refused to listen to Journey discuss them.

“No point,” she finally shrugged as Jordan continued to watch her. “I’ve just always found that rather strange, I guess.”

“Why would it seem odd or strange to you if you have no intentions of revealing yourself to them?”

Tehya propped her hands on the dresser and stared back at herself in the mirror for a long, intense moment, before dropping her eyes and turning to stare back at Jordan.

She couldn’t bear to see the emotions in her own eyes, or the haunted dreams she had never been able to give up on.

“Mother adored her family,” she said softly, frowning as her chest tightened with the pain of everything that had been lost over the years. “That was her only dream, to find a way home. The last call she made, before Sorrel caught up with her, after her parents’ deaths, she sounded broken.”

She had been broken, Tehya amended silently. She had heard it in Francine’s voice, the agony that couldn’t be healed, the knowledge there was no home left to return to.

“Trust no one, Tehya,” she had whispered without inflection, her voice hoarse, ragged, yet lacking emotion. “Swear to me you’ll never risk the rest of the family. But when you’re old enough, Tehya. When you reach your inheritance age, swear to me. Swear you’ll claim all that is left of what should be yours. Swear it. And when you do, you’ll find him. You’ll find the son of a bitch that helped Sorrel. You’ll make him pay. Swear it, damn you!”

Tehya had sworn. She had wanted to beg her mother to do it. Francine had been thirty-three years old. She’d had only seven years to go. At forty she could have claimed the inheritance and found her own vengeance.

Her mother had lived long enough to claim enough. Within a week of her parents’ death, Sorrel’s men had found her. They had found her, they had tortured her to death, for her.

Her mother had died protecting her.

“You were her family, too.” Jordan’s voice pulled her back from her memories. “You were her daughter.”

“I was her albatross,” she whispered, the muted grief that haunted her reflected in her voice, despite her attempt to hold it back.

“She cherished you,” Jordan reminded her. “If you had been her albatross then she would have let Sorrel have you.”

“And she lived in hell to protect me.” She couldn’t forget that. She couldn’t fail. She couldn’t let the past destroy her, or her mother’s death would have been in vain.

“She made me swear I would never involve family in this.” She turned to him, praying she was making the right choice in allowing Jordan to draw them in, even to the small extent he was involving them.

And now she was pushing it by going to a party the entire family was attending. A party where everyone would be speculating about the landscaping company owner and what she was doing with one of D.C.’s favorite sons, Jordan Malone.

“You’re not calling your family begging for help,” he pointed out. “You’re meeting them as someone totally unrelated to the great-niece Stephen Taite has no idea how to locate.”

And rumor was that he had searched for her for several years after her grandparents’ and mother’s deaths. She’d never understood why though.

Turning back to the mirror, she fluffed the curls that fell nearly to her hips and checked the smoky shadow that accented her eyes. She needed to break away from the sapphire blue of his gaze, from the unspoken questions that seemed to lurk there.

“Do you expect Ira Arthur and Mark Tenneyson to be there?” she asked after several moments’ silence.

“They actually have invitations.”

Tehya turned back to him in shock. “How did they manage that one?”

“Through the French Embassy.” Jordan’s lips tightened. “We’re still trying to track down the particulars of that invitation. Until we do, stay close. See if anything is mentioned about the attack on your house.”

“They know about that? So much for a life of fucking anonymity, Jordan. What the hell is going on here?”

“We’ve managed to contain most of it,” he assured her. “But you know how rumors work, Tehya. Someone will have heard about it.”

“No doubt.” She breathed out roughly. “What’s the story then?”

“Your cousin, Denver Roberts, was staying at the house when someone tried to break in. Things got out of hand and shots were fired. That simple.”

“That simple,” she breathed out roughly.

She didn’t want to think about her home. She didn’t want to think about the damage, and she didn’t want to discuss it.

“Fine.” She lifted her hand in a denial of the conversation going further. “Maybe I’ll get really lucky and no one has heard about it.”

“Tey, you’re worrying too much,” he told her somberly. “The meeting will be short, an introduction, no more. Just enough to give the men watching the Taites, as well as you, something to report back to their employers. I want to know who is pulling the junkyard dogs’ chains; and how the hell they managed to get an official invitation to a Senator’s party.”

“It’s D.C.,” she reminded him. “Invitations are traded like baseball cards.”

His head inclined in agreement. “I guess we have to find the collectors then,” he told her.

“Do we have any idea who the dogs are working for yet?” She rather liked the analogy in regards to Arthur and Tenneyson.

Jordan’s lips quirked “Not even a clue. As I said, I’m hoping they’ll lead us to them after the party. If nothing else, put us a few steps closer.”

A few steps closer.

“Well-funded, well-hidden, and well-connected,” she murmured. “We won’t know who it is unless they manage to actually take me.”

He moved quickly behind her, his gaze meeting hers in the mirror.

“Let that happen, and once you’re safe, I promise you, I’ll make damned sure you regret it.”

She heard the anger in his tone and grimaced as Jordan dared her.

“I haven’t been running for all but the first five years of my life just to let them take me, Jordan.”

“Make damned sure of it,” he growled. “The last thing I need is to lose you, Tehya.”

His choice of words had her glancing in the mirror to catch his reflection. He turned away though before she could see anything, and she had the feeling it was deliberate.

“And those words coming from the man who allowed me to walk away nine months ago,” she said calmly. “Tell me, Jordan, did you even think about me before you learned my identity had been compromised?”

She couldn’t leave well enough alone, no matter how she tried.

“I didn’t lose you,” he stated coolly as he turned back to her. “I knew how to find you, Tehya.”

Her lips tightened. “Yes, all you had to do was contact Killian.”

Another thought had her turning around to face him.

“How convenient that my phone had been tampered with just before this happened,” she stated mockingly. “Perhaps we should launch our own investigation, Jordan. Into Killian Reece and whether or not he betrayed me.”

Killian hated her because Sorrel was her father. He would have no problem turning her over to Sorrel’s enemies. As far as he was concerned, blood would tell, and he had no compunction saying it to her face.

“It’s already begun,” he promised. “But that doesn’t change our present situation so stop attempting to change the subject. Are you ready for this party, Tehya? Will you be able to handle meeting the Taites?”

“No, Jordan. I’m not. But just as with anything else in the past, it doesn’t appear as though I have a fucking choice does it?” She fought to throttle her fury.

She swung away from him and stalked across the room, intending to pass him, to move into the living room, to get away from the reality of what she could never have, as well as the realization that she was moving closer to them with every second.

“I’ve never seen you like this.” He caught her arm as she would have passed him. “You’re not focused, nor are you trusting me as you used to, Tey. What happened?”

Confusion swept over her as she glared back at him.

“What do you want from me, Jordan? How else do you expect me to be? For the first time in my life, I thought I was safe, only to learn I wasn’t. My home was invaded. I’m being thrown into a situation where my entire life once again is out of my control. Should I simply be calm and collected and expect you to take care of it all?” The anger that burned inside her filled her voice now.

She couldn’t help it. She was moving too quickly into unfamiliar territory and was unable to get her bearings fast enough. It had been three days since she had lost the small measure of peace she had found, since the security she had unknowingly craved so desperately had been taken away from her.

“You’ve always trusted me to protect you.”

She was confused by the darkness in his tone now, by the glint of anger in his blue eyes.

“This has nothing to do with protection, Jordan,” she argued, desperate now to escape this conversation.

“What does it have to do with?” He questioned her rather than releasing her as she tried to jerk her arm from his grip. “Tell me, Tehya, since when do you believe I would allow anyone to dare to harm you.”

Jordan couldn’t explain why her belief in him was so damned important. Why he had been watching her for three days, probing at her trust, pushing her limits.

The night before he had broken through the reserve she had held against him where her body was concerned. That step had been imperative. Though he had no idea why. He couldn’t explain it to himself and prayed she didn’t demand explanations. It had forced her to probe those emotions. It had forced her out of that shell and placed him in a position to help her rebuild it.

She had lost too much, he couldn’t allow her to lose faith in him as well. When this was over, when the time came to rebuild her life, yet again, he didn’t want her shying away from her dreams.

Unfortunately, it had come with more emotion, with more pain than he had wanted to see her facing. That pain was beginning to make him want to commit murder, even as he wondered how her trust was surviving.

That ultimate trust, from a woman to her lover, was the same trust that came with the illusion of love. And with love, there always came heartbreak. God knew he didn’t want to break her heart, but that pain was preferable, he thought, to losing the dreams of her home.

“I’ve always believed in you,” she finally answered, her eyes flashing with a vulnerability that surprised him, and a glimmer of emotion he hadn’t expected to see. Not yet. A part of him went icy cold, denial snaking through his brain.

She believed she loved him, and the ache in his chest at the knowledge of the pain that belief had brought her, that it would bring her, tightened through him. Even now he could see the grief she felt, and her fear that emotion would never be returned.

It hurt more than he had thought it would.

“I’ll protect you, Tehya,” he whispered, his free hand cupping her cheek, his thumb brushing over her lips. “In all the years we’ve worked together, I’ve never lost an agent, have I?”

“Never,” she answered, staring back at him painfully, her gaze haunted with so many hopes and fears, and the realization that dreams were just never meant to be.

He wanted nothing more than to erase the pain in her eyes. To see a smile in her gaze, to see just the smallest glimmer of happiness. In that moment, Jordan realized he would do whatever it took to give her a chance at that happiness. Even if it meant destroying the illusion of emotion she thought she felt for him.

Her lips parted against the pressure of his thumb as those incredible green eyes flashed with exactly what he wanted to see. Mixed with the vulnerability, the emotion she believed was love, he saw that moment when her heart, her brain, her senses locked into the emotion and her trust in him cemented.

For a moment, he let himself bask in that emotional heat, a response he was certain, absolutely positive, she was even fully unaware of.

And it had been achieved with an ease that indicated the depth of emotion she had felt for him before ever leaving the base in Texas.

That knowledge tightened his guts. In a split second he was hard, and filled with such remorse that it shocked him.

Just because he knew the love she thought she felt was no more than an illusion, a cruel, vicious, emotional prank, didn’t mean she would ever accept that fact. It didn’t mean she believed in it any less.

From the moment she had arrived at her home and found him there, he had pushed her toward one end. Toward the complete and total trust he needed her to feel. And now that she was there, he felt nothing but disgust for himself.

“Protect my family, too, Jordan.” A hint of steel flashed in her gaze then. The trust was there. That belief he had needed so desperately to ensure she would work with him rather than against him. But with it was also a warning. Tehya could make a formidable enemy, and if her family was harmed, that was exactly where this course would lead.

He let his lips quirk into a small smile as he forced the lie of amusement into his gaze. A lie because amusement was the last thing he felt.

Unlike his precious Tehya, he knew exactly how to lie with every cell of his body.

“Your family is completely protected,” he assured her. “I promise, I even have plans B, C, and D where their safety and protection is concerned.”

He was all about his plans. For a moment, just a moment, he wished he could be more about believing in love than about believing in reality.

To keep that regret harnessed, his head lowered and his lips brushed against hers, gently, but with a restraint that made his body tighten and ache with renewed hunger.

As her lips parted, as the fiery heat and infusion of emotion filled her kiss, Jordan wished, for the first time in too many years to count, that he too believed in love.

Tehya’s lashes drifted open as the kiss slowly eased away, her senses immersed in the pleasure of a contact that shouldn’t have had such an effect on her.

She loved him, though. The emotion she had never been able to restrain welled inside her as she stared up at him, wishing she could hold the heart of the man that held hers so easily. A man who refused to believe love could be more than an illusion.

As her lips parted to speak, a heavy knock at the bedroom door echoed through the room.

“Hey lovebirds, we have a delivery out here.” Nik chuckled in amusement.

Tehya almost swore Jordan was ready to roll his eyes.

Staring down at her, Jordan backed away slowly. “I’ll go out and talk to him.” His lips quirked in amusement. “For some reason, it bothers me that Nik would see you half-dressed, in our bedroom.”

Shocking. And Jordan didn’t often shock her.

There was the faintest hint of male possession in his tone, as though he had already laid his claim to her. As though he intended to keep her.

Tehya gave her head a hard shake as he left the room to talk to Nik, the sound of the possessiveness in his voice still rocking through her senses. How she had needed to hear that, because Jordan never felt possessive. She had never known or heard of him to be jealous of any woman.

She was checking her appearance at the mirror when Jordan stepped back inside minutes later. “Mikayla delivered the dress.” Entering the room fully he laid the ball gown over the bottom of the bed before turning back to her

His gaze was darker, less a sapphire blue, perhaps closer to a navy. As though in the moments they had been apart, some dark memory had filled his senses.

The soft, shimmering folds of the dark violet material looked like a splash of vivid excitement against the white comforter. It was just as she had envisioned it when she and Mikayla had discussed the design. Strapless, with an empire waist and yards of violet silk falling to her feet over the white silk underskirt, it was both romantic and sensual.

The bodice cupped and loved her breasts, while the rest of her curves were hinted at and teased the senses. An illusion of height was added, then given a boost by five-inch matching heels that had been delivered with the dress.

A soft, matching cape with a white silk lining, and a white clutch purse for essentials, and Tehya knew she would be drawing gazes. Thankfully, the flesh-colored bandage Jordan had somehow procured, normally used for wounded operatives on covert assignments, hid the wound on her arm.

That had been one of Jordan’s requirements for the dress, that it be eye catching. That it please his senses and arouse him. When he had seen the drawn design, his lashes had lowered, and Tehya herself had become aroused by the look of latent lust in his expression.

“We’ll be arriving a little late,” he informed her as she ran her fingers over the shimmering silk. “I prefer an hour. Tonight, entrance means everything. The invitation list went out to all the guests and we’ve already begun receiving other invitations from those my family and I are acquainted with as well as associates of the Taites. We’re here only to support Senator Stanton and his son-in-law though.”

She nodded slowly. “I understand.” His friends would wonder about her, and ask questions later, when she was no longer a part of his life.

Of course, he would be uncomfortable with that. Jordan rarely chose a lover in the position of associating with his family. She let her fingers run over the material of the dress once again. She wasn’t going to allow his reluctance to take her around his friends affect the memories she was making.

It was the thought of the Taites though that had her chest tightening.

“Tehya?”

It was her silence that had him moving closer to her, watching her expression as she lifted her gaze to meet his.

“Would they have liked me, Jordan?” she asked, her voice almost too soft to hear, her expression so vulnerable, so filled with a hunger to belong that he wanted to kill Sorrel himself. She was so damned beautiful, kind, compassionate. Any family would be proud of her.

“Tehya, they wouldn’t be able to help themselves.” It was in that moment that he knew he was in serious trouble where those unnamed emotions for her were involved. They rose like a tidal wave inside him and threatened to swamp his normal good sense.

His arms went around her, drawing her close to him as he suddenly realized all the emotions she had hidden through the years. She had kept to herself, staying in her suite as he had done when there was no work to bury himself in.

She had fought for the same distance he had, and for similar reasons. Because the pain was too intense when the illusions were ripped away. Or, in her case, when she lost those she loved.

He should have never allowed her to hide in such a way, Jordan admitted.

“It’s too late,” she whispered against his chest, her fingers curling against his shirt to hold on to him. “It’s just too late.”

It was too late to go home. Too late to be a part of a family that would never understand the woman reality had shaped. And in a way, Jordan agreed with her. Unless they had an idea of the world that had created her, then they would never be comfortable around her.

“Perhaps you can never go home,” he whispered. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t forge your own place, as Teylor Johnson.” Easing back, he stared down at her once again. “You don’t have to admit to your familial ties, Tehya, to be a part of a family. All you have to do is be willing to be a friend.”

She would be an asset to any friend or family she chose, he thought. The honesty and compassion that was so much a part of her would always draw others to her, like a moth to a flame.

As she drew him. There were days he wondered if he would ever escaped the tangled web of emotion he knew she would wrap around him if she could.

Love. Hell, that illusion was stronger, was more than he was and he knew it.

Finally she gave a short, sharp nod before turning and heading to the bed where her dress was laid out.

Letting her go was the hardest thing he had ever done. He wanted nothing more than to hold her. And to give her the one thing he swore he’d never give anyone. The illusion he suddenly wished he could convince himself of.

Love.

“I’ll finish dressing, then,” she told him quietly as she glanced at the clock. “We should have just enough time for your preferred arrival.”

He frowned back at her suspiciously. “It doesn’t take an hour to put a dress on, Tey.”

She almost smiled at the doubt in his tone, and in his face.

“True,” she agreed. “But it often takes longer than that to finish the look, Jordan. Stockings can’t have runs, the skirt has to lay just right, my makeup will have to be adjusted for the color because I didn’t expect the depth of the shimmer once the gown was completed.”

She was trying desperately to maintain her control, and Jordan had no idea how to ease the pain in her eyes. That left him with the only option at hand. A strategic retreat until she needed him to hold her, to assure her once again that there was no reason why she shouldn’t be loved.

“Enough said.” He lifted his hand to halt the subtly mocking explanation. “I’ll leave you to dressing while I discuss the security layout and the guests with the others.” He indicated the door to the rest of the suite with a sharp turn of his head. “Just let me know when you’re ready.”

“I’ll be sure to do that,” she promised as she moved to the head of the bed and loosened the material from the padded hanger it was secured to. “As I said, an hour, perhaps a bit more.”

For just as long as she could draw it out.

For some reason, Jordan seemed determined to bring her face-to-face with her family, and she had a feeling it had more to do with his belief that she should align herself with them than the belief that being there would allow him to identify who gave the orders to the men threatening her.

As much as she craved family and connections, she knew that connection had been broken with her grandparents’ deaths. All the wishing, all the tears, or all the regrets in the world couldn’t change that.

“Just be yourself, Tehya,” he reminded her again, suddenly behind her when she had expected him to leave the room.

One hand gripped her hip for a second as his head lowered and he placed a soft kiss at the curve of her shoulder. “I promise, no one could help but to love the person you are.”

Everyone but him.

“Of course.” She tried to convince him she believed it, though they both knew otherwise. “I would just prefer that it hadn’t come to this.”

He nipped her flesh, causing her to jerk and turn her head to stare back at him in surprise.

“I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” He grinned. “We’re just getting ready to have some fun, baby. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

Before she could answer him he was drawing away from her and moving from the room. The bedroom door opened and he disappeared through it, closing it behind him with a decisive snap.

There was definitely something to be said for the days when he spent more time trying to ignore her than to seduce her, she thought with a sigh.

At least then the knowledge of her future hadn’t been so clear-cut.

Now, she was certain, no other man but Jordan would do, which meant that after he was gone, she was looking at a very lonely existence.

But she wouldn’t have missed it for the world.

*   *   *

“There you are.” Travis Caine was preparing to knock on the bedroom door when it opened.

Stepping through, he was ready to close the door when Travis stopped him and handed him a small cellophane pack.

“Flash bandages,” he informed Jordan. “Covers the wound and hides it. Lilly thought she might need it with the strapless gown. And there’s enough for several uses there.”

Jordan frowned back at him. “Those are damned hard to come by, Travis.” And he knew they were; they were items he’d had problems acquiring even during his time as Elite Ops commander. He was right though, Tehya would more than appreciate it.

“Thanks, Travis.” He nodded back to him. “I appreciate it.”

“Eh, thank Lilly, she thought of it.” He inclined his head back toward his wife.

“I should have known that,” Jordan quipped before crossing the room to where the others were waiting.

Jordan faced the men awaiting him in the parlor of the suite, his gaze narrowed, any amusement or sense of fun that he may have given Tehya evaporating.

Getting the team back together hadn’t been hard. The moment they had known Tehya was in danger they had come running, several of them with their very dangerous wives in tow. Those wives were there now, in full party dress, like goddesses of beauty sent to tempt mortal men.

“What do we have?” He glanced at his nephew, his unofficial second in command.

“Everyone has received their guest lists and everyone’s buzzing. Hell, Jordan, maybe we should socialize more,” Noah reported, his darker eyes amused at the knowledge that others were excited at the prospect of a Malone being in town. A testament to Riordan Malone Sr.’s popularity when he was younger. “The Taites are fairly quiet, though Lauren, Stephen’s wife, has extended a lunch invitation to the Malone party.” His lips quirked mockingly. “Speculation is going wild over the identity of your guest, Teylor Johnson, though. Even the Taites are making inquiries. Within hours, they were aware of the fact that you were indeed the same Jordan Malone that refuses to sell the Malone property in Ireland, that they’re so desperate to acquire.”

Jordan had been aware of that for years. Unfortunately for them, he had no intentions of selling the Malone family properties. Not in Ireland, nor in America.

“And they’re normally the ones to care the least,” Lilly Harrington Caine, the daughter of an English lord spoke up. “The Taites abstain from gossip mongering and concentrate instead on their various charities and on family. To have them asking anything about anyone is a major coup.” There was no sarcasm in the words, simply a statement of fact.

“It’s Jordan’s charm.” Noah grinned. “They simply crave having Jordan tell them ‘No’.”

Jordan almost grinned. The Taites were persistent if nothing else. A trait Tehya had definitely inherited.

“We’ll see if they bring it up face-to-face,” Jordan said. “Perhaps they’ll believe me when I say it isn’t for sale this time.”

“Stephen Taite believes everything is for sale,” Lilly cut in at that point. “He’s quite determined to own that castle, Jordan. He learned Travis perhaps knew you, within hours of his arrival in the states this week. He’s already contacted us again this morning, wondering if we could arrange a meeting for him. We’ve declined, by the way.”

Jordan snorted at her cheeky grin.

“He only wants it because it’s something he’s been refused,” he growled as he moved across the room to the bar.

“You’ve picked up tails here at the hotel.” Nik changed the direction of the conversation. “Tenneyson and Arthur and their backup team are dividing their time between here and the Taites’. We believe they have the Taites’ rented estate bugged, but we’re not certain yet.”

“Of course it’s bugged.” Jordan knew he would have had it bugged if he were Tenneyson and Arthurs. The electronic listening devices would allow the team to easily split their time while still being assured no potential players slipped past them.

“We haven’t learned who’s hired them yet,” Noah said. “We’re still working on it.”

Nodding, Jordan poured himself a stiff drink before knocking it back and relishing the burn in the pit of his stomach. Nothing could sear away the disgust eating at him, though, or the restless anger at the game he was playing with Tehya’s emotions. The excuse that it was for her own good wasn’t helping in the least.

“Find out who these bastards are.” Jordan diluted the furious snap in his voice for the women’s sake.

There was no sense in pissing their husbands off because he knew he was getting in over his head with a woman.

Still, they stared back at him, uncertain why this mission suddenly counted so much more than all the others before it.

“We’re searching, boss.” Micah was the only one brave enough to answer. “Until then, we have Tenneyson and Arthurs covered.”

“Something else seems to have come up, though.” John Vincent had sat silently at the conference table until now. “We have a new player.”

Jordan turned to him with a heavy sigh. “And who might that be?”

“Journey Taite’s boyfriend arrived,” he drawled. “Several years older than she. Beauregard Grant. He’s a third cousin to Andrew and Melissa Grant.”

“And fifth cousin to England’s Lord Lowden Grant,” Lilly added. “He’s considered a black sheep, though. Dropped out of college, joined the military for a while. He was discharged for unsatisfactory performance of duty and conduct unbecoming.”

“I’m surprised Taite is allowing him anywhere near his daughter,” Jordan murmured.

Lilly’s smile was all teeth and disgust. “He’s still royalty, my dear Mr. Malone. As fifth cousin to Lord Grant, he’s also somewhere around twelfth cousin to the Queen Mother.”

Jordan’s brow arched. “Lineage, huh?’

“Lineage.” Lilly rolled her eyes. Anyone related to the Queen Mother placed a stamp on that kinship and proclaimed it far and wide.

“Beauregard won’t be a problem,” Jordan said. “Journey knows Tehya’s identity as Teylor Johnson and nothing more.” He looked at each man in turn. “Don’t take your eyes off her. Tehya is of primary importance, and tracking down whoever gave the order to attack her home is imperative. I want it over.” His voice hardened. “I want her safe.”

And as each man stared back at him he knew they understood, and they agreed.

Nothing mattered more to them than the protection of their wives, just as nothing mattered more to him than the protection of his … He gave himself a mental shake. Nothing mattered more than protecting Tehya and returning her to the life she had chosen for herself.

Because any life she chose would be far better than that of a life with a man who had learned long, long ago the perils of believing in love, and in happily ever-afters.

Nothing lasted forever.


CHAPTER 11

Tehya could think of far better things to do than to make an entrance at a party of politicians and their supporters. A root canal. A broken bone. Hell, being in the middle of a violent conflict in the most dense of jungles. And she hated the jungle. She hated it almost as much as the political parties.

But she had to admit there was a sense of excitement, a flare of pure feminine pride as all eyes turned to view their entrance, especially those of the women.

Like Tehya, they couldn’t take their eyes off Jordan.

Savage and dangerous, a sleek mature male animal, confident and primal, he was an instinctive draw to any female with hormones. And the women here seemed to have plenty of hormones if their sudden interest was anything to go by.

Walking down the short flight of steps, her hand placed comfortably in the crook of Jordan’s arm, she let herself pretend for the moment that they were a true couple. They were simply there to support a friend. There was no danger, no haunting past. There was nothing to worry about, no reason to be concerned or frightened.

He had asked her earlier to trust him. What he didn’t know, what he didn’t understand, was that she had always trusted him.

“Jordan Malone.” Senator Richard Stanton stepped forward, a warm smile on his face as his blue eyes twinkled merrily. Hand outstretched, he welcomed Jordan’s handshake with obvious familiarity before clapping him on the back and turning to Tehya. “Teylor Johnson, you’re as completely gorgeous as ever.”

“Senator.” Face uplifted, she accepted the brush of his lips against her cheek as a real smile tugged at her lips.

She had always enjoyed the meetings she attended where the senator was in attendance. As Jordan’s personal assistant for the past six years, she had had the pleasure of working with the older man often in his capacity of a committee member of the Elite Ops Command.

“You’ve met my daughter and son-in-law?” The senator turned to Kell and Emily Krieger.

“Hello, Tey.” Emily greeted her cheekily, her blue eyes sparkling merrily at the obvious knowledge that Teylor wasnt her real name.

Kell’s welcome was just as warm, his dark green gaze amused as he observed the interest they were drawing.

“It’s wonderful to see you again, Jordan,” the senator declared with robust friendliness. “Come to the bar with me, we’ll get a drink and see a few people I know are eager to meet with you.”

As the senator accompanied them across the room, Tehya watched as the crowd parted, as avid gazes locked on to them. And she saw the two young women standing together. One fiery haired, the other blond. One familiar yet confused, the other coolly composed, her expression arrogant.

Journey and her sister Alexa. They were as different as night and day. Journey with her red-gold hair, and Alexa looking like an ice princess. Next to them was their handsome brother Royce, his hair and eyes dark, his expression cold. His gaze was harder, almost dead. It wasn’t even icy. It was just empty as he watched. There was no interest, no curiosity, and no boredom. They were simply dead.

As the senator led them to the bar, Tehya watched from the corner of her eye as Stephen and Craig Taite moved casually in a parallel line to meet them.

Both men had their gazes on Jordan, eyes narrowed, their arrogant, thin faces drawn into similar lines of predatory intent.

The castle Jordan owned in Ireland had been a bone of contention for years. The Taites seemed especially determined to possess it, claiming it had once been a part of their lineage as well. They had tried to meet with Grandpop Rory, with Jordan’s brother Grant, and once they had even flown to Texas in an attempt to meet with Jordan.

Now, they were pressing Jordan at every opportunity to sell the property via both e-mail and snail mail. And Jordan flatly refused, if he deigned to answer at all.

“What can I get you?” The senator turned back to them as they reach the long, dark-wood bar.

Jordan ordered for himself as well as for her before she politely rolled her eyes and turned to the bartender. She ordered her favorite whisky. Turning back to Jordan, she toasted him with the shot glass. Tipping it back and finishing it with a single swallow.

Heated, she felt a surge of bravado as fear receded at the whisky’s warmth. When her eyes opened, she found herself staring directly into the disapproving gazes of the great-uncle and the cousin she had never known.

The smile she flashed them was patently false. She didn’t dare show the hurt she felt at the disapproval her cousin showed, or the sudden flash of disgust in her uncle’s eyes.

“Stephen,” Stanton murmured. “I’m glad you could make it tonight.”

Stephen inclined his head regally before turning to Jordan. “I thought it time I met my adversary,” he said cordially. “We seem to still be locked in a silent duel over a piece of property he’s in possession of.”

“A piece of property I own,” Jordan reminded him as he moved closer to Tehya, his arm going around her waist to pull her closer to her side. “And it’s still not for sale.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Craig’s tone was just arrogantly superior enough to grate on the nerves.

The younger Taite’s blue-green eyes were chilly while the elder’s darker, moss-green eyes were frankly curious.

“It amazes me that you’re so determined to hold on to such barren property.” Stephen finally smiled back at them, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

This was her family?

“And it amazes me that you would want to buy such barren property,” Jordan pointed out, his tone definitely more cordial and less confrontational.

Suddenly, Tehya was seeing the Taites without the rose-colored glasses of nonassociation. She had never imagined such snide prejudice, such superior arrogance. How much worse would it be if they knew the truth of her?

“Jordan, excuse me, darling.” She turned to him smoothly, her smile all teeth. “I’m feeling a bit unsettled. Perhaps it’s something in the air. I’ll just step into the ladies’ room to clear my head, if you don’t mind?”

“Of course, love.” Chiding, knowing, his tone was still warm and caring. “I’ll be right here.”

He lifted his hand and gave a subtle signal to Travis and Lilly Caine. The two came instantly, following Tehya as she moved for the hall that led to the ladies’ room.

Jordan turned back to Stephen and Craig, allowing the anger surging inside him to ice his gaze as he flicked a glance over them before turning back to the senator. “Breeding leaves something to be desired in the manners department,” he commented.

Craig Taite straightened his bony shoulders beneath the silk evening jacket he wore. “Was that an insult, Malone?”

“Why, yes, I believe it was,” Jordan said, his tone low, careful to keep their conversation where it was, just among them. “You’ve insulted Teylor, Taite. That could end up being a very bad mistake on your part.”

Craig sniffed delicately. “Her manners are atrocious, Mr. Malone. A lady doesn’t swig whisky in public.”

“Only in private to endure the ass she’s with, huh?” he taunted the other man, well aware of Craig’s wife’s inability to attend many social functions with him because of her love for the inebriated state.

It was said in such a way that Craig couldn’t be certain of the insult.

“It seems we were perhaps faulty in believing a meeting would help in building an intelligent discourse for the future,” Stephen Taite sighed regretfully. “We have many business interests that coincide. I had hoped we could work together.”

“As far as I know, we have no such business interests,” Jordan pointed out. “The only thing we have in common is your determination to acquire that which doesn’t belong to you.”

And would never belong to them.

Stephen Taite had sold the estate to Joseph Fitzhugh just before his niece was kidnapped more than thirty years before. He hadn’t cared enough to hold on to the once crumbling castle until Jordan had come along and restored it to the savage beauty it now possessed.

“And shouldn’t have been sold to you,” Stephen said with a weary sigh. “Such is business, though. It seems you are taking offense to what may be no more than friendly banter, Mr. Malone. That’s unfortunate. I admit, I do feel rather possessive of it. Fitzhugh acquired it at a time when I was young and relatively less appreciative of my own belongings.”

Jordan had acquired the estate after Fitzhugh’s death from the French authorities, months after Tehya had killed him. The property had at one time been Malone land, owned by Jordan’s grandfather before the Malone family came to America. “I assure you, I rarely misunderstand a situation, Mr. Taite,” Jordan assured him. “I’ve based my business on knowing exactly how to read others.”

Taite’s brows lifted. “And what exactly would that business be, Mr. Malone? I must admit, I’ve never fully understood it.”

“I must admit, I’ve never fully explained it,” Jordan said dismissively before turning to the senator. “If you’ll excuse me, I believe I have some business to discuss with your son-in-law, Senator. As soon as I collect Teylor.”

Tehya could be a part of this family. Their determination to acquire his land should have clued him into their personalities. Personalities that Tehya could never endure for long.

She could never fit in with the pompous arrogance that defined the two he had just met.

Their greed was only surpassed by their own sense of superiority. And it was all he could do to rein in his anger and not inform them of the very formidable enemy they had just made.

He couldn’t ignore the looks they had given her that had sent her running, their disgust for her preferred drink apparent as it sliced through her confidence.

Bastards. They’d insulted him well enough over the years; he wouldn’t allow them to insult her. He’d just never imagined her family could be all bad.

The estate they coveted had been all but given to Fitzhugh at a time when Stephen Taite and Joseph Fitzhugh had been friends during their youth. Jordan’s acquisition of it had been a stroke of luck.

The estate was run by caretakers for the most part, a couple whose own safety depended upon their cover and their ability to maintain that illusion.

Stepping into the hall, he moved to the upper end and toward the ladies’ room Travis stood outside of, leaning against a wall, his shoulders tense, his expression drawn into hard, forbidding lines.

Travis stepped up to Jordan and whispered, “I can’t believe she shares that bastard’s blood. He managed to insult her and Lilly all in the same breath. As though his blood were somehow far richer than others’.”

Jordan snorted at the thought. “It was in the dossier we had on him.” He finally shrugged. “We should have been forewarned.”

Travis shook his head. “Hell, Lilly was raised with the damned family. She warned us. For the past year, I’ve moved in his society and never even been introduced, and now I understand why. Son of a bitch. Tey is so fucking down to earth, and just kind.”

Knowing Tehya it had been hard to imagine the Taites were such as holes though.

“Because he avoided it,” Jordan murmured knowingly.

Travis’s jaw clenched. “Bloody bastard doesn’t know who he’s dealing with. I could have out-blooded him as well as out-moneyed him at one time. Hell, I still could I believe.”

Travis had been an English lord himself once, Jordan remembered. Before he’d lost it all and turned to vengeance instead.

“Do you miss it?” Jordan asked him, suddenly curious. “You gave up a lot to join us.”

Travis’s lips quirked in a slow, crooked smile as his gaze suddenly lit with a flare of humor. The door opened then, and Lilly stepped out, her gaze meeting her husband’s as a smile transformed her, lighting her face and the very air around her with warmth.

“Hell no.” Travis sighed. “Look at what I gained.”

Jordan’s attention had fractured though, the response meaning little as Tehya emerged behind Lilly. His gaze met Tehya’s and he saw the weary somberness in it.

Travis and Lilly moved toward the ballroom as Jordan pulled Tehya to him and pressed her head against his chest, feeling her take a deep, uneven breath.

“I’m fine,” she told him. “It’s like having the rug pulled out from under your feet, I imagine. It just takes a moment to get your breath.”

She hadn’t imagined they could be so carelessly cruel, even though her mother had regaled her with tales of the society she had once been a part of. A world where best friends were no more than backbiting enemies and trust was an illusion that only children were allowed to believe in. Rather like the tooth fairy.

She pulled back from him slowly, lifted her face, and gave him a careful smile. Another illusion. The lie that she was fine and it would only take moments to get over the shock.

She felt flayed, her flesh stripped to the bone as the family she had dreamed of for years had looked down their noses at her.

Had her mother ever been like that? Her grandparents?

Suddenly, she was incredibly glad that she hadn’t been raised to cherish and miss such a life as her mother had.

Francine Taite had grieved for the life and the family she had been stolen away from. The rare times she and Tehya had had together after their escape from the Fitzhugh estate, her mother had dreamed aloud of returning one day.

Until her parents had died, and within days, Francine had died as well.

“I believe this is why we avoid such events,” she whispered with amused conspiracy to him as he slowly released her. “So we don’t have to put up with the likes of the badgers such as Stephen and Craig Taite.” The hurt was there, thick and heavy, though carefully hidden.

She could joke about it, she could even pretend long enough to convince Jordan, that it didn’t hurt.

But Tehya knew better. It sliced her heart to ribbons.

His lips parted to speak when she caught a hint of movement from the corner of her eye.

It wasn’t an assassin, it wasn’t an attacker, a journalist, or any of the hundreds of people she would prefer to avoid.

Rather, it was the single member of the Taite family who seemed to have a heart rather than marble where a heart should be.

“Teylor.” Twenty-two, and suddenly uncomfortable, Journey Taite stood before them, dressed in emerald green chiffon and satin. The ball gown she wore was at once innocent and incredibly sexy.

Her long, wavy red-gold hair fell below her shoulders in thick, luscious waves, a far cry from the braid Journey wore at work.

“Hello, Journey.” Tehya felt Jordan’s hand at her back, comforting and warm.

Journey gripped the small clutch purse she carried with desperate hands as she stared back at Tehya, who knew exactly why the other girl was so apprehensive.

“We have a deal, Journey,” she assured her. “I won’t break it.”

The promise Tehya had made that she would never reveal to anyone that Journey worked for her, except the IRS.

Journey let out a slow, hard breath and within a blink of an eye, the natural vivacity that seemed to be so much a part of her, gleamed in her eyes once again.

“I’d hate to give Grandfather or Father, either one, a stroke,” she whispered confidentially. “Or do anything to dislodge the sticks up their bums.”

Jordan gave a small cough, an obvious attempt to cover his laughter.

For a moment, Tehya had to fight back tears, though. This girl was everything she had hoped her family would be. Warm, charming, filled with laughter and generosity.

“Are you adopted?” Tehya asked as they turned and headed back to the ballroom. “There’s no way you’re truly related to them.”

Journey grinned at the accusation before sobering. “Actually, my mother tells me often that I remind her of grandfather’s missing niece. She says I’m too much like my cousin Francine. Enough so that she worries one day that she’ll lose me as well.”

Tehya wanted to weep. She’d never really exchanged confidences with Journey for a reason. This reason. Because her memories of the past were still too painful.

“She’s missing?” Tehya asked as Jordan’s fingertips rubbed against her lower back in comfort.

“She was kidnapped more than thirty years ago,” Journey told her, her expression saddened. “She was killed about fifteen years ago. There’s rumors she had a daughter, but despite the family’s attempts to find her, she remains lost as well.”

Tehya made a noncommittal sound, listening rather than speaking as Journey discussed her family.

“I never met my cousin Francine, but Papa says I look a lot like her.”

Did she? Tehya stared at the younger woman for a quick second before looking out at the crowd on the ballroom floor as they reentered it.

“She must have been very beautiful then,” Tehya told her sincerely.

Journey’s smile was hopeful, though it lacked the confidence someone of her looks should have.

Journey did resemble Francine Taite, quite a lot actually. Tehya had seen pictures of her mother when she was young. A fragile, delicate young woman whose smile had been filled with infectious humor and charm. Journey could have passed for Francine’s daughter, perhaps more than Tehya could.

Finding one of the small seating areas, they sat down in a sheltered corner where they could watch the crowd and still talk. Tehya noticed Micah Sloane in his role as an independent bodyguard staying a careful distance from her, but close enough to ensure her protection.

“I don’t care much for the new managers of your company,” Journey said, thankfully switching topics.

Tehya had to control the urge to chuckle at the other girl’s pouting expression.

“Why’s that?” she asked.

“The McIntyres are nice enough.” Journey shrugged. “But they don’t have your vision, Teylor. I don’t think they’re going to make a profit like you would have.”

“And the difference is?” Tehya asked her, genuinely curious now.

Journey played with the ends of a heavy swath of hair that had fallen over her shoulder as a thoughtful look came over her face.

“You naturally pull in clients. They become as excited as you do at the prospect of your designs, while the McIntyres don’t truly seem to be taking it seriously. They actually seem more like drill sergeants.”

Her poor landscaping company. Tehya had to force back the grief at the thought of losing it completely. She loved the design aspects and the clients that always seemed to love the efforts she made to bring color and life to the property they hired her to fix.

“They’ll work out fine,” she finally promised, with absolutely no confidence that they could hold on to her clients.

Because Journey was right; she seemed to have an affinity for the clients she met as well as the designs that would best suit them.

“Why are you considering giving up the company, Teylor?” Journey asked, sounding concerned. “Is the reason financial? I’m certain I could help you find backers…”

“Journey. No.” Tehya laid her hand on Journey’s arm. “It has nothing to do with money and I haven’t made a final decision yet anyway. Lets wait and see what happens.”

The words nearly stuck in her throat from the painful realization that as much as she wanted to she may never be able to return to the life she had begun building for herself.

Journey’s head lowered before she lifted it and looked around. There was something on the other girl’s mind, and for a moment Tehya saw the sadness that filled her.

She would have asked about it if Journey’s face hadn’t gone through a quick, conflicting change of expressions.

At first, there was frustration, anger, then a glimmer of involuntary interest mixed with the English reserve Tehya always found so fascinating.

Following her gaze, Tehya watched the powerful form of Beauregard Grant as he made his way from the bar over to them.

At twenty-nine, Beau Grant was a tall, formidable vision. He wasn’t handsome in the conventional sense, rather he was dark and brooding. A closely cropped beard and mustache covered the lower part of his face, as well as a fine webbing of scars from a fiery car crash he’d been involved in years earlier.

His familial connections to England’s queen made him a much sought-after guest wherever he was staying, though his ties to several criminal elements made him a force to be wary of.

The fact that he was involved with Journey was something Tehya knew she would be losing sleep over.

“Journey.” He moved to the seating area, bent and kissed the younger girl’s cheek warmly. “I was wondering where you disappeared to.”

“I met Miss Johnson in the ladies’ room,” Journey lied smoothly. “We were discussing dresses.”

His expression was bland, neither believing nor disbelieving as he flicked a careless look toward Tehya.

“Your father’s looking for you as well,” he stated. “And I’m ready to claim that dance you owe me.” His tone didn’t encourage a refusal.

Tehya’s gaze narrowed on the couple as Journey rose to her feet with a small sigh of resignation. “Perhaps we’ll have a chance to discuss clothing designs later.” The unconscious wariness that descended over her worried Tehya now. “Good evening, Miss Johnson.”

“Miss Taite,” Tehya murmured as the couple moved off.

Grant’s hand settled at Journey’s lower back in a gesture of possessiveness and control that had immediately set off warning bells in Tehya’s mind.

He was too dark, too dangerous, and much too experienced for the demure child Journey still was in so many ways.

As she stood, Jordan moved beside her, his progress from the bar and the group of men he had been talking to made with deceptive laziness. He had been waiting for the other two to walk away.

“Interesting,” he murmured. “I personally would have chosen someone much lighter natured for my daughter if I were her father.”

Tehya turned and stared back at him in confusion. “Meaning?”

“Rumor is circulating tonight that her father and Mr. Grant have come to an agreement concerning various interests in exchange for Craig’s approval and subsequent agreement to force Journey into marrying him. An arranged marriage, I believe it was once called.” His icy gaze held hers. “What are his chances of forcing her into it?”

Tehya sighed heavily. “Excellent. Journey hasn’t developed the strength to fight against her father yet. Hell, he still controls damned near every aspect of her life that he’s aware of, to the point that she’s hiding the fact that she’s working.”

Tehya made a mental note to meet with Journey soon and discuss this. If her cousin wanted out of that marriage, if she wanted a way to disappear from such a cold-blooded family, then Tehya would help her.

“Genetics are a bitch,” Jordan said, his tone low. “It’s hard to imagine you’re from the same gene pool.”

“No kidding.” She could only shake her head at the thought of the arrogance and superiority that had oozed from Stephen and Craig Taite’s pores. How different they were from what she had imagined. There was none of the warm humor that Journey possessed, none of the charm she seemed to use unconsciously. It was even harder to imagine her mother was related.

“I’ll make sure I find out what Journey herself wants,” she told him, her gaze glittering with suppressed anger. “I won’t let her be forced into anything so important as marriage.”

There was his Tehya. Jordan felt a spurt of pride at the pure determination and protectiveness rising inside her.

“We’ll see,” he agreed. “I believe my business has been conducted for the evening, though. I would like to claim a dance from my very beautiful lover before other things get in the way.”

“Expect things to get in the way,” she informed him as she laid her hand in the crook of his arm once again and allowed him to lead her to the dance floor, where other couples were now moving in synch with the slow, seductive music the band had slipped into.

“Of course,” he agreed with her.

“Have our watchers taken the bait yet?” she asked as she placed her head against his shoulder, his head bent to her.

“They haven’t moved.” His tone hardened. “But I hadn’t expected them to during the party. They’ve made no phone calls though, which I didn’t expect. I was hoping for a number to trace.”

“They’ve been careful all these years not to tip their hand, Jordan.” Weariness and a sense of impending doom was beginning to grow inside her once again. “They’re not going to slip up that easily.”

“I didn’t say it would be easy, now, did I?” he pointed out with an edge of amusement.

A smile tugged at her lips. “True,” she agreed, “you never promised it would be easy.”

His fingers tucked beneath her chin and lifted her head, his gaze staring down into hers. “They have to go through me to hurt you, baby. Me and the entire fucking team,” he swore.

Him and the entire team. He took care of those he considered his own. His agents, their wives, their children if needed. He claimed his shoulders were broad.

The fact was, she was still just a part of the team. It was nothing special. It was nothing romantic nor was it something he would allow them to have forever.

She had now though, she reminded herself. She had a chance to make some memories, a chance to gather his warmth, his passion to her and hold it for the cold, dark days ahead.

As he held her chin up, his head lowered to brush her lips with his. The latent hunger in the action sent heat surging through her body and hunger knotting her womb with such fierce heat it felt blistering.

God, she loved him. So much that she would walk through fire, a hail of bullets, or face her family simply because he felt it was for the best.

As his head rose, her hand lifted, her fingers touching his clean-shaven jaw. She didn’t care who watched, she didn’t care the conclusions they drew. She had to tell him, it was burning in her heart and in her soul, that need to whisper the hunger she knew would never ease.

Whatever happened, whatever the growing panic building inside her meant, she didn’t want to leave this world without him knowing.…

As her lips parted he laid his fingers against them, leaned close, and simply whispered. “I know.”


CHAPTER 12

It was midnight before the senator’s party finally began to wind down and Jordan decided it was time to make their exit. The hours had been spent dancing, chatting, and socializing. The Taites were present, moving around them yet never actually confronting Jordan again.

“Ah, I see you’re leaving, Jordan.” Still bright-eyed and energetic, the senator met them at the wide double doors as they neared them.

“It’s that time, Richard,” Jordan answered with a grin as he drew Tehya closer to his side. “I have several meetings tomorrow that I’d prefer not to be late to.”

“I completely understand.” The senator gave a quick nod before bending his head to kiss Tehya’s cheek fondly. “Come see us soon, Teylor. As always, you’re missed.”

The farewell was a message as well. That she didn’t have to wait until the operation was over to visit. That they were friends.

“We would love to see more of you, Tey.” Emily Krieger reinforced her father’s invitation, using the shortened version of her name to remind her that Emily knew not just who she was, but also who she had been.

“Perhaps,” Tehya murmured, though she returned Emily’s hug firmly and thankfully.

She knew that once this was over, if she survived it, that she would need a friend. Someone who could understand without reaching out to Jordan with a guilt trip where leaving Tehya was concerned.

Tehya knew exactly how the unit worked and the friendships that had been built because of it. They were, in many regards, like a family.

“We’ll see you soon, Richard,” Jordan promised again as his hand tightened at Tehya’s lower back to draw her from the house. “And thanks again for the invitation.”

Guests were already milling on the mansion’s marble front stoop and wide steps that led to the curved driveway and the limousines slowly pulling around.

As Nik pulled the limo to a stop, exited the vehicle, and moved to the back door, Jordan led her slowly down the steps. Her hand lay in the crook of his arm comfortably, the warmth of his body against her side.

Behind her, she felt eyes watching, piercing.

The feeling was stronger than it had been before Jordan found her. The panic was beginning to tighten her chest, building inside her, warning her that the storm brewing around her was going to explode at any time.

Turning slowly in the seat, she sat sideways, facing Jordan, her gaze moving to the crowd gathering on the marble stoop.

Standing out from the other guests, instantly drawing her gaze, their eyes locked on Jordan’s limo, were Stephen and Craig Taite.

Staring into Stephen Taite’s face, she saw his resemblance to the pictures she had seen of her grandfather, and a slighter resemblance to her mother. Craig Taite resembled her mother more, though. His tall, lanky form was a harder, more masculine, male version of Francine Taite.

Thoughtful, perhaps confused, Stephen’s expression was almost enigmatic as his gaze remained locked on the back of the limo, as though he were attempting to sort out a puzzle.

His son’s expression was more disapproving, though tinged with interest and a hint of—was that somber sadness and knowledge? Or was she simply seeing what she wanted to see? Seeing a family when there was none?

She forced herself to turn away, to let the sight of them go as her mother’s secret whispered through her mind. She held the key to the destruction of the Taite empire, and she had forced herself to remain aloof from them, to push away every dream she had ever had, to ensure not just their safety, but also the balance of financial power they had maintained.

Her family.

Her mother had grieved for her family. Tehya remembered the few months off and on that she and her mother had been able to actually be together, and she remembered hearing her mother cry.

They had been lost in the world, separated when Bernard Taite and his wife had died. Francine had been too terrified to call on what remained of her family after her parents’ murders certain that they too would suffer if she did so.

“Tey.” Jordan’s voice was soft, despite its roughness as he pulled her to him. “It’s going to be okay.”

She shook her head as she fought back her tears. “Mother grieved for everything she had lost over the years. She called when she learned of my grandparents’ deaths, hysterical out of her mind with guilt because she had called them, begging for their help. Their deaths were made to look like an accident with the hit and run that killed my grandfather. It appeared my grandmother committed suicide. Even the officers investigating knew there was more to their deaths. There was just no proof.”

Was she shaking? She could feel her stomach trembling where that sense of panic was building.

“Tehya, stop this.” Strong, broad fingers suddenly gripped her waist as he lifted her, pulling her to his lap before a hand cupped her cheek and turned her head to face him.

His eyes were a brilliant sapphire, staring into hers, locking her soul to his.

“No one knows who you are. They may suspect, but I promise you, no one will strike out at the Taites because of that suspicion.”

Her hand gripped his wrist, desperation beginning to grow inside her, clawing at her until she wondered why she hadn’t run, why she hadn’t escaped the moment she had known she was being watched again.

“I’m terrified, Jordan,” she finally admitted painfully. “I don’t want to lose anyone else. I don’t want anyone else to die because of me. I’ve already lost too much.”

The men she had worked with during their contract to the Elite Ops were her friends. She was friends with the wives, she had gotten to know their children through pictures and knew their hopes and dreams. She was closer to them, and to Jordan, than she had ever been to anyone else in her life. Even her mother.

And Jordan. Her hand tightened on his wrist as his thumb caressed her lips, sending flares of exquisite sensation washing through her.

In the midst of rising panic, those sensations had the ability to still the storm raging inside her. Fear retreated beneath the warmth that sparked to a flame and hunger turned to a raging need in a split second.

“I don’t know if I can survive…”

“Shhh.” His fingers covered her lips. “We’re going to fix this, Tehya. All of it. When it’s over, you’ll never have to hide again. I swear it.”

She knew what he was doing, though. His fingers were holding back the words she knew he didn’t want to hear.

He wanted her. She could see it in his face. He wanted her body, her touch, but he didn’t want the heart she had given him years before.

This was all she had, and, she promised herself, she would make it be enough.

She shook her head slowly as his fingers slid from her lips, along her jaw, down her neck to her shoulder. Like a whisper of heat, the subtle touch of flames.

“Touch me.” If he didn’t touch her, if he didn’t distract her, then how was she supposed to hold back the emotions?

No, she wasn’t holding back the emotions. If he didn’t want her to whisper them, then he had to give her another way to express them.

Through her pleasure.

Her head fell back against his arm slowly as she felt his free hand lift the skirt of her dress, his palm cupping the side of her ankle before sliding heatedly to her knee.

Callused and experienced, his fingertips slid to the back of her knee, caressing in tiny circles, causing her leg to tighten as heat pierced her womb.

“Touch you how?” he whispered, sensual promise tightening his voice.

Her eyes opened, her stomach clenched in rising need at the pure, sexual hunger on his face, in his eyes.

Reaching down, her fingers curled around his wrist as she lifted his hand and brought it to her breast.

“They ache,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

And they did. Her nipples were on fire as the need for his touch, the heated dampness of his mouth surrounding them, began to tear through her.

“They ache, love?” he asked, his arm shifting behind her back to lower the zipper of her dress.

The bodice loosened, slid slowly over the swollen, tight curves of her breasts and revealed the painfully hard buds of her nipples.

The wash of air over the sensitive peaks sent a shudder racing through her. Anticipation surged, heated and spiked with sexual adrenaline.

“How pretty.” The rough pad of a finger slid over the ultra-sensitive tip, causing her body to jolt in response as pleasure became a hunger so intense it bordered on agony.

“Don’t tease,” she breathed out roughly, her lashes heavy. “I want your mouth on them. Please, Jordan. I want to feel your tongue.”

She would be shocked at the explicit demand later, when she had the ability to think. Thinking right now was pushed aside in favor of feeling, experiencing. Burning.

Watching, her breath caught as his tongue licked over his lips, dampening them as his head lowered, lips parting.

The first heated lick of his tongue against the berry-ripe flesh had her nails biting into his arm as she shook her head, fighting against the loss of control, against the weakness flooding her limbs.

His lips covered the tight nipple, his mouth sucked at it, his tongue lashed it.

“So good,” she whispered breathlessly, hearing the words, knowing she should clench her teeth against them, but unable to.

His tongue curled around the tip, licked it with slow relish before his head lowered further and his lips surrounded the aching flesh.

The moan that escaped her lips was tight, filled with desperation and a fight for breath. Pleasure seared her nerve endings and burned through her mind. The heated draw of his lips against her nipple was fiery and exhilarating.

Wrapping her arms around his neck, Tehya lifted her head, her lips finding the tough lobe of his ear and the sensitive flesh beneath.

The taste of him was heady. Slightly salty, all male.

Tunneling her fingers through the long hair at the back of his neck, feeling the slightly coarse roughness, the cool caress of each strand, added to the sensations whipping through her.

She wanted to feel him all over her. His tongue licking her, oh, yes, just like that.

His tongue rubbed at the too-sensitive peak of her nipple. He licked as though he loved the taste of her. His lashes lifted and the brilliant blue of his eyes was like a flame, burning in the center, filled with hunger.

For her.

“Jordan.” His name whimpered past her lips.

She would have said more. She needed to say more. But before the words could form, his head lifted, his lips covered hers, and her senses became swamped with a sensual pleasure that burned straight to her soul.

His arms surrounded her, held her tight to his chest as she turned to him, the heated tips of her breasts brushing erotically against the material of his evening jacket.

A hungry moan escaped her, fed into their kiss as she struggled to move, to turn, her desperation to hold on to him, on to the pleasure only building.

And he gave it to her.

Jordan could feel the rising flames whipping through both of them. She was like a flame herself, flaming in his arms as he tugged at the skirt of her dress, jerking it over her thighs as she straddled him, her hands in his hair, her lips beneath his, her tongue licking at his.

His cock was so damned hard it was a living ache, tortured and desperate as his hips jerked upward when the hot dampness of her pussy came over the heavy wedge. Nothing protected her from his possession but the material of his pants and the ultra-thin silk of her panties.

The naturally bare folds of her pussy beckoned him, drew him. The lush heat radiating between her thighs had him nearly insane for her.

How easy it would be to lay her back on the seat, spread those pretty thighs and tear the thin silk of her panties from the slick flesh awaiting him.

The need to fuck her was clawing at him.

His balls were tight, agonizing lust tore up his spine and clenched through his muscles.

He was burning for her and only the possession of her would still the fire.

Fuck that.

The fire for her was never stilled.

Tearing his lips from hers, Jordan quickly pushed his fingers into the long, silken curls of her hair, clenched, and held her in place as he stared back at her, watching as those beautiful green eyes opened with drowsy wonder.

She looked as innocent as the day she had walked into the Elite Ops base six years before. She looked untouched, though he knew damned good and well she wasn’t. He’d taken her every chance he had, and still he hadn’t had enough of her.

Would he ever touch her enough, take her enough, taste her enough to still the hunger that raged through him for her?

“Don’t stop.” The longing in that soft whisper sent a shaft of pure lust jerking through his dick.

“Not yet.” It was all he could do to force the words past his lips. “In our room.” Where she would be safe. Where he could take his time, where he could have her as he wanted her, every way he wanted her.

Her lashes fluttered as he pulled at her hair again, pleasure washing through her expression.

“It almost hurts,” she almost whimpered as near ecstasy transformed her face for a moment. “Just right there on the edge, Jordan.”

His teeth clenched. Damn her. He didn’t know if he could wait. The pressure building in his cock was becoming agonizing, making the battle to hold on to his control one he wasn’t certain he would win.

“I need you inside me, Jordan.” She rolled her hips, her pussy stroking over his cock, and he swore he felt rockets exploding in his head as his blood pressure hit the roof.

A second later, her lips lowered, brushed against his, and whispered, “Fuck me.”

His eyes narrowed.

She was lost in her own need, he could see it, feel it as she moved against him.

Her head tilted back, a moan vibrating in her throat as his hand tightened in her hair, the other going to her hip, clenching. Every intention he had of waiting flying out the window.

If Nik hadn’t chosen that moment to pull into the hotel, Jordan knew he would have been lost.

“We’re here,” Jordan groaned

Moving quickly, he adjusted her dress, zipped it, and lifted her from his lap as he watched her fight to assimilate to the sudden change.

Turning to her, he caught her face in his hand, held her still, and growled down at her. “The moment we’re in the room, that dress is going to your hips and that silk you call panties will be ripped from your thighs. Then, Tehya, I’ll fuck you. I’m going to bury myself inside you so deep, so fucking hard, that nothing else will exist for either of us.”

“Nothing else exists for me now.”

What the hell was he supposed to say? To explain to her the lesson the past had taught him well? To make her see, to understand that he couldn’t live the illusion, no matter how desperately he wished he could.

Thankfully, he was saved from saying anything when the sound of the door opening drew him back to reality, to the existence of the world, and the danger surrounding them.

His fingers caressed her cheek as he drew back, then slid from the car. Pausing to survey the area around them for a long second, Jordan then reached inside, gripped her hand, and helped her from the car.

Tiny and graceful, her fingers tucked into his palm as she stepped into the cool night air.

Like a sprite coming out to play. The violet hues of the gown flowed around her, emphasizing the abundance of mussed, long red-gold curls and mysterious green eyes.

Lush, swollen lips, flushed cheeks. Sensuality bloomed around her, gleamed in her gaze, and transformed her features in a way that had every cell in his body throbbing in need of her.

With Nik moving in behind her, Jordan rushed her to the door of the hotel and across the expensive lobby to the elevators.

As they entered the hall, Micah straightened from his position against the wall, nodded to Nik, then took his place at Tehya’s back.

Nothing left to chance.

He couldn’t lose her. He could leave her. The time would come when he would have no choice, when the danger was over, and it would be time for him to go. He could do that. What he couldn’t do was survive if Tehya wasn’t breathing.

Stepping into the vacant elevator, Jordan pulled her close to his side, feeling the fragility of her, the delicacy of her slight body, despite the stubborn will that he knew had turned her backbone to steel.

“Noah’s checking the room,” Micah stated quietly as the elevator moved to the upper floor. “We had a bit of interest before you arrived. Our friends from Afghanistan attempted to slip upstairs.”

“Did you catch them?” Violence swirled on the outer edges of the lust.

“Unfortunately not.” Micah shrugged. “We will, though. They’re getting arrogant.”

Jordan glanced at the top of Tehya’s head. Tension was building in her now, and it wasn’t the tension he wanted her to be filled with.

Casting Micah a speaking look, he remained silent.

He was thirty-eight years old. For more than twenty years, he’d been learning how to be the hunter and how to be the prey. He’d been no more than fifteen the first time a neighboring rancher and his hands had thought they could use Jordan as target practice.

A lot of years, a lot of experience and knowledge.

They would make their move soon, he knew. He was waiting on them.

He’d felt it at the party. He could sense that the danger surrounding Tehya was beginning to escalate.

The men watching them were watching things too closely now, there was a steadily growing tension beginning to mount around them.

What they would attempt to do, he wasn’t completely certain. They were definitely after Tehya, and not to harm her. At least, not at first.

There was something they wanted, and no matter how he tried, Jordan couldn’t figure out what she could possibly possess that they could want.

They would be aware she was protected now, and they weren’t letting that bother them. They were too confident. As Micah said, they were too arrogant.

As the elevator eased to a stop, Micah stepped in front of them, his corded body tense and prepared as the doors slid open.

Only Noah awaited on the other side, though. Jordan’s nephew was watching him closely, blue eyes narrowed, suspicion tightening his expression.

“The suite’s clean.” Noah nodded as they stepped into the hall. “We have the two rooms on each side of you and the suite across from you.” He indicated the appropriate doors.

Jordan gave a sharp nod as he led Tehya to the double doors.

“Get some rest,” he ordered both of them. “We’ll meet at breakfast and go over the information we have. Let’s see if we can’t do something to liven things up a bit tomorrow.”

He had several ideas. Most importantly, he needed to force the men watching them into acting. Once they were off balance, the chances of them leading the team to their employer were greater.

Opening the door he stepped inside, looked around, then drew Tehya in as well.

Once the door closed, watchers didn’t exist. Danger didn’t exist. There was no threat, there was no reality.

He had her in his arms, lifting her, bearing her to the wide conference table that sat in the middle of the room.

There wasn’t a chance in hell of making it to the bed.

Hell, she was lucky he had made it this far.

Setting her on the cool wood surface, he slid the fingers of one hand into her hair once again, clenched in the soft strands, and forced her head back.

“Stop thinking,” he growled, determined that the pleasure they had shared in the limo would pale in comparison to the heat rising between them now.

“Jordan.” Worry darkened her eyes.

“No.” Forceful, filled with furious lust and white-hot demand, he glared down at her. “Not tonight, Tehya. Tonight, you’re mine. No worries, no fear. Just this, damn you. Just this.”

This.

His lips covered hers, his tongue pressed between them, and his hands moved from her hair to the gentle swell of her hips as he forced her thighs apart and stepped between them.

Staring down, Jordan watched as his hands, dark against the lighter violet hues of the dress, gathered the material and began dragging it slowly up her legs.

“Tonight you’re mine,” he growled again as he felt the raging hunger building inside him. “Right here, right now, Tehya, this is all that matters.”

The skirt revealed her legs, her thighs, the violet smoke of her stockings, the lacy elastic edge that stretched around her thighs.

His breathing accelerated. His chest tightened as each breath became ragged. Never in his life had a woman affected him this way. Never had anything looked so damned pretty, or been so important to him outside his family.

“Fuck, look how damned pretty.” He lifted his gaze, staring back at her, watching her eyes, her face as she became immersed in the sensual pleasure. “Watch me, Tey. Watch me touch you, baby. Enjoy you…” He almost said more.

He almost betrayed himself.

He almost gave in to the illusion that between him and Tehya, there was so much more than lust. So much more than pleasure.

If love existed …


CHAPTER 13

Tehya could feel the heat rising in the room, or was it just rising in her?

Reclining, she propped her weight on her elbows and stared back at him, the hunger to tease him, to tempt him becoming overwhelming.

She wanted her own memories to store away, but even more, there was something inside her pushing her, demanding she ensure he never forget her either.

As he stared down at her, she lifted enough to release the zipper at her lower back, loosening the gown as she watched his expression tighten.

“Help me.” She could barely speak, her breathing was so heavy, excitement flooding her system as his hands moved to the bodice of the gown and began drawing it down her body.

The feel of the silk underslip sliding against her flesh was exquisite, almost painful. The need to feel his hands was rising by the second.

Lifting her hips, she watched his expression as he drew the material over them, then down her legs to allow it to drop to the floor.

His jaw bunched, flexed. His hands slid up her legs, to her thighs, then to the band of the tiny thong she wore.

A second later, less than a second, the material was torn from her body and tossed to the floor. Gripping her arms he drew her up, one hand buried in her hair as the other flattened against her back and his head lowered, his lips possessing hers with a hunger so fiery she felt singed by it.

The sensual impact of the kiss blazed through her senses as arousal began to consume her with a power she didn’t have a hope of fighting.

Her arms tightened around his neck, desperate to hold on to him now, to hold on to that dark, unspoken “something” that bound her to him in ways she couldn’t explain.

Mixing with each touch, each kiss, each spark of pleasure that fanned the flames higher was a burning knowledge that he was becoming essential to her. That he had already marked her soul, claimed her.

She arched into the kiss, her thighs spreading for the full width and impact of his hips thrusting determinedly between them.

The material of his pants rasped against the tender skin of her inner thighs as the steel hard wedge of his cock pressed against the bare folds of her pussy.

Liquid heat spilled along the sensitive flesh as Jordan nipped at her lips, a harsh groan rumbling in his throat as Tehya whimpered at the need rising inside her.

Her neck arched tilted back as his lips slid from hers and rasped a path of destructive arcs of sizzling sensation down her neck, moving to her breasts, finding the tight, tender peak of her nipple once again.

Swollen, enflamed from his earlier caresses. The feel of his lips drawing on the sensitive peak tightened through her back and pulled a cry from her lips.

Her nails dug into his scalp as her hips moved beneath his, desperate for every stroke of pleasure, every touch, every ounce of sensation.

Her hips lifted to him as she tried to curl her legs around his waist, tried to get closer, only to have him push them apart as he lifted his head and straightened from her.

“Don’t stop.” She had to force the words past her lips.

“Never.” The hard, dark rasp of his voice intensified her pleasure. The knowledge that he was just as affected, that he needed just as much as she needed, sent pulsing excitement whipping through her.

Staring back at him, breathless, Tehya watched as his lips lowered again, this time to the flesh between her breasts. Heated kisses and hungry licks blazed a path of destructive pleasure down her body.

His tongue swirled around her navel, dipped in with an erotic lick before wandering over the soft flesh of her lower belly.

His hands stroked along her thighs, her hips. Each firm caress pulled her deeper into a maelstrom of ecstasy.

“You taste as hot and sweet as hell, Tehya. Damned addictive, sugar.”

Her breath caught at the pleasure in his expression, his voice. The slight Texas drawl assured her he was losing himself as much as she was in the pleasure, and that he was forgetting all that careful control he always exerted over himself.

He pushed her thighs farther apart as she trembled with anticipation.

His tongue licked, he kissed. He held her legs apart, whispered a breath over her clit, and she swore she was so close to coming she could touch it.

Lifting his head he gazed at her her through the slit of his lashes. Sensual knowledge burned, male dominance tightened his expression, and pure wicked lust gleamed in his eyes.

She could hope he was losing control, and perhaps he had lost a small part of it. But the sensual, sexual animal he was still maintained enough of his senses to control her.

His fingers moved up her thigh, stroking against her flesh. Anticipation spread through her as her clit swelled with agonizing pleasure.

“Jordan,” his name slipped past her lips in a desperate plea.

“Do you need me, Tey?”

Oh, God, she needed him so bad.

“Always.” Her fingers moved to his hair again, desperate for something to hold on to.

“Have you always needed me, Tey?” His fingers moved between her thighs, parted the folds of her pussy, and just rubbed.

Her hips jerked, her muscles tensed until she felt as though she would break.

“Jordan, I’ve always needed you.” Every part of her needed him. Ached for him. Dreamed of him. “I’ve needed no one like I need you.”

Jordan stared back at her. He was losing it. That part of himself that he had always managed to hold aloof. That part that had always been cold, that refused to acknowledge weakness, emotion, or hunger. That part of himself that he had kept carefully hidden away was coming for her.

Staring up at her, he lowered his head, the taste of her sweet pussy exploding against his tongue as he parted his lips, laid them over the swollen bud of her clit, and kissed.

Her hips jerked against him the cry that spilled from her lips slicing across his control.

She was addictive as hell. Liquid heat, sensual nectar met his lips, as he rolled it over her clit and felt it flex against his tongue.

She was close. So fucking close. He could feel the need for release pounding against her clit as her soft juices spilled to his lips.

He knew what awaited him. The pleasure. A pleasure that burned brighter, hotter than anything he had ever known before.

Sucking her clit into his mouth, he drew on the swollen bundle of nerve endings as his fingers moved lower, finding the clenched opening of her pussy and pushing inside the silky, slick entrance.

Immediately the snug, silken tissue clamped on the two fingers working inside her. A cry shattered the silence of the room and the heated glide of her juices washed over his fingers.

And it only made him crave her more. Made him hungrier. Made that part of himself that he kept hidden strain closer to her.

His cock pounded, his balls were so damned tight with the need to come that it was nearly unbearable. With each taste of her lush little pussy, the hunger only grew. He found himself no longer caring that he ached for that illusion he was always warning her about.

Drawing his fingers back, he worked frantically to release his cock from the cloth binding it. Toeing off his expensive leather shoes, he quickly shed the pants, then rose just enough to remove his shirt.

Straightening, his gaze moved slowly over her as he gripped the base of his cock to hold back the release that threatened to explode despite his best intentions.

“Let me see, Tehya,” he growled, his voice harsher, darker than he intended. “Touch yourself, baby. Let me see.”

And God, he loved watching her.

Her hands rose, delicate, fragile fingers cupping the undercurve of each breast, lifting them as the tip of a finger stroked over each tight point.

Her eyes raked down his body, her gaze locking on the sight of him gripping his cock as her hips arched, her face flushing with a surfeit of sexual hunger.

“I want to watch, too,” she whispered as her hands slid from her breasts to caress lower, to stroke her midriff before moving to the flesh just above the slight rise of her pussy.

Bracing his feet against the floor, he let his fingers move over his cock, stroking it slowly, grimacing as his balls throbbed with the need to come.

The effect on Tehya was far more than he expected. The sight of him stroking himself drew a harsh moan from her throat as her fingers slid into the folds of her pussy to circle the swollen bud of her clit.

Her hips arched. Her juices gathered on the peaches-and-cream curves, glistening with an excess of feminine arousal.

Stretched across the table, her delicate feet still in the wickedly high heels, the violet smoke hue of the stockings still encasing her legs as she propped her feet on the arms of the two chairs to each side of her, she looked like a modern-day sacrifice to lust.

Lush, velvety flesh. Emerald eyes glowing. Graceful fingers thrumming against her clit as he stepped closer, the engorged head of his cock throbbing at the nearness of her pussy’s sweet, hot juices.

He could feel the heat of her. The remembered feel of the tight grip milking his dick was nearly enough to make him come as he watched her fingers slide through the swollen, flushed curves.

She parted her flesh, stroked the small, clenched slit, then he watched, his breath stilling in his throat, as the tips of two delicate fingers slid inside.

“No.” Before he could stop himself he gripped her wrist, pulling her fingers back as he stepped closer.

Lifting her hand he brought the glistening fingers to his lips, his tongue peeking out to lick the heated, feminine syrup from the tips as the head of his cock pressed gainst the slick entrance.

Their eyes locked.

He’d always been so careful in the past to ensure that he didn’t stare at his lovers’ faces. A man couldn’t lose himself in a woman if he didn’t stare into her eyes.

He’d also known instinctively, though, that there hadn’t been a chance of ever losing any part of himself until he met Tehya. Until he had seen in her eyes the hunger he denied in himself.

He couldn’t deny her anymore. Not inside. Not where that inborn knowledge of a man’s mate rested.

He might not believe in the illusion of love as others saw it. But he did believe in a man’s knowledge of the one woman created for him. Not love. Much more than mere lust.

It was a claiming.

And he was claiming her.

Watching her, her wrist still held in his hand, his hips bunched, his cock tightened impossibly further, harder, as with a single hard thrust he buried the painfully tight flesh several inches inside ecstasy.

There was no stopping him.

Finesse was gone.

Pure male hunger filled his mind, his senses. He released her wrist and his hands gripped her hips as he began moving, working the engorged length of his dick inside the impossibly tight depths of her pussy.

Fiery muscles clenched and milked his cock as her legs wrapped around his hips. Her hands flattened against his abdomen, slid up his chest and to his neck as he came over her.

His lips pressed against hers, his tongue slipping past them and he lunged inside her, shafting inside the tender depths of her pussy as he felt her juices gathering around him, searing his flesh.

Gripping her hips, he lifted his head as he forced his eyes open. Forced himself to stare into hers. And felt himself sinking inside her.

What he didn’t expect was to feel her sinking inside him as well.

Tehya’s breath caught at the deepening blue of his eyes, the savagely honed features, the dark swirling, shadowed emotion she recognized with feminine instinct.

Each hard thrust inside her body seemed to deepen that dark swirl of emotion even as it built the fiery pleasure racing through her body.

His hands moved from her hips to her thighs, pulling her legs from around his hips as he dragged them to his chest, her feet resting against his shoulders as his thrusts began to increase.

Tender nerve endings rioted with sensation at the feel of the engorged, flared cock head raking over them. Sizzling flames enveloped her clit with each stroke of his pelvis against it as he buried inside her full length, filling her, overfilling her, the thick, hard flesh almost bruising in the power of his thrusts.

The pleasure was agonizing. Her fingers curled over the edge of the table, her nails digging into the wood. His hands gripped her ankles to fuck her harder. His hips slammed into her thighs, flesh pounding against flesh as she felt the sudden, blinding rise to orgasm.

When it hit her, Tehya felt her senses exploding with it. Her breath caught in her chest, hips arching, a strangled cry trapped in her throat as seismic tremors began to race through her body.

Each shattering explosion jerked her body tighter against his as her pussy clenched further, milked harder, and then exploded in a second flash of rapture as she felt him coming inside her.

Each heavy throb of his cock, each fiery pulse of semen inside her heightened her release. It threw her into a brilliant wash of color, sensation, and pleasure so intense she wondered if she could ever recover from it.

And through it, her gaze remained locked with his, and, she swore, her soul became a part of his. She had been his since the day she met him. He’d marked her that first night that he’d taken her, but this time, this time, she felt his possession to the depths of her soul.

This time, Jordan became a part of her.

“Oh God.” The shattered breath of sound escaped her lips, and this time, she knew what she was saying. “Oh God, Jordan, I love you.”

*   *   *

Silently, meticulously, Jordan helped Tehya into the wrinkled material of his shirt, buttoned it carefully, then stepped back and fixed his pants.

A part of him felt shattered.

He couldn’t explain it, and it sure as fucking hell didn’t make sense. His nerves felt on edge, and that coming from a man who had nerves of steel. He felt a curious fury burning inside him, or was it something else?

Whatever it was, his soul felt lashed by it, bruised by the violent waves of whatever conflict raged inside him.

“Jordan?” She whispered his name as he zipped his pants and turned from her to stride to the wet bar across the room.

God, he couldn’t talk to her right now. The kindest thing he could do was walk away. He needed to walk away before he ended up destroying them both.

Lifting his hand, he blew out a weary breath as he rubbed at the back of his neck. Escape was futile. There was no escaping her, no matter how much distance he put between them. He’d already learned that lesson the hard way.

“I’m sorry.” The heartbreaking regret in her voice sent a shaft of some white-hot emotion burning through his chest.

God dammit. What the hell was he feeling? Anger? It felt like anger. Like helplessness. And by God he didn’t do helpless well.

“Don’t apologize,” he finally blew out roughly as he turned to her, praying she wasn’t crying.

And hell no, she wasn’t crying. Her chin was lifted stubbornly, her gaze defiant, but he could see the regret shadowing the green depths of her eyes.

“I would say it slipped out, but that would imply I was trying to hold it back, wouldn’t it?” Her lips quirked with a strangely amused self-mockery.

“I can always trust you to be amazingly blunt,” he sighed. “And it’s not the first time it’s slipped out.”

Damned near every time he had taken her the words had slipped past her lips and dug sharp talons into his soul. Each time, he had tried to muffle the words with his lips; but still, the sound of them had slipped free enough to allow him to make them out.

A shrug lifted her shoulders as she tucked a heavy swath of hair behind a delicate ear.

Red-gold curls tumbled around her face and shoulders. The disarray caused by his hands, by the tossing of her head as she orgasmed beneath him, had given her a wanton, decidedly lush appearance. But her expression, the vulnerability in her gaze, made her appear too innocent, too easily hurt.

He knew Tehya. He knew her compassion, he knew the woman she pretended to be as well as the woman she truly was.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Tey, but if you allow yourself to believe you love me, if you give in to that illusion, then that’s exactly what I’ll end up doing.”

There was that strange little smile again. Part teasing, part mocking. It was one of those looks that never failed to put him off balance. He’d be damned if he could tell what she was thinking when she had that look on her face.

“Don’t worry about hurting me, Jordan.” She brushed back her hair again as she turned from him and headed for the bedroom. “It was too late for that a long time ago.”

She almost made the bedroom before he was on her. His fingers curled around her upper arm, dragging her to a stop as she jerked around, unable to hide the anger in her eyes before he saw it.

Jordan paused, surprised, watching as her chin tilted in determination and stubbornness and her cat’s green eyes narrowed back at him suspiciously.

“I’ve heard the lecture,” she informed him as she glared back at him. “I’ve heard you tell your men how love is an illusion, and how they need to watch their backs before that illusion bites them on the ass, so many times it sickens me. Unless you have something original to add to it, then I don’t want to hear it again, if you don’t mind.”

Yes, it was a lecture he had given his men often. Hell, they were his men, his team. They were his family. He felt it was his responsibility to warn them at the very least. Not that he didn’t like their wives. Hell, they were damned good women. But when a man allowed himself to live a lie …

“You’re fooling yourself.” He had to force the words past his lips. “You’re letting lust and pleasure betray you, Tehya. It tricks you. When it fades, all you have left is either friendship or enmity. It’s the enmity that worries me, the knowledge of all the little ways you can destroy one another with the knowledge you’ve gained. I don’t want us to go that route. I don’t want you to hate me.”

The thought of losing her had his guts clenching in dread. The thought of her hatred, of never seeing the hunger in her eyes and feeling the need in her kiss, had his jaw clenching in imminent fury.

“Who destroyed you, Jordan?” Her arms crossed over her breasts as her lips set mutinously. “Who ruined you before I ever had a chance at your heart?”

The question wasn’t asked in regret or in pain. Hell no, not with Tehya. She was too damned confrontational, as though it were somehow his fault that he’d had a life before he met her.

It took a second to process the question as well as the anger in her expression now. How was he supposed to answer her?

“You’re making me pay for what another woman has done.” Her lips tightened, her gaze glittered furiously as she made the statement.

“This has nothing to do with another woman, Tehya,” he growled.

He wished it had something to do with a single woman, with a broken heart, with a young man’s disillusion. How much easier it would then be to give in to the dark hunger he could feel brewing in his soul.

Kira had always accused him of giving up on love because he couldn’t save Killian Reece’s wife, Catherine, and their unborn child. That he had blamed Catherine, and Killian’s love for her for the change Killian had undergone after her death.

That had been a deciding point. It wasn’t the whole reason.

“What does it have to do with, then?” Her eyes sparked furiously as he almost gave into the lust beginning to rise inside him once again.

Damn her, he’d no more had her than he wanted her again.

“It has to do with reality,” he snapped. “It has to do with watching friends betray friends, countries betray their own soldiers, and lovers turning their backs on the very love they’ve pledged themselves to because the battle has become too difficult or because their own pride was more important. That is where it comes from.”

She shook her head, her gaze filled with pity. “You’ve watched your men love, Jordan. You’ve watched their wives give all they have to them. You’ve seen loyalty, Jordan, and love, and you deny it.”

He reached out and touched her cheek, her silken flesh heated and warm, beckoning him. “And sometimes,” he said, “the illusion is stronger than the truth. For a while.”

Tehya shook her head, mocking anger enveloping her as she read the belief in what he was saying in his eyes. He truly believed love didn’t last forever.

“I’ve met your father,” she finally said softly.

A dark frown drew his brows together. “What does Dad have to do with anything?”

“He still mourns your mother’s death. He goes to her grave daily, and he still weeps for the woman he lost.”

She knew Riordan Malone, the father who looked over the Malone sons and grandsons that his union with his Irish bride had produced.

Jordan’s jaw tightened as the battle to find an argument against her raged in his brilliant blue eyes.

Tehya shook her head. “I’m going to bed, Jordan, but perhaps you should consider this. It’s not reality that destroys the dreams, it’s your lack of faith. And it’s your own fears of facing what you believe your father and Killian Reece faced. The loss of that dream and the only woman who could touch their hearts.”

She turned, pulled her arm from his grip, and moved through the doorway to the bedroom.

She wasn’t arguing with him, she wouldn’t fight with him. She would fight for him, she would fight over him, but never would she battle him over something she knew he had always refused to face.

The loss of his mother had been hard enough, but for years Jordan had watched the aching loneliness and Riordan Malone’s inability to ever lose the bleak sadness that had filled him with his wife’s death. Catherine Reece had disobeyed Jordan’s order during an operation involving Sorrel and a young girl he had kidnapped. She had managed to get herself killed as Killian and Jordan watched in horror, unable to stop it.

No, it hadn’t been a broken heart that had destroyed Jordan’s belief in love. It hadn’t been any single woman who had disillusioned him. The woman who had broken his father’s life, as well as his with her death, and the friend who hadn’t known how to survive, had given him the belief that no love could truly last forever.

Moving through the darkened bedroom, Tehya shed the shirt he had given her and crawled between the chilled blankets. From where she lay, she could see the light from the door, and Jordan as he stood in the doorway, simply watching her.

He was at his most dangerous when he was so still and silent. When he was plotting, planning, or worse yet, when he was thinking.

He had a wicked, devious mind. He was a man who believed what he believed, and there would be no forcing his beliefs to change.

“You’re wrong.” His voice reached across the room, so icy, so emotionless, that a chill raced over her soul.

“Of course I am.” She swallowed tightly and fought back the tears she would have shed if it would have done any good. If it would have won her the heart of the man she loved, she would have cried a river.

“I care for you.” The sudden, fierce sound of his voice, the underlying fury in it, had her eyes closing in pain as she fought the hitch in her breath that would have been a sob. “I don’t want to lose you, Tehya. Not your friendship. Not … this.” The snarl in his voice assured her that he meant much more than whatever relationship they had had at the base.

“Then keep me, Jordan.” She stayed, in the bed and refused to look directly at him. “But you can’t do that either, can you?”

She couldn’t be weak. She had felt something earlier when he had taken her. She had felt something from him that she didn’t understand, something she didn’t know how to describe.

She wouldn’t fight him, but that didn’t mean she was giving up. Sometimes, a person just had to give Jordan time to think, to find the truth himself.

Even if it meant letting him walk away to find it.

“Good night, Jordan,” she said softly when he said nothing more.

He stood in the doorway, still watching her, the shadowed contours of his face appearing more savage, his eyes bluer as they gleamed in the low light reflecting behind him.

Sometimes, there were some things that just weren’t meant to be, she told herself. She was prepared for that. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t hope, that she couldn’t pray that when this was over, when the past was finally defeated, buried, and destroyed once and for all, then just maybe, she would have a chance at holding his heart.

A Malone man, he loves, not just with his heart, but with his soul. She remembered Riordan Malone’s words years before when she had met him in Alpine, Texas, the small town the Malone family had lived in for decades. Remember that, Tehya. It’s not their hearts that lead them, it’s their souls. And such a love is never easy. Such a love is never truly won but by the faith of a woman’s very spirit, and her ability to understand the battle she faces.

At the time, she hadn’t understood why he had told her that. Now, though, she knew. Riordan had to have seen what she had already begun to feel. He had to have known exactly how stubborn, how completely bullheaded his son could be.

Just as she had known how dominant, how powerful, and how incredibly gentle Jordan could be as well.

Jordan was a man who had made his decisions and faced his understanding of the world years before. He’d created the defenses he needed and survived the only way he knew how. By not believing, by not loving. But the truth was, Jordan had loved far more than he would ever admit.

She didn’t understand the battle she faced in claiming what her soul ached for. And she had no idea how to fight it.

All she knew was that she was terribly afraid she couldn’t live without him.


CHAPTER 14

The bedroom door closed, stripping the light from the room and leaving Tehya to stare into the dark.

She listened as he undressed and checked his weapon before laying it on the bedside table, then slid into the bed, all without the aid of the light.

Once he settled in, a moment of tense silence filled the room before he spoke.

“I was sixteen, she and her family were visiting from England, with a neighbor. She was blond, delicate, and beautiful, and I fell like a ton of bricks for her.

“The affair lasted until the end of summer, when her parents found out. They had the neighbor’s ranch hands beat the hell out of me, and when that didn’t work, they locked her in her bedroom, refusing to let her out until arrangements could be made for her to return to England. And I thought I could rescue her.” The tone of his voice warned her that perhaps that young love hadn’t died, but had instead contributed to killing the belief in love Jordan had once possessed.

“I slipped into the house, picked the lock to her bedroom door, and slipped in.”

He paused and Tehya wondered what he was thinking, remembering. The silence wasn’t as heavy as before, but it still held the weight of the scars she knew he carried deep inside.

“She had been playing with us all,” he finally sighed. “It was a ploy to force her parents to return her to England rather than have her attend the private school they were considering in America. She wanted to be with her Irish lover.” Mockery filled his voice. “She considered me an acceptable stand-in for the summer, though.”

Sixteen. God, how that must have twisted his male pride, as well as his heart.

She felt him shift in the bed until he turned to face her, the gleam of his eyes in the dark pulling her, giving her a connection to him that she desperately needed.

“It was nearly ten years later before I saw her again. I was commanding a small team, working with the British in routing a terrorist cell in London. We managed to strike during a meeting being held by their Afghani commander. Their second in command was there as well, an Irish national who had led the cell for years. They were in interrogation when I had a visitor. At first, I couldn’t believe it was her. She didn’t just act older, she looked older, more coarse, less like the lady she had pretended to be when she was a teenager. And she needed a favor.” It wasn’t anger or pain in his voice, instead, there was a heavy vein of mockery overlying the amusement. “She thought she could give me a little fuck for old time’s sake and I would help her gain her lover’s release. The Irish second in command was the stable hand she’d played me and her parents to return to. I looked in her lying eyes as though they were windows into my own career. We knew there was a link from British Intelligence into the terrorist cell, and we hadn’t been able to find it. I was staring at it. She was the daughter of one of the highest ranking intelligence directors in MI-6 and she was the terrorists’ link. But I wanted proof. I wanted it, and I betrayed her to get it without a moment’s hesitation or guilt. At sixteen, I would have died for her. For years after that, I compared every woman I took to bed with her. But I betrayed her in less than a heartbeat and I didn’t feel a damned thing for her as they led her away in handcuffs two weeks later.”

“Jordan, she betrayed you,” she whispered. “It’s not the same when two people love each other. When they’re together, when they’re working toward a future together.”

“Isn’t it?” He reached up and touched her cheek again, as though that connection, as small as it was, was needed.

“Mom and Dad were working toward a future. They had three sons, they had a life together, and they were committed to that ideal of love that they professed was so strong.” Now, there was anger, pain. “Dad loved her until nothing mattered to him as much as his wife. When one of the young families that worked for us on the ranch was targeted by racists, she fought back for them. She didn’t tell Dad what she was doing, and she didn’t tell her sons, who were nearly grown. She didn’t tell anyone she was driving out to rescue them and take them to a friend’s house in the next county. When her vehicle went over a cliff and exploded, the sheriff ruled it an accident. There was no investigation, no questions asked, despite the fact that there were three adult bodies and a child’s in that vehicle as well. We had no idea what the hell happened until her friends slipped into the house late one night and told us what she had been doing.” A shard of bitter laughter filled the room for a second. “She loved so deeply that she didn’t care about risking her own life, the life her husband and children depended upon.”

What was she supposed to say? She stared back at him, her eyes burning with tears.

“The same as you and your men are forced to risk your lives protecting and saving the world,” she finally pointed out huskily. “How is it any different, Jordan? She wasn’t just helping that small family, she was imagining her own family in the same danger, and had no choice but to react.”

“You know, that’s the same bullshit excuse I gave Killian when his wife Catherine disobeyed orders and slipped into the warehouse where Sorrel’s men were holding a young girl they had kidnapped. We had to wait on orders to go in and they were getting ready to move the kid, but we still had time. I was on the line with my director and we were getting the order to go in. It was coming,” he snarled. “We told her it would get there in time. But she went in. She went in, she got the girl, and she was running out of the warehouse with her.

“They shot her before she made it to safety, before we could get to her. She protected that kid, covered her body with her own as she went down and kept her alive until we got there. But she died, Tehya, and she took Killian’s unborn son with her. A child she hadn’t even told him about. And they gave him the same useless argument. A mother’s instinct. The need to protect.”

He came over her, pushed her back to the bed as she stared up at him, eyes wide, her breath catching.

“If you ever, ever fucking endanger yourself like that, then I will walk away,” he snarled. “I won’t watch helplessly, Tehya, while you destroy yourself. I will not let you kill me inside because of your damned stubbornness.”

“Then you’ll live by the same rules.” She was back in his face, teeth bared, furious, aching, hurting for him and yet drawn into the emotional vortex she could feel swirling out from him. “Wrap me in cotton, Jordan. See if I give a fuck. Because you’ll be right there with me or you can kiss my ass good-bye.”

Jordan stared down at her. He could barely see the outline of her face, but he could see her eyes. Wicked, witchy cat’s eyes that glared back at him, that demanded, that refused to back down.

She had an answer for everything.

She made him want to believe in love. Made him want to believe in that unspoken emotion he couldn’t seem to get a handle on inside himself. That illusion he had always disdained in the past.

She made him want to give her the world, and even when he’d been sixteen, when he’d been dick dumb, he hadn’t truly wanted to give any woman the world.

What did she do to him? He wanted to walk away, because he knew she was a weakness. He wanted to keep her at a distance, remain aloof, but it was damned impossible. She was tying his guts up in knots and at the same time, finding a way to keep his attention focused squarely on her.

And he couldn’t figure out how she managed it.

“While we’re together,” he stated. “When this is over.” He had to force himself to breathe through the words. “When it’s finished, Tehya, I don’t want to walk away. At least, not immediately.”

She was silent, still. He could feel her hurt, he knew she had expected more.

“Don’t walk away, Jordan.” Thick, heavy with unshed tears, her voice whispered through the darkness. “For as long as you can, don’t walk away.”

He lay back down beside her before pulling her into his arms, her head resting against his shoulder.

He held her, his chest heavy with words he had no idea how to say. Hell, he didn’t even know what the words were, just that they struggled to be free. That something inside him felt trapped.

As he stared into the darkness, he wondered, for the first time, if the illusion of love were cared for, if it were cherished, was there any way it could be preserved?

*   *   *

Sleep hadn’t come easy for Jordan. The soft weight of Tehya in his arms had felt too natural, much too right for him not to question it.

He’d slept with many women over the years, lovers, mistresses, and never had he slept well with them, let alone lain comfortably with them in his bed.

He realized as he held her, though, that each time he had fallen asleep with her in his arms, it had simply felt right.

She was changing him. He felt it, and he had to admit there was an edge of discomfort in the knowledge. There was the realization that the consequences of losing her would be far different than those of losing anyone else.

As sleep settled over him, he allowed himself to push aside the questions and the concerns. For now, there was nothing he could do but accept it. There was no other option when it came to keeping her close to him. So far, the men shadowing her were too damned good at staying just out of reach. He wasn’t about to risk having her taken from him.

There were safeguards built in just in case. Eyes were watching twenty-four-seven, always keeping Tehya in view on the off chance that Jordan hadn’t covered every angle.

Those eyes were his last defense against the loss of the one woman he knew he couldn’t bear to lose.

Because he could sense the danger coming.

He just didn’t expect it to come so soon.

He was nudged from sleep by the awareness that something just wasn’t right. A sound, a feeling, a shift in the air that wasn’t natural.

It was an awareness, a warning that something threatened Tehya.

He had, before slipping into sleep, tucked his Glock beneath his pillow rather than leaving it on the bedside table.

Lying on his side, one arm around Tehya, he slid the other slowly beneath the pillow, his fingers curling over the butt of the gun as he felt Tehya shift by just the slightest degree, just enough to slide her arm over the side of the bed, the movement hidden by the blankets.

She was awake and ready to move. He had known that same awareness would awaken her as well. She had been on the run for too many years before she came to the Elite Ops. Those instincts didn’t die.

Senses open, Jordan listened, fighting to determine where the danger was coming from. He’d left the lights on in the front room; the glow beneath the door had given the room the faintest bit of light.

It wasn’t there now. The lights had been turned out, allowing the danger to slip into the room without alerting him by flooding the bedroom with light.

It must have been the click of the door that awakened them.

Rather than moving as he would have at any other time, Jordan paused. Listening closely he opened his eyes just enough to check his peripheal vision. And there they were. The faintest of shadows, not just one. Fuck, there were two.

He had to find a way to take both out at the same time, or to disable the first before drawing the fire of the second and praying he was fast enough to avoid the bullets.

The two shadows shifted, positioning themselves until their weapons were trained on him, not on Tehya.

He almost let his lips curl in satisfaction. They were trying to take him out, to separate Tehya from any hope of support or protection. That wouldn’t happen. No matter what happened to him, his men would never allow her to be taken.

But he had no intentions of allowing himself to be taken out so easily.

He could feel Tehya. She was ready to move, tense, and on the verge of panic. Where her back rested against his chest, he could feel her heart racing furiously, the danger of the moment speeding adrenaline through her body.

His hand tightened on her hip where it had rested as they slept.

It was coming. He felt it. The weapons were trained on him, the assailants were ready to take the shot. But now he also knew where the bastards were. Two. They had come in as a team, one to take him out, the other to go after Tehya. He doubted they had plans to kill her.

He was running out of time.

Jordan watched the shadows shift again from the corner of his eyes and knew his time was up.

He moved.

As though Tehya’s instincts were directly connected to his, she moved with him as the sound and red flares of silenced weapons discharging popped through the room.

He went for the first would-be assassin. Slamming the butt of his weapon into the head and feeling him fall, he turned and prayed the first was disabled long enough for him to deal with the second.

The pop-pop of bullets discharging from a silencer again echoed through the room again as Jordan rolled. They slammed into his pillow, where his head had been.

“Keep the lights out,” he snarled, just in case Tehya was going for the lamp. “Get behind something.”

Protection. Tehya had to be protected. That one instinct, that one imperative thought drove his every movement.

He needed the darkness now. The flare of light would blind his senses, leaving him defenseless for precious seconds. It would give the assailants an advantage, perhaps the chance to do as they intended. To kill him.

Eyes narrowed, his gaze pierced the darkness as he threw himself to the side again, drawing the gunfire his way, rather than Tehya’s.

He was trusting her to take care of the assailant on the floor while he disabled the other. Discarding his weapon, Jordan threw himself at the second assailant. Rage was a fever rushing through his system, burning into mind and lighting a fuse to danger-induced adrenaline.

Stupid bastards, he thought. If he knew he were going into a darkened bedroom he would have worn night vision hardware. He would have never gone in as blind as his prey.

A shift in the shadows alerted him.

Jumping to the side, Jordan rolled as the blood-red streaks of light flared in the darkness. Catching the assailant as he jerked to the side to change direction, his fist slammed into the kidneys, drawing a hard cry from his throat as Jordan took him to the floor his hand going for the weapon coming around on him.

Gripping the hand holding the weapon, Jordan struggled to wrestle it from his assailant before he could fire again.

“Bastard!” A harsh cry from the knee Jordan drove into his attacker’s crotch as the gun went off, ripping along his side as Jordan snarled at the pain.

His fist slammed into a jaw as he jerked the weapon from the other man’s hand and tossed it across the floor. He was going in for another shot when the bedroom door slammed open, flooding the room with just enough light to momentarily blind him.

He jumped in the direction of the weapon he had just tossed to the side.

“Clear.” It was Micah’s voice, icy cold and dangerous, that assured him the intruders were friendly rather than enemy.

Without hesitation, Jordan jumped to his feet and went across the bed in a hard roll to come to a crouch where Tehya was supposed to be.

Instead of moving to a point of protection, she was finishing a quick knot to the belt from her robe around the hands of the first assailant.

She had jerked his shirt back on, two buttons secured just beneath her breasts. Red-gold curls flowed wildly around her shoulders, her cat’s eyes glittered with rage and fear.

“Where are the others?” Jordan snapped as he jerked his pants from the bottom of the bed and quickly pulled them on, his gaze going between the two disabled men as Micah secured the second.

“Front room,” Micah answered, his dark gaze piercing between the edges of the black mask he wore over his face. “We cleared the hall and the rest of the suite.”

“Get these fuckers to the reserve suite.” Rage was pulsing through him, eating at him as he turned, his gaze going over Tehya once again as she stared at the unconscious attacker at her feet.

Jordan had only disabled him, Tehya must have moved behind him and knocked the man out.

What the hell had made him think that she would actually move for safety? He wanted her safe. Wrapped in protective cotton, as she had said earlier. And God help him, he knew as long as this danger existed, there would be no chance of her ever knowing peace, or security.

Black-masked, moving with dangerous precision, Jordan’s team moved in, gathered up the unconscious assailants and rushed them from the suite to the room next door.

Micah, Noah, and Nik had been staying there while John, Bailey, Travis, and Lilly had taken rooms across the hall.

The two couples were in the front room, faces unmasked, weapons held ready as they covered the opened, connecting door.

Watching from the bedroom door as the two men were dragged into the secured suite, Jordan could feel his teeth clenching in nearly uncontrolled fury.

The need to kill beat in his veins, threatening to override his control. He could tear their heads from their bodies. The thought of it had his muscles bunching, his fingers fisted as he fought to hold back the urge.

He turned back to the bedroom slowly, his fingers flexing on the side of the door. The hard, wall-vibrating slam of the door a second later sent an unconscious flinch jerking through Tehya’s body as her eyes widened.

It was the first time she had seen his eyes since the attack.

Tehya stared back at him, shocked.

She had seen him in a variety of dangerous situations. She had seen him when his nephew had been wounded, when his father had been hospitalized with a heart attack, and when his youngest nephew had nearly been killed in a car wreck several years before. She had never seen him like this. With the rage burning in his eyes like blue flames, his face was so tight with fury, so sharp with violence that the savagely hewn lines of his face were displayed in sharp detail.

“Get dressed,” he growled, his voice a rumble of violence.

Tehya was moving before he finished speaking.

Jerking open dresser drawers, she had everything she needed within seconds. Less than two minutes later she was sitting on the side of the bed and tying the laces of her sneakers.

Beside her, Jordan was changing, taking more time to dress, taking the time to control the rage she had seen blazing in his eyes.

He wore jeans and a black shirt. His boots were still unlaced as he checked the clip from the Glock.

Snapping the ammunition into place, he sat down and tied the short combat boots he’d pushed his feet into. Rising, he turned to the pack beside the bed table, removed extra clips, and shoved them into his back pocket.

“If you go hunting tonight, then I go with you,” she warned him as she stood, went to the dresser, and pulled a thick ribbon from the makeup bag that had somehow been knocked over and pushed behind the TV sitting there. Knocking it back along the dresser in frustration she stared at her expression, seeing the white, shocked color of her face and the brilliance of her emerald-green eyes.

She looked like death.

Dragging her gaze from her own eyes, she watched Jordan in the mirror as she tied her hair back, her eyes narrowing as she lifted her chin in determination against the dominant look he flashed her.

“I’m not going hunting tonight,” he assured her.

Tehya forced herself not to flinch at the sound of his voice, a harsh, vicious rasp that assured her the rage was still in danger of escaping.

“You’re not yourself yet.” She swallowed tightly, terrified that once he faced the two attackers, he would lose the rational, logical control he was famous for. “You look like you’re ready to kill, Jordan. I’ve rarely seen that look in your eyes.”

He stared back at her ruthlessly.

“Look.” She shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “I don’t want you doing something you’ll regret because of me.”

She could feel her heart racing out of control, the panic shifting from a fear of Jordan being wounded, or worse, killed, to the fear of him losing his control and perhaps blaming her for it.

“I’m fine.” His hands swiped through his hair as a tight grimace crossed his face.

“Jordan…”

“I’m fine, Tehya.” His voice sharpened. “I won’t kill the bastards, no matter how badly I want to. Now if you want to be there for the questioning, you’d better come on. I want my chance to find out who the fuck they are before Noah cuts their throats.”

He turned and stalked from the room, like a predator on the prowl, the air of danger surrounding him keeping her nerves on edge.

Jordan could feel her fear, her worry. His instincts were too finely honed, his knowledge of her too deep to escape it. Just as his knowledge that he was the one now causing her wariness couldn’t be escaped.

He would have to deal with it later. He would have to face the fact that he was riding a very fine edge of control because of the threat she was facing.

Stepping into the connecting suite he moved, or rather stalked to where the two men were bound in chairs, still unconscious.

“Who are they?” He directed the question to his nephew, still masked, his eyes a much darker blue and blazing with his own fury.

“We have John Frackle.” He smacked the first man on the head, causing it to jerk to the side in unconscious response.

John Frackle was approximately six feet, his brown hair cut close to his scalp. Gray tape was still slapped over his mouth, effectively gagging him in case he awakened.

It would come off soon enough, as soon as he was conscious, and when it did, Jordan promised himself the bastard would talk or he’d lose his tongue. Or perhaps never have the chance to attempt to talk again.

“Frackle has a nice little history listed with several law enforcement agencies from what we’re learning.” Noah jerked his thumb over his shoulder to where Nik was at the computer pulling up files and printing them out. “It seems he likes to work for maggots who target pretty women. If they’re not virgins when he kidnaps them, then he’s known to rape them before they reach the men that hired him.”

Jordan turned his gaze slowly back to Frackle and let his lips curl in anticipation.

“Killing him will be fun,” he drawled.

Tehya flinched at the promise in his voice.

“And who is his buddy?”

“He’s teamed up with Marco Fillipini. Good ole Marco may not know his partner well, though. This one, I know of. Marco’s penny-ante, mainly sticks to France. I have a few feelers out to get his story, but I thought we might go easy on him if he talks a little bit for us.” Noah smacked Marco a bit harder than he had Frackle.

Both men were well muscled, likely well experienced, and in a world of hurt once they were conscious, if Jordan had his way.

“They were outside the party you attended tonight,” Nik said from where he sat at the computer. “They’re working with the same team that attacked Tehya’s home. From what I’ve learned so far, they’re mostly mercenaries, though Frackle and Fillipini were low-level soldiers in Sorrel’s organization before he was killed.”

Jordan lifted a brow as he gazed at Frackle, then Marco. His fingers curled into fists again. The need to see their blood was almost as strong as the lust that tormented him where Tehya was concerned.

That realization was shocking. He’d never allowed himself to become so involved with anyone, besides his nephew. He’d been angry over attacks against his men or wounds they’d taken, but never had he experienced this level of violence.

“Someone got them some pretty toys,” Noah spoke behind him. “It took them less than three seconds to slip our security with ones they brought.”

Jordan gave a brief nod of his head. “They have to be well-funded just as we suspected, with ties, or their employer has ties, to the military somewhere. That’s the only way they could have acquired the technology needed to get through the security.” His lips thinned as he continued to stare at the other two men.

“That technology is only available in a few countries other than America,” Micah informed him. “You can’t get that just anywhere, Jordan.”

“I’m more than aware of this.” Icy cold, emotionless, his voice was like a sibilant whisper of death.

“I want complete dossiers on them.” He turned to Nik, his gaze meeting the other man’s. “Everything. I want to know who they socialize with and who they work for. I want to know every particle of their lives.”

“And you’ll have it,” Noah swore, “the moment it’s ready.”

And Tehya knew Noah. She knew the bond he shared with his uncle. That information would be available very soon, if it existed.

With a jerk of his head toward the door behind him, Jordan indicated he was finished there and that the others should follow him.

Turning, he curved his arm around Tehya’s waist and drew her with him back to the front room of the suite. He would give the two men time to awaken, then he would awaken them himself it necessary. Maybe. There were alternatives to interrogating men whom he knew wouldn’t give him the answers he wanted. And he realized he didn’t want to have to question them in front of Tehya.

He didn’t want her to see the worst of him. In the years she had been at the base, she had never seen him interrogate an enemy, had never seen him kill.

He realized he didn’t want her to see it now. And it was going to happen. Frackle and his partner had all but signed their death warrants when they came for him with the intent of taking Tehya. And if they didn’t talk, if they didn’t give him answers, then, Jordan promised himself, they would never threaten anyone, ever again.


CHAPTER 15

Tehya had thought she would know the two men when she faced them, that they would be men she had known from Sorrel’s organization. She hadn’t expected strangers. Men she hadn’t glimpsed following her before. Men she knew nothing of.

It was so reminiscent of the years she had spent running from her biological father. Despite his death, he had reached out from the grave, determined to destroy everyone, anyone she cared for or who would attempt to protect her.

As she stepped into the main room of the suite, she wondered if perhaps Jordan wasn’t right. Maybe love truly was an illusion. If it were real, wouldn’t she have forced him out of the danger she faced? At the least, wouldn’t she have run, or found a way to hide from him? To protect him. Wasn’t that a part of love?

“Jordan, they’re not going to talk.” John stepped from the room, the others following. “They’re not going to tell you why they targeted Tehya, if the information we’re pulling up is true.”

Jordan turned slowly to face him. “Tehya was the target once they killed me. And they will talk, one way or the other. I want answers John. They knew our security and exactly how to get past it, knew the lay of the suite and how to get to me. I want to know who told them.”

“They knew which side of the bed you were sleeping on,” Tehya pointed out, hearing the sound of her own voice, recognizing the dispassionate sound of it. “And it wasn’t luck, because you rarely sleep on the same side of the bed two nights in a row.”

It had driven her crazy since he had begun sleeping with her. She liked her side.

She liked Jordan alive.

She could feel herself freezing inside, feel the fear, the certain knowledge that in all the years she had been running, anyone who tried to save her died.

Could she bear losing Jordan as her mother had lost everyone she had tried to trust during the years she had fought to keep her daughter safe?

She couldn’t. She knew she couldn’t survive losing Jordan in such a way.

Oh God, she couldn’t be the cause of the life being bled from those incredible blue eyes.

Tehya watched as the six men and two women exchanged looks.

“No one should have been aware of anything within this suite,” Micah stated as he jerked the mask from his face and cast a disgusted look at the door they had just closed. “We don’t allow staff or visitors in the room and Nik had the location of the furniture moved into the normal walk paths of the room before we arrived. No one could have known the layout.

“We’re not fucking rookies, Tehya,” Micah reminded her, his voice, his eyes icy cold. She had offended him and she hadn’t meant to.

Tehya inhaled slowly. God, she didn’t have time to deal with the male ego or tender feelings tonight. She’d had enough. Her fingers curled into fists as she fought back her own smart-assed response. The need to rip the eyes from the bastards that had attempted to kill Jordan was nearly overpowering.

They had almost succeeded in taking from her one of the few people she knew she could depend upon. The only man she had ever loved. The only man she hadn’t been able to resist from the moment she had laid eyes on him.

Her point was the fact that Nik had reserved the room in his own name. At the earliest, they might have known she was in the room the day after. And as Micah stated, they hadn’t allowed anyone inside the suite, even staff. Furniture in both the living and dining suite as well as the bedroom had been moved.

The only way any type of video or audio could have been placed inside the room was before they arrived. They had checked for surveillance equipment, though, she knew that. Hell, she had helped do it and they had found nothing.

Could the would-be assassins get that lucky?

No maids were allowed inside. Room service was never called, one of the men had gone out for food instead. Somehow, some kind of surveillance had to have been placed in the bedroom. It was the only way Frackle and Fillipinni could have known where Jordan was sleeping without the aid of night-vision equipment.

“Lights were left on here in the living suite,” Jordan pointed out. Even in the dark it wouldn’t be that hard to pick out the white comforter on the bed and the side the larger body lay on.

“What would be the point behind killing Jordan?” Noah asked softly, the quiet tone more indicative of the danger raging inside him than the icy control the other men displayed.

“He protects me,” she said painfully. “That was Sorrel’s favorite game. To kill whoever stood between him and his goal of acquiring me. Right down to my mother.” She turned and watched Jordan, aching, filled with such regret that she could feel her stomach turning with the thought of the blood that had been shed when she was younger. “I killed Sorrel. How is he still haunting me?”

She remembered killing him as well as his son. She remembered seeing Raven and Sorrel’s lifeless eyes gazing back at her. Blood had soaked their chests from the bullets they’d taken to the heart. She remembered it all, yet, it was as though they still lived.

Pushing her fingers through her hair, she turned away from the others as they gazed back at her silently, somberly. She feared pityingly. She didn’t want their pity and she had been cruel to accept their help.

They had lives, families. They had children, friends.

She only had them until she had moved to Hagerstown. And even now, she hadn’t truly made friends. No one would miss her, save those who stood in the room with her now. And they would go on. They would remember her fondly. They would regret her death. But no one cared enough to truly grieve.

Perhaps not even the man sleeping with her. The man she had given her heart to.

She couldn’t look at him. She couldn’t face the danger she had brought to his life. And she had been too weak to run, too weak to remember the lessons she had been taught in the past.

Never make friends, because they died.

Never love anyone, because they were murdered.

Never, ever, dream of a life that could include a measure of security or of peace.

“Tehya.” Suddenly, his arms were surrounding her, turning her, pulling her against the muscular strength of his chest.

He was warm, strong. He held her as though he could protect her against anything, anyone that would strike against her. He held her as though he were bulletproof, and she knew no man could make that claim.

“I wanted it to be over,” she whispered as her fingers curled into the loose material of his shirt. “I just wanted it to go away, Jordan. It should have died with Sorrel.”

“And it will,” he promised her, his lips against her ear. “I promise you, this time, we’re going to bury it for good.”

She turned slowly.

She should have run, she should have protected him when she had the chance.

*   *   *

He was going to kill.

It was all Jordan could do to keep from stalking into the other suite and murdering the two men where they sat.

“You expected this,” Noah stated quietly, accusingly, as he stared back at Jordan from the other side of the table.

“I would have been stupid not to.” Jordan shrugged as Tehya finished bandaging his side more than an hour later, after Micah had been found to stitch it. “They just moved faster than I expected.”

“I would have expected another attack to come outside the protected area,” Micah inserted as he sat back in his chair. “It came too soon.”

Jordan shook his head in denial. “The first attack was an attempt to take Teyha. Whoever’s pulling the strings here wasn’t aware she had friends willing to protect her.” He glanced at John Vincent and Travis Caine. “Tonight’s attack was the taking of an opportunity.” He glanced at Teyha. “They thought they had the advantage so they took it.”

He sat back, aware of the others watching him thoughtfully as he hid a mocking smile. There was a reason he was a commander in the Elite Ops unit. There was a reason he had been given more freedom than any other commander in the private covert operations organization.

Because he knew how to cover his ass, and he knew exactly how to push to achieve a reaction.

“We know whoever’s been searching for her has a personal stake in it,” he began.

“And how do we know this?” Nik was the one that leaned forward to question the observation. “I’ve gone over the past reports filed on her mother and the deaths of the men attempting to protect them, as well as the months Teyha was in France and the attempt against her there. I would say it’s more likely one of Sorrel’s partners attempting to punish her for killing Sorrel.”

Beside him, Tehya flinched.

“I have to agree,” Micah spoke up. “We’ve all been over the past reports, Jordan. How can you assume there’s something personal involved, now that Sorrel and his son are both dead?”

“Sorrel’s associates, friends, and even his enemies wouldn’t play with her,” he explained. “She’s being toyed with, for whatever reason. Watched. Pushed to certain reactions. It’s more a trademark of Sorrel’s pattern when targeting a victim to kidnap rather than an attempt to extract vengeance for his death. The plan changed when the attack at the house didn’t leave her on the run, vulnerable and frightened, because I was there.” He glanced at the closed door to the suite where the two mercenaries were being held. “They were ordered to get rid of me.”

Tehya sat silent, staring at the closed door, listening as he laid out, step by step, the actions that had taken place since he had arrived at her home.

And he was right. Even before he arrived, she had felt pushed, led, dragged into a situation she was helpless to avoid.

It was indeed a Sorrel trademark. Even as a child, Tehya had recognized the game that was played with her mother and the men who attempted to protect her.

No one could protect her. That was the lesson Sorrel had tried to teach her. He had been amused the few times he had managed to contact her. Once, he had even left a cell phone along with his number. And Tehya had called. She listened with a sense of unreality to the charming, caring voice of a monster so evil it had sent chills racing up her spine.

“How do you propose handling this?” Noah brought her attention back to the conversation going on around the table.

Noah’s voice was deeper, darker for the fury burning inside him.

“I propose we let them escape,” Jordan suggested, his lips curling in a smile. “Let them run back home to whoever Daddy is, while we follow and see who they’re reporting to. Meanwhile, Tehya will be rushed from the hotel to Senator Stanton’s estate, where we’ll carefully arrange the rumor that our two erstwhile assassins actually managed to succeed in their attempt to kill me, but the bodyguards I had hired arrived in time to save Tehya.” He turned to Noah. “John, Travis, and Noah will drag out my wrapped body and put it in the Conquest while Nik and Micah rush Tehya to the senator’s estate. We’ll drop Noah off to watch the two men as they “escape” while we collect the backup vehicles and follow them once they’re on the move.”

“Stage it first,” Bailey suggested quietly. “Let them hear the argument when they awaken concerning the torture you’re going to exact once you return from taking care of his body. Convince them Jordan is dead.”

“And remember, I wasn’t shot until the end, as I knocked Frackle out. They aren’t aware where I was hit. It could have been a fatal shot.”

Tehya sat silently and listened. The plan was simple and effective. A typical “Jordan” plan, while at the same time being in-depth enough to be completely convincing.

It was the reason why he had been so effective as a commander.

He left nothing to chance. Even the smallest details were taken care of, and each opportunity to put it to its best use considered.

“I can’t believe you’re totally dropping out of the game.” Micah’s gaze gleamed with amusement. “You realize we just laid in a plan that requires no backup support and eliminates ninety percent of the chances of failure, right?”

Jordan’s expression was still tightly controlled. “It’s that ten percent that worries me. Let’s see if we can’t get a little closer there.”

Tehya got slowly to her feet. She felt stiff, old. As though the years she had spent running, plotting, searching for just a moment’s haven to find some rest had prematurely aged her.

After the morning she had just spent, she definitely expected to find gray hairs.

“Tehya, are you okay?” Quiet, concerned, Jordan continued to stare up at her, the blue of his eyes darker than normal.

“I’m fine,” she whispered as she extricated her arm from his grip and gave him what she hoped was a natural smile. “I do need to use the restroom though, if you’ll excuse me.”

Turning her back on them, she left the room quickly.

Her stomach was churning, and no amount of concentrating on others or distracting her thoughts was going to save her this time.

At the very thought of Jordan’s life being taken so easily, the dinner she’d had last night was about to make a reappearance.


CHAPTER 16

Jordan was waiting on her as she left the bathroom, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest, his blue eyes narrowed as he stared back at her silently.

It would be impossible to miss the fact that she had been sick.

She’d washed her face, but she knew what it looked like. It was incredibly pale, her eyes appeared too large, her lips too stressed.

And he was taking in every inch of her face, her expression, whatever he saw in her eyes.

“You’re not okay.”

Duh. She’d just finished puking her guts up while escaping.

Thank God he had changed shirts and cleaned his blood up, but there was still a smear of red at his hairline. The sight of it had her stomach turning, as memories raped her mind.

“I’m fine now,” she assured him, giving a brief shrug as she moved to pass him.

He caught her again. His fingers curled around her upper arm as her breath caught in her chest, and tears clogged her throat. The past was too close. There had been too many times that she had seen the results of Sorrel’s horror. The pictures he had sent her. See what you caused, baby girl? Come home to Daddy so he doesn’t have to hurt anyone else.

Sorrel had played with her. Just as someone was trying to play with her now. Who? He’d had no partners other than her brother.

“Tey?” His voice was a dark croon as his head lowered, his hand smoothing to her hip, fingers burning through the thin material of the short T-shirt dress she had changed into.

Her eyes closed as his lips pressed to the bared curve of her shoulder and he pulled the material to her side. When he placed her head against his opposite shoulder, she felt her breath hitch in her throat.

She could feel the warmth of him against her, his hand stroking up her back, then returning to her hips. The sheer gentleness, the tension of banked hunger, the need she could feel, unspoken and louder than words, surrounded her.

“Take me with you.”

The plea escaped her lips before she could pull them back. She was terrified to let him out of her sight now. The panic building inside her threatened to send her running back to the bathroom.

She had spent so many years knowing each time she was separated from whoever attempted to protect her, they died. They were tortured, left lifeless after hours of pain.

“Tey,” he whispered her name again, his fingers tightening on her hips once again. “Play your part, sweetheart. John, Travis, Bailey, and Lilly are going to rush you to the senator’s as the others carry me out. I’ll be there soon.”

He moved to pull back.

“No, not yet.” Her hands tightened on his shoulders, the need to hold him in place overwhelming now. “Listen to me, Jordan. Every time. Every time they left me and thought I was protected, they were killed.” A sob escaped her lips. “You know they were. They were tortured.…”

It was all she could see. Jordan, his expression twisted in agony because he hadn’t talked. Jordan wouldn’t talk. He’d never tell anyone where she was if she were hidden. And they would ensure he died in agony.

“I’ve got this, baby.” As he lifted his head, his hand rose and cupped her cheek, his gaze locked with hers.

This wasn’t the man she had worked with. If she had dared express concern or fear for his life then, the ice that was so much a part of him would have kicked in.

It didn’t this time.

His gaze actually softened, his lips quirked in tender amusement, but in his expression she saw his refusal to do as she asked.

“I’ve got this,” he repeated, his lips touching hers, brushing against them. “When we’re finished here, it’s going to be over, and you’re going to be safe. I won’t have it any other way.”

She had to clench her teeth against the urge to beg. This expression she knew. There was no changing his mind, and John, Travis, and their wives would ensure she was where she was supposed to be.

“Noah has my back,” he promised her. “Nik and Micah have his. I’ll slip into the senator’s estate tonight, as soon as we’re finished.”

She tried to shake her head, tried to speak. His hand tightened on her jaw, his lips covered hers, and the kiss he gave her rocked her to the soles of her feet.

His lips rubbed against hers, stroked, and sent heat flushing through her system in a slow burn that, at first, seemed harmless enough.

The heat rose slowly, enveloping her, flowing into her blood and spiking it with a hunger she couldn’t deny, or hide.

Her arms curled around his neck, her fingers feathering into the back of his hair as a moan whispered past her lips, and the need to hold on to him began to grow inside her.

She felt the hunger beginning to infuse both of them, his body tensing, his cock pressing more firmly against the juncture of her thighs as his hand slid up her leg.

His fingers played with the hem of the short dress, feathering against her thighs with a rasp of heat. She wanted to feel them moving beneath the dress. Her thighs parted further, a desperate moan in her throat as she arched against him.

One second she was in his arms, the next he was pushing away from her, his lips pulling away reluctantly.

“No.” She fought to hold on to him, only to be left staring up at him, trembling with fear and need.

“John, Travis, and their wives are waiting on the other side of the suite. Once we’re clear of the hotel and in position, they’ll get you to the limo waiting outside.”

She gave a hard nod.

“Our friends in the other suite are awake,” he told her. “Once you’re out, staff will come in and release them, aware of only the fact that we’ve checked out. We’ll follow them from there.”

She nodded again.

It was bad enough her nerves were back enough that she had begun throwing up again. She hadn’t done that since the night before the operation to reveal the identity of Sorrel. The night before she had killed him.

“Come on, baby.” Catching her fingers, he moved for the door. “Let’s get this done.”

*   *   *

Letting her go was the hardest thing he had ever done in his life. Jordan watched as the team surrounded Tehya and rushed her from the back entrance of the hotel to the limo the senator had sent to collect her.

He couldn’t forget the look in her eyes. The fear had been so deep, so dark, he’d wanted nothing but to give her exactly what she wanted. To find a way to bring her with him.

Bringing her with him would have compromised the entire plan. They needed her safe, but they also needed her escape witnessed by the man Jordan was currently watching as well.

He’d figured the men that had come inside weren’t alone.

“Lilly called as they were hitting the doors,” Noah said as they watched the black Suburban from the cargo van they’d driven to the surveillance position. “She said Tehya was crying.”

“Enough.” The order was short, but not as icy as it could have been, because the thought of her crying affected him in ways he didn’t want to look too deeply into.

“She’s a friend,” Micah spoke from behind him. “Having her safe and secure is all well and good, but leaving her without a future because her heart was ripped out wasn’t in the plan when you told us what was going on.”

Jordan could feel his teeth gritting as he turned to Nik where he sat in the driver’s seat. “Where’s your two cents?”

Nik’s expression didn’t change as he continued to watch the other vehicle and the driver in it. “Inflation sucks,” he drawled. “The price is a buck fifty now.”

Trust Nik to be the smart-ass in the group.

Propping his arm on the side of the door, Jordan rubbed the skin above his upper lip thoughtfully.

“Have you managed to ID him yet?” he finally asked the others. It was better to change the subject rather than continuing the course of the subject of Tehya.

“I have him,” Noah said. “Another of those damned Sorrel soldiers turned mercenaries after his death. Wayne Trevits, former MI-6 agent discharged for theft and attempted sale of military weapons. He was sentenced to life in prison, but escaped after a year. He was with Sorrel for ten years before the op that took Sorrel out. It looks like Sorrel’s boys have decided to go after a little vengeance.”

That was definitely what it looked like, Jordan admitted.

It had all the signs of a group of Sorrel’s former employees banding together to make Tehya pay for his death. Everything they had found led them in that direction.

“Maid’s in the room,” Micah announced, obviously watching the laptop displaying the room. “Ahh, there she is. Little old lady with gray hair and big brown eyes,” he grunted. “And she’s not moving to let them go.”

Jordan waited.

“Ah, there she goes. She just pulled the radio from her pocket. She’s calling security.”

Jordan was prepared for that. He’d checked the staff out while they were there and reread the files once the plan was in place, to see who would be walking in on the little party Jordan had arranged.

He hadn’t wanted anyone to get hurt, but he’d been certain this maid would choose the option of calling security versus releasing them on their own.

“And we now have two little weak-kneed security guards entering. They’ll make mincemeat out of them.”

It took only minutes.

“Yep, they’re both down,” Micah sighed. “They’re alive, though.”

“They’re aware of the cameras in the hall outside the room,” Jordan stated. “There’s too great a chance of being identified.”

“They’re headed downstairs.”

Jordan and his men moved.

Exiting the back of the van, covert mode intact, Jordan, Nik, Micah, and Noah moved to the appropriate, nondescript vehicles waiting in the parking lot.

Sliding into the Ford sedan, Jordan watched from above the rim of his dark sunglasses as the two men slipped from the same exit Tehya had used and moved quickly to the waiting SUV.

The assassins looked a little worse for wear, but satisfied. They thought they had achieved their objective. His would-be killers believed he was dead, and Tehya defended only by his men.

Evidently they weren’t convinced of the danger posed by the men they would be facing. To this point, Jordan and his men had been playing, sitting back and letting Tehya’s enemies hang themselves. Now, he thought he might help them just a bit with the rope.

The bastards had terrified her, and they had been aware of it. They had known what it would do to her. The plan would have been to take her while she was shell-shocked, while the realization of Jordan’s death was still fresh in her mind.

She would have been more controllable and much easier to intimidate.

That would have been the plan. Unfortunately for them, it wouldn’t have worked so easily for them. He knew Tehya; and even more, he knew Tehya under pressure. His death would have destroyed her, but later. That shock they wanted so desperately would have been what had saved her life, and would have ended theirs.

As the SUV pulled from the parking lot, Jordan turned the receiver on in the sedan and smiled at the movement of the little dot indicating the tracker they had activated. The other assassin’s bug hadn’t yet been activated. He was the backup. The safeguard. Just in case.

There was a reason he had plans A, B, C, and D, with E, F, and G just in case. Sometimes, there were just too many bases to cover. And Jordan liked having all the angles worked out.

Work out the angles and you don’t just protect yourself and your men, but you also protect the woman you had never been able to get out of your head and your heart.

He’d met Tehya eight years before, the night she had killed her father. From the moment he’d looked into those shattered, emerald green eyes, he’d wanted nothing more than to pull her into his arms and protect her from the world.

Unfortunately, it was too late to protect her by then. The world had already scarred her. Sorrel had already taught her to react first and grieve later.

And she would have grieved for him, he knew.

His men would have surrounded her long enough to attempt to convince her to hide, because it was what he wanted. She wouldn’t have hid.

As he and Micah traded positions and the other men moved in behind the SUV in another vehicle, Jordan concentrated on the area around them. He made certain no one was following them as they followed their attempted assassins.

They traded places several more times before Jordan pulled into a parking lot across from a storage rental facility housed in an old factory. The units, Jordan knew, were temperature controlled, roomy, and free of those pesky surveillance cameras that turned most criminals off.

Slipping from the car, he joined Micah and Nik, and Noah gave them a quick nod toward the warehouse. Using the available delivery vans, trucks, and occasional stacks of varied covered prepared shipments for cover, they moved into the warehouse following the beacon the tracker was giving off.

Minutes later, they eased in as close as possible, coming in together, weapons drawn as they moved in to watch the meeting.

The three men were waiting outside one of the rental rooms, heads down, leaning against the wall as shadows moved in the well-lit unit they were guarding.

They were talking, their voices too low to hear, and the satisfied demeanors of earlier had been dropped. They looked nervous and if he wasn’t mistaken, quite possibly scared as well.

He’d read the dossiers on these men, and he wouldn’t have believed anything could make them nervous, let alone have them looking like three teenagers preparing to face a disciplinarian.

As they waited silently, the shadows in the rental unit began to slow, and long minutes later another man stepped into view.

Gregor Ascarti.

Dressed in his trademark silk suit, his blond hair perfectly combed back, but with a limp Jordan didn’t remember from that last operation against Sorrel that had reportedly taken Ascarti out as well.

Gregor Ascarti had been Sorrel’s right-hand man after his son. He had been the logistical expert who had been damned near impossible to defeat.

And now he was back.

Somehow, the bastard had managed to not just survive, but apparently to live and thrive for the past eight years completely under the radar.

He moved slowly, the limp obviously hindering his movements, as Mark Tenneyson and Ira Arthurs, the mercenaries who had been watching the Taites, exited the rental unit behind him. Ascarti stopped directly in front of John Frackle.

Before anyone could guess what he would do, his hand came back and a strong, heavy blow was delivered against the other man’s face. Frackle was flung back against the wall, but surprisingly, considering his reputation, he didn’t attempt to strike back.

Jordan saw the struggle in Frackle’s face though, the tightening of his fingers as he made an effort not to make a fist.

Jordan strained to hear the conversation, but all he heard were angry murmurs. The combination of their automatic habit of keeping their voices low and the distance from the other men made the conversation impossible to decipher.

One thing was certain, though: Ascarti wasn’t pleased. The fact that the men hadn’t arrived with Tehya was likely the reason for Ascarti’s displeasure.

Hell, he wished he could get fucking closer. If he could just hear what they were planning.

He wasn’t aware how tense he was, how closely he was checking out the surrounding cover, until he felt Noah’s hand on his shoulder in warning.

A tight grimace pulled at his face as he gave a quick nod, an affirmation that he understood the grip.

As Jordan continued to watch, Ascarti moved closer to Frackle, almost nose to nose, his finger poking in the other man’s chest, though his voice never rose.

That was a conversation Jordan would give damned near anything to hear at this point. Though he was fairly certain he knew the gist of it.

They had returned without Tehya, and Ascarti wanted Tehya.

As Jordan had thought earlier, it had all the earmarks of a revenge strike.

But as he watched, eyes narrowed, events sifting through his mind, he couldn’t help but suspect there was something more going on than simple revenge.

These men weren’t having a love affair with Sorrel’s memory. If Tehya happened to have dropped in their paths, then they would have struck out at her. But to still be searching for her after her disappearance?

It didn’t make sense.

Suddenly, Ascarti moved again, the hand holding his weapon moving, the metal smacking into Frackle’s face and knocking him to the ground. In the next breath Ascarti had his gun beneath Fillipini’s chin, pushing it high and tight.

“Fucking stupid…” His accent was thick and dark with fury, the violence in his tone causing Jordan’s brows to lift.

The voice lowered just enough now that only the tone could be heard.

Ascarti stepped back, watching as Frackle came slowly back to his feet, stumbling slightly as he braced himself against the wall.

“Imbecile. The next time, you … will…” The threat was clear as the muzzle of the weapon went beneath Frackle’s jaw, lifting it as Ascarti leaned closer to finish the sentence.

With a final slap against the side of the other man’s face, Ascarti stepped back, straightened his silk jacket, then turned around to face the mercenaries behind him.

The dim fluorescent lights above hit his face at just the right angle, giving Jordan a first, clear look at the other man’s face.

His brows lifted.

The left side of Gregor Ascarti’s face was horrendously disfigured. Scars marred the entire side of his face, twisting around his eye, giving his profile a grotesque appearance.

Jordan slipped farther back into the shadows as the Italian former smuggler moved with far less grace than he had in Aruba.

There was a limp to his right leg, an odd angle in the shape of his left hand as he walked away. Frackle and Fillipini followed him as Tenneyson and Arthur locked up and reset the alarm to the unit before moving quickly to catch up with the others.

The explosion that had targeted Ascarti had apparently not done enough damage. He was clearly as organized and just as dangerous as he had been while Sorrel was still alive.

Giving Micah a careful hand signal, he sent the other man, along with Noah, to make certain Ascarti and his mercenaries were out of the unit.

It took long minutes for the rental storage facility to become deserted except for Jordan and Nik, allowing them a chance to slip from the shadowed area where the team had hidden.

Slipping a small leather case from the pack he carried on his back, Jordan quickly picked the heavy lock one of the Ascarti’s mercenaries had secured before leaving, while Nik worked to disable the security inside.

It was apparent that Ascarti had no reason to suspect that Frackle and his partner had led Jordan and his team straight to them. Of course, why should he; they believed Jordan was dead.

As the heavy lock released, Jordan slid it free before slowly easing the door open, sliding the penlight from his pocket and stepping inside.

“Well, well, well,” he muttered as he surveyed the contents of the unit before turning back to Nik, who had positioned himself protectively at the entrance.

The other man’s pale, icy blue eyes narrowed as his expression tightened in lines of savage fury.

“What does the bastard have planned?” Nik muttered as they each surveyed the array of hidden weapons, ammunition, and surprise, surprise, several dozen handheld rocket launchers.

“I’d have sworn Sorrel was dead,” Nik continued. “But this…” He shook his head slowly as he allowed his gaze to catalog each item there. “God, Jordan, this fucking makes me wonder.”

“DEA would have a field day over this,” Jordan murmured as he moved to several covered boxes, lifted a crowbar from one, and quietly eased open the lid.

The Russian-made automatic weapons weren’t nearly as interesting as the weapons packed away, though.

A dozen Israeli corner shot automatic rifles were packed in the first box. Replacing the lid, he went to the one beside it. It was packed similarly, guns in the middle with boxes of ammunition packed around them.

Tehya’s weapon of choice.

Easing one of the weapons from the bottom of the box, he carefully arranged the packaging material to hide the theft from a casual check of the inventory before doing likewise with several boxes of ammunition before handing it all to Nik.

He hadn’t heard of the weapons missing, and they weren’t available for street sale. They were strictly military weapons. He knew a certain DEA team commander who would be very interested in this facility and its contents.

It was also the weapon heading Tehya’s “ask for from Santa” list. If possible, he would ensure it was given to her if he wasn’t around later.

The thought had him pausing. As though there was a chance in hell that he was walking away from her. It nearly brought him to a hard stop. There had never been a question before of walking away from a lover. The only question had been how short the time he would be with her before he grew bored.

With Tehya, he couldn’t imagine growing bored. He couldn’t imagine a night, a day, a second of his life that he wouldn’t want her.

He hadn’t changed his mind about the illusion of love. What he had done instead was to convince himself that the illusion could be preserved, if only for a little while.

“We got a problem here, boss,” Nik commented as he stared at the contents of the box. “If Ascarti has these weapons, here in America, then he could be planning more than simply getting his hands on Sorrel’s baby girl.”

Jordan turned an icy look on the other man.

“I was being facetious,” Nik finally growled. “Hell, Jordan. You’re going to have to either put a damned ring on her finger or cut the possessive crap. You can’t protect her forever if you’re going to keep walking away from her.”

“I didn’t ask your opinion,” Jordan murmured as he turned away and glared back down at the weapons.

“I volunteered it,” Nik assured him.

Hell, there was something to be said for being the commander while they were under contract to the Elite Ops. Now that they were free and clear, they thought it was simply fine to bust his ass whenever they wanted to.

He almost grinned. They had always thought it was perfectly fine to bust his ass every chance they found. Especially after Tehya had arrived at base and taught them exactly how to get away with it.

“Give our contact at the DEA a call,” he ordered Nik. “Give him the information on this rental unit and who it belongs to. Don’t give him the information on the mercenaries just yet. I want to find out what Ascarti wants from Tehya that’s so important he’s hunted her for too many years. Taking everyone out of the game won’t give me those answers.”

There was a long moment of silence behind him before Nik asked, his tone dangerously bland, “Are you setting our girl up, boss?”

His lips quirked, almost in amusement, at the question. He wasn’t the only one protective of her; he was just the one determined to keep her.

“Aren’t you the same man who just expressed his worry for her?” He turned back to Nik. “You can’t have it both ways, Nik. Either I’m too possessive of her, or I’m setting her up.”

Nik’s gaze narrowed then. “One doesn’t necessarily cancel the other out. Setting her up would be damned bad form.”

“Then it’s a damned good thing she’s safe from it,” Jordan snapped, his patience as well as his amusement exhausted with the subject. “Let’s get the hell out of here, then make that phone call.”

Jerking a heavy storage blanket from the corner, he threw it at Nik to cover the weapon he’d slipped from the crate, before turning back and replacing the heavy lid.

Seconds later, the weapon carefully covered, they slipped from the unit, relocked it, replaced the security controls, and made their way from the warehouse.

Noah and Micah were waiting at the entrance, their expressions hard, eyes narrowed and emotionless. Jordan let his gaze meet his nephew’s, seeing in it something he had hoped he wouldn’t see again after the team had disbanded.

“He killed Frackle,” Noah stated, his voice soft as he nodded to the large trash container just outside the door. “Put a bullet in the back of his head, then ordered his friends to toss him in it. Motherfuckers did it too.” The heavy disgust that edged into his tone reminded Jordan once again that there was a reason his team had always been the best.

Their loyalty to each other. That loyalty had always assured they were watching each other’s backs, just as it had always insured each operation was conducted with not just their success, but also their safety.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Jordan muttered as he watched the area outside the entrance. “I want this taken care of, and I want to know what the hell is going on, Noah. Ascarti’s luck is getting ready to run out.”

“Let’s hope Tehya’s isn’t running out along with it,” Nik stated behind him. “Or protecting her will become impossible.”

Jordan’s guts tightened at the thought, but Nik was right. If they didn’t take care of this, and take care of it quickly, then he could lose Tehya in ways he had never imagined before.

To death.


CHAPTER 17

Back in the car, the weapon stored safely in the trunk, Jordan watched out the window impassively as Noah pulled from the exit of the storage warehouse and reentered the heavy D.C. traffic surging through the streets.

“We need to find someplace to lay low while we’re considering our options,” Noah proposed. “There’s a hotel with suites just outside of town. We can get you checked in under an anonymous name.…”

“We’re going to the senator’s estate,” Jordan broke in firmly. “Kell’s throwing another party tomorrow night and I want to be in a position to protect Tehya.”

“The team will be there, Jordan,” Noah argued. “We can keep Ascarti at bay without you. If this jeopardizes her life, then you’ll never forgive yourself.”

But there was no staying away from her. Even now, every cell in his body ached to hold her close, to assure himself she was indeed safe and unharmed.

“The team will be there, and so will I.” Jordan kept his tone smooth, and his decision firm.

In the rearview mirror, Jordan caught a glimpse his nephew’s expression, the concern as well as the disapproval in his gaze.

“This isn’t a good idea,” Noah continued to argue, though his tone remained cool and unheated. “You could be seen by staff or anyone watching Stanton’s estate after her arrival. It could endanger the plan to make it appear you’ve been killed.”

Jordan’s gaze met Noah’s in the mirror for a second before his nephew turned his eyes back to the road.

The thought of not going to Tehya had his guts clenching in refusal. He’d be damned if he would let her sit there alone, allow her to sleep alone after experiencing the heat and pleasure of having her against him throughout the night.

“I didn’t ask if you thought it was a good idea. I said do it.” His gaze met Noah’s again for a brief second, their wills clashing as Jordan set the tone of command at its firmest strength.

Noah grimaced and his gaze jerked back to the road, the muscles at the side of his jaw flexing angrily.

“She’s getting to you, isn’t she, Jordan?” Noah finally asked as he made the turn onto a bypass and entered the heavy late afternoon traffic as his tone sharpened with a flare of anger. “Are you giving in to the illusion?” he mocked.

“Like you and Sabella, Noah, the illusion is real for Tehya. Just because I don’t believe in it doesn’t mean she doesn’t believe she feels it.”

Or was there more to it? Jordan fought the denial raging inside him at the thought that love didn’t exist. He had always believed it was an illusion. Since he was a teenager, since that first flush of love and the resulting betrayal, he’d refused to let himself believe.

And now he was beginning to wonder if perhaps he had been wrong. Tehya gave every part of herself to him when they came together, and he’d learned that each time he touched her, thought about her, ached for her, that the need became stronger, deeper, more intense.

“Doesn’t mean you can’t reap the benefits of it either, huh?” The disappointment in Noah’s voice wasn’t hard to miss, and it struck at one of the few vulnerable areas Jordan possessed. His affection for family, his need for that family’s affection.

Jordan raked his fingers through his hair impatiently as he met his nephew’s mockingly angry gaze. “Just because I believe it’s an illusion doesn’t mean I can’t claim the results of it,” Jordan amended, his voice darker as a part of him cringed, or seemed to, at the illogical feeling of having betrayed Tehya somehow with that statement.

Noah didn’t say anything further. His lips thinned, his expression became set in lines of disapproval, but he kept his argument to himself.

If only the others were so kind.

“Hey, Noah, did you notice he said just because he believed it was an illusion rather than just because it is an illusion?” Nik piped up from beside Noah, his voice heavy with amusement. “Maybe he’s relenting just a little bit.”

Neither Jordan nor Noah responded. Jordan could feel the heavy threat of condemnation rising from each of his men as they rode toward the senator’s estate.

Noah had to fight to rein in the impatient anger brewing inside him.

Hell, he’d been around Tehya and his uncle enough to know that Jordan was determined to fight whatever he was feeling for Tehya. He’d been feeling it for six damned years now or more, and still, Jordan didn’t dare mention the L word. If he acknowledged it, then he might have to admit it actually existed.

But if any man had ever been born to love a woman, then Jordan had been born for Tehya, just as Noah knew he had been born for Sabella.

It was the Malone curse, his grandfather had always said. Malone men were warned to love wisely, because once they loved, they loved forever, they loved deep, and they loved with a blazing heat that burned clear to the soul.

Jordan just didn’t want to admit he was in love with Tehya. If he admitted it, then he had to face the fact that he couldn’t exist without her.

And it wasn’t a bad thing, Noah acknowledged to himself. He’d made mistakes with Sabella. He’d left her when he should have had her brought to him. He’d turned his back on his marriage, his life, his identity because of his own stupid pride and fear. But as Noah Blake rather than Nathan Malone, he’d returned, claimed everything that had ever belonged to him, and at the same time, Sabella managed to mark his soul a second time with a lash of delicate, feminine claws, female stubbornness, and raging hunger.

Hell, if he could knock some sense into his uncle, then that was exactly what he would do. Unfortunately, the more a man, or a woman, pushed at Jordan Malone, the more stubborn he could get.

Maybe, hopefully, this time Jordan would realize the gift Tehya had been holding for him all these years. The other men swore they’d seen it, eight years before. That first night they had come face-to-face in Aruba during the operation to identify and neutralize Sorrel, Tehya’s father.

Noah prayed, for his uncle’s sake, that he realized what he saw as an illusion was the only emotion that would ever ease that core of agonizing loneliness Noah glimpsed in Jordan’s eyes. If Jordan let her go this time, if he walked away, then Noah feared there would be no going back.

Glancing in the rearview mirror once again, he glimpsed that dark, dangerous set of Jordan’s face once again. He’d seen it too often, watched it growing over the years until Noah was beginning to fear that one day, it would become a permanent set to his face.

Until Jordan had come after Tehya. Only with her did he lose that look. Only when Tehya was around, did Jordan soften. She was Jordan’s last hope, and Noah prayed, he prayed often, that this time she would break through shield around his uncle’s soul and dissolve that core of dangerous darkness overtaking him.

If she didn’t, then Noah feared Jordan would only return to the Ops, and if he did that, then it wouldn’t be as a base commander. Jordan would take field command, and one day, he just wouldn’t return.

As Jordan’s gaze slid to the mirror, meeting Noah’s as he glanced back again, Noah realized his uncle was riding a much finer line than he’d imagined. If the look in his eyes was any indication, if Tehya couldn’t settle that darkness, then Noah feared he’d lose the uncle who had risked his career as well as his life, to save him.

*   *   *

Lightning flared across the sky, sharp brilliant fingers of electricity shedding its brilliant glow over the Stanton estate as it pierced the night. Thunder rattled and rolled and sheets of rain blew through the night, saturating the ground and lending a heavy sensual excitement to the air outside.

The storm vibrated with primal fury, pounding through the night as well as the senses as Tehya sat in the large, well-padded chair that faced the window and stared into the heart of the storm.

She felt isolated, alone. Fear and worry crowded her mind, turning her senses bleak and reminding her of the danger there seemed to be no escape from.

She was thirty years old. For twenty-five years she had been on the run in one way or the other, fighting to survive, clawing for freedom. And God, she was so tired. She was so tired of hiding, of watching over her shoulder, of knowing whomever she loved, whoever tried to protect her, would only lose their life for their effort.

Tonight, as she had so many nights before, she was dressed in borrowed clothes, a nightgown in this case, and sleeping in a borrowed bed. She was watching the night, knowing the monsters that existed there, knowing that any moment they could be watching her, coming for her. Just as they had so many nights before.

Or Jordan could be coming.

Tucking her feet beneath her, Tehya laid her cheek against her knees and stared into the night, feeling the storm raging inside her as well.

She wanted to run.

Oh God, she should have run the minute she suspected she was being watched again. Why had she become so stubborn when Jordan had arrived? What in God’s name made her believe a house, a business, or friends was worth the risk Jordan and his men were facing?

Baby girl, all you had to do was come home. She would have lived.…  Sorrel had laid the blame at her feet. But a part of Tehya had known better. He had wanted both of them. He had needed both of them.

You and your mother were the key to my future, to Kenneth’s future, he had sighed months before she had gone to Aruba. Come home, baby girl. Let Daddy take care of you. I promise you, the embrace of your brother will be far better than what awaits you otherwise.…

Running, hiding, losing friends, never knowing what true freedom was because she could never stop long enough to experience it.

It was still far better than the embrace of her brother.

She shuddered at the thought. When she had been younger, she had idolized Kenneth. When he would come to her and her mother’s rooms, unlock the door and take her out into the gardens to play. When he would laugh with her, tease her, and tell her stories of what the world was like. The parties she would one day attend if she were a very good girl. The life she could have if she obeyed the rules.

If she would tell him or her father if her mother ever tried to escape. All she had to do was be a very good girl.

Her chest tightened as her stomach rolled sickeningly. She had never told on her mother, but her mother hadn’t truly trusted her either. Tehya had been convinced the reason her mother had left her with Sister Mary was to test Tehya. And while running, Francine had learned exactly the danger she and her daughter faced.

A danger Tehya couldn’t escape, even with Sorrel’s and Kenneth’s deaths.

She rocked against herself, her arms tightening around her legs as a knot of agony burned in her chest, the need to release it like a knife twisting inside her soul.

Thunder rocked outside, and lightning blazed with a power and brilliance that lit the world with nature’s display of strength.

And how weak she was in comparison, not just to the storm, but to the danger surrounding her. The danger she had drawn Jordan and his men into.

The click of the bedroom door behind her drew her attention. Shadowed and dark, the tall, black-clad figure that stepped inside had her heart suddenly racing in much more than fear. Excitement and lust, emotions she had given up on fighting years ago, and a need for touch that threatened to leave her shaking.

The black mask covering his face didn’t hide his eyes. The brilliant blue looked brighter, more sapphire, almost neon as he closed the door, locking it behind him before prowling across the room, dangerous intent marking every line of his body.

“The curtains should be closed,” he informed her as he stepped around the chair, his back to her now as he reached up and jerked the heavy material across the floor-to-ceiling windows. “Anyone could have a bead on you, Tey.”

Turning to her, he pulled the mask from his face slowly, dropping it to the floor as he stared down at her. His expression was tight, savage, and radiated pure hungry lust as he gripped the bottom of the snug black shirt and pulled it off as well.

Sensation punched through her womb, clenching it tight as she felt her juices ease along the bare lips of her pussy. The electricity of the storm seemed to sizzle over her flesh, tightening her nipples, her clit, and racing across her body with a sudden, exciting surge of sensuality.

Dominance radiated in his face, his gaze.

“Are you wearing panties?” Guttural, fierce, his voice echoed with the hunger reflected in his eyes.

The surge of electric sensation that pulsed through her pussy was so strong, so deep, it was almost an orgasm. Her heart picked up further in speed, racing, pounding with pure excitement as his hands went to the black nylon belt, moving slowly, with predatory intent, and released the catch.

Tehya swallowed tightly. “No.”

Weakening sensuality swept through her at the smile that edged his lips. At the same time, he flipped the catch of his black pants loose, the edges spreading slowly apart as his cock sprang free.

Thick and long, the engorged crest had flushed a dark purple, moisture gleaming at the tip and over the tiny slit at the blunt point.

Heavily veined, wickedly erotic and explicit, the sensual demand apparent in the heavy stalk of flesh sent Tehya’s senses reeling.

Slowly, she unfolded her legs, leaned forward, her gaze lifting to meet his as her lips parted, her tongue peeking out for a taste of the silk-covered steel throbbing demandingly before her gaze.

Male heat exploded against her taste buds. A hint of salt, a hint of spice. Addictive, intoxicating, the taste of him was a hunger suddenly exploding inside her.

Reaching for him, the fingers of one hand curled at the base of his cock, unable to surround it with her fingers, but her lips parted, taking the thick head between them, stretching around it to suck him inside.

The complete eroticism of the act was almost too much to bear. Her eyes closed, a moan trapped in her throat, vibrating there as she felt the hard throb of response against her tongue.

His fingers speared into her hair and clenched in the strands, tugging in sensual demand as she drew on the heated cock head, feeling his hands guiding her head, holding her in place as his hips began to move.

“Fuck, Tehya, I dream of this,” he growled. “Watching my dick fuck your mouth again. Seeing your pretty lips stretched around it, sucking me deep.”

She could feel her juices easing along the folds of her pussy, moistening her, preparing her for him.

She wanted him, with a desperation that clawed at her senses. His fingers flexed around the strands of hair he held, tugging at her scalp and sending an erotic fire radiating through it.

Pulsating need traveled through her senses. Flames of exquisite sensation raced over her flesh until she found her hands tugging at her gown, pulling it to her thighs as her fingers found the desperately aching bud of her clit. An agony of need filled her cunt, raging through it like a wildfire out of control.

A smothered cry escaped her as painful pleasure exploded through her. It wasn’t as good as his touch; sometimes he seemed to know her body better than she did, her pleasure better than she ever could. But with his dick in her mouth, her fingers stroking her clit, she could still sense the impending explosion and the rapture that would surround her.

Inside, she heated and clenched as her juices began to saturate her fingers.

“Fuck. Tehya.” The growl had her jerking in response as a shudder raced through her.

“Let me see, baby.” He tried to move back, to pull free of the grip her mouth had on him. She couldn’t allow it. She couldn’t release him just yet, not as long as this pleasure was tearing through her.

His grip tightened, male determination apparent as his cock pulled from her lips and her eyes flared open in rejection.

“No. Not yet.” She pulled her fingers from between her thighs, both hands reaching for him now.

“Let me watch.” The order in his tone throbbed beneath the lust as he gripped her wrist and pushed her hand back to her thighs. “Let me watch you play with your pretty pussy, baby. I want to see it. Every stroke, every soft caress of your fingers.”

Let him watch? Let him see the agonizing need tearing through her as her fingers played against her clit?

He went to his knees, and she admitted in that moment that she would do whatever he needed her to do. Whatever he wanted her to do.

One powerful hand gripped her knee, lifting it and guiding it over the arm of the chair as he continued pressing her fingers against her pussy until they moved.

She found her clit again, her head digging into the back of the chair as she felt herself rapidly flying into the center of the sensual, sexual vortex he was building inside her.

His gaze became darker, yet more brilliant, his expression more savage as a reddish flush stained his sun-darkened face and his lips appeared more sensual, with a hungry curve.

“Oh yeah,” he breathed out roughly, his eyes centered on her fingers as she circled her clit slowly. “Show me how you make your pretty clit swell, baby.”

The hard bud pulsed and tightened further as Tehya felt her breathing escalate. The room suddenly became hotter, steamier with lust as his fingers slid up her thighs and parted the swollen folds of her pussy.

Sensation electrified her. It whipped through the sensitive bundle of nerves and left her gasping for breath as excitement tightened through her.

As his head lowered, his lashes lifting to stare back at her, she watched, entranced, as he licked through the saturated flesh, a low hum of enjoyment vibrating against her flesh.

Tehya jolted, a fractured cry parting her lips and she swore she lost her breath for precious seconds. Her hips arched forward, driving his tongue closer to the aching entrance to her cunt.

“I need you,” she whispered, desperate for him, needing him now in ways she hadn’t before.

Each time the pleasure seemed to be higher, hotter. It whipped around her with such incredible intensity that she wondered if she could possibly live without him or his touch now.

“Don’t stop.” His hand caught her wrist as her strokes eased, pressing them back to her flesh. “Let me watch you come, Tey. I want to see it.”

The silky slide of her juices was caught by his fingers before he stroked the clenched opening, then with two fingers, began to penetrate the tender tissue. He parted her flesh, working inside her as her fingers began to move more quickly, more firmly against the sensitive bud now burning with the need for release.

“God, yes, Tey,” he groaned as his fingers stretched her slowly, thrusting inside her with slow, deliberate movements. “Come for me baby. Let me see you.…”

“Jordan,” she cried out his name, jerking as her body tensed, tightened, and began to shudder with the orgasm suddenly tearing through her.

She was only dimly aware of his fingers sliding completely from her. She wasn’t given a chance to miss them. In the next second he was stretching her further, the intimate flesh of her cunt burning with the sudden intrusion of his cock impaling her with strong, heavy thrusts.

Her lashes lifted as her hands moved with drugged weakness, her fingers gripping the strength of his biceps as his hips surged between her thighs.

The feel of his cock rasping over ultrasensitive tissue, stretching, creating a friction and pressure that sent electric surges of pure sensation tearing through her senses was almost too much to bear. Rapture exploded through her. Tender nerve endings flared with each pulse of her release as her pussy clamped down on his cock as though fighting to hold him inside.

Until he thrust in deep, his body arching, and the feel of his release suddenly spurting inside her intensified those last surging sensations rocketing through her womb.

His head fell to her shoulder, his mouth pressing to it for a second before they parted, allowing his lips to grip her flesh as a harsh male groan tore from his chest.

His pleasure combined with hers, whipping through her senses until she swore she could feel him moving through her soul, possessing her, owning her as nothing or no one else ever could have.

For Jordan, it was like suddenly waking. A part of him that he had never known existed flared to life. With his eyes closed, his teeth gripping her flesh, the taste of her, the scent of her overriding his senses, he knew some integral part of him had changed forever.

And it had happened the moment he saw her sitting before the window as though daring her enemies to strike.

The last ecstatic pulses of his release left him weak, pressed against her, fighting to catch his breath. It left him wondering at the sudden aura of contentment, of satisfaction that raced through his mind.

This was a part of pleasure he had never known before. It was an intimacy he couldn’t have imagined existed.

The last surge of release shuddered through him as reality began to slip past the overwhelming sensations that had surrounded him.

Tehya rested against him, her arms draped over his shoulders, her breathing just as hard, just as rough as his own. Sprawled against the back of the chair, she held him to her, bonds of silk and feminine warmth locking him in place more tightly than chains ever could.

Moving wasn’t something he wanted to do, it was something he made himself do. That inner voice of warning was screaming at him, alarms clashing inside his head at the realization that this one woman was beginning to mean more than any other in the past.

“Don’t leave me yet,” she whispered, the desperate plea in the words tearing through him.

“I’m not going anywhere without you, baby.” As his flesh pulled free of hers and he rose to his feet, it was only to bend to her and lift her in his arms.

Cradling her against his chest, Jordan moved to the carefully turned-down bed and laid her in the center of the soft mattress before removing the rest of his clothing, her gown, and climbing in beside her.

There was no hesitation as she moved into his arms, her head lying against his chest as masses of red-gold curls spilled over his arm and stomach. The warmth of it was like silken chains wrapping around him, holding him in place.

God, what would he do without her?

For the barest second, his breathing paused at the thought. There had never been anyone in his life that he didn’t think he could survive without, until now. And that was terrifying.

“Did you follow them?” Her soft voice pierced him with the underlying fear he sensed in it.

“We followed them,” he answered as he smoothed his hand down her hair, finally allowing his fingers to tangle into the curls that lay over his stomach.

He didn’t want to talk about this. He knew the past was coming back to haunt her, that Gregor Ascarti had been one of the demons who had chased her since she was a child. One that refused to die.

“What aren’t you wanting to tell me, Jordan?” The fear was gone. There was an edge of steel in her voice now, a determination he didn’t particularly want to hear.

“Just lie here with me for a while, Tey,” he sighed. “Let me just hold you for a minute.”

He didn’t want to do this to her. Telling her Ascarti was still alive would be nearly as bad as telling her Sorrel himself had risen from the grave.

“Senator Stanton has been on the phone with Elite Ops Command,” she said, her voice quiet as she spoke of the shadowed group that governed the private multinational group they had been a part of. “He’s trying to get a team out here to back you.”

Jordan shook his head. “We have the backup team, Tehya. I don’t need, nor do I want an Elite Ops team on this.”

Hell, this was just what he needed, having his plans hijacked by a team that would do nothing more than clutter up the protection he’d placed around Tehya.

“Perhaps you should talk to him then,” she suggested, the noncommittal tone of her voice causing him to wince.

That was the tone she adopted when she knew he wasn’t telling her everything. When she knew he had one of his backup plans in progress and hadn’t told her or the team.

“Perhaps,” he answered as he frowned up at the ceiling. “The thing about the senator is that if I tell him to pull back, then, like you, he’s going to know there’s more going on than he’s aware of. And the senator being the senator, he is going to apprise the committee. Then they’re going to get their heads together and attempt to lay insurance that their ass is covered, forgetting in the process that I’m rather good at covering all our asses.”

She was silent for long moments before he felt her breath whisper over his chest.

“Tell me who you saw, Jordan.”

Keeping it from her wasn’t fair. She deserved to know, but hell if he wanted to see the shadows in her eyes after he told her.

“Jordan?” Tension filled the room, as did the memory of the girl he had met eight years before.

Eyes too big for her pale face. Hair that had been darkened from its natural color. And in those eyes, he had seen the fear, the courage, and the hopelessness she had begun feeling.

“It was Ascarti, Tehya. It was Gregor Ascarti.”


CHAPTER 18

Gregor Ascarti.

He was a child’s bogeyman. He was the voice from the dark whispering her name with vicious amusement.

Come out, come out wherever you are, little girl. Daddy’s waiting. But first Uncle Gregor gets a sweet taste of you …  and then laughter. That evil, demonic sound that she remembered echoing through her head as Boyd covered her mouth with his large hand, covered her young body with his own, and fought to protect her the only way he knew how.

The night they had been forced to run, they had nearly been caught. Tehya had been only twelve, gangly, always nervous, always certain the bogeyman was going to catch up with her.

That night, he had caught up with her, but Boyd had protected her. Less than three months later, Boyd had been dead, too.

Gregor was supposed to be dead.

For too long she had lived under the illusion of safety. And she was tired of the illusion. The weariness clawed at her, dragging her down, and reminding her, always reminding her like a sadistic whisper of evil in her head, that it would never be over. That she would never be free. That loving Jordan was the same as signing his death warrant.

She’d felt this in Aruba. That heavy, panicked uncertainty. The knowledge that either freedom or death was just a heartbeat away.

“Answers aren’t going to pop out of the shrubbery.” Jordan stepped into the bedroom, his expression a dark mix of both hunger and chilling danger.

He was a hunter, and he’d perfected the hunt. He was waiting, patient, composed, giving his prey the perfect opportunity and the time needed to make their move.

But the prey was cunning, it was evil, and it had taken the lives of other strong men, men born to the hunt. Men who had thought they could protect her.

Slowly, the sage green coverings slid over the windows, enclosing them in a dimmer, sun-dappled room rather than the previous heated warmth that had spilled in.

“Have you learned anything?” She knew the others, Noah, Micah, Travis, John, and Nik were out plotting Gregor Ascarti’s downfall. It couldn’t come soon enough to suit her.

“We’ve contacted the appropriate parties and given them the location of the weapons.” He checked his watch before his gaze lifted once more, sharp satisfaction filling it. “They should be hitting the warehouse any moment now.”

“We have to find him to neutralize him, Jordan.”

“No, our men have to find him,” he retorted. “All you have to do is look very pretty, and very grief-stricken tonight at the party. Once he’s certain I’m out of the picture, he’ll plan his strike. That’s when we’ll have him, if we don’t catch him at the warehouse.”

Ascarti would never allow himself to be caught in that warehouse.

“Ascarti isn’t that easy.” She gave a hard shake of her head. “You should know that by now.”

She knew it. She had fought to survive his search for her for far too long to consider him so easy to catch, to even allow herself to hope he would be so sloppy.

“I’m aware of that, Tehya,” he growled. “I’m simply that prepared. There’s no way he can strike without us catching him. There are too many eyes waiting and watching.”

Tehya crossed her arms over her breasts, her gaze narrowing on the windows despite the fact that shutters now covered them.

Turning back to him slowly, she tried to ignore the heat that lingered in his eyes, the pure sensual, sexual interest in his expression as his gaze went over her, from head to toe.

“What do you have planned, Jordan?” He hadn’t told her what he had set up yet. She knew he had been with Noah, Kell Krieger, and the senator for most of the morning, but she hadn’t been invited to the plotting session. It had begun before she had ever awakened.

“The plan is exactly as it was.” He gave a faint shrug of heavy shoulders beneath the dark gray shirt he wore tucked into jeans. “We wait.”

Her eyes narrowed on him. That so didn’t sound like Jordan, to simply sit and wait and watch.

“I’m not lying to you, sweetheart.” Once again that faint smile crossed his lips. “There are times when nothing else but simplicity will do. This is one of those times.” Then his head tilted to the side as curiosity lit his gaze. “Tey, darling, isn’t that the same outfit that little old Indian trader in New Mexico made for you? The one with all the hidden weapons?”

Her brows arched. He remembered? She was certain he hadn’t been paying attention the day she had ordered the clothing. The shopping trip had been a treat during the early days of her contract with the Elite Ops.

She had been frightened to leave base during those days, terrified she would be followed somehow. Jordan and Noah, along with the communication agent, Kira Richards, and her husband Ian, had all but ordered Tehya with them for a shopping trip, supposedly funded by the Ops to outfit her in more than the worn clothing she’d owned. She’d learned later that Jordan himself had paid for her clothes.

“It is.” Her heart began to race. That something so small as the knowledge that he remembered that day should excite her, she decided, was truly pitiful.

He stepped closer, a predatory male animal suddenly shifting into stalking mode, his expression tightening with lust, his gaze blazing with hunger.

“I shouldn’t want you again so soon,” he growled as he stepped in front of her, the backs of his fingers whispering over the leather that covered one breast. “But I swear, Tehya, the sight of you wearing leather and the knowledge that you could kill a man before he drew his next breath has my dick harder than hell.”

And her pussy was creaming. Tehya could feel it, hot and moist, her juices saturating her cunt and preparing her for him.

“We could take a long break for lunch,” she suggested, as the other hand curved around her back and drew her flush against his body.

“If I get you back in that bed there’s no way in hell I’d go for the quickie it would have to be.” His head lowered, but rather than the kiss she needed, all she received was a sensual nip to her lips. “When this is over, though, I’m taking you to a beach somewhere and I’m keeping you naked for a month. Naked and covering my body like a second skin.”

The hard wedge of his cock pressed against her lower stomach as she tried to keep back the low moan of rising need surging inside her.

Laying her head against his chest and feeling his arms surround her, she wished there was a way to delay it, just for a little while longer. She would pay whatever price she needed to pay, kill whomever she needed to kill, for just a few more hours of security in his arms.

“When this is over,” she repeated, her voice soft, her arms tightening around his waist as she felt that cold hard kernel of fatalistic knowledge harden inside her soul.

It would never be over until her own death.

“It will be over soon, baby,” he promised as she pulled back.

Staring up at him, she realized the past eight years had only been the road to bring her here. She had been hiding, and a part of her had known it, just as she had known there would be a price to pay for it later.

“I love you, Jordan,” she whispered before he could keep her from voicing the promise. “You don’t have to love me. You don’t have to keep me. Just always know, if I had known what was coming, I would have made certain I hid better. I would have kept this from happening.…”

“God, Tehya.” His fingers were against her lips before she could finish the hastily whispered words. “Son of a bitch, baby, do you think in a million fucking years that I would even consider letting you face this alone? Do you think, Tehya, that I, or the others, weren’t watching for a threat against you? That we weren’t doing everything we could to ensure we were here if you needed us? Do you believe, for even a second, damn you, that I could have ever totally let you go?”

Frustrated anger, surprise, and a hint of amazement filled his voice now.

Jordan stared down at the little imp that had both tormented and comforted him for the past eight years. So delicate and tiny, he swore a good strong breeze could knock her over. She had a backbone of pure titanium, though, and a will that often amazed him.

“Teyha,” he chided, his voice softening as he allowed himself the luxury of running the backs of his fingers down the side of her silken cheek. “I’m not a fool. I’m not one man trying to protect a mother and a child. I’ve told you this before. If you don’t stop doubting me, sweetheart, then I’m going to become irritated.”

“It’s not you I doubt. Sometimes…” She swallowed tightly, fear flashing in her eyes, “fate—Lady Luck—doesn’t often favor the good guy, Jordan.”

He had to grin at that. “But baby, I’m Irish. Fate, Lady Luck, the Muses, and the gods. They love me.”

And he was bragging even as he knocked on wood. It wasn’t Fate, Lady Luck, or any other mythical force. It was preparedness, knowing what he was facing, and never taking things at face value.

“Do you expect Ascarti to be at the party tonight?” she asked as she moved away from him, no doubt to hide the hurt that he hadn’t returned the words of love she had whispered.

His heart ached at the refusal. There were days, nights that he worried about the question himself, but refused to answer it.

He was prepared, but he also knew better than to tempt the future. He wouldn’t make plans, he refused to delve too deeply into the unfamiliar emotions that sometimes assailed him. Not until it was finished. Not until he knew he wasn’t going to lose her, or God forbid, that she, his men, and their families, were left without his protection.

He almost grinned at his thoughts. As though he could control any of it. But it sure as hell made him sleep better at night knowing he had done all he could to cover all the angles he could think of.

“I don’t expect Ascarti to be at the party tonight,” he finally told her. “He won’t show his hand so easily. Nor would his handler.”

“His handler?” She turned back to him, those thick, luscious waves of red-gold curls flowing around her as those mysterious green eyes narrowed on him. “Sorrel’s dead.”

Jordan gave a sharp nod as he moved to the bar, aware of her gaze following him as he passed her to prop himself on one of the bar stools.

“Sorrel’s dead,” he agreed. “But Ascarti isn’t a man who can work alone, nor is he capable of leading his men effectively without a powerful commander.”

Giving her that information wasn’t something he wanted to do. Tehya, like anyone else, was more comfortable putting a face to the demons that chased her. Unfortunately, he couldn’t give her that option yet.

She sighed heavily.

“I think I knew that,” she answered, her voice bleak. “Then that leaves us wondering who the hell is pulling the strings.”

He inclined his head in agreement before going to her again. This time, he didn’t give her the option of pulling away from him.

Gripping her waist, he lifted her onto the bar and stepped easily between her hips. Her position was perfect to angle the engorged length of his cock against the heated mound of her pussy as her gaze darkened in immediate arousal. Her face flushed, her expression softening as the powerful waves of need he knew she felt began to wash through her.

He knew she felt it. He felt it. It was like tidal waves of hunger, almost impossible to resist.

Sliding his fingers into the heavy length of curls to cup the back of her head, Jordan held her still for his kiss. A taste of the perfection of her lips before he had to become a dead man and live in the shadows away from her.

To save her.

His tongue flicked at her lips, feeling them part as his lips slanted over them and he pulled her to him. The feel of her arms sliding around his neck, holding him to her as her fingers threaded through his hair, had his cock stiffening to the point of pain.

He’d fucked her most of the night, drowning his senses in every touch, every kiss, every whispered moan he could pull from her until they had collapsed in exhaustion close to dawn.

And still, he wanted her.

He needed her just as much as, perhaps more than, the first time he’d had her.

“Damn.” Dragging his lips back from hers, he stared down at her, his breathing harsh, the impulse to pull her jeans to her ankles and fuck her like a man desperate for that connection was almost impossible to resist. And he had to resist. The party was only hours away and he would need all his senses intact to end this here and to ensure Tehya’s future.

A future in his arms. The thought whispered across his mind before he could pull back from it. Before he could force himself not to consider the future or where either of them would be.

Don’t jinx it, he warned himself. Only today exists. That possibility of tomorrow arriving was slimmer for men like him than for most. Especially now. And he couldn’t allow himself to forget it.

“Your dress is on its way.” He couldn’t let her go, couldn’t pull his hips from beneath her thighs. “The party’s in a few hours. You’ll be coming in with Kell and Emily. Watch for anyone too curious, anyone attempting to get too close to you or to draw you away. If anything, anything out of the ordinary happens…”

“Then I let Kell or one of the others at the party know.” She gave a quick nod before her gaze darkened with concern again. “And you’ll be careful?”

“I’ll be careful. More importantly, Tehya, I’ll be close. You won’t be alone, baby. Never. I promise you that.”

When was the last time anyone had worried if he would be careful? She made his chest get that funny melting sensation in it whenever she did something so female, and so incredibly caring as worrying about him. Even though the last thing he wanted her to do was worry.

As he’d told her, there were other eyes watching. He never placed all his bets on one plan, or one set of eyes. He’d pulled in friends, two teams completely unconnected to the Ops or anyone associated with them. Independent contractors in a manner, men he knew he could trust his life to. Even more, he could trust her life to them.

Glancing at the clock behind the bar, he restrained the sigh of regret that pushed at his chest.

“It’s time.” He kissed her gently on the lips before lifting her back to the floor. “The Senator’s staff will be returning within the hour.” And he had to be out of there before anyone saw him. Otherwise, the trouble they had gone to in setting up his “death” would be wasted effort.

He couldn’t afford that. Tehya’s life meant more to him than his own, and taking this threat out of it once and for all was more important to him than even she knew.

He lowered his head and his lips touched hers again as Jordan used every resource of control he possessed to keep from picking her up and lifting her back to the bar where he could love her in a way that would have her screaming when she came around him.

He contented himself with the knowledge that she had a bar at her own home, and he knew well exactly how to use it. He would have his chance once this was finished, and that was all that mattered.

Pulling away from her, he cupped her cheek for a moment, his lips quirking at the worry, the concern in her expression and the fear in her pretty green eyes.

“Smile for me, love.” He gave his voice the faintest hint of the Irish that he’d picked up from his father.

Her lips twitched at the sound of it.

“I’ll stop worrying if you promise to talk Irish to me the next time you make love to me,” she offered.

They both knew she was lying, but hell, whatever it took to get her back in the bed.

“That’s a deal.” A quick kiss to her lips, just one more taste before he had to leave her and return to the dark shadows that awaited him.

A kiss into which he swore she fed all the love she believed she felt.

If the illusion was preserved, pampered, and taken care of, did it matter if it was an illusion, Jordan asked himself again as he slipped from the study and made his way to the basement, where Noah, Micah, and Nik awaited him.

With them was one of the two-man teams, his youngest nephew, Rory Malone, and a former Army Ranger with whom Jordan had worked in a few past operations overseas, Turk Gillespie.

“Commander.” Turk nodded as Jordan stepped into the wine cellar at the back of the basement and closed the door behind him.

Low lighting and racks of wine stacked throughout the room gave it a shadowed atmosphere. At the very back, the door leading to an old tunnel and a hidden exit was open.

“Status?” He started with Turk and Rory.

“Casey and Iron are watching Ms. Talamosi,” Turk answered. “The chip you placed in the belly ring she wears is working perfectly. Everything’s in place if anyone makes a move on her.”

“Ascarti’s warehouse was hit and the weapons confiscated,” Noah informed him. “Ascarti wasn’t there, but we managed to get a jig on one of his bodyguards at a bar last night when he used his credit card to pay for drinks. He’s currently sleeping off a hangover in a motel, so we haven’t managed to follow him to Ascarti yet.”

“I want Ascarti taken out at the earliest opportunity,” Jordan informed him as he forced back the fury that rose each time he thought of the bastard still living.

“We already guessed that.” Noah nodded.

“One of the mercenaries working with Ascarti, Mark Tenneyson, has made several drive-bys along the street in front of here,” Rory reported. “We’ve tried to track him, but we keep losing him. So far, we’ve not seen anything or anyone to indicate someone else is pulling the strings.”

“I agree with Jordan, though,” Nik stated. “This setup with Ascarti is just a little too damned handy. Something isn’t ringing right with it.”

“John and Bailey, Travis and Lilly will be covering Tehya at the party,” Jordan mused. “I have the tracker on her and we have every access to her I can come up with, covered. They’ll move tonight, before they believe John and Travis can get a plan in place to have her covered. This is their best bet, there’s no way they’ll find a better opportunity to grab her, especially with the information both John and Travis have put out there.”

Jordan prayed it would be enough. From the moment they had set this up, they’d pushed every contact they had and placed pressure at each pulse they could find leading out from the men they’d identified as a threat.

This party was the only chance they would see in the near future of grabbing her. Word going out was that a team would arrive in the morning to whisk her to an undisclosed location, where her identity would be so completely altered that there would be no finding her.

Whoever was tracking her, whether it was Ascarti or others, wouldn’t want to risk being unable to find her, or identify her again.

“Our contact in Afghanistan also reported finally.” Noah leaned against the wall, his dark face covered with a closely cropped beard to hide the scars he carried, frowned pensively as he crossed his arms over his chest. “It seems Tehya’s identity and her location were betrayed by an anonymous party to a low-level criminal formerly in Sorrel’s employ, Thaddeus Alchoni.”

“Thaddeus is a French-born aristocrat identified as a runner and informant for Sorrel,” Micah continued when Noah glanced at him. “Our contact there called me and reported that word went out to Sorrel’s men within hours of his death ten years ago, that any information concerning the wife or the child that escaped was to be reported to someone they called the Marquis. Alchoni sent the information via a mail service Sorrel had set up years before his death for use by informants who couldn’t meet with him. We have someone trying to track that now, but so far, there’s no further information.”

“Why didn’t we know about that order when it went out?” Jordan questioned, his voice harsher than he intended at the thought that he had overlooked an important detail in Tehya’s safety.

“Because it wasn’t an organization-wide order,” Noah picked the conversation back up. “That order only went out to a few of their higher-level informants. Those who weren’t identified as part of the organization after Sorrel’s death.”

“It was well hidden, just as Lilly’s mother and many of her fine friends managed to hide what they were doing,” Micah growled.

It had amazed them, all the secrets they had learned once their operative, Nighthawk, had been allowed to return to her former life after she was nearly assassinated.

How the some of the impossibly rich conducted their personal lives, manipulated their bloodlines, and bought and sold their women as though they were no more than pets or breeding stock.

Men would choose their mistresses, future wives, or their son’s playthings as young girls, then arrange with their fathers, or even their mothers, for specialized training or interests to be introduced into their lives.

The girls that rebelled were sent to a clinic in Switzerland that had often used torturous practices to ensure they never rebelled again.

They created puppets out of their daughters and monsters of their sons. And if the reconditioning didn’t work, then men like Sorrel had arranged “accidents” so skillfully that even their parents never suspected, in many cases, why their sons or daughters had died.

Finally, Jordan turned to Rory. “You and Turk back up Iron and Casey from here on out. I want everyone ready to move on this if so much as a breath of wind thinks to blow the wrong way.”

“You have a bad feeling about this, don’t you, Jordan?” Noah probed.

His nephew had worked with him often enough, knew him well enough, that he picked up on it instantly.

“Something’s not coming together,” Jordan admitted. “I’m certain they’ll strike tonight, but I’m damned if I can believe it’s Ascarti.” He gave a hard shake of his head. “I can’t pinpoint it, Noah.” And that was so rare that Jordan knew it was usually indicative of a mission going to hell at the last minute.

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “We’ll make sure we’re all on our toes.”

They would anyway, Jordan knew. But that feeling was never wrong.

Looking at the men watching him, for the first time in his career as a SEAL and then an Elite Ops commander, Jordan was second-guessing himself.

“Turk, you and Rory head out and meet up with Iron and Casey to coordinate your places. Be prepared for anything. I want, at all times, eyes on Tehya in some way. If, by any chance, she is taken, then I want to know where she’s at every second.”

Rory gave a sharp nod, though his gaze was concerned as it met Jordan’s, then Noah’s. Rather than saying anything, he turned and he and Turk left the wine cellar quickly via the hidden exit that opened into a sheltered, overgrown ravine nearly a quarter of a mile away.

“Micah, you and Nik cover the gardens outside the ballroom tonight. Get in place so you have a clear view of the doors in case Tehya’s taken out.”

“We also have the gates covertly wired for security and wireless cameras covering the perimeter,” Micah assured him. “We’re prepared, Jordan.”

Jordan nodded briefly. As they left, he turned to Noah, his second in command on this job.

He’d been tempted to take the women who, in his mind, were his wife, as Fuentes and Sorrel believed that if he broke the wedding vows he was known to cherish, then his loyalty to his country would follow.

But Noah, Nathan Malone as he’d been then, had never broken those vows. Even in the years after his rescue, before his wife had known he’d survived, after years of believing her husband was dead, neither of them had betrayed the vows they made when they married.

They were happy now. Their son, Riordan Nathan Blake, Nate as they called him, was six, in kindergarten, and driving his parents crazy. Noah lived and breathed for them.

“You okay?” Noah asked quietly, his darker blue eyes probing as he watched Jordan.


CHAPTER 19

The dress was absolutely beautiful, and Nik’s wife Mikayla was one of those serene, at-peace souls who seemed to bring comfort to everyone around her.

Long, heavy blond hair was pulled back into a braid, her classically pretty face emphasized by the smile on her lips and the laughter in her eyes. And the sheer adoration present whenever she talked about her husband and their daughter.

Tehya knew Nik had lost his first wife and only child before he came into the Ops. The haunted pain she had always sensed in him had evaporated after he met Mikayla Martin, though. And now, she was still taken aback every time she saw him smile.

“I knew this dress would be absolutely perfect for you,” Mikayla commented as Tehya stepped out of the large dressing room/bath attached to the guest room and let Mikayla see her creation.

The floor-length, tissue thin, dual-layer white-and-violet silk whispered from the shoulders to the cinched waist, where it then fell in soft clouds of material to her feet and the matching four-inch heels.

Tiny violet sequins were sewn in patterns of soft falls of intricate detail along the shoulders and again in a gentle wave to emphasize her breasts. More had been placed at the cinched waist at her hips and again at her midriff.

The bold splash of color drew attention to her eyes and the soft light tan on her skin. It also managed to give her an air of frailty, despite the height of the heels.

“Absolutely beautiful,” Mikayla sighed as she moved around, bending and fluffing the material here and there as she checked for whatever it was a clothing designer and maker checked for.

Whatever she was looking for, she must not have found it. When she straightened and rose, there was a look of supreme satisfaction on her face. “I am proud.” She sighed again as she fluttered her fingers against her chest. “You look like a fairy princess, Tehya.”

“Well, I don’t know about that.” Tehya stared into the full-length mirror. “But the dress looks damned good, Mikayla.”

Mikayla gave a little light laugh and a wink. “The dress complements the girl, is what I always say. It takes more than a pretty dress and a little makeup to do what you do to that dress, Tehya. And it takes a girl just as unique to catch the eye and the heart of the commander Nik and Noah feared would come home in a body bag if he went back into the Ops as a field agent rather than a commander, as he was considering.”

Tehya ducked her head. She hadn’t known he was considering such a thing. If Noah had discussed it with Nik though, then she knew for a fact it had been a possibility.

The fact that Mikayla believed Jordan was in the SEALs was besides the point. If he’d returned to the Ops as a field agent, rather than a commander, then the chances of that would be higher.

She knew Jordan. And she had sensed his discontent in his life before the Ops unit disbanded was riding higher than he let on. But she hadn’t expected that decision.

“What makes Nik think I have his heart?” That question was uppermost in her mind.

Mikayla’s smile was soft when she glanced back at her. “I’ve only seen Jordan a few times, Tehya. Each time I’ve seen him, until these last weeks, he’s been tense, cold. But now, it’s like there’s something different about him. It’s Nik’s opinion he’s in love.”

No, he wasn’t in love, but she wouldn’t be the one to disillusion the little romantic.

Tehya looked into the mirror again. This dress was a beautiful confection of silk and dreams. It was the romantic heart that had envisioned it, that had created it.

But when it was all said and done, Jordan would walk away from her just as he had countless other women before her. He didn’t believe in love. It was an illusion as far as he was concerned.

“You know, Nik hasn’t told me what’s going on.”

Tehya’s head lifted as she stared back at the other woman.

Mikayla gave a little shrug. “I don’t just love my husband, I know my husband. He gave me a nice little story to tell anyone if they asked about the dresses I was making for you, who you were, who Jordan was, the whole nine yards.” She waved her hand expressively. “Then this morning he gave me another story about someone close to you dying. He promised me when he retired from whatever it is he was doing, that there would be no more missions. Then he came to me and told me you were in trouble and he had to help. Whatever that trouble is, Tehya, I want you to know, I make a very good friend. And I know how to listen.”

Tehya glanced away, her throat tightening with the tears she had refused to allow herself to shed.

“I had hoped I was hiding things better,” she whispered,

“I doubt anyone but another woman who’s in love, and feared losing that love, would notice,” Mikayla stated. “We’ve only met a few times, but I’ve never looked into your eyes that I didn’t want to cry myself. The worst thing you can do is cry alone. So, if you need a friend.” She gave a little lift of her shoulder, an endearing gesture of a woman afraid of overstepping a boundary, but one whose compassion knew only one way.

“Thank you, Mikayla,” she answered softly. “And I won’t forget the offer.”

She would never forget it, but she knew there was little chance of being able to take her up on it. She couldn’t allow herself to ever be caught again. That meant disappearing again and learning to ignore the hunger to put down roots, to own anything, to have friends, family … or the lover her heart longed for.

“Good. Now, show my awesome dress off tonight and tell everyone how totally unique and expensive I am.” Mikayla flashed a warm smile as she moved to the bed, grabbed her oversized workbag, and headed for the door. “And don’t be a stranger.” She stopped after opening the door. “I’d like for us to be friends, Tehya.”

Tehya gave a quick nod as she battled her tears again. She hated crying. She hated being on the verge of crying because it still puffed up her eyes and her nose and made her look washed out.

Which, she imagined, would be good for the overall impression of grief.

Breathing out roughly, she moved closer to the mirror, pulled at several curls until they draped over her shoulder from the jewel-encrusted clasp that held a mass of curls at the top of her head, allowing them to fall haphazardly around her head, to mix and mingle with the heavy strands that hadn’t been pulled up.

Rather like a Grecian goddess, she thought, as her fingers trailed over the tiny sequins that ran along the bodice of the dress.

Glancing at the clock, she drew in a deep breath and searched for her courage. It was a trick her mother had taught her when she was very young.

She closed her eyes and imagined Jordan this time, rather than a bird flying free. His smile, the sound of those deep, amused chuckles, the way he touched her, the way he held her.

And she imagined his courage, just as her mother had taught her to imagine that bird’s courage when it first took flight. How high it went, and how brave it must be. And how it wouldn’t survive if it couldn’t fly.

If she didn’t fly, she couldn’t survive.

And now, if she didn’t have Jordan, if he didn’t live and breathe, then there was no way she could bear life herself.

She would face whatever came tonight. She had no choice but that, to ensure Jordan survived. He had been targeted because of her. Someone had tried to kill him, and now he had to pretend to be dead.

Because of her.

Because she hadn’t had the courage to run when she should have.

Because she hadn’t had the courage to disappear in a way that would ensure Jordan never found her either. Now, tonight, she had to find the courage not to run, to walk into that party and to dare whoever or whatever had haunted her all her life.

She had never done that. She had always run, because she had always seen what happened to the strong, confident, self-assured military-trained men who had done just that in their attempts to protect her and her mother.

Her hand jerked up, covered her mouth and her nose as a sudden sob nearly escaped, as she felt something inside her beginning to crack, attempting to escape.

A vicious shudder raced through her, nearly obliterating her ability to hold back a wave of fury and blinding pain.

Where the hell had it come from?

Her breathing was shaking, almost shuddering through her as she seemed to gasp for breath.

She blinked desperately, finally, mercifully gaining control and unable to understand exactly what had happened.

It terrified her, though.

The sense of panic, of impending doom grew stronger, and finding the strength to gather her courage enough to walk out of the room took everything she had, because every instinct she had was screaming at her to run. To hide. To ensure no one else died because of her.

She felt like a coward. Like that little girl who had begged her mother to just send her back to her father so no one else could ever be hurt again.

Her eyes closed.

She hadn’t remembered that, but now that event was so vivid in her mind, so fresh it might have happened only yesterday.

She remembered sobbing after she had learned Sister Mary was dead and how the Reverend Mother and sisters had died at the convent. Her mother hadn’t meant for her to know. Tehya had slipped out of bed and crept to the top of the stairs and listened to her and Matthew Thomas talking.

Her mother had been crying, blaming herself, and Matthew had been struggling to comfort her when he glanced up and saw Tehya.

For just a second, she had seen a look of resentment, of accusation in his gaze. He had blamed her for the danger her mother faced, and the deaths that had followed them.

Tehya had broken down then. She had screamed, sobbed, demanded her mother call Sorrel to come for her. Demanded that they let her return so everyone would be safe again.

In a way, she felt as though she were now coming full circle, even though he was dead.

And she knew it would explode around her tonight.

She just prayed. She prayed as she had never prayed in her life, that no one died.

As she finally pushed back that terror and gathered the frayed threads of her courage together, a quick knock at the door had her flinching so viciously her teeth jerked together.

She was a mess tonight, and she knew it.

Moving to the door, she paused. “Yes?” Caution weighed heavily on her shoulders now. The knowledge that so many were willing to risk their lives for her made her second-guess every move.

“It’s John, Tehya.”

She opened the door slowly until she stared back at the handsome form of one of the men she had worked with for the past six years.

Dressed in a black silk tux and startling white shirt, he looked both dangerous and charming. Dark blond hair fell over his brow as he watched her with somber concern.

“I believe I’m escorting you to the party,” he informed her with a quick smile.

She glanced behind him. “Where’s Bailey?”

His wife was normally right at his side.

“She’s waiting in the foyer just outside the ballroom with Kell and Emily,” he informed her. “I’ll escort you both in.”

“I guess I’m ready, then.” She knew her smile was tight, the tension radiating through her body not as well hidden as she would have liked.

It would lend weight to the illusion they were attempting to portray, though, she told herself as John held his elbow out to her.

Curving her fingers beneath his arm, she drew in a deep breath and turned with him to walk down the wide hall to the curved staircase that led to the foyer.

The dress whispered around her, sliding against her flesh and reminding her of Jordan’s touch even as the derringer strapped to her thigh reminded of the gift he had given her several Christmases ago. Extra protection, he’d told her with a small quirk of his lips.

“Everything’s in place,” John assured her as they neared the stairs. “We have all our bases covered.”

She nodded. She knew Jordan and his penchant for building in layers upon layers to his plans.

It wouldn’t matter.

The thought didn’t catch her off guard, though she would have preferred to escape it.

Still, it was the truth. It wouldn’t matter. Tonight the culmination of a lifetime of running, of a mother’s death and the destruction of friends and loved ones, would end here. One way or the other.

As they descended the stairs, she could feel the eyes on her. Dozens of guests were lingering in the foyer along with Bailey, Emily, Kell, and Senator Richard Stanton. She felt as though they were all staring at her, though she knew they weren’t. At least not overtly. Just as she knew that the malevolent gaze that made her skin crawl couldn’t possibly be in the foyer as well.

Still, she felt it, like a whisper of death over her flesh.

It was all she could do to keep moving forward, to hide the fear flashing through her from the man at her side.

“Okay?” John asked as they neared the marble entrance area.

“Fine,” she assured him. She would pretend. She had been pretending all her life, practicing for this night.

“Courage is facing your demons,” he whispered at her ear as they took those final steps. “We all feel it, Tey.”

She didn’t have a chance to argue the point. They stepped into the foyer and were immediately joined by Kell, Emily, Bailey, and the senator.

Bailey wore a deep emerald silk sheath cut high to the knee and revealing the chiffon confection of her slip. With her hair arranged into artful waves and emeralds glittering at her neck and ears, she looked sedately festive.

Emily’s rich sunlit dark blond hair was pulled back from her face to reveal her graceful neck and high cheekbones. Her black silk strapless gown smoothed over her more petite form and emphasized her breasts. Black silken lace covered the bodice and fell in dark shimmering waves to her feet over the silk, while hundreds of tiny crystals winked within the delicate cobweb design. Between the gown, the heels that added to her height, and her diamond-and-sapphire jewelry, she looked like a soft midnight star, while the compassion and concern in her gaze nearly had tears filling Tehya’s eyes again.

Both women had their own unique tastes that were excellently presented in their gowns, accessories, and kind demeanors.

Senator Richard Stanton, though nearing sixty, was still fit and handsome. The laugh lines at the corners of his blue eyes and the strength of his expression had drawn constituents to him for decades. Now, he was grooming his son-in-law for politics, and, Tehya knew, eventually taking his senatorial seat. It was the reason for the glamorous balls he’d been throwing for several months now. Allowing his backers, his business associates and friends, as well as other potentially powerful friends, to meet the former SEAL and, hopefully, decide to contribute to his run for office.

Kell would make a wonderful politician in some ways, she thought. He was a man who could command when needed and one who could lead effortlessly. He was also quite adept at seeing through the bullshit to the lies below and sidestepping them effectively.

“You look absolutely exquisite, my dear.” Richard bent and kissed her cheek fondly before enfolding her in a quick hug. A major gesture in an atmosphere where affection was normally hidden.

“Thank you, Senator,” she whispered, blinking again.

What the hell was wrong with her? Her stomach was trembling as though she had never faced danger before, as though this particular specter of evil hadn’t been shadowing her for her entire life.

“Are we ready to make our entrance, then?” he asked the small group quietly before lifting his gaze to survey the foyer. “Most of the guests who have arrived are already in the ballroom, and I’d like my daughter and son-in-law to greet them and begin tonight’s festivities.”

His gaze was eagle sharp as he glanced back down at her, then extended his elbow to her. “Would you like to accompany me, Tehya?”

Tehya managed a small smile. “I would love to accompany you, Senator Stanton.”

As they stepped into the ballroom, Tehya noticed the small amount of whispering. The rumors had already circulated that something had happened between her and her lover.

As they walked through the room, Bailey moved closer. “We just had a report from security that there was activity at the back gate,” the other woman murmured in her ear. “Stay alert.”

Tehya gave a small nod, very aware of the small derringer tucked into the specially designed garter belt that she wore around her thigh.

It wasn’t much, but at close range it could mean the difference between life and death. Between captivity or freedom.

It had happened too quickly though, she thought desperately. The party hadn’t even truly begun yet.

The band was still warming up in the center dais, the buffet tables were still fresh, and the men were lining up at the bar for drinks as champagne circled on trays carried by eager black-coated waiters.

The senator escorted her to one of the tables set up along the wall of balcony doors that led out to the gardens. The glass doors had been thrown wide, a gentle autumn breeze filling the brightly lit ballroom and whispering around the exquisite fabrics and gowns that filled it as conversation began to fill the cavernous room and the senator stepped up to the center dais with Kell and Emily following.

John, Bailey, Travis, and Lilly took their seats at the table with Tehya, their gazes seemingly inattentive, though Tehya knew better. She could see the signs of their suspicions, their careful regard of each and every guest.

“Ms. Johnson.” Despite appearances and her demeanor of being less than cautious, Tehya still gave a start as Stephen Taite, his son, Craig, daughter-in-law Lauren, his granddaughter, Journey Taite, and the quiet, darkly brooding Beauregard Grant, stood just behind John’s chair as he sat in a protective position. “I heard Mr. Malone’s left. I had hoped to speak to him for a moment. Will he be returning?”

That was the cover story, that Jordan had left, only those associated with the assassin would believe he was dead.

That wave of agonizing anger and pain washed through her again, cramping her stomach and tightening her face.

She could feel her lips trembling as she tried to come up with a smile, too aware of the sudden interest when she couldn’t control her response.

“I don’t think…” she cleared her throat as her voice roughened.

“Mr. Malone was called away unexpectedly.” John stood and turned, his tone cool, brooking no questions. “Ms. Johnson is understandably upset that business concerns have dictated her inability to follow along with him.”

She swallowed tightly.

“Tey?” Journey moved around John, ignoring the sudden frown on his face as he attempted to block her.

She merely gave him an irritated look as Tehya rose slowly to her feet.

So innocent, so ignorant of the pure evil they shared the world with.

“I’m fine, Journey,” she assured the other girl, almost wishing they could go back to the day when their biggest worry was the landscaping scheme for a difficult client. “Jordan’s departure has simply left me upset, I guess.”

Stephen sniffed at her response to Journey. “A man has to do his business.”

Arrogance filled his gaze; it was a natural landscape for his expression. Her grandfather, as her mother had described him, was much different. Bernard had been openly generous, warm and compassionate, where his brother was more prone to hide his emotions beneath that cool exterior.

Francine Taite had dearly loved her uncle Stephen though, as well as her first cousin Craig. Though Craig, Francine had always stated, may have believed in his own arrogant facade.

But before her death, during the times Francine and Tehya had had together, Francine had seemed to live on her memories of her family and the laughter she had once shared with them.

“We’re not certain when he’ll be returning,” John answered for her. “I believe Tehya is actually considering joining him once her business concerns are taken care of here.”

Stephen’s hawk-like gaze swung back to her as a brooding frown centered his brows.

“You’re leaving?” Journey’s voice lowered until Tehya was nearly forced to read her lips instead. “I need to talk to you.”

With her eyes, she gestured as though trying to glance behind her.

To Beauregard Grant.

He stood tall, brooding, and watchful behind the other girl.

Tehya glanced back at John. “I need a moment with Journey.”

“Journey can wait…” Stephen began to protest.

“But I can’t, Mr. Taite,” she informed him.

Family or no family, she’d come too far in her life to ever bow down to his arrogance, or his sense of superiority. It was one of the things her mother had always seemed amused by, Stephen’s sense of self-worth.

“I believe Journey has a previous appointment with me.” There was a sense of desperation filling the younger girl’s gaze and Tehya stared at him coldly.

“I really don’t care.” Keeping her voice soft she looked at his hand, then back to John with cool demand.

“I’m sure it won’t take long.” John turned to Beauregard, his expression confident that the other man would heed the order in his gaze.

And he did.

Beauregard slowly released Journey’s arm, but not before he bent his head and whispered something in her ear.

Tehya watched as Journey seemed to pale, her gaze darkening in distress as her companion’s head lifted and he stepped back slowly.

“Walk with me.” She held her hand out to the younger girl, and waited until it was taken before turning back to John. “We’ll just be a moment.”

That didn’t stop the two couples from rising to their feet and following behind her as she walked to the open patio. Stepping outside she turned back to them, refusing to be denied now.

“I think Journey and I can handle it from here.”

John and Travis both stared back at her for a long, silent moment, obviously prepared to refuse the demand.

“I think I can conduct a conversation by myself,” she stated. “I promise, we won’t go far.”

The group that stood just outside the patio didn’t looked pleased. Beauregard Grant looked frankly pissed, if the glitter in his gaze was any indication.

The cool solitude that awaited, just on the other side of the small grotto she led Journey to, would be a very welcome relief.

“What’s going on?” Tehya asked as they stepped into the rose- and wisteria-covered sheltered area.

“I don’t know.” The stress in Journey’s voice was apparent. “It’s Beauregard, Teylor.” Journey turned to her, tears glittering in her eyes. “I think he’s involved in something very illegal, and I think he’s going to attempt to force me to accept the proposal he made tonight.” Her voice broke. “Teylor, what am I going to do?”

“And I think you may have been warned to keep your stupid bitch mouth shut!”

Tehya hadn’t sensed anyone, she hadn’t seen so much as a shift of a shadow, but she knew that voice. She knew the evil in that whisper and she knew, she’d just been caught by her enemies.

Her lips parted on a scream that never came. A heavy cloth came over her face, a noxious scent invaded her nostrils, and seconds later, darkness washed over her.


CHAPTER 20

Tehya came awake slowly to the sound of Journey gagging and coughing in reaction to her own return of consciousness and the effects of the chloroform used to disable them.

Sitting up from the thin mattress that had been laid over a rough low table, Tehya swung her feet to the floor as she swallowed tightly and forced back the reflex to gag.

It wasn’t her first experience with the sleep-inducing drug. As she stared around the room, she was horribly afraid it wouldn’t be her last.

“Teylor?” Journey’s voice was weak, shaky. “Oh, God, what happened?”

“We’ve been kidnapped.” Tehya stared around the room. It wasn’t large by any means. The dim lights high on the metal walls were battery-powered rather than electric.

“Where are we?” Terror filled the young woman’s expression as well as her voice.

Tehya breathed out roughly. “It’s a shipping crate. The type they use for overseas shipping.”

A sob echoed through the area.

Beauregard. She wondered if he was behind this. God, he had to be. But he wasn’t old enough. He couldn’t have been associated with Sorrel.

“Teylor, what’s happening?” Journey whispered.

Tehya fought to clear her mind. She needed to think. She needed to figure a way out of this.

She remembered hearing Gregor Ascarti’s voice as the cloth went over her face. He was involved, but he wasn’t the one calling the shots.

As that thought went through her mind, she heard the sound of metal scraping against metal and the heavy door at the end of the metal shipping crate swung open.

“Let’s go.” Ascarti, Mark Tenneyson, and Ira Arthurs stood at the entrance, heavily armed.

Tehya stood slowly, her gaze locked on Ascarti.

He was frowning at her, glaring, actually.

“You were supposed to be dead,” she whispered.

He grunted at that. “If you’d had your way, I would be. Fortunately for me, I think I might have actually survived.” He smiled then. A reptilian smirk that sent a chill racing up her spine. “Unfortunately for you, perhaps. Now let’s go.” He waved the handgun toward the darkness outside.

“How did you get into the gardens?” she asked as they moved slowly from the crate.

“A little inside help,” he revealed, his slimy voice amused. “Now, be a good little girl and let’s finish our business. Then I can go about recouping my money from that little hit your friends made against my stash.”

“What hit?” She played dumb. She’d perfected that illusion through the years.

He laughed, clearly refusing to believe her. “Let’s go, Ms. Fitzhugh. Someone is very interested in talking to you.”

Keeping Journey close to her, Tehya ignored the other girl’s confusion as she followed Ascarti.

She was right, they had been held in a large metal shipping crate stored inside a warehouse on the docks. She could hear the sounds of the ships outside, voices calling out and machinery running.

Across from the crate, the doors to an office were thrown open, and it was there they were led.

Tehya stepped into the brightly lit room, her heart racing, fear drying her mouth and making her knees weak. As the men gathered there came into view, she felt something inside her soul wither and die.

At the same time Journey cried out in denial and confusion, then in fear as one of the men behind her all but threw her onto a tattered leather couch at a signal from her father as she moved to race across the room.

Stephen Taite, Craig Taite, and Beauregard Grant stood watching them. Stephen was propped against the edge of an old desk, his arms crossed over his tuxedoed chest, his expression hard and brutal. Journey’s father, Craig, grimaced in disgust as Journey cried out to him.

Only Beauregard remained completely unaffected, cold, brooding as he watched.

Tehya sat down slowly at the other end of the couch, fighting to make sense of it, to believe what she was seeing.

“Ah, I remember that look.” Stephen’s smile was cold, cruel. “The same look your dear mother had when we caught up with her in Nicaragua. I believe she may have actually cried, though.” The pleasure in his voice was sickening. “And I would have thought by now you would have explained who you are. The daughter of our dear departed Francine, Tehya Fitzhugh.”

“That’s not true,” Journey cried out hoarsely.

“It’s true,” Tehya told her quietly, “and they’re the reason Mother died.”

“What are you doing?” Journey cried out before Tehya could speak. “Father? Grandfather? Have you lost your minds?”

Stephen flashed a hard frown at her.

“If she opens her stupid mouth again, gag her,” her father ordered.

Tehya turned her head slowly, not wanting to face what she knew she would see in the young girl’s eyes. She was only twenty-two. She might not have grown up with an affectionate father, but she had grown up with a semblance of confidence in the world and her place in it. That was being stolen from her grip now by the very men she trusted above all others.

“Will you gag me as well?” Tehya turned back to the three men.

Stephen smirked back at her, his lined face twisted in a parody of amused tolerance. “If I gagged you, dear, then I wouldn’t be able to hear the answer to the question I have. And you will answer it, or Journey will pay the price.”

He smiled benignly at his granddaughter.

It was Beauregard’s reaction Tehya caught, though. A flash of something bitter, heated as he slowly tensed his arms unfolding and hanging, ready at his sides.

“You killed my mother.” She felt numb. She stared back at Stephen and Craig. How horrified, how terrified she must have been when they caught up with her.

Stephen chuckled. “She thought we were there to help her. That her father had sent us after she contacted him.” Satisfaction filled his smile. “She was rather upset to learn that wasn’t the case.” He turned to his son. “We did enjoy our last hours with her, though, didn’t we?”

Craig’s answer was a fond smile as Journey’s smothered cry of horror sliced through Tehya’s senses.

What the hell was she supposed to say now?

“Now, my dear, it’s like this.” Stephen’s expression became hardened once again, the monster inside him gleaming through his eyes as they focused on her. “If you want to ensure your dear cousin Journey has a reasonably content life from here on out, you’ll answer my question and do so without a fuss. Refuse me, or dare to attempt to lie to me, and she’ll die with you.”

“I’d rather die!” Journey cried out, her voice echoing with rage and pain as she tried to surge to her feet.

She was caught, and just as Craig ordered, the two men behind her fought to gag her. And they had to fight until Beauregard strode quickly across the room, caught her and jerked her arms behind her.

The cries, the hatred, and the fury that spilled from Journey’s lips struck at Tehya’s heart. The sound of the other girl’s sobs was excruciating to hear.

Tehya forced herself to watch as, strangely gently, Beauregard bound her hands, then placed a wide strip of gray tape over her lips.

She was silenced, but she still cried.

Journey kicked out, striking Beauregard’s leg with her shoe, though there was no reaction from him to even give Journey the satisfaction that she’d at least brought him discomfort.

“Now that we’ve taken care of that.” Stephen sighed as he turned back to her. “Did you understand the rules to her continued safety? Or do you have questions?” His gaze sharpened. “Or do you want to be as stupid as your mother?” He spoke to her as though she were a moron, the superiority he obviously felt leaking through every pore in his body.

Would Beauregard Grant really allow Journey’s family to kill her? He had stepped in to keep Ascarti’s gorillas from hurting her. He’d bound and gagged her with gentleness despite her attempts to fight him.

“Were you behind my mother’s kidnapping?”

Stephen rolled his eyes and shook his head as though amused by her question. “Let’s get this out of the way, then, dear. I kidnapped your mother for Sorrel, but he didn’t keep his end of the bargaine once he got what I wanted. He swore she was unaware of what I wanted when he was only attempting to steal it for himself.

“You worked with Sorrel?”

His smile was filled with pride. “I did. Though, now I will command as I should have been doing all along.” He shot his granddaughter an irritated look. Now, does Journey live or die?

He wouldn’t allow Journey to live. Beauregard might believe Stephen Taite would keep his word, but he wouldn’t. Tehya could see it in his face. Journey would be lucky if she lived to see the next week out.

“What do you want?” She was at least curious why her mother had died.

“She gave you an account number,” he stated. “A code of sorts. I want it.”

Why hadn’t she guessed? Why hadn’t her mother guessed?

Perhaps the fact that her mother had never suspected her family was behind her kidnapping and the deaths of everyone who tried to help her, Tehya hadn’t suspected either.

The shock was horrible. It lanced through her system, it destroyed parts of her she feared would never heal, and left her soul bleeding in agony.

Tremors raced through her, sobs catching in her throat, searing her chest.

“Money,” she rasped. “This is all about money?”

“A rather large amount of money,” Craig answered smugly. “To my calculations, minus the four hundred thousand your mother stole, it should now be close to three point two billion dollars in gold, cash, bonds, and yearly shares in Taite Industries. A legacy Bernard refused to turn over to the family until Francine’s body was found. A legacy that was amassed over nearly a century of the Taites’ superb business sense.”

“As well as nearly a century of laundering the funds my father, his father, and his father before him made in the careful sale, trade, and trafficking of women Sorrel’s clients preferred. And Bernard never knew; that legacy should have never been his. Should have never been given into his safekeeping at our father’s death,” Stephen finished, his voice becoming progressively furious until he was glaring at her in malevolent rage. “Taites and Fitzhughs have always worked together, but we were smart enough to keep from being caught.”

All for money.

He had murdered everyone who had ever tried to help her mother. He had murdered everyone her mother had cared for, and everyone Tehya had cared for.

“Sorrel thought he could convince your mother to give him the set of numbers that would allow him to take possession of the accounts,” Craig continued. “He promised your mother she’d have her freedom.” He smiled. “She didn’t trust him, I gather.”

No, Francine hadn’t trusted the man who had kidnapped her, imprisoned her, and raped her repeatedly for years. And Tehya had trusted him even less.

Stephen straightened from the desk. “Now, do you die alone?” He glanced back at Journey. “Or do you go with company?”

Tehya turned and stared not at Journey, but at Beauregard Grant instead. He was leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, his gaze flat and hard as he stared back at her.

Once again she wondered if he would really allow Stephen and Craig to kill her and Journey. There was something about him that wasn’t ringing true. She hadn’t been looking closely enough at him, she admitted. She hadn’t paid enough attention because he also wasn’t aligned with Sorrel. He hadn’t been around before Sorrel’s death. He hadn’t shown up on her background checks on Sorrel.

Who was he?

Her gaze slid to Journey. It wasn’t fear in her eyes now, it was rage and pain. Tears washed down her face, but Tehya recognized the agonized demand in the other girl’s eyes. A demand that Tehya give her father and grandfather nothing.

It was all for money, and the money wasn’t worth protecting. Tehya had known about the legacy her grandfather had ensured her mother knew how to access since she was a child. She knew the set of numbers that would open a vault in a Swiss bank and give the bearer a fortune unimagined.

It wasn’t worth dying for, but neither would she, could she, give them the satisfaction of ever acquiring it.

She turned back to the cousin and the great-uncle whose family she had once dreamed of being a part of. Ached to be a part of with a hunger that nearly had destroyed her.

“I never knew the key to the account,” she whispered, and it was nothing less than the truth. “I couldn’t remember it.”

Anger flashed in Stephen’s face. “Don’t lie to me, bitch,” he snarled, his fists clenching now as though the urge to strangle her was barely held in restraint. “She would never have let that fortune go.”

“Because you wouldn’t?” she whispered. “Her safety and mine was more important or she would have come home. She would have taken what she thought was hers and she would have hired enough bodyguards to ensure no one touched her again.”

So why hadn’t she done it?

Tehya didn’t have the key. What she did have was the safe deposit box where her mother had hidden the paper she had placed the key on. She made Tehya swear she wouldn’t attempt to access the money until she knew that not just herself, but also the family would be safe.

Bernard Taite’s death had terrified Francine and she had believed that the rest of the family could be in danger. She’d had no idea the family was in on it.

Stephen sighed before his fist clenched and he came closer.

Just that quickly Beauregard stepped in front of her.

“Journey’s mine,” he told the other man harshly. “I won’t have what I want from her affected by your treatment of this one.”

Amazement filled Stephen’s face as Tehya tensed, preparing for a confrontation and, hopefully, a chance to escape.

Just as she thought she would have it, a heavy knock sounded on the door, jerking her attention behind the two men.

“What do you want?” Stephen barked.

The door opened and two male figures stumbled into the room and collapsed to the floor.

Tehya stared at them in amazement, blood clotting at the side of Rory Malone’s face and at the back of Turk Gillespie’s head.

“Who the hell is this?” Craig Taite stood almost frozen, amazement filling his voice as it filled Tehya’s mind. “What’s going on here?”

Stephen turned back to Tehya, and before Beauregard could stop him, before Tehya could guess his intent, he struck her hard across the face, throwing her back against the couch as hell seemed to explode around her.

The lights went out as flash explosions took out the far wall and lit up the darkness outside. Shouted orders began to echo around her as she jumped across the couch and threw Journey to the floor seconds before she felt the bullets whiz past them.

Stephen was screaming at Craig and Beauregard, demanding they get him out of there. As Tehya’s eyes opened, though, she knew her cousin wouldn’t be going anywhere.

He stared back at her from his position on the floor as she felt Rory and Turk suddenly moving.

Journey was lifted from the floor along with Tehya and ran for the door.

“No! No, you won’t,” Stephen was screaming in outrage as Ascarti suddenly stumbled in front of them, the handgun he carried slapping against Tehya’s head as Rory came to a hard stop, his arms holding her tight around her waist as Tehya clutched the derringer she had managed to slip from the garter holster she had worn.

“Not her,” Ascarti rasped, a crazed smile at his lips as Tehya lifted the derringer to his chest and fired.

She wouldn’t see another die. She wouldn’t hear of it. She wouldn’t know of it. She wouldn’t allow it.

It ended here.

She watched as a look of amazement came over his face. Shock.

Rory knocked the gun from his hand and Tehya watched as he fell, sinking to the floor as Rory and Turk rushed them out.

Behind her, Jordan and his men and only God knew who else were swarming into the office and kicking ass.

He had sworn he would protect her, and he had.

He had promised her it would end here, and as Rory pushed her into the back of an Elite Ops med-van, she knew, it was definitely ending here.

She watched as, a black-masked, medical operative cut the bindings from Journey’s wrists and pulled the tape gently from her lips.

Their gazes met.

Journey was shell-shocked. Silent.

Her gaze dropped to her fingers as they twined together and Tehya watched the tears begin to fall again.

Tears she couldn’t seem to shed. A raging pain she couldn’t free.

And the fear that nothing would ever make sense again.

*   *   *

Jordan left the warehouse behind the federal operatives who were pulling a screeching Stephen Taite from the melee that had erupted inside.

He’d had men outside the warehouse before Jordan had called for the advance. Nearly a dozen hard-core mercenary soldiers had been taken down within minutes by Killian Reece and his team.

After the years of manipulating everyone around him in order to see to their safety and their happiness, Jordan had finally been on the receiving end of it.

One of Killian’s operatives had leaked the fact that Tehya wasn’t dead to a known Sorrel associate. An associate suspected of being linked to a shadowy figure rumored to call himself The Marquis, a name French authorities had found in a single file belonging to Sorrel. The single reference had hinted at Sorrel’s fear that the Marquis would find Francine or Tehya before he did.

That someone else, according to the file, was determined to find Francine and Tehya. Just as Joseph Fitzhugh had been determined to keep him from gaining the “key” Francine Taite held.

The information Killian’s team had been working on since the death of Killian’s wife stretched back more than a decade. Killian had refused to let the investigation go, and Jordan hadn’t known about it.

Until the other man had walked into the Senator’s house just minutes after they’d realized Tehya had been taken.

“Jordan, wait up.” Killian turned Stephen Taite over to one of the authorities before moving quickly to his side.

“We don’t have anything to say, Killian,” he snapped. “Get the fuck out of my face.”

Killian’s expression registered surprise, but only for a second. His gaze darkened and then his lips quirked with somber knowledge. “I knew you loved her. I told you that when I came to base last year, didn’t I?”

Jordan jerked back. There was a part of his mind that watched, completely unsurprised as he grabbed Killian by the front of his mission shirt and slammed him against the metal shipping crate.

“You told me she would fucking kill me,” he snarled. “You didn’t trust her, Killian. You didn’t give her a safe haven. You fucking turned your back!”

Killian’s eyes widened for a second before he sighed wearily. “She always had safe harbor,” he finally said softly. “I always knew where she was, and my men were always watching her.” For a second, agony flashed in his eyes. “I lost the woman that owned my soul, Jordan. You’re the only fucking friend I ever had; did you think I would let this world take what means the most to you?”

He’d known Killian for far too many years. He’d known the other man’s demons, he’d known his rage, and when he was telling the truth.

He was telling the truth.

Jordan released him slowly.

“I had to let her think I hated her,” Killian sighed, still facing him. “I had to let you think it. If even once, she’d turned those haunted eyes on me in friendship, I’d have never been able to do what I knew Elite Command was going to have me do.”

“You could have told me,” Jordan raged.

Killian shook his head. “If anyone came to me and told me they were going to use Catherine in that way, I would have killed them before I allowed it. You would have never let it happen.”

No, he wouldn’t have.

Jordan was smart enough to admit that to himself. He would have run with her. He would have hidden with her. He would have never allowed her past to touch her in this way if he had been forewarned.

“I could kill you for not coming to me, Killian,” he rasped as he pushed closer, feeling that need for violence ripping through him. “And I wouldn’t feel any guilt. I wouldn’t feel a moment’s fucking regret. Do you know that?”

“Jordan…” Killian spoke softly, warningly.

“My fucking woman,” he snarled, the fury snapping through his mind. “She was mine and you knew she was mine.”

Killian’s brow arched, some gleam of unholy amusement in them searing the fury only growing inside Jordan now.

“You weren’t claiming her,” Killian reminded him. “You let her go. Maybe, if she was your woman, you should have given a man a clue so he’d know how to proceed.”

“I told you and every other man that came around her to stay the fuck away. I warned, I threatened, and when I had to I intimidated, so don’t fucking tell me I didn’t claim her.”

“You never said you loved her,” Killian pointed out.

Jordan’s lips parted, the stunned at the accusation that came from Killian’s lips.

God, he did love her, he realized. There was no fucking illusion, there were no attempts to deny it any longer. He’d stopped denying it the second his brain had processed the information that Tehya had been taken.

“I shouldn’t have had to say shit,” Jordan snapped. “By God, you should have known.”

“And perhaps you should have said something.”

Jordan froze.

His gaze jerked to Killian’s and found smug satisfaction quirking at his lips. An amusement tinged with a haunted pain, a memory of what he himself had lost.

He turned slowly.

The shoulder of her dress was ripped. It was dirty, streaked with dirt and smoke, tattered at the edges. She was barefoot, her stockings shredded, and her hair was in disarray around her shoulders.

And still, she was the most gorgeous creature he’d ever laid his eyes on.

“Perhaps someone should have enlightened me when I started making a fool of myself denying it,” he told her softly.

Her face was tear-stained, pale, and her gaze was still bright with unshed tears and pain.

Moving to her, he reached up, his thumb smoothing across the tears only to find others taking their place.

“Jordan,” she whispered, her lips trembling as he slowly pulled her into his arms, a wave of agony sweeping over him at the thought he could have lost her.

“I have you, baby.” His arms tightened around her. “Right here, I have you.”

“It hurts.” Her breathing hitched as her hands suddenly clutched at his back. “Don’t let me go. Please. Please don’t let me go.”

Let her go? He’d tear his own heart out of his chest before he even considered such a villainous act.

“Come on, baby.” He picked her up and carried her to the waiting car that Nik had driven in. “Let’s go home.”

Where he could hold her. Where he could hopefully help ease just a small part of the horror she was feeling.

As he passed the medi-van, in the shadows close to the opened doors at the front of the vehicle, he caught a figure moving.

The form wore the familiar dark mask, and rather than a tuxedo, he was pulling on the utility belt that went with the mission clothes he had obviously changed into.

He hadn’t known who or what Beauregard Grant was until Killian had met him at the warehouse. He’d had no idea Beau had been doing the same thing Jordan had done more than fifteen years before.

He was creating a background, an identity, and a history that would put him in place where the Elite Ops needed him most.

He was a dead man walking. But if the way he was staring at the young woman sitting on the van’s gurney with her back to him, her eyes closed, tears still whispering down her cheeks, then he was a haunted man.

Jordan could hear Stephen still screaming at Journey from the car he’d been placed in. Furious, filthy curses and accusations as the young woman appeared deaf to the words.

But he knew she wouldn’t be.

Placing Tehya in the car, he turned to Noah as he loped over and nodded to Stephen’s granddaughter. “Get her out of here. Send her to Ireland until this blows over. Let her stay in the castle. She’s going to need time.”

“Where are you heading?” Noah tilted his head to stare at Tehya sitting silently in the back.

“Home,” Jordan breathed out, suddenly feeling the tension easing inside him. “I’m going home, Noah.”

*   *   *

As they drove away with Nik at the wheel, Jordan sat in the back, his woman cradled in his arms, thanking God for her safety.

Noah couldn’t help but grin, even as thankfulness swept through him with enough force to weaken him.

He had a feeling that for the first time in far too many years, Jordan had found home.

*   *   *

What was she supposed to believe?

Tehya watched Jordan, desperate, terrified to believe he truly loved her as he carried her into the bedroom of the suite Nik had escorted them to.

He kicked the door closed before lowering her slowly to the floor and locking the door behind him.

Her lips parted, the question she needed to ask almost falling from her lips before he laid a finger over them.

“Not yet.” His expression was fierce, demanding. “Not yet, Tehya. Let me know you’re still living, that you’re still here with me first. God, let me get that nightmare out of my head.”

His lips covered hers.

Shock vibrated through her at the agony, the pure emotion that filled his voice before he kissed her as though he were dying for her.

Deep, drugging, his arms surrounded her, enfolded her as he held her to him, his lips slanting over hers as his tongue licked at hers.

The remnants of her gown were dealt with quickly, the material falling at her bare feet as he shrugged his jacket from his shoulders.

Suddenly hungry for the feel of him, Tehya pulled at the buttons of his shirt, several snapping free and falling forgotten on the floor until she could spread the edges apart, her fingers finding warm, hard flesh.

Hunger rose between them like an inferno, blazing across their flesh, searing their emotions as they hurriedly undressed each other.

Tehya breathed out roughly as she felt him lift her, the strength in his arms making her feel dainty, helpless, and protected as he laid her back in the middle of the bed.

Reaching for him, Tehya drew him to her, her breath hitching in her chest; the overwhelming feeling of complete absorption coming from him was intoxicating.

It was different. Each touch was laced with something that hadn’t been there before. A tender possessiveness he had kept leashed until now.

His fingertips stroked along her breasts, following the curve, feathering against her nipples and tightening them further as she arched to him.

His lips sipped at hers, strong teeth nipping, catching her lower lip and worrying it before his tongue stroked over it with a hungry lick.

Broken moans filled the air as he came over her, strong knees pressing between her thighs as his lips released hers and moved down the line of her throat, following the taut arch until he laid quick, heated kisses on her breast.

His tongue licked over a tight nipple as he moved between her thighs, his fingers stroking over the wet curves of her pussy before they parted the sensitive folds.

“Jordan.” Desperation filled her as she felt the thick, broad width of his cock press against her. “Jordan, please.”

Heat speared through her, circling her clit before whipping through her body, as he began to penetrate her with tight, slow, shallow thrusts.

His lips lifted from her nipple and moved back to her face.

“Look at me, Tey,” he groaned, his voice tight, heavy with hunger. “Let me see your eyes, baby.”

Her lashes lifted, lips parting at the brilliance in his eyes.

“No illusion,” he whispered then, his tone tight, guttural. “I love you, Tehya.”

She froze beneath him.

“What did you say?”

His fingers stroked down her side to her thigh before his hand cupped beneath her knee and lifted her leg higher, over his head, he seated himself deeper inside her.

Stretching, burning, pleasure rippled through her flesh in a wave of such intense sensation she cried out with it. Arching, her legs lifting, arms holding him closer, Tehya held his gaze and let herself be taken by him.

However he wanted to take her.

With his body. His hands. With deep drugging kisses as her lashes feathered over her cheeks and she lost herself to each sensation.

The hard, powerful thrusts of his hips, the wicked, heavy strength of his cock impaling her, taking her, marking her in ways she couldn’t have imagined she could ever be marked.

There, in the darkness, their moans rising, heat building between them until felt herself exploding in such intense ecstasy that she could only cry out his name and hold tighter to him.

“I love you, Tey,” he groaned at her ear as he fucked her, thrusting deep a second before she felt the hard flesh tighten further and the eruption of his release suddenly filling her.

As though her soul opened and he filled it, light flooding her entire being as she cried out in his arms.

She was home.

For the first time in her life, Teyha was home.

Her eyes opened, lifting languorously to stare up at him.

Perspiration beaded along his forehead, his shoulders. His gaze was drowsy, black hair falling over his cheek and forehead.

“Jordan,” she whispered, her heart racing, suddenly terrified she hadn’t heard what she thought she had heard.

“I love you,” he whispered again. “I’ve always loved you, Tehya.”

The warmth was brilliant, racing through her, flooding her being.

“I love you.”

The dream she hadn’t wanted to admit to was suddenly real. It was there, in his gaze, his touch, his kiss.

For the first time in her life, Tehya belonged.

Alpine, Texas

Riordan Malone, father, grandfather, Irish stock, and a man who longed to join the woman who held his soul, sat at her graveside and stared into the night.

He could feel it. His Erin had always laughed at him when he looked at her and told her when he felt his sons and his grandsons.

He blinked back his tears and reached out a gnarled hand to touch his wife’s headstone, feeling the warmth of the marble as he fought to imagine it was the warmth of his beloved Erin.

She’d made him swear that if she went before him, he’d stay long enough to see her babies wed and happy.

There would be another wedding soon, he thought, then he’d just have to wait on his namesake, young Rory, to find his future.

Damn, that boy could be slow, though. He’d never been one to move fast on anything, and he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to settle down anytime soon.

“What are we gonna do with him, my Erin?” he sighed into the night. “He’s too slow, and I’m tired of waiting. I’m ready to come home.”

Home. Back to his wife’s loving arms.

And God he missed the warmth those arms held. The gentleness, the acceptance.

He missed his Erin.

Bending his head he kissed the top of the stone, touched his forehead to it for a moment, then rose from the bench he’d placed there.

He was getting too damned old to kneel the way he used to. But he couldn’t miss saying good night to his laughing lass. To the woman who had completed him.

“Good night, my love,” he whispered. “We’ll work on young Rory soon, I promise,” he sighed. “Just a little more time to finish growing the boy into the man, then I’ll be comin’ home to ya. Ah my Erin, I can’t wait to come home to ya.”

He patted the stone, turned, and walked back to the small home he’d shared with her, the one he’d raised his boys and his grandsons in, where he’d grown old, grown tired, and now, moved ever closer to leaving to his boys.

Soon, he could go home.


EPILOGUE

Two years later

Alpine, Texas

The house was full.

Jordan watched as his nephew, Noah “Nathan Malone” Blake and his wife Sabella laughed over the antics of their two-year-old daughter, Mira Paige, while their eight-year-old son, Noah Nathan, rolled his eyes at his sister and his parents. Little Noah was content being the “big brother,” but told anyone who would listen that she just simply refused to listen to her elders.

Micah Sloane stood beside his wife, Risa, their younger son exchanging an animated conversation with little Noah. Nik Steele and his wife Mikayla sat close by, a delicate little blond girl perched on his knee as she watched everyone shyly, obviously entranced by the antics of the boys a few feet from her.

Travis Caine’s other half, Lilly, sat beside her husband, holding her child. At eight months old, the surprise package still had the power to bemuse her parents.

Likewise, the son John Vincent and his ex-CIA wife had given birth to almost a year before, was often regarded as a miracle by the parents who had believed they would never be so blessed.

The men of the Elite Ops had come full circle, from “dead” men without lives, to men who enjoyed living far more than they had ever imagined they could.

Joining them were the men and women who had followed them through eight years of operations and two years of learning how to be simply husbands. Simply men.

They were all there. Laughter filled the room as the children, Joseph McIntyre, Kyle and Elissa Chavez, Jessica, Laine and Little Macey March, along with the much younger Lincoln Richards joined in to create a laughter-filled, harmonious event.

The christening of Erin Elizabeth Malone, the newest addition to the extended family, who watched the world with bright, Irish eyes.

His daughter.

Jordan stood behind his wife of two years, Tehya Malone, and couldn’t help the smile that curved his lips or the pride that filled his soul.

And the love.

This was no illusion. It was no desperate attempt to justify anything. It was pure, rock solid, and it filled every particle of his being.

He was a husband, a father, a friend. He was a man that awoke each morning to the warmth and the pleasure of the one woman who completed him as nothing ever had in his life.

As he glanced around once again, he saw that same love, that same remarkable miracle of salvation that bound the men he had once commanded with the women who had fulfilled them.

Women who had turned dead men into fully living, loving, laughing husbands and fathers who would die to protect what they held dear.

This was living, and Jordan knew life had never been so good.

“Hey, Jordan, come over here and tell Reno exactly how you managed to come up with that plan to flush Orion from his hole,” Micah called out to him, his expression much different now than it had been the night Jordan had first met him, just days after the assassin Orion had destroyed his life.

His hand stroked down his wife’s curls as he bent and kissed her temple lightly. “I’ll be back,” he promised her.

The smile that beamed up at him filled his soul.

“And we’ll be right here waiting on you,” she said, the promise in her gaze one Jordan knew he could depend on.

She would be waiting for him. In life, or in death, holding the vows they had made, close to her soul.

Always his and always loving him as she had since the day they had met.

A love to match his own.

“Thank you,” he suddenly whispered.

“For what?” Her smile was like a blessing, a warmth that would always fill him from the inside out.

“For showing me it’s not an illusion.”

With a final kiss on her sweet lips, he moved across the room to remember, to give thanks they had survived intact.

It was his daughter’s christening, but it was also his and Tehya’s. The affirmation that love existed, thrived, and that they weren’t alone.

The men and women who had followed them in battle, who had laughed with them, pushed them toward each other, and conspired to see Jordan happy and safe in the arms of the woman that loved him, were celebrating as well.

They had all found their homes, in the hearts and in the arms of the women and the children who loved them.
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