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    Chapter One


    Was that really a naked man sleeping in her bed?


    Makayla’s first instinct was to scream. The last thing she’d expected when she’d pulled away the covers to climb into bed was to find a blonde-haired, squared jawed and broad shouldered hunk lying there.


    But instead of screaming, she simply stared. Whoever the hell he was, he was damn fine! He was sleeping on his side, face turned in her direction and a hand tucked beneath his cheek. Dark blonde lashes fanned long and thick over the slope of his cheekbones. His nose was long and manly, and he had a cute little dimple in his angular chin. And his lips…only slightly parted as he slept, looked invitingly ripe at the bottom with just enough firmness evident in the curve.


    If it was possible to ever wish to find a strange man in one’s bed, then this was the kind of guy any red-blooded girl would wish for.


    Tanned, sexy – and sleepy eyed.


    Oh hell, he’s awake!


    Makayla sprang away from the bed as she saw him stir, his eyes fluttering open to half-slits. He stared straight at her for a few moments, and she could do nothing but stand there, her heart pumping rapidly beneath her palm pressed against it. Was he going to spring for her? There was certainly a certain narrowed, feral glint in that stare…


    Makayla held his startling blue gaze, noticing the dark sapphire jewels of his eyes. He looked like he was about to say something, and she heard a definite mumble that sounded suspiciously like “angel” -  but then he let out a few more incoherent murmurs before shutting his eyes again and rolling over on his back.


    Makayla let out a harsh breath as she realized he’d fallen right back to sleep. Okay! Now what?


    Well, now she could run her eyes once again over this shocking male specimen, his new position totally baring his broadly defined chest and leaving the sheet just inches above his waist.


    Her dazed eyes ran over his well-built pecs and abs to rest on that impressively long, thickly raised bulge evident beneath the thin sheet. ‘Sleeping Hunk’ as she suddenly tagged him in her head, was obviously naked beneath the covers, the gold-tinted trail leading straight down his wash-board belly before her view was abruptly cut off by the sheet. Damn. If she simply reached out gently and lifted the light sheet she could…


    Snapping out of her carnal imaginings, Makayla wondered why she was still there, ogling what was obviously a strange man sleeping in her bed.


    Deciding there was only one source from which to glean an explanation for this, Makayla hastily backed out of the room and headed straight for the phone in the kitchen.


    It took her moments to get her roommate Gina on the line.


    Makayla had met Gina a year ago through mutual friends, and now they shared the roomy two-bedroom apartment. Gina was a goofy, though very pretty blonde nurse who was probably every man’s fantasy of what a nurse should look like with her full-figured body and curly blonde hair. Gina was also fun-loving and wild and if anyone would know why there was a hunk of a male sleeping in Makayla’s bed, then she should.


    “Makayla, hi!” Gina cried happily, and in the background Makayla could hear the splash of waves and people laughing. Gina was currently on a three-month long vacation in the Bahamas with her adoring hunk of a fiancé Raymond, a successful fitness instructor. His voice could be heard calling a greeting to Makayla through the phone. Makayla figured it must still be daytime there.


    “Hi. I’m happy to hear you and Ray sounding so breezy. Must be all that sun and sea, huh?” Makayla asked casually, fighting down her feeling of panic. Makayla prided herself in living a perfectly symmetrical way of life and really didn’t like anything rocking her boat. But she had to confess that finding a man in her bed was rocking more than her boat at the moment.


    “You bet! You should see me now. I’ve worked up a fabulous tan and…”


    “Gina,” Makayla broke in suddenly.


    “What?” Gina exclaimed, cutting off. “You sound really panicked.”


    “Well, because I am!” cried Makayla, before yelping out, “There’s a…there’s a huge naked guy in my bed!”


    “Huh?”


    Hearing Gina’s baffled tone, Makayla suddenly realized she needed to be far more coherent. Sighing deeply for calm, she explained. “I came home tonight from my New York trip – I took the red eye to make it for my business meeting tomorrow morning. Only to be about to slip into bed when I found a naked man underneath my covers! Would you know anything about it, because I’m seconds from calling the police!”


    “Hey, don’t panic – I mean, you can stop panicking,” Gina said soothingly. “That must be Blade.”


    “You know him?”


    “I should,” Gina said wryly. “He’s my stepbrother.”


    “That’s your stepbrother?” Makayla squeaked, only just managing to remember to keep her voice down. It was the middle of the night after all. “And what’s he doing in my bed right now?”


    “Look, I can explain if you’ll just calm down. I’m sure there must be some mistake,” Gina was saying with a thoughtful tone. “I mean, we both knew he was coming into town soon and you did agree he could stay for a few days while he hunted for a new place.”


    “Yes, I remember now,” Makayla said impatiently. When Gina had asked if it was okay for her stepbrother – whom Makayla had never met, to move in for a few days on his arrival into the city, Makayla had seen no reason to refuse.


    Hearing that Gina had a stepbrother who was in the army had intrigued Makayla and she’d had no cause to say no, not even though she knew that Gina would be away during his stay. It was a big place and the two rooms were on either end of the apartment ensuring ample privacy. Obviously, Gina’s stepbrother had picked the wrong end.


    Gina’s next words confirmed Makayla’s suspicions. “I guess Blade must have thought your room was mine. That has to be it. I apologize for the inconvenience, honey. You must have had a bit of a shock.”


    “Well, yeah,” Makayla said somewhat defensively. She realized she may have overreacted a bit as she should have known there’d be a reasonable explanation for everything. True, it had slipped her mind about Gina’s stepbrother showing up but still, she should have known better than to panic. But then nothing could have prepared her for the prospect of seeing that hot-bodied sex god lying beneath her covers.


    “It’s okay though; I’ll call and clear things up with him tomorrow. You can just stay in my room for tonight, right?” Gina asked lightly.


    “Sure,” Makayla said, sighing ruefully. “And sorry for freaking out. It’s just that, well…it has been a while since I’ve found a hunky man waiting in my bed – so to speak.”


    Which was sort of true, considering Makayla’s current single status. She was probably the only one of her friends who wasn’t in a serious relationship or even dating. She was pathetically buried in her work as a management consultant and couldn’t remember the last time she’d set eyes on a man so gorgeously sexy  - even in his sleep – that he’d made her mouth go dry just looking at him.


    Gina let out a laugh at Makayla’s teasing words. “So, did you really see him naked? I thought he was over that habit! I never got a glimpse while our parents were married, but I knew he couldn’t stand to sleep with clothes on because his mom was always on his case about it.”


    Makayla could recall that Gina had told her how Gina’s father, a widower, had remarried when Gina was in her mid teens. Apparently, her stepmother had a son from her former marriage who’d been five years older than the teenage Gina. Which made Blade to be around twenty-nine or thirty. With a hard-packed, drool-worthy body to boot.


    She really needed to stop thinking about his body, Makayla scolded herself as she chewed on her bottom lip.


    Trying to act nonchalant, she replied, “No, I didn’t really get to see much. I mean, he was half-covered with the comforter, thank goodness.” Makayla hoped her voice sounded relieved rather than regretful. After all, she had no hidden wish – none at all, to have been afforded the full frontal package of the undeniably hunk named Blade.


    She was jolted out of her daydream when she heard Gina shriek as her fiancé laughed uproariously. Gina said quickly into the phone, “Sorry I have to rush, sweetie. I almost got run over by Ray and his new beach pals who happen to be built like freaking linebackers. Looks like I’m messing up their game of volley ball. So, you’re positive you’ll be okay sleeping in my bedroom tonight? Like I said, everything can get straightened out with Blade tomorrow.”


    “Sure,” Makayla said with a yawn, even as she tried not to think about how much she’d prefer to go back to her dimly lit bedroom and join the gorgeous sleeping hunk underneath her covers. “Everything’s cool, trust me. I mean, aside from the fact that he’s your stepbrother, there’s also the fact that he served as a soldier in the army which makes him a hero in my book. Hell, he can sleep in my bed anytime. I mean…”


    God! Makayla wanted to smack her forehead at that dumb comment. Even with her now raging hormones, she hadn’t meant for it to come out like that. But Gina was chuckling.


    “He’s a handsome devil, isn’t he? All my girlfriends had massive crushes on him and I used to have to peel them off the poor guy. He never used to mess around though – bless him. So you see, he’s harmless. Well, mostly harmless.”


    “Yeah, okay, I’ll take your word for it,” Makayla said as another yawn, bigger this time, overtook her.


    “You sound dead on your feet. Go on and get to bed, okay? We’ll talk tomorrow,” Gina said.


    “Thanks. ‘Night,” Makayla murmured drowsily, letting the phone slip back into its holder and then virtually sleep-walking to Gina’s bedroom, where a nicely cool – though otherwise empty, well made bed was waiting.


     


    Chapter Two


    He hadn’t dreamed her.


    Blade thought he had. He remembered seeing her exact image like something beyond a filmy veil…Dark brown eyes wide and bewitching; her oval face with the deliciously mocha skin. Her luscious lips and that gloriously dark black hair tumbling down around her, had all seemed like part of a fevered fantasy.


    But the vision walking into the house dressed in what looked like a killer business suit was real - blissfully real.


    Her luxurious locks were swept over one shoulder to rest in waves over her full bust which strained against her jacket. Her formal outfit was pinched in at the waist, showing off her slender midsection which suddenly flared into sinfully curvy hips. Her long shapely legs went on for endless days to her feminine feet encased in the sexiest black pumps his eyes had ever seen.


    Blade swallowed, and lifted the cool can of beer he’d been holding to place against his forehead. Long months of celibacy must be catching up with him.


    She strode into the open plan kitchen, looked up and saw him, and then started.


    “Oh! You’re still here.”


    He smiled, putting out his hand that wasn’t holding the beer. “I’m Blade Weber. You must be Makayla Stiles. Gina’s roommate.”


    “Yeah,” she said, looking him over quickly. Blade wasn’t ready to believe he saw admiration glittering in her eyes for a moment. He was dressed in a pair of snug and worn blue jeans beneath a plain muscle tee. No way had she just given him the once-over. Or had she?


    Women like her didn’t go for men like him, Blade told himself. She was all glossy perfection in that power suit of hers, her laptop in its case held in her arm while her designer folder bag was placed on the ground so she could have a hand free to accept his handshake.


    Her skin felt as soft as petals. It disappeared into his huge paw and he felt her delicate bones within his fingers. Her deep brown eyes widened as they held his. He wondered what she could read there. Could she tell how badly he already wanted her? How strongly she’d invaded his dreams with just that one glimpse he’d had of her last night?


    He remembered stirring awake from a troubling dream – similar to those he’d been having for months – only to open his eyes and see her standing there, staring at him like she’d seen a ghost.


    He hadn’t slept so good in weeks – even months. Maybe even longer. And the nightmares that usually caught up with him in the early hours before dawn – he didn’t have them last night. Not after that one, halo-framed glimpse of his brown-eyed angel.


    Oh, shit…Blade thought as he suddenly had a vague recollection of saying something out loud before he’d fallen asleep again. He sure as hell hoped he hadn’t called her something embarrassingly goofy.


    “Pardon my opening statement, but when I woke up this morning and didn’t find you, I thought you’d left for some reason or other,” she said casually, placing down her pricey computer as well as her case on the side of the island. Blade found his eyes following her like a besotted twit. The way she moved – like a ballet dancer; all elegant sweeps of hand and turn of leg. And what legs. He roved his eyes quickly along their length in those black silky tights and felt a fist of lust grip him.


    What the hell? Just within a minute of meeting her one on one and he was panting for her like a gawky teenager?


    Ever since he’d found out his error that he’d crashed in the wrong bed, he’d felt like an idiot and had been waiting around all evening to apologize for any inconvenience. But once she arrived, all else was forgotten apart from the way she made him feel just by standing in the same airspace. The male in him was aware of every single thing about her; from her flirty expensive perfume, to the straight, graceful line of her shoulder. Her voice was cultured silk; intellectual and sexy. She looked and smelled like a high maintenance career woman.


    Not that he had anything against career women. Hell, women like Makayla Stiles were just his type. Smart and sexy, driven, ambitious and unafraid to tackle challenging corporate roles that used to be the sole prerogative of men.


    The only problem was, though such women suited his tastes just fine, most times they didn’t find that he suited theirs.


    Right now, Makayla Stiles spelled ‘trouble’ in neon-colored lights. Mostly because of his instantaneous attraction to her, and also because he was here on a mission and couldn’t afford to be side-tracked. Sure, he was no longer an active soldier but for now, there was one particular tour of duty that he had to face and it had nothing to do with warfare.


     


    Chapter Three


    Makayla tried not to squirm as she turned away from Blade’s disturbingly intense dark blue eyes. The hairs on her neck stood out in reaction to his gaze which she could still feel like a laser beam even with her back turned.


    What was it about the way he looked at her that made her heart race?


    He was all solid muscle, all six feet plus of him. His dark blonde hair was cut low to his well-shaped head. Impressively wide shoulders and hard-packed biceps were complimented by a waist that would make any woman brown with envy. He had pecs that stood out in high definition beneath his shirt, and his jeans fit almost sinfully to his powerful looking thighs and legs.


    Even with all his clothes on this time, he was still outrageously beddable. Too much for Makayla’s already frazzled peace of mind. His undeniably masculine magnetism filled up the space around them and made the large kitchen feel claustrophobic. Funny how she wasn’t even looking at him but had his whole image burned into memory.


    His voice was deep and strangely comforting. If she wasn’t so physically attracted to him, he’d have been the kind of big brother an only child like Makayla would have wanted. Tough-looking, yet adorably easy-going and cool.


    However, with the far from sisterly sensations he evoked within her, Makayla shivered internally and felt glad they were in no way related.


    He was replying to her statement about him being gone when she woke up, informing her that he’d left for an early morning run.


    “I’ve discovered that doing several miles helps relax me and clear my mind for the day ahead. I came back and found out you’d left for work.”


    She glanced his way as she made for the fridge, hoping he wouldn’t notice the flush in her cheek. Prayed he wouldn’t suspect that it had anything to do with feminine excitement at having such a blatantly virile male within groping distance. She resisted the urge to reach out an arm and probe her fingers into those perfectly outlined ridges of his six-pack evident even beneath the shirt.


    Swallowing on a dry throat, she unearthed some water from the fridge and poured out a glass. “Yes,” she replied in the calmest tone she could muster, “I had a very early meeting and that’s why I flew back so late last night to make it on time this morning.”


    “About last night – I haven’t had the chance to apologize. I’d had a tiring few days and on arrival I crawled into the first room I found. I should have been more careful since Gina did tell me she had a roommate.”


    “Really, there’s no need to apologize. Like I told Gina on the phone, it was a perfectly understandable situation.”


    “Just to let you know though, I’ve moved my things over to the right room. And now that you’re home, allow me to make things up to you by cooking you dinner.”


    “What? No, seriously, there’s absolutely no need,” she said with a laugh. “I normally just grab a sandwich and relax. You needn’t put yourself out…”


    “I’m not. I actually love to cook,” he added.


    “I don’t know if there’s anything stocked that could provide a decent meal…”


    “Don’t worry about it; I was able to do some light shopping earlier when I went out on some errands. So tell me, any particular dietary restrictions? You vegan, or intolerant to certain foods?”


    “No…I can actually eat almost anything,” she said, curiously watching as he turned to the kitchen cabinets, drawing out items methodically.


    “Perfect. Why don’t you go in and change into something more comfortable? I also bought a bottle of good wine if you’d like to chill with a glass while I cook. I’ll be able to get everything ready in half an hour or so.”


    “Okay,” Makayla said, trying not to look too doubtful. She couldn’t imagine what he could whip up in such a short time. He seemed confident around the kitchen though; so she was ready to be pleasantly surprised. Lord knows she was culinary-challenged – i.e., she couldn’t cook a thing. Despite herself, she was actually looking forward to seeing how well the hunky former soldier would cater to her hunger for food. Her other, equally vital appetites would have to wait.


     


    Chapter Four


    Makayla returned ten minutes later and Blade couldn’t help but do a double take. Face scrubbed, she looked all but nineteen, with layers of clothes taken off to reveal a banging figure that made his mouth water for something which had nothing to do with food. He blinked and quickly returned to the chicken dish he was preparing.


    No use denying it to himself, thought Blade. He was fiendishly attracted to Makayla Stiles. And not in a long time had he felt such a gravitational surge towards a woman.


    She had him wanting to do more than make her dinner. He wanted to woo her, make her his.


    “Wow, something smells fabulous,” she crooned with delight, striding into the kitchen.


    Yes, you do, was Blade’s silent thought. He didn’t know what was in that shower gel she’d used; it was all citrusy and floral and woman. There was an aura about her that drew him to her even as it warned him she was dangerous to his iron-meshed control.


    “Can I help?” Makayla asked eagerly, standing right next to him, almost too close to let him think straight.


    One would think he’d never been around a sexy, beautiful and alluring woman before. He had to keep reminding himself that she was not just Gina’s roommate, but her friend as well, and Blade had made it a rule since they were younger never to mess with his stepsister’s pals, no matter what.


    Now all he needed to do was remind his raging lust of that.


    “Yeah, that’d be great. You could grate some cheese.”


    She looked happy to be involved, even if it was just a simple task. But then, it was a one dish meal anyway; his favorite recipe of chicken covered in Dijon mustard sauce.


    It wasn’t too fancy but it was a great after-work meal and coupled with his winning bottle of wine – as well as the special little impromptu treat he had lined up after they ate – he felt sure she’d love the results.


    With a total time between prepping and cooking of just twenty minutes, they were sitting down to eat within an hour since she arrived home. An hour had never seemed to go so fast…and neither had a meal.


    Makayla was full of praise for the food which they sat to eat at the kitchen table. “It looks almost too beautiful to eat,” she joked, fork and knife already poised over her plate. “And it smells divine. In fact, the whole setting and plating of the dish feels like true fine dining.”


    “Thank you,” he said, grinning from all the praise. He liked a woman who could show sincere appreciation. It looked really easy but he had put a lot of thought into everything, after racking his brain how to make up for his blunder last night.


    Blade could only imagine her fright when she found him waiting asleep in her bed. He well remembered his state of undress when he’d toppled beneath the covers and had an idea she might have got a rude eyeful where she least expected. He couldn’t be sure though but he was glad for this chance to make her feel comfortable and safe around him.


    “I’m glad you approve,” he added after a sip of wine, his eyes dancing. “Being in the military doesn’t mean we service men have no clue about dining etiquette. During special operations training we actually had a class dedicated just to being schooled in proper table manners and such. And then we had the chance to practice the skills learned during all those unit dinners. Back then it all felt like such a waste of time and yet I now know I may never need to fire an M14 Sniper rifle again, but what I learned involving table manners will aid my enjoyment of the finer art of dining for many long years to come.”


    He saw her pause as she was about to fork some food into her mouth, before she asked curiously, “Is that what you did in the army? You were a sniper?”


    Shit! Blade thought, chewing hard on his food as he bought more time. He really, really didn’t like talking about that part of his life in Special Ops. Especially not now, when the wounds, both emotionally and even physically, were still fresh.


    He had his fair share of medals and commendations, but there had been times when Blade had felt nothing like a hero; what with those victims that never even knew he was there, aiming to take a shot and take them down. Those poor guys never knew where or when – although some of them seemed able to tell intuitively that the end was near, that Blade was hidden and waiting. A single, clean shot – or however many it took. And never leaving until the job was done to perfection.


    No way he could tell Makayla about that. Sure though, the people he’d brought down were people who deserved no one’s pity, least of all his.


    Operation after operation, he’d had to keep up his cool-headed outlook on things. This was a job. It was what he was trained to do. No honor or glory in that; just doing what needed to be done because if he didn’t do it, someone else will.


    Like some of his other pals in the army, Blade had his share of struggles trying to find his way after leaving active duty. He knew all about PTSD and all that came with it. There was the survivor guilt – yes, he definitely had a large bout of that. Also, there was all the constant reliving of the trauma in his dreams. That too, didn’t look like it would go away soon.


    “Maybe you don’t want to talk about it,” Makayla put in wryly when the silence stretched too long. “I mean, most of what you did must be top secret anyway. I know enough about covert military operations to tell that it’s not something you can simply chat about to just anybody.”


    “No; it’s okay,” Blade said quickly, his hand shooting out to cover hers. Makayla stiffened and looked down in surprise at his hand, but didn’t pull away.


    Only when he felt her relax did Blade retrieve his hand. “You’re right; most of what I did isn’t exactly a fun conversation piece, certainly not at dinner. Suffice to say that being a soldier was the greatest experience I’ve had. It was my life for ten years. I loved every minute of it. It was all I wanted to do since I was fifteen years old. Take down the bad guys. Win battles for my homeland. I’m glad I was able to do all I set out to do, even though it came at a price.”


    Makayla frowned with concern. “Were you injured?”


    “Only here…and here,” he said, pointing to his heart and head, with a rueful smile. When she smiled back, though tentatively, Blade felt his chest swell. What was she doing to him? She had him ready to open up to her, because she looked like a woman who could handle the truth, and would understand.


    But he had no inclination to burden Makayla Stiles with his issues. He had a therapist for that.


    “I’m almost afraid to ask if you mean that figuratively or not,” she murmured, though her eyes were dancing as she tried to make light of the somewhat gloomy topic. “Maybe you’d like to know what I do? I can assure you it’s no way as exciting as your former job.”


    He chuckled, glad that she’d switched gears. It turned out his assumptions about her occupation weren’t too much off the mark. She was very much the corporate princess with her MBA from Columbia and her job in management consulting. She worked as an analyst for one of the top global professional service firms, and Blade couldn’t help but be impressed.


    “Beauty and brains,” he noted admiringly, as he lifted his glass of wine to her in salute. “A very fetching combination in a woman.”


    She smiled, though wryly. “You would think so, right? However, half of the single dudes out there are intimidated by my drive, while the other half believe that because I’m a black female, I’d do anything to get ahead in my career. Not that I’ve ever needed to.”


    “I think the sensible men out there know a good woman when they see one. I for one cannot believe you haven’t been snapped up by some lucky guy.”


    Makayla’s eyes were dancing over the rim of the wineglass at her lips. “Maybe I’m picky,” she said at last. “I’m not about to fall for just anyone.”


    Blade nodded sagely, his own gaze equally teasing as it pinned to hers. “And with that right person, the idea of falling won’t be a bad prospect at all, will it?”


    “So true,” she murmured, placing the glass down as she imperceptibly leaned closer. It took Blade a second to realize she was simply mirroring his own gesture, his body already slanted in her direction, his face inches from hers.


    Collecting himself, he snapped back, blinking. Somewhere along the line, he’d been just about primed to close in for a kiss with Makayla. It had felt natural, seamless, to simply move his head a certain way and bring her lips in position to be claimed.


    Was he crazy? Or was he just plain reckless? His step-sister Gina trusted him or she wouldn’t have suggested he stay a few days in her home while he looked around for a place of his own. The very last thing he should be thinking of was hitting on her sexy-as-hell roommate.


    He saw Makayla’s disappointed look when he withdrew, but he stamped down any urge to grab her face and plaster those deliciously puffy and pink lips with hungry kisses.


    Clearing his throat lightly, he reached for the bottle to pour her more wine, but she shook her head, placing a hand over the glass.


    “I’d think you were trying to get me drunk, sir. But you’re too much of a gentleman for that I’m sure,” Makayla murmured with a little teasing smile. And yet Blade had heard the prickle of annoyance in her tone and he was astute enough to know what it meant. So she thought he was a gentleman? And did she think that was why he’d chosen to pull back from what had obviously been a potential kiss?


    What did Makayla Stiles want from him, Blade mused? He sure as hell couldn’t take it for granted that she felt even a percentage of what he was feeling every time she was near. He was a heartbeat away from ravishing her on the spot, but he dared not believe her attraction for him was just as fervent.  Or could he?


     


    Chapter Five


    Makayla had positively been about to scream when the gorgeous lips of the former soldier pulled way out of her reach. Good God! This man was getting under her skin.


    Of course, he was one of those. Men who refused to take advantage of a woman even though she was practically panting for it. Couldn’t he tell? Or would she have to be less subtle?


    She’d changed into a dress after a quick, scented bath; she’d talked her head off in the belief that he was the kind of man who you needed to first stimulate through the mind.


    But Makayla was done with undercover maneuvers. Looked like she needed to take a more direct line of attack.


    She’d say this much; he sure knew how to soften a woman up through her stomach. And she loved that he didn’t go overboard with the meal. It was just right.


    He didn’t bother with dessert, instead topping off the delightful dinner with sugar cones heaped with chocolate ice cream and sprinkles. At her suggestion, he moved to the couch in the living room to eat their ice cream cones. Makayla plopped down beside him and in the process managed to topple her scoop of ice cream onto the front of his shirt.


    “Oh no!” she cried. “I’m so sorry!” she yelled, grabbing a napkin and trying in vain to clean his shirt.


    “Didn’t you learn never to play with your food?” Blade growled, lunging for her. Makayla let out a squeal in surprise and tried to skip off the couch but he was too quick, grabbing her by the waist and pinning her down against him. Her breath got hitched somewhere in between her chest and her throat as she unintentionally came in tight proximity with Blade’s hard, warm body.


    “Don’t worry about the shirt,” he said, before placing his arms across his chest and tugging the sticky shirt up. His torso spread out wide when he pulled his shirt over his head.


    Good heavens, thought Makayla with breathless delight as everything seemed to happen in slow motion. His pecs and abs stretched tautly from the motion of his arms being lifted above his head, the V at this waistline sharpening and then relaxing as his impressively muscled arms lowered. Makayla had a glimpse of sexy armpit hair before he tossed his shirt aside, his ribcage flexing.


    She couldn’t keep her eyes off him.


    Blade’s blue eyes blazed as he felt her eyes over his body.


    His gaze was assessing but at that point Makayla didn’t really care how it looked, the way she was staring at him with her jaws unhinged.


    Every etched line and muscle of his golden-skinned body took her back to that night she’d found him asleep in her bed. Now, she felt manacled by the urge to simply reach out and touch him, like he was some perfectly carved marble sculpture. The breadth of his shoulders, the curved roundness of each bicep, the eye-catching tribal tattoos inked darkly on his right breast. His washboard belly was so flat it was almost concave, and he had the most gorgeous nipples, like copper coins. Not a trace of hair, except the light trail leading down into the waistband of his jeans.


    Blade’s body had a throbbing, vibrant beauty that could bring a woman to tears. Looking at him brought her darkest, most hidden cravings to the surface and she could almost hear the tigress in her purr.


    “Makayla…”


    Makayla wasn’t sure if it was a warning or a plea she heard in Blade’s tone…but she knew it had the same element of aiming to keep her from what she wanted so badly to do – and that was to touch him.


    She bit hard on her bottom lip, which got a tortured groan rippling low in his throat as he watched her mouth. Her body then moved even before she knew what she was doing, shifting sideways until she was edging against Blade’s strong, virile frame, her breasts pillowing into his rock-hard pecs.


    Bold, breathless, she lifted both hands to run them over his torso, paying attention to those oh-so-sexy nipples that made her lick her lips. She was fascinated by his textures of silk and steel. The pads of her fingers scraped against the edge of his nubs and she heard his breath snag.


    “Do you ever let go of your iron control?” Makayla mused, her eyelashes fluttering as she looked through them at him. “I’ve been waiting all night for you to make your move. You look like a man with passion – unless, perhaps I don’t inspire any.”


    He huffed, at last speaking though he kept his hands at his sides. “Trust me, Makayla, you inspire a whole lot of passion. In ways you aren’t even ready for yet.”


    She pouted, tipping her head to the side in a flirty, girly gesture.  Her right palm was sliding down his six-pack and memorizing every rippled dip and swell of rock-hard muscle.


    “What makes you say that? I’ll have you know that I’m tougher than I look,” she said on a murmur. “You might be a former Army soldier, all grit and fire…but I think I can handle you.”


    As she spoke, she eased herself on her knees over him, straddling his thighs as she pushed him until he leaned against the back of the couch. She felt his hands lift and rest on her waist, and his fingers dug in so hard it made her flinch slightly. Unfazed, her hips began to undulate seductively, rubbing her smoldering sex against the wedge straining against his jeans


    “This…isn’t happening, Makayla.”


    Makayla noted the rough gravel in his tone, and smiled. He was getting harder by the second; she could feel the swell of him nudging against the crotch panel of her now very moist panties. Her arms slipped around his bare shoulders and she tilted her face to reach for those sinfully inviting lips of his.


    “Maybe that’s not your call to make, soldier,” she whispered against his mouth. Her eyes closed dreamily and she merged her lips with his.


    She kissed Blade and it was all she could do to catch her breath.


    She felt him freeze dead-still, but for her, everything around them spun. He tasted outrageously delicious, the feel of his lips making her want more. She tilted her head for deeper access and got a deep growl of pleasure in response as he finally thawed.


    His hold on her hips made her gasp as his fingers dug into her tender flesh. She felt a flutter in her stomach which spread and blossomed till it became a pool between her shivery thighs.


    Oh. My. A flush of warmth spread through her body.


    His mouth parted, inviting her in. Bold arousal overtook decorum as Makayla plunged her tongue in, seeking his heat and sweetness. A bolt of desire almost ripped her in half, making her moan as he responded with a passionate though subdued hunger.


    Makayla could feel him holding back, yet was just as conscious of the rapid pounding of his heart against hers. She clutched at the short, silky tufts of his hair, her teeth nipping gently into his bottom lip. Unable to help it, she rocked her hips and rubbed against the rigid tent in his jeans.


    She felt his hands close around her shoulders before he broke the kiss far enough so that their lips were mere inches apart, hot breaths mingling, tantalizing, scorching.


    “Makayla…I hope you realize this isn’t a game anymore?” Blade told her gruffly, and she blinked her eyes open to gaze down into his ferociously dark gaze. Her resolve faltered at the look of almost untamed desire in his eyes, warning her to tread carefully.


    “Who says I’m playing?” she whispered, her confidence returning as she felt the need bubbling faster in her deepest folds. Every move seductive and deliberate, she slid off his lap, making sure to bump her ass one last time over his lap before backing away on her feet. She kicked off her heeled slippers, never taking her gaze off his. Next, she divested herself of her dress in one fluid motion before tossing it to the floor.


    She felt a stab of triumph when she saw his blue eyes turn almost black with desire as he watched her, his body rigid and unmoving on the couch. Her hands slid down her unclad body, her secrets shielded only by tiny scraps of white lace.


    “This is all yours, hot shot. Only, you have to come and get it,” she told him with a wicked little smile.


    Spinning on her heels, she skipped quickly off, giving her curvy ass more than enough wriggle as she tossed over her shoulder, “I’m sure you know where to find me.”


     


    Chapter Six


    Makayla was naked, her lingerie scattered all over the bedroom floor. Her body trembled with erotic anticipation as she lay back invitingly on her clean, scented sheets.


    Her door was wide open, her eyes glued to the doorway as she bit on her lip. Moments passed and a slight frown of worry suddenly struck her forehead even as she wondered at her audacity.


    Tempting Blade, a former Special Forces soldier…was she insane?


    Getting up the nerve to come on to him so strongly spoke of how badly he’d broken down her walls of self-collection. But if he ended up ignoring her blatantly provocative offer, then she’d just…God! She didn’t even want to think of the mortification.


    She wanted him so badly to walk through the door that suddenly, each second felt like an hour. Doubts overwhelmed her.


    Common sense was slowly returning and Makayla was just about ready to spring off the bed and put on some clothes when Blade appeared.


    Makayla looked right into his blue-black eyes which held fiery promise of things to come. Slowly, he shut the door behind him and Makayla gulped audibly, her seductress mode somewhat shaken by that predatory look on his face.


    She’d been right – the tables had turned quickly and suddenly, there was no doubt who was the hunter here.


    Moving away from the door, Blade started to unbutton his jeans.


    Makayla’s breathing automatically ceased.


    There was no way she could manage the simple function of drawing in air as she watched the magnificently built man peel off the rest of his clothes. He stepped out of his jeans, before shoving down his briefs and revealing the most impressive cock she’d ever seen.


    If this was a dream, then nobody had better wake her up, she thought dazedly as her heart raced at the sight of a gloriously naked Blade.


    There was just one word to describe him – beautiful. She’d seen only a glimpse of it last night but now, in full display, his body was built like a freaking god’s. Sexy, chiseled and all dangerously masculine.


    His hard cock reared up with proud, throbbing thickness. It was meaty and long, reaching out like a club in front of him as he made his way to the bed. A network of bulging veins were raised along the silken sheathe of his organ, giving it a virile, gnarled look that should have frightened her but only made her pulse beat faster in arousal. The mushroom crown was well-defined, and so broad it seemed almost flat and oh so turgid.


    For the next few moments there was no other sound but the pounding in her ears. Blade reached the bed, and was soon leaning over her on his hands and knees. He reached down and drew her legs firmly around his hips, tilting her butt up off the mattress. His cock, now slick with precum began sliding up and down the seam of her pussy lips.


    Makayla’s lips parted wide enough to draw in a startled gasp of rampant, helpless lust.


    She could feel the tension in his every muscle. There was a gleam in his eyes that held her spellbound and willing to go wherever he led.


    “Normally I’m the kind to put a whole lot of stock in foreplay,” Blade rasped, his cheekbones more prominently carved with the razor edge of his desire as he added, “But the way I need you right now…”


    His tortured-sounding words made Makayla’s heart trip over itself. She knew exactly how he felt. No way could she wait another second either. She’d been waiting since the first moment she’d set eyes on him, sleeping in this same bed.


    Purring, her spine arched wantonly as she licked her lips. “Trust me…simply watching you take off your clothes and walk up to the bed was more than enough foreplay for me.”


    He suddenly grinned, but that delighted flash of white was quickly turning to a grimace of lust as his cockhead unerringly found and pressed against the moist slit of her pussy.


    The sensation was enough to make them both gasp aloud with pleasure.


    Makayla did have a twinge of consternation as she felt the force of his huge cock pushing into her tender walls. Already, she could sense the awesome power within him extending to his organ and then transmitting to her quivering sex. Beneath her soles his tight butt cheeks flexed and clenched. 


    In an instant Blade penetrated her deep, leaving Makayla wide-eyed, a lot of it from sweet agony but the rest from a bottomless pleasure that had her gasping.


    With barely a pause, he sank all the way in, up to the hilt.


    “Oh, fuck!” Blade said in a shuddery groan, at the same time that Makayla let out a soundless scream.


    She felt the weight of his balls rest against the lower edge of her cunt. Deep, deep inside her was the sensation of utter fullness, of her nerves and tissues vibrating and swelling around the most impossibly thick baton of flesh she’d ever had inside her.


    “Is it good?” he asked.


    His hoarse voice broke her out of her decadent daze. He was buried deep; so deep inside her she felt sure he was jabbing at her womb. He was totally still, letting her screeching muscles get accustomed to his throbbing girth. He gazed into her face, his passion tinged with worry as her lips stayed slack with no sound coming out.


    “I need so much to move, angel,” said Blade softly, “But I also need to know that you’re okay. You’re so wet and silky inside but if it’s hurting too much…”


    “No,” Makayla almost screeched as she felt him begin to withdraw.


    Her legs hitched tighter around him, her heels pressing harder into his butt cheeks as if to keep him welded even deeper. “No. Way. If you stop now, I’ll…” She shook her head, moaned, and then writhed seductively beneath him. “If it hurts, I don’t care. It feels too damned good to stop now. Don’t hold back. Fuck me hard, Blade. I can feel you want to.”


    It was like she unleashed a dragon.


    She heard a deep, feral groan vibrate in his chest and the next thing, he was sliding most of the way out before slamming in again – jarringly hard.


    Makayla yelped, but clung on tighter. “Yes,” she whispered, staring straight into his moss-brown eyes. “Don’t hold back. Don’t you dare.”


    He groaned out her name, and Makayla felt sure his cock was now nudging almost at her kidney. The next second he pulled out again and then thrust, jolting Makayla back against the pillows. She bit on her lip, fighting back the urge to scream as he began to pick up a steady, almost hypnotic tempo.


    Oh fuck, oh fuck, thought Makayla, her whole body shaking with every surge of his cock in her snug walls. He leaned over to kiss her lips, then her throat, before leaning lower and lapping at her nipple. Makayla’s eyes rolled to the back of her head and she had the sudden wonderment that surely Blade was intent on almost killing her with pleasure.


    There were no words to speak; being taken so powerfully by a man like Blade would make any woman lose her power of speech. The only language she seemed capable of was manifested in moans, shrieks and squeals of pleasure. 


    He suckled hard on her lush tits while he rammed his hips in a piston-like cadence that built up to a steady, unbreaking crescendo. Makayla couldn’t fight it. She felt lost. He touched her deep within; took her senses to heights they’d never been. He strained against her as he pumped that hot, steel pipe of a cock in and out of her achingly responsive sheathe. If she got any wetter, they’d both be in a puddle.


    Her hands, greedy and restless, roamed over every single bulge and dent of muscle. Touching him alone could make her orgasm speed up to the maximum within seconds. She held back as long as she could, wanting every moment to count. Beads of sweat broke out on their skin, making them slide slickly against each other.


    It was an animalistic mating, unashamed and unbound – with no excuses.


    He fucked her the way man must have fucked his woman at the beginning of time. He gave her his hard, pulsing passion and demanded her sweet softness to submit without question. Makayla pulled herself off the pillows, her teeth aiming for that thick, beautiful vein in Blade’s powerful throat. She needed a piece of him in her mouth as she coasted the waves carrying her unerringly to her climax.


    Faster, and faster…deeper, and harder. Minutes could have passed – or hours. It felt like forever that he’d been embedded within her core, racking her insides until she had nothing left to give. Blade…how aptly he was named. He cut her up, split her in half, and ripped past her very last barrier.


    Her nails raked down his powerful back, her teeth sinking deep into his neck when she suddenly came in a shocking, irresistible rush.


    “Oh Christ,” she heard Blade groan as her whole body spasmed from inside out around him. She lost power over her very muscles as they rippled and shook. A white shaft of light blinded her for a moment and all she had to cling to was that massive cock raging like a battering ram through her pussy.


    “Makayla,” Blade breathed, as her body went perfectly still.


    He stopped thrusting and yet within her subconscious, she could still feel his organ throbbing thick and powerfully inside her. After a full minute she turned her head to him, and she heard his relieved sigh. She could almost sense him thinking ‘thank goodness, I thought I’d killed her’.


    Her eyes blinked open as she gazed up at him, bringing him into focus with difficulty. She could see the strain on his face from holding back. He wasn’t even breathing hard; though the sheen of perspiration on his forehead showed how much effort he was taking not to obliterate her with that massive cock.


    Now, she could sense the final trigger still ready to go off within her secret folds. Sliding her arms to link behind his neck, she spread her legs as wide as they could go, her knees raised high as she half-whispered to her lover, “It’s okay. Let go.”


    In moments, Blade brought her to her second, even more powerful orgasm as he all but pummeled her to the depths with his cock moving in blurred, chopping strokes that snatched at her very soul. That was it. Done. Makayla closed her eyes in pleasure, just as he flooded her with cum, his growls of satisfaction ringing in her ears.


     


    Chapter Seven


    Makayla felt gouged out, torn up…hammered down. She moved her eyelids – the only part of her body she could move, and sought her lover from somewhere in the mist still surrounding her vision.


    There he was. Lying right next to her, staring up at the ceiling with a dazed look on his face as now, his broad chest heaved with deep, belly- stretching breaths.


    He must have felt her gaze, because he moved his head in her direction and pinned his eyes to hers. “We’re still alive,” he muttered half-humorously.


    Suddenly, Makayla laughed. Found the strength to move her limbs and snuggle up to the solid wall of flesh beside her. “Yes, it was that good,” she said in way of reply. “I see I was right about you, Blade. You do pack a mean arsenal.


    He rumbled in his chest, turning them over so that she was lying above him as he raked his eyes over her face. “And you can bet I haven’t run out of ammo…”


    Blade was asleep when she woke up the next morning, slipping out of bed after planting a soft, proprietary kiss on his cheek. He was right where she wanted him to be.


    Makayla still had a stupid grin on her face as she started to prepare breakfast. It was Saturday so she didn’t have to go to work. Hopefully, Blade would be happy to be awoken with some food. Makayla couldn’t cook to save her life, but she could brew stupendous coffee. And she could manage not to char the toast beyond consumption. That left eggs…well, maybe she could try poaching some; surely that didn’t need the brain of a space scientist to manage.


    The phone rang close to her shoulder on the wall, and she turned to it in surprise. Who would be calling this early? Her mind went straight to her roommate Gina and Makayla quickly rubbed her hands down on her apron. She hoped everything was okay over there in the Bahamas. But then, deciding it could be any one of her friends or family, Makayla quickly answered the phone. “Makayla Stiles here.”


    The person on the other end seemed to draw in a breath and pause. And then Makayla heard an unfamiliar female voice, clipped and somewhat deep. “I’d like to speak to Blade Weber, please?”


    Makayla was curious, wondering who the woman could be even as she replied, “I could get him for you. I mean, he’s asleep but – “


    Makayla cut off, suddenly realizing how that might sound. Quickly moving over it, she added, “Look uh, just tell me your name and I’ll see if I can…”


    “Don’t bother,” the woman with the surprisingly deep and sensual voice said. “Just tell him his son Jamie is in the hospital and he needs to call me back as soon as possible. I’m Jamie’s mother.”


    Wha…? Even before Makayla could finish that thought the line went dead.


     


     


    Chapter Eight


    Makayla jumped when she heard Blade’s voice behind her. She hadn’t heard his footsteps until he was right there, mere feet away.


    “I heard the phone ring. Was it for me?”


    Swallowing hard, Makayla replaced the receiver before turning to face him. He was in the doorway, leaning against the frame. He’d pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and even with his short blonde hair sticking out in places, he still looked like the sexiest thing on two legs.


    Yes, Blade Weber was sexy as sin – and he had big secrets.


    Not that Makayla was the one to judge. But after the phone call, his enigmatic persona was beginning to ring alarm bells.


    He walked toward her, looking puzzled about her expression as she tried to gather her wits.


    “I can’t remember what woke me – must have been the smell of delicious coffee or the ringing of the phone,” he murmured, looking dubiously at the plate of toast she’d placed on the counter. His manner was so casual and easy, not at all as if he’d just spent the last night stamping imprints of his massive cock within her still throbbing inner folds.


    “Um…Blade. About that call,” Makayla began, “It was from a woman who said she’s Jamie’s mother –“


    She yelped at the sudden way he moved. In a second he was right in front of her, fast as a puma and almost just as menacing. Makayla gulped.


    He grabbed her by the shoulders and stared hard into her face. “Tell me exactly what she said.”


    Ow, thought Makayla as his fingers dug into her flesh. Obviously Blade never knew his own strength. Flinching, she tried to remember what the deep-toned woman had said.


    “She said to tell you…that your son Jamie is in the hospital and you need to call her back as soon as possible,” Makayla said, adding calmly, “Emphasis hers, not mine.”


    He swore harshly, making her wince as he suddenly let go and reached quickly for the phone.


     


    Chapter Nine


    Blade dialed Jessica’s number by memory, barely aware of Makayla hovering close by. He strove for calm and tried not to think the worst.


    Giving Jessica the number to the house had ensured she knew where to reach him at all times. If Jamie was really in hospital and anything had happened to him…


    Not wanting to even think about that, he listened to Jessica’s words for a minute and then said calmly, “I’m coming right over. Just tell me where to find you.”


    He scribbled down the address of the hospital. Hanging up the phone, he turned to see Makayla with a worried expression on her face as she hugged her arms about her.


    “Is everything OK?” she asked quietly.


    There was no judgment, no blame on her face but he knew she must be wondering what the hell was going on.


    “Makayla, I’ll explain everything when I get back. But I have to leave now. You’ll be fine, right?”


    “Yes…of course.”


    He didn’t want to go like this, especially not after last night.


    Last night…


    Blade blinked for a moment and cupped her face before planting a quick kiss on her lips. “We’ll talk later, I promise.” With that, he left her standing in the middle of the kitchen as he grabbed his jacket and made his way out the front door.


     


    Chapter Ten


    Two days later, Makayla still hadn’t made up her mind what she was going to do about the present situation. She kept going over and over in her mind where she had gone terribly off track.


    The devastation from the phone call was still very raw. It was like winning the lottery and then dying from a heart attack just moments after getting hold of the cash.


    Well, maybe she was over-dramatizing things but it still felt like she’d tasted heaven with Blade and now it all felt like ashes. Had anything they’d shared been real?


    She’d always been very careful and focused. Especially in her relationships. What had made her break all the rules for Blade? What had made her think she knew enough about him to trust him not only with her friendship, but her body after only one day?


    And now with the recent bombshell she’d experienced, she found herself in a dilemma.


    Distracted all through the day at work, unable to really function, she found herself worried that she may have moved far too quickly where Blade was concerned.


    She realized it the moment he’d walked out the door the morning after their steamy night together, promising he’d be back and he’d explain everything.


    Once he was gone, Makayla seemed galvanized into action.


    The next thing she knew, she was moving on automatic pilot, packing a few clothes and things she’d need for a weekend away. At the last minute, she scrawled a brief note on a post-it which she left on the door of the fridge. “I’ll be away for a few days on a sudden business trip. Please don’t worry about me as I’ll be fine. You take care. Makayla,’ the note had said.


    She drove straight to see her sister Evelyn who lived in a beautiful loft apartment in the middle of the city. Confiding in her younger sister about Blade and her overall misgivings after the strange call helped to bring things into perspective.


    “For a moment, I think I was actually beginning to fall for him,” Makayla muttered as she sat with Evelyn at the kitchen table. “I mean, he’s this gorgeous guy with sex appeal for days. From the moment I set eyes on him it was a losing battle with my hormones. I never dreamed I’d have my heart to worry about, as well. Do you think we went too fast? What if he’s married for God’s sake? At the very least he has a child he didn’t tell me about!”


    Her feisty younger sister, who was an accomplished painter and sculptor with a thriving art studio below her loft apartment, made a funny face. “Uh…yeah? You slept with a guy you’ve known all of twenty four hours. A little fast on the draw, don’t you think?” was her comical reply. She regarded her elder sister with a look of sympathy if not a bit of reproach.


    “You were always the sensible one. This Blade fellow must be really something to have you acting so out of character. Even though it was probably mostly just physical attraction and nothing more, I can see you’re shaken up.”


    “Do you think that’s all it was? Physical?” Makayla asked as she worriedly chewed on her lip.


    “Of course I do. The two of you jump into bed within twenty-four hours of meeting each other. If that doesn’t spell plain old horny then I don’t know what does.”


    Makayla had to admit that Evelyn was probably right. If Makayla hadn’t been thinking with her blasted hormones, she’d have been more careful before jumping into bed with a man she barely knew.


    Sure, he was Gina’s stepbrother but what did Gina even really know about him? They’d become a family when Gina was fifteen and Blade was nineteen. From what Gina had told Makayla, that same year Blade went on to sign up for the armed forces.


    In less than a year after, his team was deployed to Afghanistan where he spent several months at a time, coming home only briefly on leave and then he was off again, sometimes to places he couldn’t even tell his family about.


    Was it possible that Blade had a son or had even been married without his step-sister knowing? Makayla felt sure Gina would have told her if she’d known about ‘Jamie’. And the woman claiming to be Jamie’s mother – who was she to Blade? Were they still together, or…


    Finally, Makayla told herself firmly to knock it off. She had to stop her head from going round in circles over Blade. She was certain he’d have a good explanation for everything and would gladly answer any questions she might have.


    So why wasn’t she back at home? Why did she run off the moment his back was turned?


    Maybe she was a coward. She really didn’t want to find out that maybe she’d been all wrong about him – that her irresistible hunk was no dream guy. She must have been crazy to have fallen all over him the way she had.


    She let out a long sigh, partially in regret. Well, she wasn’t going to be making that mistake again.


    For the first time, she’d let down her guard and went for what she’d wanted. She’d always been the one to have to fend off over-enthusiastic admirers. To think how she’d practically flung herself at Blade filled her with utter shame.


    Which meant, of course, that she had only herself to blame if Blade turned out to be a married scumbag. Or at least, a guy with something to hide.


    She dreaded the thought of seeing him again, but she couldn’t stay away from her place forever. If she handled everything with maturity and calm, Makayla felt sure she could get Blade out of her system and brush off the experience with her pride intact.


    Half of her was hoping he’d be gone when she got back. The other half felt weakened by the wish to see him again. To give him a chance to set things straight.


    Not that she was even sure why it meant anything. After all, Evelyn was right; it had been only about the sex.


    When her phone rang later, an hour to closing at work, she picked it up mechanically, not at all expecting the familiar, stomach-melting voice that came on.


    “Makayla. It’s Blade.”


    Everything in her brain shut down. She snatched in a breath and wondered why her chest felt too tight, like her suit was several sizes too small. He said her name and she was thrown back in time to just three days ago, being half-crushed beneath him as he’d ground his powerful hips against her, drilling her to orgasm after orgasm with his masterful cock.


    “How did you get my…why are you calling me at work, Blade?” she asked, trying to instill authority into her voice so he just might not suspect she was quaking like a leaf inside. How one sentence from him could reduce her to a shivering mess was hard to fathom.


    “Because I’m worried about you. You left this note on the fridge saying you’re gone and will be back. Well, it’s been three days, Makayla. You’re obviously back at work and staying somewhere else to avoid me.”


    Makayla’s eyes were closed. The surroundings faded away. She was no longer seated at her smooth edged desk in her well-appointed office. All the facts and figures of business which she’d been trying to strategize over since she arrived at work that morning disintegrated to ash.


    His voice.


    It melted right through her folds and turned everything inside to something juicy and soft. How did he do that? How could one man have such power over her sensuality? There was something so commanding and thrilling about him that pulled her and scared her at the same time. Makayla didn’t want to feel like this. Not for a man she’d just met – and it didn’t matter that he was Gina’s stepbrother or that he was an ex-army hero. It all came down to the fact that she barely knew him and already he had too much control over her deepest urges.


    “I don’t know why you should worry about me,” Makayla said at last, smothering a sigh and trying not to clutch too hard on her phone. “I’m not your problem, Blade. Something tells me you have enough problems of your own to handle.”


    She heard him pause. And then he said calmly, “I know where you work, Makayla. I can be there in fifteen minutes. I’m not going to let you avoid me. I’ve waited long enough for you to calm down or whatever it is you needed to do. But now we have to get some things straightened out – which I would like to do face to face. Not over the phone.”


    Oh, damn! She was torn between consternation and excitement at the prospect of Blade storming into her office demanding to see her. Being such an alpha male, she had no doubt he'd already tracked down her office address. For all she knew he could be on the other side of the door, about to appear in all his righteous anger at her childish antics.


    "Look, Blade; I don't want you to go thinking you owe me any explanation. After all we only just met. I don't have any right to know every single detail about you. It’s your personal life and that has nothing to do with me. I mean, I’ve got a private life too. For all you know, I could be a part-time stripper. I also probably have a husband and triplets living in Madagascar.”


    “Well, do you?”


    Makayla scowled. “That’s not the point. I’m just saying, you don’t owe me anything. What happened between us was what we both wanted. And we’re adults, right? So you see, you don't have to know everything about me. And I don’t have to know everything about you."


    "But I want you to know so many things about me," Blade said plainly, surprising her into silence. "I want to tell you about Jamie. And about other stuff. We didn't get the chance to talk as much as I'd have wished before taking things as far as we did. But I don't regret anything, Makayla."


    "Me either," she let out on a shuddery sigh and then wanted to kick herself for sounding so dreamy. "So...you don’t have a wife?"


    "Not married, never have been," he said firmly. "But if you want to hear about Jamie and so much more, then I'll tell you all you need to know."


    For a moment, he sounded vulnerable. Makayla’s heart tripped at the thought that Blade felt ready to open up to her in this way.


    "Okay," she let out on a whoosh. "I agree that we need to meet. Maybe a bar somewhere for drinks? But I can’t...I’m not coming back to the house. Not yet. It’s just not a healthy situation for me. I mean, with you there.”


    “Then I’ll leave,” he said promptly. “I can’t be the one keeping you out of your own house. How would Gina feel about that? No, Makayla. I’ll move out. I have a couple of friends in town who were on my team. We were thinking of starting a business together. And I’m about to close an agreement with a real estate agent over a piece of property I’ve found. So I’m days away from getting my own place. Come back to your home, Makayla. Please.”


    Men like Blade should be outlawed for making the word ‘please’ sound so damn hot, irresistible. Makayla could bet that all he had to do was ask nicely with that smoky ‘please’ added at the end and girls were dropping their pants for him since he was a teenager.


    “I’ll think about it,” Makayla said heavily. “Right now I really have to get back to work. I’ll call you when I’m done and tell you were we can meet for drinks. And then we’ll talk.”


    Makayla hung up quickly before he could say more. Her mind was so confused right then. Why was she prolonging this? Why didn’t she just tell him to forget it? They’d had one night; they were done. She didn’t want to get involved in his business. Gina would be back from her vacation soon and Blade would be in his new place in a few days. Makayla had already made one wrong move by sleeping with him. Although she’d meant it when she told him she didn’t regret that night, she certainly regretted taking things too far too fast. If she had any sense, she’d stay away from Blade Weber and hopefully he’d disappear from her life as quickly as he’d appeared.


     


    Chapter Eleven


    Makayla was waiting at a booth in the elegant cocktail bar when Blade arrived.


    He easily towered over every other guy in the room. And he certainly stood out with the way he walked and carried himself. Dressed smart-casual in a pair of slacks and an open-necked shirt, even his refined attire did nothing to diminish the almost jungle-cat quality about him. Guys basically just moved out of his way and girls…well, they followed his movements with puppy eyes and Makayla had to grit her teeth. He spotted her quickly and suddenly his handsome face broke in a smile.


    Makayla knew she was in trouble. She shouldn’t be here. She’d told herself she’d call and cancel. Instead, she’d given him the directions and time they could meet and talk.


    Right on schedule, he slipped into the seat opposite, stealing her breath away from being even more devastatingly gorgeous up close.


    Makayla had never, ever given much importance to outward appearances. She wasn’t the type to fall for the ‘Prince Charming’ types, or guys who looked like they could be making money just with their looks. Now Blade had it all in terms of being hot and sexy but it was beyond his looks to his personality and that unique aura of his that was such a catalyst for her own attraction to him.


    She told herself that she’d give a listening ear to what he had to say but that didn’t mean she was getting her hopes up. Whatever came of the conversation, Makayla promised that she’d keep a level head and make the right decision – and keep it final no matter what.


     


    Chapter Twelve


    Blade couldn’t believe how good it felt to see Makayla again.


    And yet he sensed her reserve and he understood it. Returning to the apartment from the hospital and finding Makayla gone had made him want to crash a fist through the wall.


    He didn’t blame her if she felt betrayed. He could only imagine what it would have seemed like when Jessica called and dropped that cryptic statement.


    But he was ready to put things straight with Makayla even if it meant opening up to another person the way he hadn’t in a long time.


    They ordered drinks and it was all he could do to focus on what he had to say. It was three days and all he really wanted to do was kiss her, snatch her into his arms and feel the escape that only her sweetness and softness had been able to give him.


    Blade had never been known for his cautiousness in relationships. Reckless with his heart, he knew he’d made one too many mistakes and now he was still having to pay for them. It could be said he wasn’t entirely to blame but the fact was that when it came to women, he wasn’t always the best judge.


    But he sensed that he had nothing to worry about when it came to Makayla.


    For some reason, he trusted her. And it didn’t seem fair to compare, but he knew she was nothing like Jessica. And that was a good thing.


    “Before we say any more, I’d like to know, how is he? I mean Jamie?” Makayla asked quietly.


    Blade exhaled a shallow breath. “He’s great. Thanks for asking. He was born with a rare condition that had him displaying symptoms of very low insulin levels at an early age. Luckily, his mother has a great backup support at the hospital. And then of course, now that I’m here in town, I’ve made it clear that I’m ready to be there when I’m needed. That’s actually one of the main reasons I moved down here.”


    Makayla’s face was such a palette of confusion that Blade realized he wasn’t telling this right. He had to start at the beginning. Even though it made him feel uncomfortable talking about that one time in his life when he’d been so naïve and trusting.


    “Jamie’s mother and I used to date,” he began. “It was before Jamie was born four years ago. I was immersed in my life in the army and when Jessica and I got together, I let her know right up front that I wasn’t in for anything long-term. We dated for a few months and then I had to leave again on my next deployment. For almost a year I was gone and then I received a letter from Jessica saying she had a baby and it’s mine.”


    Blade shoved his fingers back into his hair, looking away for a second as he relived that moment when he found out he might be a father.


    “I wasn’t able to leave base until three months later, and then I was on the first plane out.”


    He grew quiet, remembering the first moment he’d laid eyes on Jamie. For all his talk about not wanting commitment or getting tied down, he’d taken one look at Jamie and his heart had melted. They had the same dark blonde hair, and the little boy, barely six months old, had captured a part in Blade he’d never known existed. Then and there, he knew he’d do anything to keep Jamie safe, to give his son a home. Even if it meant being with Jessica though he knew they weren’t in love – or at least, he wasn’t. But whatever sacrifices it took to give Jamie a good home, then he’d do it.


    “Three months after I returned home Jamie fell seriously ill. The doctors couldn’t understand it at first and ran multitudes of tests. Soon they were able to pinpoint his rare condition and told us he needed a partial organ transplant from a living related donor. Of course I immediately offered since I was willing to do anything necessary to make sure that Jamie would be okay. But the transplant couldn’t happen for one simple fact: we didn’t share the same blood type. We weren’t even biologically matched. Bottom line, I wasn’t his father.”


    Blade took a long sip of his beer and let out a long sigh. Finding out Jamie wasn’t his had been devastating. Even now, years later, it hurt to talk about it.


    Makayla reached over and squeezed his hand across the table. “So what did Jessica say when you confronted her?”


    “I don’t think she was ever planning on telling me the truth but since Jamie’s life was at stake she had to come clean. She said she’d acted on the rebound when I broke up with her and left on my next tour. She’d picked up the first guy who showed an interest in her welfare, someone coincidentally who was also close to me. In fact, we were actually on the same team. The father was Thomas, my best friend and fellow soldier.”


    Blade leaned his head back against the booth and closed his eyes. Talking about Thomas brought all the raw bad memories back to the surface.


    “So where’s Thomas now?” Makayla asked. “Does he know he’s Jamie’s Dad?”


    Blade shook his head. “No, he’s dead.”


    Makayla gasped, slowly realizing where this was heading.


    “He went down in a helicopter crash in Afghanistan. No one survived. He never even knew he had a son. Since I was his best friend, I was the one to go through his things. He left me a letter saying that he had always considered me to be like his own brother and hoped I wouldn’t hold his mistakes against him. At the time, I didn’t know what he meant. I was touched but also confused by the letter. When I found out later that he’d had a one night stand with Jessica right after we broke up it all made sense.”


    “What about Jamie?” Makayla asked. Were you able to find a match for his transplant?”


    “Yes, thank God. Since the transplant required only a partial donation, we were able to use one of Jessica’s sisters instead. Since then, Jamie has been in and out of hospital several times but as long as he’s monitored carefully, he’ll hopefully never be in critical condition again,” Blade told Makayla quietly. “With Thomas gone and considering Jamie never had a father, I never really stopped thinking of Jamie as my own son. And then of course, Thomas and I were as close as brothers. I could never turn my back on Thomas’s flesh and blood or anyone connected to him. He’d have done the same for me.”


    A long, ragged sigh escaped Blade before he added, “I let Jessica know I’d always be there if she needed me and as soon as I got out of the army, I moved out here so that I’d be closer to them. Once I wrap up the deal with the real estate agent, I can move on to figuring out what I want to do in terms of work. I have to help look out for Jamie because apart from his mother, I’m really all the family the kid’s got left. Soon after the transplant, Jessica had a falling out with her sister and is now estranged from the rest of her family.”


    Once he was done talking, he sat back, suddenly tired. Explaining everything had taken a lot of strength out of him. He felt bared, like he had a gaping wound.


    Makayla squeezed his hand again and smiled. The gesture of support had him whipping his head back and looking at her. Not finding pity, distaste or scorn on her face made him suddenly glad that he’d opened up to her.


    “I just didn’t want you to think I was some kind of…cad,” he murmured, linking his fingers within hers in response. “And I know my life looks messed up right now, but I’m getting it together. I’m considering the possibility of starting up a security business with a couple of friends. I’ll soon have a place of my own. I think I’m ready to give this thing we have a chance. Maybe it’s too soon – or maybe you really don’t want anything more to do with me. But I’d like to think we shared more than just chemistry that one night. And yet if you say no right now, I’ll respect that.”


    Blade had never meant to burden Makayla with his issues. For god’s sake they’d practically only just met. He’d always shouldered his problems on his own and hated messing another person up in them.


    Part of what he felt regarding Jessica was guilt, making him believe that if he hadn’t left her the way he had, she wouldn’t have been driven to seek solace with Thomas. A main part of him though, was involved with Jessica and Jamie because he really loved the little boy and wanted to do all he could to be there for either of them.


    He hoped Makayla would understand that. He hoped she wouldn’t think it was too much baggage for him to drag into a relationship. But he’d meant what he’d said about wanting to give romance a chance this time. For once, he’d felt something with a woman that opened his eyes to what could be. He only hoped she’d felt it too.


    “Makayla?” he asked softly, the silence stretching on. His eyes held hers and he felt his heart do that familiar flip that warned him he was in big trouble where Makayla Stiles was concerned.


    “I’m ready to take it slow,” he added, a sudden impulse making him lift her hand to his lips. Her knuckles were delicate looking, beautiful. He kissed each one and heard her sharp intake of breath. This time, when he looked into her face he saw a look fit to scorch.


    “Slow be damned,” Makayla said thickly, and in the same instant made Blade go hard as a rock beneath his pants.


    “I think it’s time to go home now,” she added plainly, the look in her eyes speaking volumes. It had Blade paying the check in under fifteen seconds as he whisked her out the door as if to move quickly before she changed her mind.


     


    Chapter Thirteen


    There was no right or wrong about what Makayla felt around Blade. It was enough that his touch, his smile, did things to her that no other man ever could. In such a short time, he made her realize the essence of when a man and woman fit together like two perfect pieces of a jigsaw.


    She couldn’t remember how they got back to the house. It must have been one heck of a race against time because one second he was kissing her knuckles in a bar, and the next they were shutting the front door of her apartment, sealing their lips together and doing the tongue tango right there against the wall.


    Makayla’s fingers raked through his hair, and over his shirt, before pulling at the fastenings on his pants. He groaned against her mouth as her hips pressed enticingly against his burgeoning erection right before she cupped him with a seeking palm. He grabbed the back of her head and held her in place for a ravishing kiss that tore the breath out of both of them.


    “Too fast,” Blade growled, staring down at her bodice and realizing that he’d ripped it down in half without realizing it. Her tits peeked out of the lacy red cups of her bra, and he positively throbbed in aching arousal.


    “I don’t mind,” purred Makayla, fingers working quickly on his zipper. She needed him. So bad.  Every night since she’d left she’d craved his touch, the sensation of his bare skin against hers. She wanted him with all her fiber; wanted parts of him in her mouth and then wanted him to fill her to bursting with his powerful maleness. She wanted – and needed.


    “No, angel,” he said huskily but firmly, seizing her wrists in one grip and pinning them over her head against the wall. He ground into her, bringing her in contact with the pulsating steel of his passion. Her breasts heaved and tingled against his chest.


    His head slanted and he plucked lingeringly at her bottom lip, just as she arched her spine off the wall and hummed with pleasure. There was a loud beat of drums and it took Blade a few moments to realize that was his heart, pounding to the tempo of his desire for this red-hot woman who packed all the heat he would ever need to warm the ice wall he’d built within.


    “I meant it about taking it slow,” he breathed, before trailing his free hand over the outline of her curvy frame. “This time, we have no reason to rush. I want to put my mouth here…and here.” He skimmed his fingers lightly over her thrust out breasts, before palming the swollen V evident beneath her clinging skirt. Makayla gasped, staring straight up into his face.


    “I intend to use my tongue to write the whole freaking alphabet all over this sweet little pussy of yours,” he stated in her ear with a raspy edge to his voice.


    Makayla’s eyes closed helplessly and felt that part of her anatomy give instant feedback when it started to twitch lustily even as her knees turned to Jell-O.


    “Tasting you down there was one thing I missed the first time we made love. It’s the one thing I’ve thought about endlessly since the time I got back and found you gone. Makayla, nothing about tonight is going to be hurried. There’s a time and place for everything but right now, right here, you and I are going to have a slow dance of passion.”


    His words flowed like sweet poetry into her system and Makayla couldn’t help but whimper when he nibbled sensuously on her ear lobe. Just imagining Blade taking his sweet time to make love to her was igniting her senses to dangerous levels of arousal already. Her only hope was that she could make it to the bed before imploding with her long-restricted release.


    Blade suddenly swept her up into his arms and spared her the questionable effort of having to use her shaky legs. As ever he was in control and Makayla was quite happy to succumb and let him take the lead. She loved to give in totally to his dominant sensuality and while she intended to submit herself to every lash of pleasure he had in store for her, she hoped she’d get the opportunity to show him that she was good at giving as well as taking.


     


    Chapter Fourteen


    Just because he said he’d take it slow didn’t mean he couldn’t be rough. Blade could tell she liked it when he showed his strength in different ways. For instance when he swung her into his arms as if she weighed nothing but a feather and carried her to the bedroom.


    Blade all but tossed her unto the bed and he could see the gleeful light of passion in her eyes even as she bounced on the mattress. He wrenched out of his shirt before leaning over her as she lay back waiting with lustful eyes roaming his half-naked body.


    He then began to unwrap her sexy body from her clothes as slowly as he promised, but when he kissed her, his lips were fierce. She liked that too.


    He went stiffer than he’d ever thought possible with his lips sliding over hers. Everything he had; everything he felt for her he threw it into that kiss. His excitement grew when she kissed him back just as passionately, arching off the bed as her exposed nipples hardened against his chest.


    She was his woman.


    His.


    It didn’t matter whether they’d known each other five days or even five hours. This felt right. He touched her and she moaned and melted. Her body responded so powerfully to his that it made his heart swell even as his cock thickened harder than ever.


    And then he felt between her legs.


    Her pussy was soft, puffy, and so wet his fingers were soon slippery as they slid all over her vulva. He looked up into her face and saw it flush with embarrassment. But why, Blade wondered? He liked his women wet – very wet. And right then Makayla was moister than any woman he’d ever been with. Damn. The very knowledge almost had him ejaculating in his pants.


    “You’re so fucking sexy it’s a crime,” Blade growled, holding her gaze and watching her grimace of pleasure when he slipped two fingers inside her sodden pussy. “Knowing I make you drip this much is such a fucking turn on. You have no idea what it does to a man like me.”


    “Oh God, Blade,” Makayla sighed, bucking her pelvis against his probing hand.


    Fucking unbelievable how good she felt around his fingers thought Blade. Swollen yet snug…her pussy lips parting in welcome as he shoved in and out of her tight and clinging entrance. The sounds and aromas of sex and sin reached his senses and made them reel.


    He watched his fingers disappear and then emerge from her walls, glistening from her juices. A deep animal groan tore from his throat and he suddenly wondered if he could hold on to his control long enough to make tonight last as long as he’d planned. Feeling her contract and release around his fingers was giving him a reminder how it had felt to bury his cock deep inside her warm, slippery and silken garden.


    Makayla bucked again as he suddenly hooked unto her g-spot. He looked up into her face and saw the tormented pleasure dancing like flames in her eyes. Her spine was arched fully off the bed until just her shoulders touched the mattress. Her breasts were thrust out in all their glorious beauty and they immediately acted as a good distraction to keep him from ripping out his cock and ramming it deep into her pussy before it was time.


    He continued to steadily finger-fuck her as he lowered his head to her offered tits. He licked each nipple into stiff little eraser points. Then he sucked on them, very hard. So hard she cried out and gripped his short hair tight until his scalp tingled. He growled with pleasure, delighting in the force of her passion. Makayla wanted him; she wanted his touch, his mouth on her body. It felt good to be so deeply desired by a beautiful, sexy and intelligent woman like Makayla.


    She was so different from any of the women he’d ever met. Sure, he’d been with beautiful, sexy and yes, intelligent women before. In the past it had amazed him the kind of females who liked to get it on with an Army man. Not that he ever bragged about what he did, but when it ever came out that he was in the Army’s Special Operations unit, women’s legs spread wide almost in record time. Blade never took advantage of it but then he also never wasted a good opportunity.


    But it wasn’t like that with Makayla. She was more than an ‘available’ hot lay. He liked to think she’d fallen for him for his charm, his personality, and the way he made her feel in bed.


    Oh shit, Blade thought, suddenly realizing the way his mind was working. Already he was wishing for more than he should; more than Makayla was probably willing to give. True, she’d obviously believed everything he’d told her and had welcomed him back into her bed, but that didn’t give him the right to think she’d fallen for him or ever would.


    He’d told her he was ready for romance but that didn’t automatically entail gaining her heart.


    And yet, Blade knew he wanted that too; and not just her delectable body.


    As he trailed his lips from her breasts and started homing for that invitingly scented V between her legs, Blade decided he’d found his latest mission: getting Makayla to give her heart completely to him, the way she gave her body. He wanted her trust, her friendship, and her love. And he was willing to take whatever risks to accomplish his new-found objective. This was one target he had no intention of missing. Makayla would be well and truly his. And soon.


     


    Chapter Fifteen


    Blade was certainly good at keeping his promises, thought the dazed Makayla as she watched his close-cropped head settle between her thighs. His bare shoulders flexed powerfully as they spread her legs even further, exposing her fully to his coming onslaught. He wasted no time in planting his tongue over her sex.


    “Oh…Blade,” she moaned, louder than she’d ever moaned in her life.


    That artful tongue was doing things she never dreamed a tongue could do. He made her feel every one of her nerve endings as he stimulated each and every one in turn. His wickedly mobile tongue did flicks, rolls and licks all over the seam of her slit and the surrounding tissue. On, and on…and on. She had no doubt that he went through the alphabet and several shapes and figures from the way that tongue skipped all over her pussy.


    Just when she felt ready to combust, his tactics changed slightly as his lips began to pull at her sex. This made the knots in her belly tighten and twist until she could hardly even breathe, made frantic with blissful enjoyment.


    He sucked on her folds and teased open her hood to find that tiny pearl of pleasure. He lapped at her clit, giving her a jolt of electricity that made her scream his name until it bounced off the ceiling.


    Yes…yes. Yes! Makayla said the word over and over, her fingers clutching everywhere. The sheets, his hair, his shoulders. She squirmed and jerked and spasmed with every brush of that tongue. And when he used two fingers to push her wide open to reveal the pinkness waiting within, Makayla didn’t expect what came next.


    Blade, fucking her with that energetic tongue of his. Jabbing inside her core and teasing the sensitive inner walls. Making her juice up so much she felt it spilling down to her crack. Makayla didn’t know what to do with all this agony, this bliss. She wanted more, and yet she was afraid what it would make her do. She was afraid she’d explode.


    Blade buried his face in her cunt and it felt like he was ready to eat her alive. Spotlights of pleasure came on full blast behind her vision, blinding her as she doubled over, flopped, and bucked until she felt like she’d been fired with a taser.


    As if there wasn’t enough ecstasy to contend with, Blade suddenly intensified her high by pushing in one finger while he licked around the swelling edges of her pussy. He raked in and out with that lone finger and she gripped on so tightly to his hair she heard him groan with approval. His thumb swept over her clitoris before pressing down in long, circular motions. His lips stayed glued to every part of her genitals he could reach while his thumb teased her clit and fucked her pussy with his index finger.


    Now Makayla knew for certain he wanted to drive her insane. She didn’t care. She was ready to go wild for him any given day. When another finger slipped in, making them two, Makayla went through another plane of passion. She could feel her orgasm build up to a magnitude that threatened to crush her beneath its force. One more stroke of his thumb across her clit; one last push of his fingers into her g-spot and Makayla was undone.


     


    Chapter Sixteen


    Blade loved making Makayla come. And watching her come. There was a way to how she let go that triggered something off in his brain; a tripwire of manly fulfillment that made him swell with pride and hot, blinding lust.


    Her climax hit her so hard she almost sprung off the bed. Quickly, he clamped his hands on her thighs and kept her down while he lapped up her jetting juices. Damn, she tasted good. Blade wanted to commit that taste to memory. She was saying his name as her orgasm rocked her from head to foot and it was like music to his ears. Makayla was everything. She’d brought her openness and her realness with her and blew a hole right through his defenses, more than any of those pushy women he’d met in the past could ever do. Blade could see himself laying his heart on the line for a woman like Makayla. And no matter what happened, he’d never regret that move.


    Finally, she was still, though her chest was heaving. Ever so slowly, he kissed her sensitive inner thighs, reluctantly moving away from her glittering pink and pouty pussy before wending his lips upwards. Her belly, her breasts, her throat. He licked at the gentle sheen of perspiration coating her skin there, and felt her shudder endlessly. He smiled, raised his head to look down into her hooded, glistening eyes. Tears. Puzzled, he stared into her streaked face. “What’s wrong?”


    She let out that spontaneous, beautiful sounding laugh he was getting to love. “Nothing’s wrong! It just…it felt so good. Nothing like that’s ever felt so good,” she told him, her tone sobering. Her hands rested on his chest, and Blade felt the ultimate wall come crashing down when he looked into the open window of her face.


    He loved her.


    He knew that now. Without a doubt in his mind he knew.


    It was as gut-deep an instinct as he’d had whenever he was stationed on that wall, about to bring down that ‘mark’ with just one bullet from his sniper rifle.


    The analogy might seem unsavory to some but it was the truth. Blade had lived by the gun and it had been a tough choice to make but he’d been darned too good at it to do anything else while he was in the Army.


    And yet now that he was out of active duty he’d always been afraid he’d lost some part of his humanity. That piece had fused right back when he met Makayla. Now, with her gazing up at him with the same kind of glow on her face that he was sure was showing on his, he felt like he was finally finding his way back. God! It felt good to be home.


     


    Chapter Seventeen


    Makayla didn’t care how much Gina or Evelyn teased her. She was in love and it was about time.


    Gina got back from her trip to find that her stepbrother may have moved out to his new place, but he was firmly ensconced in Makayla’s heart.


    Evelyn too, finally got resigned to the possibility that she might have been wrong and that her sister had actually hit a goldmine with Blade.


    Between her sister and her roommate, Makayla went through enough good-natured ribbing to make her feel a tad uncomfortable about her new emotions. Now that she was dating Blade seriously, she’d done all she could to stay sensible – outside the bedroom, at least. Behind closed doors, she let go of every notice of sound judgment. When Blade made love to her, it was another time zone, a whole alternate universe where she didn’t need to hold anything back.


    But she was still holding back in the real world. She had to. Only her friends and sister really knew just how she truly felt about Blade. She was crazily infatuated with the guy and she wouldn’t let him see it. Oh sure, he knew she was wildly attracted to him and that he drove her up the beanstalk with his bedroom skills, but self-preservation kept the L-word or any real show of sentimentality out of the deal.


    For one, she knew he still had issues. There were nights they spent together that she had to wake him up gently from whatever was making him groan and shiver in his sleep. She could tell it had something to do with his time in the Army but she wasn’t professional enough to handle any of that. She gave him all the support she could as a friend and a lover and hoped that whatever he was suffering about, he’d get through it. She was counting on one day bringing it up and finding out how he could seek peace from what had broken inside him.


    Then there was the other part of the picture, involving his ex-lover Jessica and her son, Jamie. She knew they were an element of Blade’s life and she’d never dream of questioning or getting jealous of that. She respected the fact that he saw Jamie as his even after what Jessica had done in trying to trick him.


    Makayla knew he spent quite a bit of time over there with the boy, and she tried hard not to feel insecure of Blade being around Jessica. For all Makayla knew, Jessica had a boyfriend or was even married so there was no chance of Jessica trying to get Blade back, was there?


    Although it was beginning to get annoying the way Jessica always seemed to be calling about some emergency whenever Blade was with Makayla. She wasn’t sure how Jessica did it, but the woman seemed to have perfect timing; always interrupting Blade and Makayla just at certain moments that made her want to scream.


    But so far Makayla had never complained. It almost killed her, but she kept her opinion to herself each time Blade apologized to say he had to rush over to Jessica’s after one well-timed emergency call or the other. Makayla was a woman and she begin to realize exactly what Jessica was up to; she only wished Blade could see it too.


    A part of her feared that Jessica had a more powerful hold over Blade and if Makayla didn’t do something soon and put her foot down, she’d be losing out on the best thing that had ever come into her life. But if she pushed too far, she took the chance of losing Blade forever…


     


     


    Chapter Eighteen


    Jessica hid her smirk when she opened the front door and saw Blade standing there with a worried frown on his face. “Where is he?” was all he asked.


    She jerked her head back. “In his room.”


    Without another word, Blade shouldered past her into the small hallway before making his way down to the end and turning right to Jamie’s bedroom.


    She followed and soon saw Blade standing over the sleeping form of the pajama-clad child. Jessica watched as Blade very gently brushed back the dark blonde hair off the boy’s forehead. Jamie’s breathing was soft and steady, and there was only a slight pallor beneath the flush of his cheeks to indicate he was nothing other than a healthy, sleeping young child.


    Just as quietly as he’d entered, Blade left the dim bedroom and headed for the living room.


    Biting on her bottom lip, Jessica joined him, asking lightly, “Would you like a beer or something?”


    He let out a harsh breath and she became all too aware of the tension in his tall, muscled frame. Jessica had to bite down the pang of regret she felt every time she looked at him. Even after so long, it still felt like she was being showered by shrapnel every time she thought of what they’d once shared.


    It had been nothing but a few months of passion but Jessica had convinced herself that they might have stood a chance if she’d worked harder at keeping him.


    And she didn’t think it was too late to try again.


    “No, I don’t want a beer,” he enunciated with clipped words. “Jessica, its two fucking a.m. You called me saying Jamie was having a crisis again.”


    “Well, you should have seen him five minutes ago,” Jessica said defensively, stalking to the kitchen. She needed to stall so she started to clatter with the tea things, trying to get hot water on. She yelped in surprise when Blade’s fingers closed around her upper arm and yanked her round to face him.


    “Don’t think I don’t see what you’re doing.”


    “What?” she snapped, eyes wide with innocence. “You said you’d always be around when I needed you. Well, I needed you. But then he stabilized before you got here so I put him to bed.”


    He let her go with a disgusted sigh, turning with his back to her and his hands on his hips.


    Jessica smiled smugly to herself, saying aloud, “Being there for Jamie is more than putting a check in the mail or looking in once in a while. You know Jamie sees you as a father and since Thomas isn’t here...”


    “Don’t you fucking mention his name,” Blade said through gritted teeth as he spun round and shoved his face into hers. Jessica gulped.


    “Thomas was my friend. He was a damned good soldier, a man of honor. And you fucked up that memory when you told me what happened between you two. But I never blamed him because you and I were not even together anymore and I know you practically threw yourself at him. But you keep him out of this conversation.”


    “Why? Because you think I’m the devil’s incarnate and he was some saint?” Jessica asked with equal fury. “I know I seduced him but he didn’t have to go along with it if he hadn’t wanted to. Thomas had a choice, Blade. And he took what he wanted because he’d wanted it before. He’d always wanted it.”


    “What the hell are you talking about now?”


    Jessica exhaled sharply. “That night we met. When you were with your guys from the Teams and I was with my girls at that bar. Hank saw and approached me first. He was all over me but then I caught sight of you and I decided you were the one I wanted. He backed down gamely but I knew he never stopped desiring me.”


    “Oh, fuck.” Blade turned away again, shoving his hand through his hair and then clutching the short strands like he wanted to pull them out.


    “I know you don’t want to hear this about your best friend, but maybe he wasn’t all that reluctant when the time came to claim what I offered so temptingly,” Jessica said with a shrug. “I mean, he didn’t have to drive me home, but he did. He could have just put me in a cab or something. He didn’t have to come up into my front door either. He probably knew I was using him after you dumped me but he didn’t seem to care. Not until the broad light of day when he suddenly decided he was messing with fire for sleeping with me. Because he figured you’d hate him if you found out.”


    “Why are you telling me this now?” Blade said, speaking through teeth so tightly ground she could see the muscles hardening in his jaw.


    Jessica hugged her arms around her, viewing him with softened eyes. “Jamie needs a family, Blade. He’s growing up so fast…and with all he’s been through almost since the day he was born, I can’t help but wish I could give him a better life. With parents who love him and will stick around.”


    Blade laughed, surprising her by the sound. It was light and not too loud but jarring enough to make her purse her lips.


    “What’s so damn funny?” she spat, her fists clenching at her sides.


    “You are.” Blade suddenly sobered, his laughter wiped off his face as he regarded her.


    “You’ve always been manipulative, Jessica. Right from the start. You tried to manipulate me when we were dating because you were so sure you could convince me to take things deeper. And when I left you, you tried to manipulate me by sleeping with my best friend. But worst of all was when you tried to trick me into thinking I was Jamie’s real father. If that isn’t unbelievably manipulative then I don’t know what the hell is.”


    His lips curled derisively. “The only reason I’m standing here right now is because of that little boy sleeping back there. I love him as much as I did when I thought he was mine. You didn’t even tell me about him until Thomas was killed in the helicopter crash. When you sent me that letter telling me I had a son, you caught me right where you wanted-in your web of deceit.”


    “I’m not like that,” Jessica breathed, staring at him with shimmering eyes. “You always make me feel like a piece of trash.”


    Blade shrugged. “If the shoe fits…”


    Jessica’s eyes hardened. “It’s because of her, isn’t it?” she suddenly sneered. “That uppity new black girlfriend of yours who’s got you wrapped around her little finger. I can see you two have a lot in common – you both act like you’re better than everyone else.”


    Blade turned away impatiently, and Jessica couldn’t help shoving at his steel-cased arm in anger. “What is so special about her anyway? What’s a black girl got that I don’t?”


    “Please.” Blade’s voice was tired. “Let’s keep Makayla out of this.”


    “Yes, why don’t we?” Jessica asked fumingly, almost forgetting to keep her voice down so as not to wake up Jamie. “Before she came along you had your whole life mapped around Jamie. You left the Army and moved all the way down here to be close to him. Through everything, you’ve never turned your back on Jamie or me. But then you met that black piece of ass and suddenly you hardly seem to have the time for your ‘son’. As for me…I was never good enough except as someone to warm your bed, right? You never wanted a real relationship with me. Oh, no. The first chance you got, you dumped me like I meant nothing.”


    “You knew the score, Jessica,” Blade snarled, fury etched on every line of his face. “When we met, I told you I wasn’t ready for anything serious. I was hardly ever home thanks to my duty as a soldier. You told me you were cool with whatever we could share.”


    “Well, I lied!” she cried out suddenly, and then paused, breathing in heavily as she tried to get her composure back. Forcing a smile, she reached out a hand to cup his rigid jaw. “I never wanted to let you go, Blade. But I couldn’t tie you down. I wished everyday that Jamie was yours so that I’d have a reason to keep you with me.” She drew closer, pulling her slender frame up against the hardness of his.


    “You wanted that once, remember?” she asked softly, her eyes pinned to his lips as she linked her arms around his neck. “You were ready to make us into one big, happy family.”


    “And you said no,” Blade replied in a cool, mocking tone. “Remember?”


    Jessica sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. But then she pillowed her full breasts against his chest and moaned at the contact. She’d worn her thinnest t-shirt that reached barely past her thighs – and nothing else. Her wavy dark brown hair was done up in a becoming ponytail and she’d splashed on a gentle scent before he’d arrived – probably straight out of that bitch’s bed, thought the fuming Jessica. Schooling her features, she looked up into his eyes seductively.


    “I was angry; I wanted to punish you because I knew all you really wanted was Jamie even after you found out he wasn’t your son. I’m sorry, Blade. I’m sorry for every hurtful thing I ever did to you. I want to make up for it. Just tell me how,” she whispered, inching up on her tip toes so she could bring her lips just a breath away from his. But before she could kiss him, he gripped the sides of her face and held her off.


    “I’ll tell you how,” he said calmly, right before he reached behind his neck and wrenched her wrists away. “For starters, you can keep your claws – and your scheming – away from me.”


    As he spoke, he pulled back, before swiveling round and heading for the kitchen door.  Pausing in the open frame, he twisted round to add with gritted teeth, “And don’t ever use Jamie as some kind of tactic to get my attention. He’s not a bargaining chip. I’ll do anything for him but if you keep pushing, then you’ll make me do something I really don’t want to do.”


    “Like what?” scoffed Jessica, shaking with rage at being rejected – again. “Like turn your back on Jamie? You could never do that. You’re too much of a man of honor.” She said the word with a sneer in her lips which turned to derisive laughter as he spun around without another word and left.


     


    Chapter Nineteen


    Makayla felt Blade slip in quietly beside her. Resting on her side with her back to him, she tried not to stiffen when she felt his lips upon her shoulder. His kiss was soft as his hand travelled up her bare arm.


    “I know you’re awake,” he said, voice low and thickened with desire that made her bite on her lip in helpless response. She didn’t want to be turned on. Damn! She wanted to stay angry at him. He’d dashed out two hours earlier after a phone call from that annoying woman and now he wanted her.


    Makayla sighed and felt furious with herself for being so selfish. What if Jamie had needed help? No matter how many times or whatever time Jessica called, Makayla couldn’t begrudge the episodes when Blade had to leave to make sure everything was okay. So long as he always came back home to her.


    She turned over on her back and even in the dimness of the bedroom could see the blue gleaming fires in his eyes. Since he’d moved into his new place she’d been spending a lot of nights there, especially on weekends such as this one.


    His gaze travelled downwards as he viewed her bulky nightshirt, and his eyebrow lifted.


    “I thought the rule was - no clothes in bed?”


    His voice was a silken cascade of heat and she squirmed deep in her belly. Well, she had been mad earlier when he’d left right in the middle of their lovemaking thanks to Jessica’s unexpected call. So she’d grumpily dressed in her most un-sexy sleepwear hoping to send a message when he returned – if he returned that night – that she was no longer in the mood.


    So much for that, she thought with an inner laugh as she pulled off the offending item. “An oversight soon fixed. See?” she purred.


    “Oh, I see,” Blade growled, eyes locked to her breasts, plump and firm, swaying gently as she leaned up on her elbows. He cupped the right mound and squeezed possessively, his eyes burning a laser beam unto her flesh as he watched her nipple swell and stiffen beneath his flicking thumb.


    “Jamie’s okay though?” Makayla asked with concern, gasping underneath her breath as he teased her hungry little tit.


    “He’s fine,” Blade said, a flash of anger suddenly crossing his face. “I wish…”


    “What?” she asked softly, not happy to see him in such a mood.


    He shook his head quickly. “Never mind. Everything’s fine. I just hope it can stay that way for a long time. For one night at least so I can make sweet love to my sexy woman.”


    “So I’m your woman, huh?” Makayla said, suddenly twisting and getting him on his back so she could straddle him.


    “Yeah,” he said, letting her take his hands and guide them up her sides to her breasts. They spilled eagerly in his palms and he fondled them, his touch roughly passionate.


    “And you’re my man?” she asked, reaching behind her to grasp his thick cock which was already stiff and throbbing. She stroked it as her hips undulated and she ground her sex over his washboard abs, stimulating herself with the motion. They both groaned.


    “All yours, angel,” Blade replied, his face creasing in a grimace of pleasure as she lifted herself unto his straining cap, making it slick with the juices from her peeking folds. Keeping just the tip against her slit, she tightened her hold on the base of his cock and stroked herself with his broad crown.


    “I hope so. Because…” Because I don’t like to share, Makayla almost said but wasn’t sure how that would sound. It was in no way a reference to Jessica and certainly not Jamie. She loved her man and didn’t want another woman out there tugging him this way and that when it suited her. To change tack, she bent low and caught his lips in a moist, fiery kiss, delighted when he groaned deep in his throat with pleasure.


    Blade bucked his hips between her parted thighs, edging in past her pussy folds and making her gasp. Not yet ready to let him take charge, she contracted her strong pussy muscles and just managed to keep his thick crown from going further.


    Blade let out a deep, feral groan.


    “That’s a neat party trick,” he noted hoarsely, his fingers twisting her nipples hard and making them bead into rock-hard currants.


    “I’m glad you approve,” purred Makayla, senses swimming from the pleasure of his fierce touch.


    “I don’t think there’s anything about you of which I don’t approve,” Blade told her with his eyes blazing over her naked, writhing body. “Ever since that first night you stripped off in the living room and invited me into your bed…I’ve been enraptured by you, my sexy angel.”


    Thinking this earned him a bit of a reward, Makayla bit on her bottom lip sensually and slid a few more inches down on his cock, enveloping his half of thickness inside her slippery-soft cove. Blade tossed his head back and groaned ‘yes’.


    Makayla smiled, and then gasped as his organ pulsated strongly within her. Oh heavens, that felt good. He filled her up so well, so easily. And he wasn’t even all the way in yet. Each time he stroked into her sheathed velvet, it felt like it was a brand new experience.


    “And ever since I found you sleeping in my bed, I started to have a thing for my hunky unexpected guest,” Makayla confessed in turn, her hands roaming all over his broad, smooth chest, her fingernails raking on his nipples.


    “I liked sleeping in your bed,” Blade said agreeably, sliding his errant hands from her tits to scoop her ass. He squeezed the firm rounded globes tight, his touch urging her to take him deeper.


    “Hopefully, sleeping isn’t all you liked to do…,” Makayla joked and then stiffened, gasping in sensuous surprise when she felt his wicked fingers rim close to her tiny secret hole right in the crack of her bottom. It was a tingling caress that felt sweetly carnal and unexpected, and she found she liked the sensation. She met his steamy look and knew she couldn’t tease them both any longer.


    Bracing her hands against his rock-hard abs, Makayla sank down on his turgid staff with excruciating slowness. It made her start panting through wide open lips as he felt like he was splitting her in two from below. She stared into his face and saw her fevered agony mirrored there in equal measure. He gripped harder on her ass and shoved her more strongly down till she felt the slamming together of their bodies. Fused as one, Makayla started to grind over him, seeking the perfect angle for his cock to pierce her like never before.


    His hips rose to meet hers as they picked up a restless rhythm. She knew he loved the way she bounced on him, using her waist, hips and thighs to send him exactly where he wanted to go, and that was deep. Deep enough to make her let out a high-pitched cry each time he slammed some hidden, magical spot within her molten depths.


    “You intoxicate me,” Blade said, turning her on even more just by looking deep into her eyes the way that made her heart – and pussy – sing. He had the most mesmerizing, hypnotically beautiful eyes. Like a tempest-tossed sea at midnight. His handsome face was an image of enticement and Makayla couldn’t think of making love to anyone else ever again. Unless they could clone themselves into exact replicas of her gorgeous lover, then she wasn’t biting.


    “And you make everything switch on inside me,” Makayla said breathlessly, moving with faster and tighter dips and rolls of her hips.


    “Makayla…fuck,” Blade groaned, raising himself off the pillows and seizing her lips roughly, groaning with each thrust of his tongue against hers. Using his powerful arms, he maneuvered into a sitting position as they remained face-to-face, tongues never unlacing, cock still wedged to pussy. He brought her legs to lock around his waist and now Makayla knew she had to keep up the pace and take control over how fast or slow she brought them to the peak.


    Head flung back, she glided smoothly up and down his thighs, losing herself in that dark, stirring place that radiated with fierce hunger. She filled herself to the brim with Blade’s throbbing maleness, feeding on his powerful passion. She heard him growl as his hands kneaded her breasts before guiding them to his mouth, sucking hard on them one by one.


    Blade and Makayla romped with the familiarity of age-old lovers, bodies merging till it felt like they were made of one heart, one single nerve cell that pounded in expectation of that impeding mutual eruption. As ever, their orgasms were conjoined; Makayla bucking helplessly as Blade now finally ramped upwards to meet her bouncing hips. To her pleasure, Blade sought her gaze as he too, gave in to his spectacular release, sharing the moment with her as their slippery bodies glided together in a seamed dance of destiny.


     


    Chapter Twenty


    Blade walked into the noisy bar and at once took notice of a familiar face. He quickly made his way through the press of people to the tall, broad-shouldered man sitting on a bar stool nursing a beer. The man promptly ordered another one and had it waiting by the time Blade was standing next to him.


    “Hey, Drake,” Blade said, as both men shook hands firmly.


    “I was wondering if you’d show up,” the man said. Drake Hopper was darkly handsome, an eye-catching figure even next to Blade. They’d served in the same elite Special Ops team and were also close friends. Drake however was a few years older, and had the same kind of ‘don’t mess with me’ aura that Blade carried around. One look at them both, with their short hair style, muscle t-shirts and commanding persona and anyone would back away.


    “I said I’d show up, so I did,” Blade said with a shrug, accepting the beer with thanks before taking a grateful sip. “Where are the other guys?”


    “Tommy got delayed but he’ll be here soon. And Chad just called that he’s on his way,” Drake said, his piercing gray eyes viewing Blade shrewdly. “You okay?”


    Blade glanced at his friend, seeing the concern on his face. “Yeah, I’m fine. Better, in fact.”


    Blade knew what Drake was talking about. They’d fought the same battles and gone on the same assignments. Their friendship spanned as many years as the one Blade had shared with Thomas. And being a close pal meant that Drake knew about how the stress from warfare had affected Blade like it had many of the other guys coming home from service.


    It was true that many of them returned to the everyday world and put whatever had happened behind them. They got on with their normal lives. Blade liked to think he’d moved on pretty well compared to a few other guys he knew of. And yet, in the past he hadn’t been able to hide from Drake the fact that sometimes, he did get those pangs of conscience or whatever anyone liked to call it. But in the last few months since he got back, Blade had been seeing a counselor and on top of that, he had Makayla.


    Meeting her had turned his life around and she had no idea how good she’d been for him. Her acceptance and affection was absolute and just being with her had brought on a healing faster than anything else he’d tried.


    “Well, you look great,” Drake said approvingly, and Blade nodded his thanks. He knew about Drake being a volunteer helping out with veterans who suffered severe anxiety disorders or other forms of PTSD, from being participants or witnesses in traumatic events whether in Afghanistan, Iraq or any other troubled zone they’d served in.


    Drake had certainly been a great friend and confidant to Blade, helping him out with his own issues by giving him a listening ear when Blade needed one. It was always great to talk to someone who’d actually been there and experienced similar events, and wasn’t just some psychiatrist who just couldn’t get it like a fellow special ops ex-member could.


    Another great thing about serving in the Army was the brotherhood they’d all forged with their fellow team mates, many of whom had, after several tough assignments, owed their lives to each other.


    “So have you made up your mind about the offer?” Drake asked, signaling the bar tender to refresh their drinks.


    Blade paused before replying. Drake had been on him for months to join the security outfit Drake had set up with a couple other guys.


    “I’m not sure, man,” Blade muttered, shagging his fingers through his hair. “I never pictured myself as the babysitter type. Especially not to some self-obsessed A-lister or over-demanding rock star.”


    “Those wouldn’t be the only kind of clients. There’ll be business moguls, political figures, and even health aid personnel working in big charity organizations. It’s not going to be all about ‘babysitting’ rich folk,” Drake said with a grin.


    “You’re saying that because you’d be the one dealing with gathering the intelligence and all other administrative aspects, while the rest of us get to be handlers,” Blade retorted, though he was grinning too.


    Drake smirked. “Yeah; let’s just say I get pissed off with self-centered rich people too. But the pay is great. I want you in, Blade. Only the best on my team, as always,” he added seriously.


    Blade couldn’t deny he’d been seriously considering it. Before he’d moved here, it had been great to think he’d have a job waiting which was right beside his former brothers in arms. But then he’d been worried about taking up another high-risk occupation especially when he planned on being there for Jessica and Jamie. But after Jessica had thrown his offer of marriage back in his face, he’d been telling himself that working in the security business might not be so bad after all. Besides, how risky could it be protecting one moneybag or another?


    He certainly needed to get his head on screwed straight, especially now that he was about to propose to Makayla.


    That was another thing that was helping to make up his mind. With a steady job he knew he could show her he was more than ready to provide a solid environment for a marriage to thrive. He wanted to make sure he kept her in his life – for good. She didn’t have a clue yet just what an impact she’d made on him since they’d met and he wasn’t about to give that up, ever.


    “Well?” Drake pressed, his eyebrow cocking.


    Breaking out of his wandering thoughts, Blade turned to Drake, about to answer when something caught his eye just over Drake’s shoulder.


    Jessica had walked in, escorted by a tall man with sandy brown hair. He was bulky without looking fat and was good-looking in a mean kind of way. Blade couldn’t help scowling especially when he remembered how Jessica had been acting ever since that night two weeks ago. She’d stopped taking his calls and whenever he came by the house to see Jamie, she was either out or inside pretending not to be home.


    He watched as she settled down at a table with her date who quickly ordered drinks. She glanced around idly and then noticed Blade. She froze, eyes widening in shock before it was replaced with consternation. Suddenly, she mumbled something to her date who looked surprised when she immediately rose and exited the bar.


    “I’ll be right back,” Blade said to the puzzled Drake, who nodded and watched Blade leave quickly through the front entrance.


    Blade caught up with Jessica as she stalked outside, smoking furiously on a cigarette.


    He called out her name and she spun around, her eyes flashing when they met his. “What do you want?” she spat.


    “Why have you been avoiding me? And who was that guy you were with in there?” was his angry reply. When she huffed and turned away, he took her by the wrist to yank her back to face him when she yelped in pain.


    Blade frowned in confusion; he hadn’t grabbed her that hard. The sleeve of her dress fell back from her raised hand, revealing the bruises only barely faded from her slender flesh.


    “What the…,” Blade growled in anger, lifting his eyes to hers. “Who did this? Is it that guy in the bar? If it’s him I’m going to fuck him up right now.”


    Jessica grabbed his arm as he made to swivel round to return to the interior of the bar. “No! Wait, please. He’s my boyfriend. Don’t touch him. And he didn’t really mean it. We were just…we argued a bit last night…”


    “And did that give him the right to wring your arm and give you all these bruises? You call that a boyfriend? Please don’t tell me you allow that piece of scum anywhere near Jamie.”


    “Don’t call Vince a piece of scum!” Jessica cried out furiously. “At least he’s there for me. Not like you, so preoccupied with your princess girlfriend ‘Makayla’.”  She said the name with a sneering roll of her head.


    “I have been there for you, Jessica. Even though Jamie’s not mine I promised myself I’d do what I can for him because of Thomas. Also because the boy’s innocent and…”


    “And I’m not, right?” Jessica said bitterly. “I’m scum just like Vince. That’s why you’d never dream of being with me for real. I’m not your precious Makayla.”


    “Why do you keep bringing her up? What has she got to do with this?”


    “Because if it wasn’t for her, you’d be with me!” Jessica cried out, her body leaning forward as she all but screeched in his face. “And Jamie would be able to have a real family, a real father. But you don’t care about that anymore, do you? You don’t really care what happens to Jamie. If you did, you’d…” She shook her head, not bothering to finish, her eyes filled with loathing as she viewed Blade. “Just keep your self-righteous concern away from me and my son. We don’t need you.” And with one last glare at him, she stubbed out her cigarette and went back into the bar.


    Blade let out a furious sigh, shoving his hands through his hair as he tried to stay calm. He was almost shaking with the need to go back in there and bash that guy Vince to the ground for what he’d done to Jessica. Just thinking that she was with someone like that, and possibly letting Jamie witness domestic violence crap was enough to make Blade see red.


    He was in a shitty dilemma and didn’t know what the hell to do because he was scared. Scared of losing Makayla and scared he’d fail in his mission to keep Jamie safe. Like he’d told Jessica, Jamie was the innocent party in all this and Blade would never turn his back on the boy. And Makayla…he could tell she was getting more and more worried about his interaction with Jessica and how it troubled him especially when Jessica had started her new tactic of ignoring and avoiding him.


    This is just so fucked up, Blade thought, as he balanced his clenched fists on his hips, standing there on the moon-lit pavement in front of the bar. Now he remembered why he preferred staying out of serious relationships. He’d been wary of having to face something like this. Having to choose. Needing to work out the balance between his self-induced duty to Jamie, and his growing feelings for Makayla. Good god, he adored her. And he loved Jamie. What the heck was he going to do?


    He forced himself to return to the present, knowing Drake would be getting worried. Blade was reluctant to go back inside, unsure what he might do if he caught sight of that bastard Vince or whatever his name was. The guy was obviously abusing Jessica in some way even if it was just bullying or using his superior strength unfairly against her if those bruises were anything to go by. How could Jessica put up with that?


    Afraid of what he might do, he called Drake on his mobile phone to apologize that he had to go and would talk to him later.


    “Is everything okay?” Drake asked worriedly on the line. “The guys will be here any minute. Why’d you go off like that?”


    “Something came up,” Blade said, fingers pinching the bridge of his nose as he closed his eyes tightly for a second. “I can’t talk now but I’ll be fine. And about that offer we discussed…I’ll give you my answer next time, you have my word. It was good seeing you, Drake.”


    “You too, brother,” Drake said deeply. “Take it easy.”


    Blade thanked him and hung up though he wondered how the hell he was going to be taking anything easy what with the quandary he had on his hands.


     


    Chapter Twenty-One


    It had taken a lot for Makayla to come to a final decision.


    She checked her reflection in the mirror one more time, regarding the way the ruffles fell beautifully on her snug-fitting dress. She didn’t feel particularly beautiful, though she knew that the outfit, her hair and make-up was stunning. Blade was coming to pick her up to go somewhere fancy for dinner. She hadn’t seen him for two days thanks to her trip to London on business.


    She’d accompanied her boss to close a major investment deal with their UK partners. Dave had been really impressed with her contribution and had dropped hints about the company considering her for another promotion. His offer had a catch though and Makayla felt torn but that wasn’t the main reason why she was in such low spirits.


    Seeing Blade again was always enough to put the wind to her sails no matter how her day or week had been. But tonight the dinner date was one she’d been dreading ever since he’d called her that morning to remind her.


    Suddenly, she heard his truck pull up in front of her apartment. Her roommate, Gina was on night duty at the hospital, so when Blade came in through the unlocked door he wasted no time before tugging her into his arms and kissing her senseless.


    Makayla lost herself in his taste and feel and for those few moments, life was magical. She breathed him in like oxygen and held it there, in her heart. She never wanted to exhale. But seconds later he was drawing back gently, forcing Makayla to return to the here and now as she opened her eyes slowly, almost unwilling to break from the spell of his kiss.


    “God, you can’t possibly look more beautiful than the last time I saw you,” Blade rumbled, his words thick with arousal as he gazed down at her in the silky white dress with its cut-out pattern at the waist, arms and the hem ending in seductive ruffles down her hips. She’d wanted to look extra-special tonight, wanted Blade to keep a wonderful image of her after she…


    “Thank you,” she returned with a ready smile even as her heart cracked within. “You look ever so dashing if I must say.” He did, too. Whenever he took the effort to be in a suit and tie he looked like a freaking sex magnet. She felt like she would dissolve into a gooey mess just looking at him with his baby-blue dress shirt setting off his dark blue eyes, his jacket fitting him like it was made for him, his shoulders as hard-packed and broad as his waist and hips were lean and tapered. His dark blonde hair was growing out and now had waves which were slicked neatly back.


    “You mustn’t, but it’s appreciated all the same,” Blade said, grinning before leaning forward to kiss her forehead as he added huskily, “I missed you.”


    “I missed you too,” Makayla said on a sigh, clutching at his lapels for one desperate moment. But before he could notice any inner turmoil, she pulled back and looked up at him with a cheeky grin. “Well, since you’ve refused to let me cook any dinner for you in return for all the fabulous meals you keep whipping up for us, let’s go have our fancy night out then.”


    Blade chuckled, placing his arm in the small of her back as they headed for the door. “Angel, even you wouldn’t eat your own cooking. You’re adorable, Makayla but you can’t cook.”


    She made a pouty lip which ended up getting plucked in a quick kiss that stole her breath. Blade drew back, eyes gleaming dangerously. “We definitely better leave now before I give in to the urge to rip into you here and now, sexy. Besides, tonight’s extra special and that’s why I planned this “fancy night out”. Now come on.”


    He was smiling warmly as he led her outside, and Makayla forced a bright smile on her face even though she balked inwardly. What did he have in store for them, she wondered? Whatever it was, she couldn’t help thinking that her own plans were going to conflict in the worst way and this made her dread the whole evening all the more.


     


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Blade wasn’t dumb and he knew Makayla far too well not to tell that something was bothering her. Their meal arrived and she barely picked at it, confirming his suspicions. Blade told himself he knew exactly what had her in such a mood and he felt sure he also knew just what to make that smile on her face turn from phony to heart-felt.


    “Makayla.”


    Her head jerked up guiltily when he said her name softly. He took her hand over the table cloth, eyes pinned to hers. “You’re troubled, I can tell.”


    Her ensuing laugh was shaky. “I’m maybe a little nervous tonight, I guess.”


    “That’s funny because so am I. But more than a little.” He was grinning when she frowned in puzzlement even as she smiled.


    “I’d never have imagined you being nervous about anything,” she said in a low tone.


    “You’d be surprised,” he murmured, taking a sip of wine to wet his suddenly parched throat. He hadn’t been joking – he was worried as hell. What if she said no? What if he wasn’t convincing enough? What if…


    “So what’s making you nervous?” he asked, cutting off those worrying thoughts and perking his eyebrow at her. “Is it about your last trip to London?”


    “Uh…something like that. But, you first. Why could you possibly be nervous?” Makayla asked quickly, obviously buying more time.


    A smile tilted the corner of his lips, his hold on her slender fingers tightening warmly. “Maybe you already guessed. I’ve not exactly been too subtle about it. I mean here we are, having a romantic dinner in a classy Italian restaurant.”


    Blade broke off, snagging a breath. Damn! He’d staked out loads of life-threatening missions on his own; faced the barrel of a weapon face to face more than once, and spent the last ten years living the life that the toughest guys out there only dreamed about but couldn’t survive in. So he should be the last person getting nerves right now. And yet, this wasn’t combat, this was his heart on the line this time. And the woman before him could shatter it to smithereens with just one word.


    Looking up at her raptly attentive face, he said simply, “I love you, Makayla. I don’t have any other fancy way to say it. Or to do this.”


    He pulled his hand from hers to retrieve a small box from his inner suit pocket. He heard her gasp out loud when he opened the box to reveal a dazzling engagement ring. He placed the open box in front of her and nodded.


    “Try it on; see if it fits. It was my mother’s,” he said, grinning. “Okay, just a warning though that trying it on is almost the same as accepting because then I’m going to be really bossy and never let you take it off once you wear it.”


    “Oh my God, Blade,” Makayla breathed, staring down at the ring, her fists clenching on either side of her dinner plate. “It’s so beautiful. It’s…perfect.”


    “That’s why I’m offering it to the right person,” Blade said quietly, all humor gone as he gazed into her now pale face.


    Her expression was pained as she looked up at him and suddenly Blade’s heart stopped because he knew exactly what was coming next.


     


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    No, I’m not the right person, Makayla wanted to say; Jessica is. And Jamie.


    But her voice felt choked in her throat.


    Hearing Blade say he loved her had given her a jab of pleasure-pain that had her feeling ripped in two. She wished she could tell him she loved him too since that was the truth. And yet she’d held back, only to get one more shock when he’d unearthed the gorgeously set diamond ring.


    It physically hurt her to look up into his face and prepare to tell him that she couldn’t marry him. And she couldn’t tell him the real reason. She didn’t want him to feel any more guilt than he’d already suffered.


    “I’m sorry,” she hushed, trembling inside at the effort it was taking to do this without caving in. “I can’t accept the ring. I can’t marry you, Blade.”


    Before he could ask why, she started speaking quickly, ignoring the pain and shock etched on his handsome face.


    “I’m…it’s very hard for me to make the decision but don’t think I haven’t taken time to even consider it. I don’t need more time. I’m leaving, Blade. I’ve been offered a higher position in London and it’s a great opportunity for me. I’m going to take it.”


    “Tell me this is a joke,” Blade said, his voice toneless.


    Makayla had to keep herself from choking on a sob, willing back the hot tears threatening to spill. “I’m not joking. I’ve always only dreamed of getting this chance. I can’t afford to blow it after I’ve worked so hard to get here. The pay’s fabulous and my chances of reaching the top in record time have doubled. I was hoping you’d be happy for me.”


    “Oh, I am,” Blade said thinly. “I’m happy you’re set to achieve your dreams. Too bad I thought those dreams would somehow happen to fit me in somewhere. Guess I was wrong.”


    “Blade…”


    “But maybe I wasn’t so wrong,” he cut in with a musing tone. “I mean, from the start I told myself that I’m not really your type. I was sure this was all just an exciting diversion for you considering I’m no hotshot Wall Street tycoon with four degrees. I’m just a soldier with some pretty fucked-up issues and who the hell was I to expect you to want to deal with that?”


    “Blade, I know you’re mad, but please…”


    “I could never be mad at you,” Blade said with far more composure than Makayla had expected and yet she felt chilled by the icy rim within his blue eyes. “I should have known; I had to see this coming but I was blind even though it’s not the first time. I’m used to certain women wanting me to keep them warm in bed but when it comes to making me a part of their lives, they decide they want to go for something better; more conformed to their fancy level.”


    “I never thought I was fancy…”


    “You don’t have to,” Blade said with a twist to his lips. “It’s just enough that you are. You’re accomplished, ambitious and beautiful. You don’t deserve a man like me; you need one of those country club types with the kind of background to ensure you don’t get embarrassed trying to introduce him to your co-workers and friends.”


    “If you believe I could ever be embarrassed by you then you don’t know anything about me,” Makayla said, eyes flashing as he hit a nerve. “You’re a well decorated former Special Ops who served his country faithfully and I’d be proud to think I ever had you in my life.”


    “But it still wasn’t good enough to keep me there, was it?” Blade murmured calmly, retrieving the ring and placing it safely back in his pocket.


    “I’ve told you my reason, Blade,” she said on a ragged sigh.


    “Well I don’t believe you,” he replied in that same calm tone. “But it doesn’t even matter. Not anymore. Are you ready to leave?”


    Makayla could only nod dumbly. Her legs felt shaky as she realized what she’d done and that she couldn’t take it back. And yet many times during the silent, tense drive back she opened her mouth to do just that – tell Blade she’d made a mistake. That she was crazy and would never leave him because of some stupid promotion overseas.


    But deep inside she told herself she’d done the right thing and couldn’t back out now. She needed to save her strength for the long night of painful tears which would be the first of many in the lonely weeks to come.


     


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Makayla heard the doorbell ring and was reluctant to go answer it. She figured it was any of her friends or even her sister Evelyn, as always eager to drag her out to some club or party in the hope of lightening her dreary outlook over the past several weeks.


    Staying at the apartment was getting gloomier especially now that Gina was away more often planning her Bahamas wedding. Makayla was glad when Gina finally picked her younger sister Veronica as a bridesmaid because Makayla knew she was in too much of a sorry state to be anyone’s maid of honor for the wedding taking place in two weeks time.


    The bell kept ringing incessantly and Makayla finally had no choice but to drag herself off of the sofa where she’d been watching re-runs of her favorite series just to keep herself from tearing out her own hair.


    She tugged open the front door with a scowl which disappeared into a surprised look at the strange woman standing there. It was a beautiful brunette who looked just a few years older than Makayla. She was dressed casually in jeans and a brightly colored blouse. Makayla was sure they’d never met before.


    “You must be Makayla,” the woman said with a tentative smile, and something about her voice reminded Makayla of someone. “I’m Jessica.”


    The name clicked with the voice and Makayla’s eyes widened. Jessica, here? Oh Jesus! Now what?


    “Is there a problem? Because Blade isn’t here. We broke up,” Makayla said mechanically.


    The woman’s smile turned wry. “I know. Can I please come in?”


    Makayla reluctantly stepped back to allow the woman into the apartment. She was half-curious, half-dreading whatever Jessica thought they needed to talk about.


    Jessica gracefully declined Makayla’s offer of refreshment or even a seat as she stood in the middle of the living room. Jessica clasped her hands in front of her as she faced the puzzled Makayla.


    “I won’t take up much of your time. Jamie’s due for pick-up at the day care center but I just thought I had to see you and set some things straight.”


    “Okay,” Makayla said blankly, her mind still in a whirl.


    Jessica let out a deep breath. “Look, I think I know why you left Blade. He told me about your new promotion and everything but I’m thinking there’s more to your reason for turning down Blade’s proposal.”


    Makayla felt like the ground should just open up and swallow her. She’d never have believed Blade would tell Jessica anything about what went on between them.


    “Nice to know I’m a riveting topic of conversation,” Makayla said with thinning lips.


    “It’s not what you think. I managed to get it all out of him when he told me you two were not together now. Blade is very much a man of duty and I’m ashamed to say I’ve tried to take advantage of that. Most times, I’ve failed.”


    Jessica looked rueful. “Look, I won’t lie and say I didn’t want Blade. I tried to keep him on a leash but that didn’t work. I was gutted when he fell for you because then I knew he’d never ask me again to be his wife so that he could legally become Jamie’s father.”


    “Wait…Blade asked you to marry him?” Makayla looked shocked.


    “It was long ago, when I told him Jamie was his. And even when he found out Jamie wasn’t his, he stood by his offer. I was the one who said ‘no’ just to punish him. You could say I’ve acted really bitter.”


    Makayla tried to keep her expression neutral though she was inwardly agreeing to that statement.


    Jessica continued, “Anyway, to get to my point; soon after refusing him, I realized my mistake. As you can imagine I’ve been trying my best to get him to see that I’ve changed my mind. I wanted us to get married and be a family. But then…he fell in love with you.”


    “Well, I’m not in the way anymore, am I? You have Blade all to yourself now because he has nothing stopping him from getting married to you,” Makayla muttered, unable to hide her bitterness.


    Jessica regarded her shrewdly. “I knew it. You left him so that he could be with me and Jamie, right?”


    Makayla couldn’t help but shrug, unable to deny it now. “What does it matter? You’ve got what you wanted. Blade’s all yours. I couldn’t stand him being torn apart by his duty to you and his love for me. But don’t take me out to be some saint, because I’m not. I just wanted what’s best for Jamie.”


    “Thank you,” Jessica said calmly. “Looks like everyone has been doing stuff in Jamie’s interest. Except me.”


    Makayla looked at her quizzically, and Jessica continued, “I realized I’ve been as manipulative as Blade once accused me of. I got pregnant and tried to pin it on him. And when the real father died, I kept Blade on a guilt trip just so I could have him around. But not anymore.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Jamie will always have Blade,” Jessica said with a deep sigh and a smile. “Even I know that. Whatever happens, Blade will never turn away from Thomas’s son. I’m happy just knowing that. What I couldn’t stand was Jamie growing up and some day realizing the kind of woman I was, conniving and deceptive. Each time Blade did something selfless for Jamie or me, it made me hate myself more. When I found out he lost you, probably because of me, I suddenly realized how low I’d sunk.” She let out another sigh, and this time her eyes had a glint of moisture. “I don’t want to be that woman anymore. And I don’t want to stand in the way of Blade’s happiness anymore either.”


    Makayla didn’t know want to say, shocked by Jessica’s change of heart. “Now, don’t take me for a saint either,” Jessica said with a shaky smile. “But for once, I’m thinking of someone besides myself. Jamie’s getting healthier every day. I’m also choosier now about the kind of men I date so Blade doesn’t have to worry I’ll be with some loser who’ll put Jamie or me in danger. Blade will always be a part of Jamie’s life. I’m happy knowing that Jamie has a mother he can one day be proud of.”


    Makayla nodded, her heart swelling at the tremulous look on Jessica’s face. “I’m sure he will be.”


    “Yeah, thanks. So how do you plan on getting Blade back?”


    Makayla’s eyes widened, even as a stone the weight of a ton settled on her chest. “I can’t.” Makayla’s tone was factual. “I blew it. I know that. He’s never going to want me back.”


    Jessica shook her head. “He will, if you explain that it was to keep him from being caught in the middle,” Jessica said sensibly. “I knew in a flash that you were using that new promotion of yours as a ruse. If you’d told him you’d left him for me he’d never have let you go.”


    Makayla sighed raggedly. “Be that as it may. I wasn’t joking about the job. I did get the promotion and I fully intended to leave for London after Gina’s wedding. Gina’s his stepsister and my roommate.”


    “I know,” Jessica said with a nod. “And Blade’s going to be at the wedding. I’m thinking that’s a perfect situation for some serious making up. Nothing like a joyous wedding to put everyone in a good mood.”


    “You’re so wrong,” Makayla said with a firm shake of her head. “Blade’s mood is going to be far from good when he sees me. He’ll never want to hear what I have to say.”


    “Do you want him back or not?”


    Makayla blinked back hot tears of the regret and pain she’d borne these past weeks without him.


    “Of course I do! More than anything! I never stopped wanting him back. Every day,” Makayla muttered, brushing her knuckles over her eyes.


    “Then you’ve got to at least try,” Jessica told her firmly. “That’s one cause that’s worth fighting for if you ask me.”


     


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Blade had to admit that the pristine beach provided the most stunning backdrop for a wedding. The beach and the unbelievably gorgeous sunset which glowed warmly as Gina and Ray exchanged their loving vows in front of the fifty-odd guests.


    The sound of applause and laughter filled the air just as the newly wedding couple kissed. Blade thought his stepsister looked fantastic and he’d never seen her so happy.


    The wedding continued with the reception beneath the decorated gazebos and Blade found himself drawn into the endless photo-taking, dancing and cake cutting. There was no denying that this was a beautifully planned occasion and he was happy he could be there to celebrate with Gina. No matter how messed up his love life was, Blade could still find it in himself to be glad for others who’d been fortunate to find happiness with someone else.


    He managed to snag a dance with the new bride and she was gazing up at him with a warm smile as he swept her around the platform while the live Caribbean type music played.


    “I hope we get to dance like this at your wedding, Blade,” Gina teased.


    “Not the marrying kind, sis,” he said drily. “Not anymore.”


    Gina’s look was gentle. “Makayla’s here, you know. She’s been waiting to see you.”


    “I’m not in quarantine; she could have come up to me and said hello at any time,” Blade said gruffly. He couldn’t bear the mention of her name without flinching. He’d seen her of course, on different occasions during the ceremony. Always just a glimpse but always enough to make it feel like his gut was getting wrenched.


    He’d known she’d be here so he’d been more than prepared. He had no cause to avoid her and if anything it looked like she was avoiding him. He wasn’t a grudge-filled teen so he’d be civil with her if necessary but so far, she’d kept out of his way and damned if he’d go seeking her out.


    “I think it’s possible she’s interested in making up with you,” Gina ventured hesitantly. “I mean, she didn’t tell me much but from the way she’s been talking, she seems sorry to have broken up with you.”


    Blade let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know what game Makayla put you up to, but count me out of it, okay? And why would she even be talking about me? I’d have thought she’d been ready to move to London to start her once-in-lifetime job opportunity.”


    Gina’s hand rested gently on Blade’s chest. “She’s not going to London anymore. She declined the move.”


    Blade huffed. “That was stupid, if what she told me was anything to go by. This was supposed to be the game changer. The career boost of her dreams.”


    Gina sighed deeply. “I’m not going to try to convince you of anything but –“


    “Then don’t,” Blade said shortly, before cupping her face. “Focus on your wedding. That’s why we’re all here, okay? We’re here for you.”


    Gina smiled a happy, shaky smile and moments later, her groom appeared and Blade gallantly handed his stepsister to the beaming Ray.


    It was only as Blade walked over to the buffet table and picked up a glass of champagne that he realized his hand had a slight shake to it. Damn it all to hell! He couldn’t get Gina’s words out of his head about Makayla wanting him back. How was that even possible? After her heartless rejection and their devastating breakup, he’d never dreamed he’d even be giving her a second thought. And yet here he was, heart pounding at the prospect that he could possibly be with her again.


    But he wasn’t going to be played about like that. Makayla had broken him down like nothing he’d ever been through. Nothing in the service had prepared him for the desolation he’d experienced when she’d told him it was over.


    Was it believable that she was having second thoughts?


    Well, fuck that; thought Blade as he almost slammed down the fluted glass. The sun had long set and now the breath-taking beach was awash with a royal blue night sky, the surrounding well-lit for the wedding party that was in full swing. Despite himself, Blade glanced around for just one more glimpse of Makayla but she was nowhere to be seen anywhere in the happy crowd of guests.


    So much for that.


    He snatched up another glass of champagne and let it spill down his throat. Blade thought about downing glass after glass until he started numbing up. It looked like he was going to need it tonight because he was beginning to see that he was far from over her. He wasn’t even sure what he’d do if she walked up to him at that moment. Probably flatten her in his arms and kiss her senseless before making her swear she’d never leave him again.


    Blade told himself not to be a fool as soon as those thoughts registered. The fact was Makayla had never really cared and had used him for a bit of diverting amusement until something better came along.


    Swearing furiously under his breath, he decided he’d had enough. He was sure no one would miss him if he left now and besides, he was starting to have a dreadful headache after all that champagne on an empty stomach.


    He made his way the short distance to the waterside terraced mansion housing the hotel where he was staying. Many of the other guests were accommodated there and he couldn’t help wondering if Makayla also had a room in the same hotel.


    Reminding himself once again to stop thinking about her, he grabbed his key and located his room, too much in a dark mood to notice the beauty of his surroundings. He was too filled with gloom about how all the romance from the wedding was suddenly making him remember what he’d lost.


    Wrong…what he’d never had, his inner voice corrected.


    Swearing underneath his breath, Blade let himself into his suite and locked the door after him. He stripped out of his wedding outfit, a white tux over black dress pants, bowtie and pleated shirt and black shoes – all pretty formal considering it had been a destination wedding on the beach.


    But then Gina had wanted that part of the wedding to be traditional; the outfits, that is. The men all had to look dashing in their suits while the women had been sheathed in their gorgeously feminine gowns. Blade drew up a glimpse he’d had of Makayla in some kind of sea-foam colored dress of ethereal quality. It had hung on thin straps and she’d had matching flowers in her hair. The fabric had clung to her jealously, like a second skin and had seemed like a huff and a puff would blow it off her delectably curvy body.


    Shaking his head angrily to shake off the image, he stripped off the last of his clothes and headed straight for the shower. He set it on icy and didn’t care if it felt like he was freezing up his own veins, showering in water at that temperature.


    Blade could hear the laughter and music still wafting from the wedding party. Shoving his wet hair off his face, he reached for a towel to dry off.


    He padded into the bedroom and didn’t bother with the lights, letting the glow from the adjoined living room provide any kind of illumination he needed. Tossing off the towel, he slipped underneath the covers, letting out a deep sigh at the instant sensation of warmth that welcomed him.


    It took two seconds to register that he wasn’t alone in the bed.


    The fuck? Dazed, Blade straightened off the pillows and yanked away the covers. A slim, shapely figure twisted unto her back, moaning slightly as she blinked her eyes awake. The next moment Blade was snapping on the bedside light and he was soon able to tell who the hell had been sleeping in his bed.


    “What the hell…Makayla? What are you doing in my fucking bed?”


    He tried not to yell though he figured his voice had still come out in a loud roar. Makayla rubbed at her eyes, flinching at his loud tone. “I must have fallen asleep waiting…you took so long coming back…”


    “Oh, excuse me; I had no idea a naked woman would be waiting under my covers, keeping them warm for lucky old me,” he said coldly, the shock at seeing her not yet worn off. He still couldn’t tell if he wasn’t just dreaming her or maybe he was finally going nuts.


    “You don’t have to be mean,” Makayla mumbled, combing her wavy hair off her face as she looked at the fuming Blade. Oh boy, she’d never seen him so furious. What had made her think this was a good idea? Oh yeah, Gina. She’d thought it would be a nice touch considering how they’d met. But right then Blade didn’t seem impressed with the coincidence.


    “Mean…? Are you fucking joking…? How did you even get in here?” he growled.


    Makayla sighed deeply. “Gina arranged it with the hotel. We lied that I was your fiancée though, just to make it seem even more romantic.” She couldn’t help blushing at his incredulous expression. She’d hoped to pull off a hot seduction scene but she’d been so tired waiting for him to come in from the party that she’d dozed off and hadn’t even heard him come in.


    Makayla’s eyes drank him in helplessly, wishing he didn’t look so fucking edible. She could tell he just had a shower and he hadn’t bothered with clothes before sliding into bed. Typical. And oh so sexy; reminding her that she was dressed in just her skin too.


    Blade had caught her eyes on his body and snatched the covers up over his midsection. He pointed to the door. “You need to leave, right now. Or I will.”


    “Don’t be like that, Blade,” Makayla said softly. “I can imagine how you must feel.”


    “You have no freaking idea how I feel,” Blade gritted out. “Do you think life is all just some game? You rip a guy’s heart out and then you chew it up and now you’re here so you can spit the pieces back in my face? Fuck that.”


    He turned and made to roll off the bed, but Makayla caught his arm desperately in both of hers, needing all her strength to keep him in place. She knew he could fling her off with barely a brush of his arm but she also knew he wouldn’t do anything that would potentially hurt her. Moving fast, she ambled up against him, balancing on her knees as she stared deeply into his eyes.


    “I know this is unconventional…but I couldn’t figure out a better way to get you to listen to me. I need to explain why I did what I did – and how stupid I was thinking I single-handedly had the solution to something that affected both of us,” Makayla told him in a rush, her heart pounding with the effort of trying to make sense when all she could register was the heat and hardness of his body which was stiffened against hers.


    “What on earth are you talking about?”


    “I’m talking about the silly reason I gave about leaving you,” she cried. “I didn’t really want to let you go. But I was scared you were too tied down with Jessica and Jamie and that one day, I’d lose you to them anyway.”


    “Are you saying you left me because of my ex and her son?” He looked even more hurt now.


    “No! God, I’m not saying this right,” Makayla muttered, thinking fast. “Look, the truth is, I felt insecure. I told myself you loved me but I wasn’t sure it was enough. And I wasn’t even sure I deserved it. I told myself Jamie deserved it more. I figured you needed to be with them, be a normal family and my being around would jeopardize the chances of that.”


    “So…to drive me into Jessica’s arms, you cooked up that story about the promotion in London?” he asked with a confused frown.


    “Well, after we broke up I fully intended to go to London anyway. I did get the job and I couldn’t stand the thought of staying around knowing that I’d given you up. But then Jessica showed up on my doorstep and told me I didn’t need to make any sacrifices with our relationship because she wasn’t going to be your problem anymore. Or at least, she was going to let you be part of Jamie’s life but you didn’t need to marry her to do it.”


    “Oh fuck, this is as messed up as I thought,” Blade groaned, holding his head in his hands.


    “No; it’s not,” Makayla said, gently tugging his hands down and looking into his grimacing face. “I’m sorry, Blade. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have thought I had all the answers. I should have talked it out with you, figured out a way that worked for all of us.”


    “I loved you, Makayla. It was as simple as that. But you complicated – messed up – everything,” Blade said coldly. “I knew Jessica was a problem but she was never something I couldn’t handle. You should have had more faith in me, instead of thinking you could ‘give me away’ like I was some toy you could spare.”


    Makayla bit on her lip, her heart breaking as her hands fell away from him in shock and pain. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, weak to the heart and not knowing what to do.


    “Sorry isn’t going to be good enough. It never is,” Blade spit out, his eyes narrowing to thin slits.


    Makayla had to fight to keep from sobbing. How crazy was she to have thought she could talk him back into loving her?


    “I know,” she breathed, her voice catching on a sob and trembling with the fear that the next second, he was going to have her thrown out.


    “But…it’s a start,” he growled, making Makayla blink in startled disbelief. But before she could react, he’d taken both her arms and had her flat on her back, her wrists pinned high above her head.


    “Blade…?”


    “Ssh,” he said huskily, keeping one large hand around her imprisoned wrists while he placed the other over her mouth. “No talking. Not right now. Words just take me round in circles until I’m not sure if I’m coming or going. We’ll have to find a better way to communicate now, won’t we?”


     


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Her insides now turned to molten lava, Makayla could only nod in reply, unable to speak with his large hand over her mouth. He smiled predatorily, his eyes sweeping over her naked frame, half-crushed beneath his manly weight. Makayla thought it was a good idea to keep talking out of the equation for now. Because she could hardly speak to save her life when Blade started to run those familiar, sinful lips of his down her throat to her thrust-out breasts.


    She could hear his shallow, harsh breathing and knew it echoed hers. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head when she felt his warm tongue circle her nipple. It felt like lifetimes ago since she’d felt that volt of pleasure, that agonizing bliss of his mouth on her flesh.


    He nibbled on the twin buds like they were currants, making her whimper and arch her spine, offering up more of herself to his ravishing mouth. When he ground his pelvis into her right then, she let out a strangled groan at the sensation of his throbbing manhood brushing on her mound. With all her might, Makayla tried not to give in to the urge to shed tears of passionate arousal.


    His hands slid down to spread open her thighs, and Makayla tossed her head to the side when she felt him settle his granite-hand cock against her sex. She felt the shaft rub on her clit all the way down to the edge of her pussy and felt her insides jellify from bliss. His body was as gloriously warm and silky as she remembered; all rigid muscle and satiny sinew. She bucked against him and moaned…and finally begged for more.


    “Tell me what you want,” Blade rasped, lifting his mouth from her breasts to run fevered lips along her throat. Makayla shivered, her mind reeling from the very many things she did want; and pinpointed one that made her mouth water even more than ever.


    “I need to taste you,” she whispered, eyes glowing as he rose up to look into her face. “I want your cock in my mouth, filling me up. I missed it so much.” As she spoke, she reached down between them to his thick stem, so hot and throbbing that it almost scalded to take hold of the pulsing shaft. His feral groan of pleasure was all the encouragement she needed.


    In moments he was laying on his back, giving her access to every powerfully toned inch of him. Hungry to have his taste on her tongue, Makayla stole a kiss from his lips, making them both moan from the sensuous dance of her tongue inside his mouth. French kissing had never been so sweet and wicked.


    Slowly, she broke off the kiss and started to plant her lips in a warm trail down his muscled frame. She wanted to feast on him…gorge herself on his golden goodness. Sleepless nights filled with want were all forgotten now as Makayla palmed his privates, scooping his heavy balls in one hand and wrapping her other hand around his cock. He was so heavy and virile, and she just wanted to swallow him all up.


    Gazing up at him, she stroked him hungrily and saw an equal hunger stamp into his features. Knowing how much her touch pleased him got her folds twitching and sizzling like crazy. Determined to focus on his enjoyment more so than hers, she sinuously inched down his body to wantonly lick his bulging cap. It was like a huge mushroom, and so delicious looking that she couldn’t resist enfolding her lips around it. Her tongue danced underneath the corona and his strained groan filled her ears.


    Blade soon had his fingers in her hair, scooping them off her face as he watched her ravenously suck his cock. Her hand pumped firmly on the base, her lips drooling moisture down his staff and giving her the lubrication she needed to jack him off while she bobbed her head up and down on him.


    “Aw, hell. That’s so hot, Makayla. So. Fucking. Hot. Keep doing that…yeah, suck it hard,” Blade groaned, and Makayla tried to match each one of his bawdy instructions even as she shivered with mounting arousal.


    “Look at me. I like to see your pretty face when you’ve got those sexy lips around my cock,” he said, making her melt to goo from all his lewd words. Her eyes lifted to his hooded gaze and it was so thrilling to look at him while she performed the intimate acts on his organ. Pleasuring him turned out to be pleasurable for her, as well, as her nerve endings tingled with increased arousal. His silk-coated steel pipe of a cock felt so good sliding in and out of her mouth as he bucked his hips upwards to meet her sucking lips. Makayla wanted to go all night if possible, just gliding her lips all over him. But then he started to jerk faster and suddenly, he was tugging her off him by her hair, growling that he didn’t want to cum in her mouth.


    “On your hands and knees, woman,” he rasped, and the trembling Makayla was quick to obey. Feeling exposed and totally in his power, she let him position her so that her shoulders were down, her face resting on the mattress whilst her ass curved high in the air.


    “Damn.” Blade’s voice was thick with lust as he got behind her, his large hands resting on her ass and spreading her cheeks wide, making Makayla blush just thinking how much of her was open to his scrutiny.


    Makayla felt him lower his face into her ass cheeks and she almost exploded right then. What was he doing…oh!


    Blade’s tongue was dancing all over her pussy, his face grinding in between her globes. Makayla screeched in ecstasy, her fingers dragging on the sheets. What he was doing to her pussy felt so good it had to be illegal. In her present position, the sensation of his mouth on her sex was all the more intense and wild. He fingered her and then lapped on her clit, reaching her in places she had formerly thought impossible. Makayla had never dreamed Blade would have any more surprises up his sleeve but that night he showed her plenty.


    He made her shatter through two orgasms before he finally settled on his knees behind her raised rump. His hands braced on her hips and banged her bouncy ass hard against his groin. Makayla whimpered, shuddering as his cock slicked close to her slit. Blade’s breath was harsh with passion and Makayla just knew she was in for a hard ride. And good god, she could hardly wait.


    The moment he rammed his cock inside her, Makayla exploded in thunderous fireworks.


    She spasmed and moaned as waves of bliss turned her mind to mush. Blade didn’t let up, withdrawing to the tip and slamming in again with equal force. His balls rested heavy against her ass and every nerve she had seemed to catch fire from the igniting quality of his thrusts.


    “Oh Blade…too much,” she cried, as his full length seemed ready to rip out of her throat in that full-on position. He paused in his thrusts and left his cock pulsating inside her at mid-point.


    “You want it slow and easy?” he husked, as he started rocking in that mesmerizing way of his that made her pussy drip in remembrance. He pumped in steady, slipping and sliding and stroking every inch of her walls, making her feel him in every crevice.


    “I…I…yes, oh yes,” she moaned, the hot knifing pressure easing somewhat now that he wasn’t tearing her apart with his cock. And yet as he lunged in deeper and deeper, her own body started to seek more as she bumped and ground against him. Greed took over and as her pussy adjusted once more to his girth, it sucked on  him purposefully as turned to a sheathe of Velcro that wouldn’t let go.


    “Now, Blade. Go harder. Please. Fuck me harder.”


    “Oh, God.” Blade leaned over her hunched frame, sending his length to the depths of her insides. He grabbed her swaying tits like they were handlebars and squeezed so hard on the soft globes that she cried out, loving every bit of his animal passion.


    “Yes…yes!” she cried, gritting her teeth at the agony and bliss wending like threads of DNA within her system. Pleasure and pain and hot, sweet ecstasy took over her every cell. Blade fucked her and fucked her and brought them both to a place where she wasn’t sure where he ended and she began. His pace became a blur of thrusts that would rival the most state-of-the-art fuck machine ever built. Each stabbing, chopping drill of his cock drove her closer and closer to the edge, and she could only chant his name as the pressure built to dangerous proportions.


    “I can’t hold back anymore, baby,” he groaned. “I’m about to fucking explode.”


    “Me too,” Makayla moaned, arching her back as her hand reached around to cup the firm, clenching muscle of his right buttock. Blade growled with pleasure and slipped his hand underneath to pry her erect clit from its hood. Stroking hard, he zinged her away on the clouds with him as finally, they climaxed. Makayla felt like she had a thousand electric shocks shooting through her pussy. Blade jammed several more heedless thrusts into her contracting vagina, the juicy sounds of his cock mashing through her soaked pussy filling the air with carnal harmony. With his last plunge, he spurted her walls with cum, roaring with his head thrown back as his hips strained against hers.


     


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    It was a long, long…long time later before they got down to some real talking. Blade made her promise they’d always find a way to work out their problems together. Makayla heartily agreed, clutching tight to him like she was still afraid she’d lose him.


    He told her about his new business venture which involved giving training and self-defense classes to civilians and whoever else needed it. He was also involved in helping out with a few charity projects where he tutored kids for free how to handle bullying and how to defend themselves if necessary. Blade had decided to pass up on Drake’s offer for now.


    Makayla informed him that though she turned down the London job, her employers still gave her a promotion in her usual branch which meant she didn’t need to move. Makayla then suggested coyly that they didn’t need to rush back to the ‘States because she’d taken two weeks off which meant they had ample time for some make-up sex and just making up in general.


    “You were so sure I’d take you back huh?” Blade rumbled, sounding like he was not sure he was happy to be such an easy shot.


    “Not at all,” Makayla said, shaking her head. “I figured you might be stubborn so the first thing I did when I got in here was hide away your passport and travelling papers. I wasn’t going to let you leave the country – or leave the freaking room – until you agreed to give me one more chance.”


    “I’ll admit, a naked Makayla in my bed is a very tough piece of artillery to counter. I couldn’t help but surrender seeing as I didn’t stand a chance,” he said with an infectious grin.


    “Just like I never stood a chance the first time I found you asleep in my bed, like a gift-wrapped birthday present only…without the wrapper,” Makayla said cheekily as she snuggled tight against him. “I was completely captivated by the solider in my bed.”


    “I love you, Blade,” she whispered, glad to finally get the chance to say it. And then she merged their lips in a kiss that put the perfect seal on all their joint hopes and dreams.


     


    THE END
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    Not only was Hawk Malone a Marine, he was drop-dead gorgeous and best of all he wanted her! It was like a perfect fantasy come true...almost too perfect, in fact. But Ashanti was too far gone to worry about the clear warning signs. For the first time in a long time, she felt truly desirable and there was no telling what the resultant euphoria would make her do...
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