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Chapter 1
 
Noah Taylor shook his head as he put together a go-bag for an unexpected trip to London. With Mac on his honeymoon, this was to have been a quiet, easy week. He’d even contemplated taking a few days off. With the arrival of photojournalist Finlay Reid, that plan had been shelved.
Finn had hired the firm ostensibly to track her brother in the Grand Canyon. What the firm hadn’t known was that her brother was being held by the notorious arms dealer, Fariq Abdal. What was supposed to be a simple exchange had gone badly, and Finn had been taken hostage. The firm had been able to resolve that situation, but now Finn had taken off to London to meet up with her friend, the investigative journalist, Zara Hughes. Finn’s leaving had become the business of the Wild Mustang Security Firm for two reasons: one, she was in danger; two, she was his buddy, Billy Crofton’s, girl.
Noah smiled. That had been quick—not that he blamed Croft. Finn was beautiful. She was also reckless and stubborn, with a strong penchant for misbehaving. He didn’t envy Croft losing his heart to her. Noah figured Croft was in for a wild rodeo with her, but at least he’d found the woman he was meant to be with.
Noah had yet to be gifted with that one special woman, but he knew he didn’t want an untamed filly like Finn. No, he longed for a nice, quiet, easygoing girl who wanted to please him, keep him warm and satisfied at night, and make his life comfortable. Not that he saw a relationship as a one-way street. He knew that with the right woman he’d be her rock—a steadfast, faithful lover and husband who would never let anything harm her and would work his butt off to make sure all her dreams came true. Jesus, when had he gotten to be as much of an incurable romantic as the guys he worked with?
He heard the company jet land and taxi up to the office building. Grabbing his gear, he trotted up the stairs and onto the plane.
“Hey, Noah,” Avery, the firm’s pilot and operations coordinator, called from the cockpit.
“Hi ya, gorgeous,” he called back. Avery’s response was a snorted laugh.
Stowing his gear, Noah took his usual spot on the plane.
He found it amusing that they all seemed to have their spots…even when they were the only one on the plane. Croft’s was usually right across from and facing him. Noah watched as Croft secured his bag and joined him. Noah could tell he was agitated. He wasn’t sure which was troubling him more, Finn being gone or Finn being in possible danger.
Once they were airborne, Croft turned to him. “You sound like you know this friend of Finn’s.”
“Not personally, but by reputation. And, frankly, I’m a fan. She’s a lot like your Finn—tenacious and fearless. Christian’s right. They’ve teamed up to bring down a couple of nasty regimes and exposed more than one dictator and terrorist organization.”
Croft smiled. “Pretty?”
“Stunning. Beautiful features, a smokin’ hot body, and legs that go on forever.” Noah smiled. He’d seen Zara Hughes on television plenty of times and in person a few. He’d never met her, but there was no denying her assets—both physical and intellectual. She also made Finn and Mac’s Willa look tame in comparison. He didn’t envy the man who lost his heart to her, although he had to admit he’d had more than one fantasy starring the lovely Ms. Hughes.
Croft laughed. “Hmm, sounds to me like watching over this woman isn’t going to be your idea of a difficult assignment.”
Noah had been tasked with accompanying Croft. Their intelligence had led them to believe that there could be something brewing in the international terrorist game. If Finn had gone to meet with Hughes, the plan was for Croft to bring his woman home where he could keep her safe and for Noah to stay behind and keep an eye on Hughes until they knew what was what, could ensure the safety of Christian, Finn, and Hughes, and then turn it over to the authorities.
Noah smiled. “No, I’m a fan from afar. Way too feisty for me. I want an easy girl, someone who makes Mandy look like a spitfire.”
“Where’s the fun in that?” teased Croft.
“Not on a plane headed to London because she’s being a pain in the ass.”
“True enough,” laughed Croft.
They talked briefly about Croft’s relationship with Finn. While part of Noah envied his friend having found the woman he was meant to be with, he didn’t fancy hooking up with a girl like Finn. It was obvious Croft was pissed at Finn on a variety of levels. Noah didn’t think much of Finn’s chances of not ending up facedown over Croft’s knee getting punished for this latest bit of nonsense. She’d have to learn that Croft meant to be the dominant partner.
Noah chuckled. “I can’t imagine waking up, wanting my woman, and finding her gone. That can’t be a good thing.”
Croft shook his head. “It isn’t. I plan to get things resolved with her. I was trying to give her some time and space to reconcile it for herself. That was an enormous failure, so I’ll get it settled for her.”
“Like I said, you and Mac can have the complicated ones. I just want a nice, simple girl who wants to follow my lead, understands the consequences of misbehaving, and chooses to behave more often than not.”
“What can I tell you, Noah? The heart wants what the heart wants. And I think I wanted Finn from the beginning. Funny thing is, you’d think I would have had this great epiphany after we’d made love. But I didn’t,” he laughed. “It was about midway through the first time I had her over my knee. I think from that point on, it was all over but the shouting…for both of us.”
“Until she decided to convince herself differently…”
“Yeah, right up until then.”
They talked a bit more before both opted to catch some shuteye for the remainder of the flight. Noah was fairly certain Croft wouldn’t get much rest, but he opted to head to the back of the plane where he could stretch out comfortably.
Normally, Noah didn’t dream; if he did, he never remembered what the dreams were about. When he first gotten involved with special ops, he’d lost a lot of sleep over reliving missions or worrying about missions to come. He’d schooled himself to fall quickly into a deep and restful slumber so his body and mind could recuperate.
He hadn’t yet reached a state of REM sleep when the dream started. The fact he knew it was a dream told him that much. Usually, he’d shut down that part of his brain and move past the beginning of any dream, pushing it from his mind.
 
“Coward,” a feminine voice called with a hint of amusement.
Turning toward the sound, he found himself him looking at Zara Hughes. He’d recognize her anywhere. She was tall, with cascading dark-brown hair, delicate features, and luminous blue eyes. Those eyes were laughing…at him.
“What did you call me?” he growled, trying to banish the image before him.
“You heard me…I called you a coward. Not that I think you are afraid of danger or are anything less than honorable, but you’re still afraid.”
“Of what? You?” It was his turn to be amused.
“Not necessarily, but of a woman like me. You tell yourself you want some nice quiet girl who will do as you tell her, spread her legs whenever you want, give blowjobs on demand, and wait at home for the great warrior to return.”
“What if I do?”
Zara laughed. “You’d be bored out of your mind within a month.”
She closed the distance between them and placed her hand on his chest, trailing it down his muscular torso then stopping at his waist and slipping it inside his jeans, just past his belt. Noah’s cock stiffened as he inhaled her scent. Her aroma was unique—flowery yet earthy with a hint of vanilla.
She removed her hand before unbuttoning his jeans and sliding the zipper down.
Zara laughed again, her tone dark, dusky, and seeming to hint at arousal.
“Why doesn’t it surprise me that the commando goes commando. Ever so much easier to work with,” she said as she wrapped her fist around his cock which responded eagerly to her fondling.
Noah could feel his now hard cock being freed from his jeans. This was his
fantasy and his dream, and he had no intention of allowing Zara to continue to control their encounter. With a wall somehow having appeared at her back, Noah loosened her grip from his staff and brought her wrists together over her head, pinning her to the wall with his body.
He lowered his head until his mouth was tantalizingly close to hers then grasped the slim column of her throat with his thumb and forefinger anchoring her face beneath her jaw. She started to speak, but he cut her off by capturing her mouth with his, thrusting his tongue past her teeth and impressing upon her from the get go that he was dominant between them.
The softening of her lips and quiet moan spoke to her acceptance of his claiming. He lessened his death grip on her jaw and began to coax what he wanted from her. He relinquished his hold of her face but continued to pin her arms over her head and pressed his body against hers.
Noah rucked up the skirt she was wearing so he could get his hands on her. He chuckled as he discovered he wasn’t the only one without undergarments. The silky, curly hair that covered the juncture between her legs parted as his finger probed for and found her swollen nub.
Zara struggled, he thought to try and gain some equality of control between them, but Noah did not relent. He tugged and played with her clit until her breath was shallow and out of rhythm. Slipping his hand farther between her legs, he was not surprised to find her labia slick with her arousal.
He tore her blouse away, exposing her breasts and noting the difference in color between the preponderance of flesh and its darker areola and beaded nipple. He barely had time to register that difference as he enclosed the latter with his mouth and nipped it before encompassing it in his mouth, sucking and licking at it.
Noah’s hand returned to Zara’s swollen sex as he thrust two fingers up into her hot, wet channel. He plunged them in and out of her roughly until her breathing caught and her cunt climaxed and clamped down on them.
His cock was now throbbing. Noah released her wrists, grasped her by both thighs and lifted her off the ground, using the wall to give him leverage. When she was poised above him, he lowered her onto his waiting staff, with a heavy groan. Nothing in his life had ever felt this good.
Zara collapsed against him, wrapping her arms around his neck as he began to fuck her. He drove his cock into her wet heat. Between his grip on her legs, his shaft deep in her sheath, and having her pinned against the wall, there was little she could do but allow him to plunder her body in the way male conquerors had been claiming their women for millennia.
Her pussy began to tremble all along his length. The contractions made his thrusting even more exquisite. She shuddered and he stroked her harder, pumping into her body as she writhed against him and called his name. Zara climaxed once, twice, and then a third time, each orgasm tumbling into the other with no distinct beginning or end. He grunted and groaned as he began to hammer her hard enough to bring on his own orgasm.
She called his name in surrender and need.
“Again,” he commanded, driving into her with a frenzy and ferocity he hadn’t known he was capable of.
Her pussy pulsed all along his shaft. As he felt her begin to orgasm, Noah plunged into her powerfully to allow himself the sweet release of filling her with his cum.
 
“Gentlemen,” called Avery from the cockpit. “Please buckle up. We’ll be landing at Gatwick in a few minutes. Thom put us up at the Amba Hotel, which is close to the Savoy.”
Noah woke with a start. The dream had been intense and visceral. He checked the front of his jeans to make sure they showed no signs of his fantasy with Zara. His cock was swollen and would need either some self-gratification or a cold shower as soon as possible. Luckily, he hadn’t taken the time to tuck in his shirt, so he was fairly sure neither Croft nor Avery would notice his arousal.
The plane landed, and they were through customs and on their way to the hotel in short order. Once they were checked in, Noah headed for the shower while Croft called the Savoy to see if he could ascertain Finn’s whereabouts and Avery checked in with the firm. Croft was able to confirm that Finn was at the hotel, in the dining room with Zara Hughes. Noah, Croft, and Avery opted to have dinner in their room while setting up a schedule to keep an eye on Finn. As they had both slept on the plane, Croft grabbed a quick shower before he and Noah left to set up surveillance at the Savoy. Once the two women parted company, Croft ensured Finn was tucked into her room and then headed back to the Amba. Noah opted to follow Zara home, or wherever she was going, to keep an eye on her.
 



Chapter 2
 
It had been good to see Finn. Zara couldn’t help but smile at the predicament her friend found herself in. She remembered all too well the confusing dilemma of being a self-made, independent journalist and trying to reconcile that with the need for a dominant man who thought nothing of beating her ass anytime he believed it was deserved. It had taken Zara a while to realize she was never going to convince her former lover, Damian, he wasn’t right or to escape a punishment once he’d decided she deserved it.
Zara hadn’t been joking when she’d cautioned Finn about pissing off Billy Crofton of the Wild Mustang Security Firm. She’d made more than one plane trip home on a welted ass with her pussy almost as sore from the sex that inevitably followed a spanking. Zara had never liked pain, but Damian’s discipline came with all kinds of fringe benefits, including the fact that he had loved her without reservation. And if she was honest, his watching over her had saved her more than once.
Well, good for Finn. Every strong woman deserved an even stronger man at least once in her life. She’d had Damian and now channeled most of her sexual needs into driving her career. Now and then, when she needed a physical outlet, she turned to casual relationships, mostly with men she’d known for years. She rarely repeated a tryst, and thus was able to maintain those friendships afterward.
She walked down the cobblestone streets to her home in one of London’s famous mews. When trying to decide where to purchase a home after relocating to the cosmopolitan capital of England, Zara had taken inspiration from her favorite mystery writer, Agatha Christie, and found a place that suited her perfectly. She had confined her main living area to the first floor with a very open concept kitchen/great room and a half bath. The second floor was her master suite, including an enormous walk-in shower separate from a deep Victorian soaker tub. The third floor was her office, home gym, and retreat from the world; it too had a half bath.
Zara couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being, if not followed, then observed. Damian had taught her the difference between the two. Once inside her home, she reactivated the security system and then peeked out of the shutters from the darkened room. She couldn’t spot anyone or anything amiss, but if Finn was right about Fariq Abdal’s organization being taken over by Gerold Springer, she would need to be more careful. She slipped up the stairs without turning on the light.
Normally, the French doors at the top of the stairs remained open, but tonight she closed, locked, and armed them. The glass was simulated bubble glass, reminiscent of a bygone era, but was in fact state-of-the-art and bulletproof as were all the windows in her home. One nasty run-in with enemies of Damian’s had taught her the value of forewarned is forearmed.
She entered her bedroom and closed the shutters, turning on the lamp by her bed. Zara got into the middle of her king-sized bed, crossing her legs before pulling out her laptop and jotting down her notes. If Finn’s assumptions were correct, this could be a huge article for both of them. Zara grinned…provided Billy Crofton could be persuaded to allow Finn to get further involved or they could avoid his presence as they ran down the story. Zara tried to tell herself she should feel bad about the state of Finn’s ass should her friend opt to continue over what Zara was sure would be Crofton’s objections, but she couldn’t. Two of their biggest joint ventures had resulted in accolades and awards for both of them, and a welted ass for her. It was Finn’s turn, she thought, laughing.
***
Noah watched Zara enter her home. Everything seemed quiet, but he hung back, waiting, wanting to be close by in case something went awry. He stayed in the shadows feeling as though, somehow, she had sensed his presence. Her former flame would have taught her well.
They had been an interesting couple—the NATO Intelligence operative and the investigative reporter. He’d met Damian a couple of times. In fact, at one point he’d helped him get Zara out of a jam. He seemed to be a nice guy who had a fairly good handle on his woman. Noah was pretty sure there had been a power exchange element to that dynamic, but, in his opinion, Damian reacted rather than anticipated.
With a woman like Zara, a man would have to be on his toes and know what she was up to. He shook his head. Why did he care? The dream notwithstanding, Noah had no interest in getting involved with Zara Hughes. He smiled at the memory of the dream and felt his cock respond. Fantasy or not, Zara had been right when she’d told him he had no interest in a woman like her. And hadn’t been far off the mark when she’d accused him of wanting a nice compliant girl who was ready, willing, and waiting to accommodate his sexual needs.
She’d been wrong about the blowjobs on demand. Other than as a submissive way for a woman to get him fully aroused, he wasn’t the biggest fan. He, John, and Mac had once had a heated discussion regarding the best way to humble a stubborn, proud woman—not humiliate, but humble. While they differed on various ways to do it, they had come to the drunken consensus that fucking a woman’s ass was most likely the single most dominant way a man could possess his woman. And all had agreed the best way to bring that lesson home was to make sure she enjoyed it and climaxed because of it.
He shook his head. Lord, if Willa knew half of what they knew about her relationship, she’d skin Mac alive. Willa was a handful, and she seemed to make Mac happier than Noah had ever known him to be. But Mac had to stay on top of her unruly behavior, or she’d get so far out into the weeds he’d need to take a day off just to get her back in line…although doing so seemed to put Mac in the best of moods afterward. No, Mac and Croft could have their spitfires. He’d wait for a nice quiet girl to come along, sweep her off her feet, and live happily ever after.
A dim light showed around the shuttered window of what he assumed was her bedroom. Once it went out and he was fairly certain she was tucked in for the night, Noah lost no time in hacking Zara’s security feed from her hidden cameras. Once he had completed his task, he returned to the Amba and his own bed.
The following morning, Croft went to fetch Finn. Noah was fairly certain when she got on the plane for home, she’d be sitting gingerly. Avery knocked on Noah’s hotel room door.
“Well, sunshine, it seems Finn has flown the coop yet again…”
“Christ,” said Noah. “I should have stayed on Zara last night.”
Avery laughed. “I’m not even going to go near that one. But no, Finn left Croft a message at the Savoy that she was going home. As you might guess, that means the plane is headed back to Arizona.”
“Until we know what’s what, I think I should stay in London and keep watch over our intrepid reporter.”
“And again, not touching that,” teased Avery.
Noah rolled his eyes. “Why are you intent on giving me a har…bad time this morning?”
Avery’s amusement was beginning to annoy him.
“When did Zara Hughes go from being Ms. Hughes or Hughes to Zara? Careful, Noah, that’s one woman who might be up for the challenge of taking you on.”
“What do you mean? I’m a nice guy.”
“Yes, a nice guy who bores easily and walks on eggshells around the women he chooses to sleep with,” she said, the amusement, but not the affection, leaving her tone.
“You are nuts. Best see to your own love life before you try seeing to mine.”
“Ah, but yours is so much more interesting. You tell anyone who will listen that you want a girl more biddable than Mandy. Mind you, I’m not so sure she’s as easy as you think she is, but that’s not the point. The fact is, you’ve had several come your way. And in each and every instance, you’ve held a part of yourself aloof and have extricated yourself from the relationship before they could fall too hard for you. I’ve always admired that about you, by the way.”
“As you seem to have given this far more thought than I, what is it you think I want?” asked Noah.
“I think you want what you think you want. But it isn’t what you need. You need a woman every bit as tough and independent as Willa or Finn. You’re always nice to any woman who gets involved with any of the guys we work with, but it’s Willa who intrigues you, and I suspect Finn will hold the same fascination.”
“You are seriously delusional.”
“Maybe. But I’m also right. Anyway, as Finn is headed home, Thom thought you’d prefer the Savoy, and so we’ve moved you over there unless you’d rather stay here.”
“No,” Noah said, shaking his head. “I prefer the Savoy.”
“Fine,” she said handing him the laptop. “You’re now in charge of things here in London and staying in touch. I’m headed over to pick up Croft, file a flight plan, and get out of this miserable weather.”
“It’s not that bad, Avery.”
“It’s not Arizona, Noah. I like my weather like my men…brutal and hot.”
Noah laughed. “Jesus, you’re obnoxious. You just wait until the right guy comes along and jerks a knot in that sassy tail of yours!”
“Me? Whatever do you mean? I’m a lovely, sweet, unassuming…” Noah laughed as Avery started to do so as well. Even she couldn’t buy the line she was trying to feed him. “In any event, big guy, keep your eye on Ms. Hughes and check in daily. I’m sure Mac will want to have a meeting and come up with a game plan when he returns.”
Avery stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek before darting out the door.
Noah shook his head. Whoever ended up with Avery was going to get a hell of a woman…not easy, but well worth it. He almost had sympathy for whoever it might be. After all, he was going to get put through the wringer by every guy at Wild Mustang. He packed up his things and headed for the Savoy. Once he was registered, he went to check on Zara.
He spent the day setting up a cell phone listening device as well as checking her security feed so he could monitor her movements when he couldn’t be close at hand. When he reported in with the team at the end of the day, he was glad to hear Finn had been waiting for Croft at his place when he and Avery had arrived back from London.
***
Zara spent the next day finishing up the piece she had been working on and doing preliminary research on Fariq Abdal’s organization and any rumors about what might or might not be happening that concerned him. She’d been able to clear her schedule in order to focus on the Abdal story, but her normal sources were being decidedly tight-lipped.
She woke the next day and stretched. She hadn’t slept well. Part of it was anticipation of the chase. Her gut told her Finn was onto something. She planned to start running down rumors she’d been hearing and checking with sources.
Zara stepped into her steam shower and let the warmth envelope her. She really was happy for Finn. Billy Crofton was drool worthy and wasn’t known as any kind of womanizer. Finn would be happy and safe for the rest of her life…or at least as long as Croft lived. Although, from what she knew about the men of the Wild Mustang Security Firm, they saw each other as family and looked after one another. That meant that if something happened to Croft, they’d look after Finn.
It hadn’t been like that with Damian. He’d been killed by a drunk driver in a senseless motor vehicle accident. NATO Intelligence had quietly collected the body, returned it to Greece, and seen him interred there. There was no funeral, no celebration of his life, not even any acknowledgement that he had lived…or died. By the time Zara had learned what happened, it had been too late to do anything about it. She was left to mourn his passing and live with the almost overwhelming grief on her own. Not one of his colleagues had ever reached out to her. The only one who had been there for her had been Finn.
As much as she’d loved Damian, Zara had determined she would never allow herself the luxury of falling for a man again…even though she knew that was not what he would have wanted. They had talked once or twice about what might happen should he ever fall in the line of duty. He had been adamant she should carry on without him. He wanted her to find someone else to care for her and keep her safe. When she had informed him she was quite capable of doing that on her own, he had laughed, kissed her, and swatted her ass, telling her she needed a keeper. He had also told her that if she didn’t find someone on her own, he would intervene from the other side and find someone for her.
Zara got out of the shower, dried herself, and put her hair on top of her head. She slathered moisturizer over her face and lotion all over her body. She donned a pair of sweatpants and a sports bra and trotted up to her office where she started up her desktop system and downloaded all her files from the night before. She began phoning contacts and researching news stories…not the headlines but small threads of information she could follow to bigger, untold stories.
If Abdal’s organization had been taken over by Springer, it was not common knowledge. Hoping to be able to find something she and Finn could hang their hat on so to speak, Zara called Edmond LaCroix of Paris’ Sûreté.
“Zara! How are you?”
“Confused, Edmond. I’ve heard a disturbing rumor regarding Fariq Abdal and his organization.”
“Where did you hear that?”
“Come on, Edmond, you know I can’t divulge that information. But I understand one of his lieutenants, Gerold Springer, is behind it and was operating very briefly from a safe house outside of Paris.”
“Just a moment,” Edmond said. Zara could hear him rapidly walking across a floor before she heard a door close. “Zara, I’m not sure how you came across this, but you’d best let it be. Abdal was dangerous enough, but at least he operated by a code of honor. Springer is a nationalist thug, as was his brother.”
Ignoring his advice, she continued. “Yes, my sources say Abdal killed Timon, Gerold’s brother, when he got greedy and tried to get information the Springer brothers could use to hurt Abdal. There was a hostage exchange that went down badly in Las Vegas, and Gerold took Finlay Reid and got out of the country.”
“Is Finn your source?”
“Again, Edmond, I can neither confirm or deny that.”
“If she is, then we’d like to talk with her. We found a group of dead bodies in a farmhouse just outside of Paris. We know Finn was in the area, and we’ve been looking for her. Do you know where she is? She could be in grave danger.”
“I think she’s safe enough.”
“That is not for you to decide, Zara. You and Finn have been known to be fairly reckless with your own safety. In a war zone, when you’re only endangering yourselves, that’s one thing. When we have bodies piling up around Paris, it is another thing altogether.”
“What if I could arrange for you to speak with her over the phone?”
“Zara, you’re not listening. You and Finn and anyone else who knows what’s going on are in real danger. This is much bigger than just Abdal being pushed out.”
“How much bigger?”
“Bigger. You need to let this go and get away from London for a while until it blows over.”
“Why? If something’s gone down in Paris, why do I need to be worried?”
The lights flickered before her call was interrupted and cut off. She pulled up the security feed of her home on her computer. There were armed men coming through her back door in the kitchen from the garden. She closed the door to her office space and wedged her chair underneath the handle to make it more difficult for whoever the armed intruders were to get to her. Stuffing her cell phone down her bra, Zara went into the half bath and opened the transom window above the toilet, prepared to escape onto the relatively flat roof to what she hoped was safety.
***
Noah had seen the lights flicker from his vantage point. Prior to leaving the night before, he’d had Thom help him hack her security system to take advantage of the hidden cameras keeping watch over her home. When he’d headed over this morning, he’d brought a device that allowed someone to be able to monitor calls from a cell phone. He’d heard the interference on her phone just as it disconnected. He knew from talking with Thom that the only thing that could have caused the glitch in her electrical and the loss of her call was an interruption to her system that would keep her from calling 9-9-9, the UK’s emergency phone system. Whatever was jamming her phone was also preventing him from using his.
Noah’s look around her home the previous night had also revealed that the only possible way to get to her was up over the roof and through the small window in the half bath on the third floor. His hiding spot had given him good access to the row of rooftops that lined her streets. He was preparing to kick in the window, when he heard it open and positioned himself where he couldn’t be seen. As two very feminine hands appeared, he holstered his weapon and quickly dragged her through the window, clasping his hand over mouth to keep her quiet.
“I’m Noah Taylor with the Wild Mustang Security Firm. I’m a friend of Finn’s. We need to get you out of here.”
She looked frightened but nodded to indicate she had heard and understood him. He removed the hand keeping her silent and slid the other down her arm to grasp her hand. Noah led her back the way he had come. If their luck held for a few minutes, they’d be out of sight before the intruders ever discovered Zara had escaped.
Noah dropped off the building close to where he’d left the rented Range Rover then helped her down. He dragged her along behind him to the vehicle then opened the door, shoved her inside, and closed it. He ran around the front, got behind the wheel, and pulled away from the curb.
 



Chapter 3
 
For once, Noah was appreciative of London’s notoriously bad traffic. He turned on his police scanner but wasn’t surprised when there was no report of any incident at Zara’s home. He glanced at her and noticed the outline of her cell phone lodged in her bra. Without asking, he snatched it from her and tossed it out the window.
“Hey,” she snarled. “I just got that phone last week. Do you have any idea what that cost me?”
“I’m guessing not more than your life is worth.”
“Just who the bloody hell do you think you are?”
“I’m pretty sure I’m the guy who just saved your butt.”
Noah used the Rover’s Bluetooth capability to call Croft. He refused to think about time differences as he figured Croft needed to know there was trouble and could then alert the rest of the team.
“Hello?” came the groggy voice.
“Croft, wake up! We’ve got trouble.”
“Noah? What the hell? Where are you?”
Noah could hear Croft coming fully awake.
“London,” he answered. “Well, technically, headed out of London. I have Zara Hughes with me. A small assault team just tried to get to her at her place. I’ve dumped her phone, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to go back to the Savoy. I’m going to toss my phone as well as soon as I hang up. Avery left me with the secure laptop, and I’ll establish a secure phone line when we get settled. I’m headed to our European bolt hole. I’ll contact you once I have us safe.”
“Gotcha. I’ll get everything rolling on this end. Is Ms. Hughes all right?”
Noah glanced over at her. “I can’t tell if she’s annoyed, scared, or a combination of both, but no worse for wear. I’m betting you can’t say the same thing for Finn.”
Croft laughed. “Well, she’s not complaining at the moment. Of course, she’s exhausted and sound asleep, but I’ll tell her you asked after her. Take care. Contact us when you’re in place.”
“Will do,” said Noah before taking his own phone and headset and tossing them out onto the highway as they drove through the outskirts of London. Noah watched via the rearview mirror as both were crushed beneath the wheels of a large moving truck.
“So, you’re Noah Taylor, and Finn is with Croft? When did that happen? I just spoke with her night before last.”
“It seems your friend thought better of her decision to run off to London and went home yesterday.”
Noah’s eyes swept all the mirrors to ensure they weren’t being followed, but he continued to take a circuitous route out of the city.
“I’m not sure if it’s because she realized the danger her brother brought down on her head wasn’t over or figured it was better to be waiting for Croft at home than to have him catch up with her,” he continued.
“That’s all fine and good. Don’t think I’m not grateful for the assistance you gave me back there, but if you’ll drop me off at Scotland Yard or MI-6, I can make a report about what’s happened…”
“The team will take care of that from our headquarters in Mesa. We prefer to control the dissemination of information.”
“I’m sure you would. But I need you to drop me off nonetheless. As it appears you are headed out of town, you can just drop me at the closest tube or train station and I’ll get myself back.”
“Did you miss the part where those guys jammed your cell phone and circumvented your security system so you were cut off from any kind of help? I know Edmond LaCroix—”
“How do you know who I was talking to?” she interrupted.
He looked at her and laughed. “I was eavesdropping on your phone. As I said, I know LaCroix. He’s a lazy sonofabitch. My guess is he shrugged off your call and has gone back to eating donuts or whatever the Sûreté’s equivalent of that is.”
“Oh, that’s rich coming from the guy who left the military—was it intelligence or something altogether different—to join the US Marshals and then left them for a cushy job with a private security firm.”
He laughed. “If you know my background, then you know enough about Wild Mustang to know it’s far from cushy. I think you’re trying to get a rise out of me, Zara.”
“No. What I’m trying to impress on you is that I know you have no legal jurisdiction to take me anywhere I don’t want to go and that you need to honor my request to let me out of this vehicle. Now, Mr. Taylor.”
“Not a chance, Ms. Hughes. Finn involved our firm in whatever mess her brother, Christian, stumbled into, and our team is still figuring out how all the pieces fit. The assault on your home this morning should prove that whoever is pulling the strings is more than willing to kill to achieve their goal. Until we know what that is, there’s nothing we can share with the authorities. In most situations like this, if we get them involved too early, they just get in the way. But since Ms. Reid involved us, we feel an obligation to protect those of you who are in danger. That means, until further notice, you’re with me and will do what I tell you.”
“The bloody hell I will. Like you said, Finn hired you…not me. I don’t know anything more than you do. But I’m an investigative journalist, and I think this could be a big story. I mean to see it through to the end.”
“In case you missed it, your end was supposed to be this morning at your place.”
“Let me out!” Zara said angrily.
“No.”
Noah watched Zara take a deep breath, trying to rein in her famous temper.
“You do realize you’re headed west, right?” she asked in a snippy tone.
“Your point being?”
“Europe is east of London. You told Croft we were headed to your European safe house.”
He chuckled. “You’re a reporter. Let me give you a little inside tip. Often, when a field operative thinks there is a possibility a conversation will be overheard, said field operative gives out bad information. We aren’t headed to Europe; we’re headed to a place that we keep in the middle of nowhere.”
“Where, pray tell, is that?”
“It’s a secret,” he said in a teasing tone.
Noah found it was quite amusing to irritate Zara Hughes.
“God damn it, Taylor! Just let me out of the damn car. I have things to do.”
“You have one thing, and one thing only, to do…that’s stay alive. And my job is to make sure you do. That means you stay with me until we get this figured out and neutralize the threat.”
“Excuse me? I don’t think so. I had nothing to do with you getting involved and want even less to do with having you act like some overzealous bodyguard. I am quite capable of taking care of myself.”
Noah was glad the traffic around them was beginning to thin out. He’d feel better once he reached the open highway.
Noah drove, waiting for Zara to make some kind of comment or response.
“Well?” she asked. “Don’t you have anything to say?”
“Arguing with you is a waste of time. You’re hell-bent on doing what you want, and I’m not going to let you. No bitching and moaning on your part is going to influence me in any way, and you’re too pigheaded to listen to reason.”
“Pigheaded? I’m pigheaded? Let me out.”
He sighed. “No.”
“You cannot tell me no!”
“I just did. You’d better get used to it. I suspect you’ll be hearing it a lot from me.”
“The instant, and I mean the instant, you stop this vehicle, I’m going to get out and scream bloody murder.”
“Good thing I have a full tank of petrol and that there’s a full auxiliary tank as well. When we get where we’re going, you can yell, shout, and curse at the top of your lungs if you want. It won’t do any good and won’t change anything.”
“You are a bastard of the first order.”
“Yes ma’am…I most certainly am,” he said agreeably.
***
Zara shrieked in frustration. The man was infuriating. Sexy as all get-out, but infuriating.
They drove for hours. Zara felt the weight of what had happened as well as the steady monotone of the engine to be soothing and found she was fighting sleep.
“I meant what I said, Zara. I’m not stopping until we get where we’re going. You may as well get some rest.”
“I’m hungry.”
“Too bad. I’ll figure out something when we get there.”
“Can’t you just stop to get us something to eat?”
“And have you scream your fool head off? Thanks, but no thanks.”
“What if I promise not to?” Zara said, trying to sound reasonable.
He laughed. “No.”
Zara finally dozed off. When she woke, it was late afternoon, and they were on a deserted road in a desolate area. Taylor was pulling onto the shoulder of the road.
“We’ve got a couple more hours to go. If you need to relieve yourself or want to stretch your legs, go ahead.”
Noah tossed her some wipes.
“Not worried I’ll run off?” she challenged.
What was it about the man that set her on edge? She should be trying to be nice and win him over, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself from taking verbal jabs at him…not that they seemed to make much difference.
“Not particularly. If you want to give it a try, knock yourself out. I’m going to give you a little privacy while I do the same.”
“What? Run off? My luck hasn’t been that good.”
Not knowing how much longer they would be, Zara left him on one side of the Range Rover while she found a small group of shrubs and crouched down. When she was finished, she folded up the wipe and put it back into the individual packet and placed it in her pocket. As Noah hadn’t come around to her side of the vehicle, she nonchalantly headed off in the opposite direction, careful not to attract his attention.
She never heard a sound behind her, but when she glanced over her shoulder, she could see him loading a handgun. The bastard meant to kill her. He was a part of whatever Christian and Finn had stumbled upon. Zara’s instincts took over, and she began to run in a zigzag pattern to make it more difficult for him to get off an accurate shot. She had to get away and let Finn know she, too, was in danger.
Zara didn’t hear the shot but felt something hit her in the butt. It wasn’t nearly as painful as she thought a bullet might be. She reached around and found the reason for that. He hadn’t shot her at all…he’d darted her. She could hear him running toward her but couldn’t get her body to respond the way she wanted. It seemed as though there was a dense fog gathering around her; it made it impossible for her to move in anything other than slow motion. Gradually, it robbed her of consciousness.
As Zara crumpled, Noah’s strong arms went around her.
“No.” She feebly pushed at him.
“Easy, Zara, I’ve got you,” he said as the blackness descended over her completely.
***
Noah smiled; even though she was unconscious, he liked the feel of her in his arms. He carried her back to the vehicle. Hoisting her over his shoulder, he arranged the back area of the Range Rover so it was padded and she wouldn’t wake up too stiff or sore. As he glanced at her upturned derriere over his shoulder, he had a passing thought there were a lot of ways he wouldn’t mind making Zara ache, but folded into the back of the vehicle wasn’t one of them. He placed her head on a pillow and laid a lightweight blanket over her, completely covering her up. He closed and locked the back and checked to make sure no one passing the parked vehicle would see her. He got back behind the wheel and pulled off the shoulder.
Before heading out for the final stretch to the safe house, Noah stopped at the last market and picked up pantry items, food, and equipment they would need for the time they spent there. He put the bags on the passenger seat and floorboard then headed toward the property the firm maintained as a bolt-hole.
Noah arrived at the shepherd’s cottage located on a large parcel of land on the coast of Wales with acres of lush rolling hills behind it. The firm allowed two local shepherds to graze their herds on the pasture so that anyone passing by would see they were in use. Both shepherds were ex British special forces who several of the men at the firm, including Noah, had known for years. The property was also strategically placed and landscaped to allow Avery to be able to land the company jet or one of its helicopters close to the cottage in case it was needed.
The cottage faced a small fenced front yard which bordered on the ocean with a private cove and sandy beaches. All in all, thought Noah, not the worst place to hole up with a beautiful woman. He shook his head and then put their things away. Not something he needed to be thinking. He needed to remind himself this was business not pleasure. Besides which, he had no need of a woman like Zara in his life.
The last thing he brought into the dwelling was Zara herself. He had turned back the bedcovers of the only bed in the only bedroom. The couch had been chosen for its ability to let someone sleep comfortably, and there was an air mattress stowed away on the top shelf in the closet. Noah laid her down and thought about removing at least her outer clothes to perhaps make her more comfortable. He realized the sports bra she was wearing as a top was the only thing covering her naked breasts. As his cock began to harden, Noah decided she could just sleep in what she had on.
He managed to get the communications system out from its hiding place, get it set up, and called to check in.
“Noah?” came Avery’s soothing voice.
“Hey, beautiful. How goes it?”
“We’re just dandy, but none of us had a party with a bunch of global thugs this morning.”
“What can I say? Y’all aren’t as popular as I am.”
Avery snorted. “Right. Whatever went down at Zara’s has not made any kind of ripple anywhere. We’ve alerted the police, and they’ll keep an eye on the place just in case. We assured them we were undertaking the protection of Ms. Hughes, and when we knew something specific, we would let them know.”
“I told her the same thing.”
“How did she react to the being-under-our-protection portion of that statement?”
“Not particularly well.”
“I wouldn’t imagine. Finn indicated Zara was not likely to just go along.”
“And how is the future Mrs. Crofton?”
“Concerned for her friend and brother but seems to be very happy to be back with Croft. Of course, Mandy has already starting to talk to her about planning the wedding.”
“Mandy’s a good girl. John is lucky to have her.”
Avery laughed. “I’m not sure Mandy is exactly what the rest of you think she is, but I’ll let you have your little fantasies. Fact is, you especially are more inclined to go for a Finn or Willa than a me or Mandy.”
“You?” laughed Croft. “Avery, darlin’, you have a lot of wonderful qualities, but quiet and sweet ain’t among them.”
“Yes, they are,” she protested.
“You keep telling yourself that. When is Mac due back?”
“He should be rolling in tonight. John has assured him everything can wait until tomorrow, but we’re going to want an update from you and a conference to set up a game plan for going forward.”
“How’s Abdal?”
“I think he’s feeling like he’s pretty safe with us and doesn’t seem inclined to make trouble.”
“So, he’s just abdicating to Springer? That’s not good. I think we should include Zara in our call tomorrow. I think she may know some things that will help.”
“Take care, Noah. Let us know what we can do to assist.”
“Don’t worry about us. No one knows we’re here, and I’ve got Zara safe as a bug in a rug.”
“Keep in mind there are those who say that particular bug has fangs and claws.”
Noah shook his head. There was no way he would share with Avery that he wouldn’t mind if she sank those fangs into him or raked his back with her claws as long as he was plowing her slit when she did it.
“Take care, Avery. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
Noah used the sophisticated security system to check their location and found nothing of interest. He got up from the desk and walked into the bedroom, expecting to see Zara still asleep in the bed. His first inkling something was wrong was the feel of the ocean breeze coming through the open window. A quick glance at the bed confirmed his worst fear…Zara had flown the coop!
 



Chapter 4
 
Noah went back into the main room and grabbed both the dart gun and a regular handgun. The latter was equipped with a silencer…the dart gun didn’t need one. He tried to remember which butt cheek he’d darted the first time. Then he realized he didn’t much care, and, if she wasn’t careful, Ms. Hughes would find he had other ways to make sitting down very uncomfortable for her.
Tucking the tranquilizer gun into his belt, he ran out the door. He glanced at the Range Rover; its driver’s side door was open. He grinned. He’d give her points for having thought to try to get it started without a key. She didn’t know there was a high-powered motorcycle equipped for rough terrain hidden in one of the outbuildings. Noah was glad he’d thought to remove the starter relay on the Rover to ensure she couldn’t steal it. It was easily replaced when they needed to go, and, in an emergency, the motorcycle would be better and more maneuverable.
As he headed toward the Rover, he glanced at the outbuilding where the bike was hidden. It did not appear to be disturbed. Noah figured she’d still be too groggy to get far so he set an easy running pace past the vehicle heading to the top of the closest hill to see if he could spot her. When they’d found this place, one of the things they’d liked about it was that there were enough hills to keep them inconspicuous but still give them an open field of fire, making it difficult for someone to sneak up on them. He wasn’t sure how she’d avoided the surveillance cameras, but he meant to find out. Hopefully, it was just because she was up and moving before he had a chance to get them turned on.
***
Zara watched Noah from her hiding place behind the pump house. He moved like a large, predatory cat. His movements were graceful but had tremendous power behind them. There was no question the man had a sexual magnetism that spoke to her and made the places below her belly flutter at the possibilities. But she neither wanted nor needed a man like that in her life. Damian’s dominant streak had been difficult enough to yield to, and Noah’s was enormous in comparison.
She wanted him to get far enough away she could make her way to the outbuilding he’d glanced at. Why had he looked it? What was in there? Another means of escape? That would make sense. As he ran, Zara eased toward it. As Noah stood scanning the surrounding area and looking away from the cottage, she slipped inside the outbuilding.
At first glance, there was nothing to see, but as she started to poke around, she realized this building was a kind of last-stand holdout. There were numerous large caliber guns and other weaponry hidden within it. And then, as she examined what seemed to be a hay pile, she realized the hay had been carefully affixed to a tarp.
She pulled back the tarp to reveal what appeared to be an off-road motorcycle on steroids hooked up to a generator, indicating the bike was fully charged and ready to go. She grinned when she saw the electric starter—no key needed. And if this was an emergency getaway vehicle, she’d bet it hadn’t been sabotaged to keep it from starting. Take that, Mr. Sexier Than Anyone Has a Right to Be!
Zara bent over the motorcycle to unhook it from the generator so she could remove it from its hiding place. She never heard him enter the building. The first thing that let her know he’d found her was when his large, hard hand connected with her butt cheek, sending pain radiating out from it and causing her to fold over the seat of the bike.
Before she could protest, he pinned her down then the other hand landed three stinging blows to her posterior.
“You sonofabitch! That hurts!”
“Really? I’d have thought you liked pain seeing as how you seem to be in quite a hurry to get yourself killed.”
Zara struggled, but Noah had her trapped facedown, ass up over the motorcycle seat.
“Since you and I are going to be spending some time together, I think we need to get a few rules straight,” he continued, landing harsh strikes to what was quickly becoming a very painful bottom.
The worst part, aside from how much his spanking hurt, was the fact she could feel the faint beginnings of excitement awaken and bloom. Her nipples stiffened, and there was no way he’d miss that when he let her up. She could also feel the dew gathering between her legs and feared if he pulled her sweatpants down, he’d see it glistening as further proof of her arousal at his treatment.
Noah’s hand crashed down again on her bottom, causing her to inhale sharply. He said nothing but landed repeated swats that covered her entire backside. The spanking was intensely painful, especially for someone who hadn’t received one in several years—and one meant to establish dominance, not inflame lust. As much as it hurt, it was also setting her libido free to indulge the idea of what she really wanted from him.
Zara kicked her legs and tried to squirm away, but failed. Noah peppered her backside until she was quite certain it would be as red as a fire engine when he finished. She’d forgotten how much it hurt to be spanked by a man who knew how. Since Damian, she’d tried getting different lovers to spank her erotically, but the results had been disappointing in the extreme and had left her feeling empty. Noah’s hand seemed not only to be able to inflict pain but fan the flames of her desire which were threatening to burn out of control.
He didn’t seem particularly angry but rather kept her pinned while he punished her backside. She bit her lip in a desperate attempt to keep from pleading with him to stop or worse…pleading with him to assuage the need his treatment of her was creating. Knowing how much she wanted him to do so was humiliating.
“Get it through your head that you are stuck with me and you will obey me. If I give you an order, you do it. You don’t question me. You don’t bitch at me. You don’t call me names. You just do it,” Noah said as he ratcheted up the searing pain his continued discipline was causing her.
“You can’t do this to me,” she cried.
“Apparently, I’m not doing it hard enough so you can tell I already am. Perhaps I ought to pull these sweatpants down and spank your bare bottom.”
“No, please don’t. I’m sorry.”
She hated the fact that he chuckled.
“That’s better,” he crooned. “You settle down and behave yourself. Do you hear me?”
“You bastard.”
“Naughty girl,” he said and landed the last several swats with considerably more force. “Do you hear me, Zara?”
“Yes, please stop.”
He rested his hand on her painful behind. “Had enough?”
“Yes,” she whispered, on the verge of tears.
“Then you tell me you understand me and are going to behave.”
“Fine. I will.”
“Say it,” he ordered in no uncertain terms.
“I hate you.”
“I don’t care. Say it, or I’ll let you up off this bike, go sit on one of those hay bales, strip these sweats off you, and really lay into you.”
“All right. I understand you, and I’ll behave…but I still hate you,” she said, tears starting to leak from her eyes and roll down her cheeks.
He helped her up and used his handkerchief to wipe away the evidence of her distress.
“Don’t,” she whispered.
He smiled. “Don’t what? Spank you some more? Kiss you? Put you back in that bed naked and on your back to take care of this rampant need I’ve lit in both of us?”
“Just don’t,” she said, trying to back away. “Please.”
As expected, Noah drew her forward so she was flush up against him. He wasn’t exaggerating, the feel of his engorged cock pressing against his fly told her that he, too, was feeling the effect of his having spanked her.
He captured her head in his hand with his thumb on one side of her face and the rest of his fingers splayed out over the other side of her face spanning the area from her jaw down her neck. He held her in place as he lowered his mouth to hers and took possession of it. It took every bit of strength and willpower not to surrender to him. The kiss was neither tentative nor brutal. It was subtle and sensual and spoke to her of his own need and strength. In order to try and break the reverie, she sank her teeth into his lower lip.
Zara would have expected him to react violently, either crushing her body to his and demanding she yield or inflicting further pain on her punished backside. He did neither. He chuckled as he brought his hand up to force her jaws apart in order to make her to relinquish her hold.
“Naughty girl. Next time you bite me as anything less than a passionate response, I’ll bite you back and,” he said, bringing his hand up to cup her breast and rub his thumb across her beaded nipple, “I’ll bite something a lot more tender than your lip.”
Noah reached down and patted her backside, grinning when she winced.
“You be a good girl and stay here while I cover the bike back up.”
Zara watched, anchored to the spot where he had kissed her. She couldn’t seem to make her body move away from him. He ran his hand across the seat of the motorcycle.
“I may never look at this thing again without picturing you lying across it as I spanked you. Your ass felt good under my hand,” he said silkily. “My guess is it will feel even better when there isn’t a pair of sweatpants covering it up…and better still when I’ve got ahold of it with you on your back and me between your legs.”
He turned back to her and smiled.
“You swine,” she hissed.
He took her hand and started toward the cottage. He tried to draw her along with him. At least, thought Zara, her feet still offered token resistance as they remained seemingly rooted to the spot where she was standing.
At her reluctance, he turned back and, in one easy maneuver, bent and hoisted her over his shoulder, swatting her bottom and eliciting a yelp from her.
“You’d best start learning to obey me, Zara. The next time I have to spank you, you’ll be facedown over my knee getting your bare butt blistered. You understand me?” he asked, delivering another blow.
When she said nothing, he struck her again. “When I ask you a question, you answer me. Am I making myself clear?”
Zara bit her lip. She’d be damned if she was going to give in. Twice more, his hand connected with her already painful ass.
“If I don’t get an answer from you right now, that next spanking is going to be right now in this barn over on that bale of hay.”
“All right,” she cried. “I understand. I hope you understand I mean to take your behavior up with your employer.”
Noah surprised her by laughing. “Can I be there when you do? Trust me, Ethan McDaniel is well aware of how to deal with a headstrong hellion when she won’t behave. I’m not sure you’re going to find a sympathetic audience there. But you go right ahead.”
Still chuckling and refusing to put her down, Noah walked to the cottage. He closed both the front door and the window in the bedroom before returning to the sitting room and dumping her unceremoniously onto the sofa.
“Ouch,” she cried. “That hurts, you brute.”
He leaned down and kissed her hard, invading her mouth with his tongue and laying claim to it as surely as he had her backside when he’d spanked her earlier.
“Good. Now, you sit here and think about why you got spanked and why you don’t want to provoke me into giving you another spanking. I promise the next one will be a lot more painful, and I doubt I’ll forego the pleasure of resolving things between us afterward.”
He went into the kitchen and began to put together lunch. Zara could not understand why she just sat there doing nothing.
***
Noah watched her surreptitiously. He had no doubt her backside was burning. He wanted…no, scratch that, he needed her to learn to do what he told her. Their lives could depend on it. He had no doubt that she was as aroused as he was. It had taken a sheer act of will on his part not to lay her back in that bed and follow her down. Certainly, her response to the spanking and their first kiss had left no doubt in his mind that Zara was in need of being tamed by the right man. He had to hide a smile. He was just wondering when he’d decided that man was him.
He returned to the couch with two plates heaped with fish, fresh sautéed vegetables, and quinoa. He offered her one. When she didn’t take it readily from him, he set it on the coffee table and sat next to her. She tried to scooch away from him.
“No. You get your ass back over here and eat your lunch. You can tell Mac I spanked you if you want, but you are not going to tell him I didn’t feed you properly.”
“I’m not hungry,” she said, not moving from where he had halted her trying to put physical distance between them.
“I didn’t ask if you were hungry, I told you to eat your lunch. I also told you to get your ass back over here, and I meant both.”
“No,” she said quietly.
Noah took a deep breath and exhaled slowly to fight off his rising annoyance.
“Zara, if I have to make you do every single thing I tell you to do, you may never be able to sit or fuck comfortably again. And if I get my lunch finished before you even start yours, I’ll put you over my knee and paddle you until you decide eating cold fish, veggies, and grains is better than getting spanked.”
She reached for the plate. He swept his arm over her lap and pulled her back hard against him.
“Eat your lunch, Zara.”
“I know I’ve said it already, but I really do hate you.”
He chuckled. “No, but you’d like to. And if you keep saying that to me, I’ll make you take it back before I let you come.”
He wasn’t all that surprised when she shot up off the couch and threw her plate in his face. In fact, if he was being completely honest with himself, he wondered if he hadn’t been deliberately provoking an outburst from her. He really did want to get his hands on her naked ass, both to spank and to hold her still while he rutted between her thighs.
He had no doubt that by the time they spoke with the team, Zara would be well on her way to deciding she would be far better off ensuring his desire to pleasure her exceeded his need to discipline her.
She stood staring down at him, her breath coming in shallow pants. Noah took his napkin and wiped his face. Carefully, he placed his own plate on the table in front of him and stood. He had to admire the fact she didn’t take a step back or even flinch. He had a good six-to-seven inches in height and a solid sixty pounds of muscle on her.
“I ought to make you get down on your hands and knees and eat it off the floor. But humiliating women has never been my thing. However, I’m not above humbling one.”
He grasped her luxurious dark mane in his fist. Zara tried to dislodge his hand, which only resulted in his strengthening his grip. Noah marched her into the bedroom. He reached for her, pulled her sports bra off her shoulders and rolled it down her torso. Stripping her of both it and her sweatpants to her knees, he sat on the bed and pulled her over his lap. Tilting her forward caused her feet to lift off the floor and allowed him to remove both items of clothing, leaving her completely naked. A fresh surge of arousal shot through him, and his cock pushed against the crotch of his jeans.
“No,” she wailed, starting to truly struggle.
Noah angled her so her upper body could rest on the mattress then pressed her down, trapping her legs between his. He grinned. He knew he shouldn’t be looking forward to what was about to happen, but he was. He couldn’t wait to feel her naked bottom bounce underneath his hand. What made it even more arousing was he knew she could feel it, too. Her nipples were hard as rocks, and the nectar from her pussy was leaking out to coat her labia and the very tops of her thighs. Noah had plans for how to handle that as well.
“You settle down and take your spanking like a good girl, and maybe I’ll only spank you as hard as I did when you were bent over the motorbike.”
“It will still hurt more, and we both know it,” she said through gritted teeth.
He smiled. It seemed he’d been right about Damian and Zara’s relationship. Good. That meant he didn’t have to worry about scaring her and she knew what to expect. That was the last time he would think of Damian when he had Zara naked over his knee or in his arms.
“True enough, but maybe this will put enough sting in your tail that you decide to behave.”
 



Chapter 5
 
Zara wasn’t fooled. Noah may have sounded in control, but both annoyance and lust rolled off him in waves threatening to engulf her in their power. She knew the spanking he’d inflicted earlier was nothing. Her sweatpants had provided her with a good bit of protection.
Her two biggest fears were, one, that he would recognize he was not the only one in a state of exaggerated arousal, and two, that he wouldn’t. Zara also had some concern he might, as Damian had on more than one occasion, take his belt or a strap to her backside. God, she hated leather. It not only left welts that served as a vivid reminder for days that she’d been spanked but made it damn uncomfortable to sit or have sex. The worst part was anytime she’d ever been spanked it had left her wet and wanting. The spanking from Noah earlier had left her both.
Without another word, Noah raised his hand and began to spank her. The first blow caught her a bit unaware, and she was unprepared for the level of pain his hand hitting the same spots he’d targeted earlier would cause.
Zara had planned to endure whatever punishment he inflicted stoically and with no pleading. The second strike caused her to cry out, which seemed only to inflame him. He increased both the tempo and the strength of the swats being delivered. Had he not had her legs pinned between his own and the hand not spanking her used to keep her in position, she might have found some way to get free.
Noah rained blow after blow over her bottom. Zara knew from previous spankings that when he was done, her poor backside would be red, swollen, and painful. She thrashed and struggled, but nothing seemed to faze him. Noah continued to spank her hard and thoroughly. When she thought she couldn’t take any more or feel any more pain, he moved to catch her sit spots and then down to the tops of her thighs, causing her to cry out.
“You may as well give in and cry, Zara. This time I mean to get through to you.”
“You can’t spank me,” she wailed.
“I can, I am, and I will,” he said, punctuating each word with a hard swat to what was now a very painful backside.
The man had hands of steel. He would never need a paddle or a hairbrush to ensure she felt the evidence of his displeasure for a day or two. The very idea that the thought of being with him even occurred to her, much less didn’t disgust or terrify her, was unsettling in the extreme.
Zara would never be able to tell if it was the spanking or her own thoughts that finally broke through her wall of silent endurance of his treatment. She could feel Noah’s determination to break her to his will but was determined to emerge on the other side of this spanking with her pride and dignity intact.
“Have it your way, Zara,” he said as he increased the strength behind the blows he was cascading all over her backside.
“Noah, please!” she cried as at last the tears began to fall.
“You will behave,” he said as he continued to lay into her.
“Yes!”
She wasn’t sure how long it took for her mind to register he had ceased spanking her and was now gently rubbing her backside. She sighed. Noah ran his hand between her legs, which seemed to open for his touch of their own accord. She moaned in pleasure. It had been a while since any man had stroked her there.
“Good girl,” he soothed as he traced the wet outer lips of her vagina with his finger before penetrating her core with it.
Zara shook her head—partially to say no, but also to try and clear away the sensual spell he seemed to be weaving around her. She squirmed on his lap and became acutely aware of being pressed against his cock as it throbbed beneath her.
“Enough, Zara. Behave yourself,” he said with an edge of command in his voice.
When she continued to wriggle and try to avoid his touch, he removed his finger and she breathed a sigh of relief, only to yelp when he swatted her bruised backside twice more.
“I said enough.”
He waited until she relaxed over his lap then he began to fondle her again. This time, he bypassed her pussy and found her clitoris. She knew he would correctly interpret her sharp intake of breath as acquiescence to his touch. He tugged and played with her swollen nub until the stirrings of her first climax began. Her body tingled throughout, and she breathed in shallow pants. Zara was quite certain he could read, and correctly interpret, the telltale signs of her impending orgasm.
“Good girl. You come for me,” he encouraged her.
“No,” she said, biting her lip to try and stave off coming at his command draped over his lap.
“Yes. Come for me, sweetheart. We both know you’re going to. You keep fighting it, and I’ll go back to spanking. Is that what you want?”
“No,” she cried in distress.
“Then yield to me and come.”
He intensified his playing with her clit, which became even more engorged as her wet response pooled at the entrance to her core. Zara couldn’t believe she was losing control this way. Her body was responding of its own accord. She cried out as he continued to caress her intimately, and she succumbed to the need to come as he had ordered. Instead of letting her be, after that, or allowing her to rise, he moved his hand back to her slit before inserting two fingers where he had once had a single digit. He scissored them then stroked the floor of her being with strong and sure movements.
Zara could feel herself capitulating. Not only could she not regulate her own responses, but no longer had the will to do so.
“Come again for me.”
Zara closed her eyes and let it happen. She came quietly but urgently, rubbing her swollen nub against the rough texture of his denim-clad leg. Her pussy trembled and pulsed, telling them both she wanted and needed more. Her sheath clamped down on his fingers even though what she really wanted was to feel the creamy essence only his cock could provide. He trailed his wet fingers up from her sheath until he reached the dark rosette between her butt cheeks. Gently, he slipped his finger into her there as well. She was surprised the tight ring of muscle didn’t offer more resistance to his intrusion, but instead yielded easily…perhaps even greedily.
“No, please, Noah.”
She thought the only way she might persuade him not to take her there was if she admitted she needed to feel him mount her and fuck her pussy into oblivion. He did not remove his finger immediately but continued to stroke her back channel. He was gentle, and the sensations he was causing were not totally unpleasant. What surprised her was that, even though not being directly pleasured, her pussy responded to his ministrations.
“I’ve found using a woman’s bottom hole can greatly increase her ability to behave and to do as she’s told. Do you want me to stop?”
“Yes. No. Please. I don’t know,” she said, her words catching as her shame at enjoying his touch in that forbidden place threatened to overwhelm her. Even Damian had never touched her there.
“Would you rather get up on your knees on the bed and present your pussy to me to fuck?”
“Yes,” she whispered, surrendering.
She silently vowed to fight him another day. Right now, she wanted nothing more than to feel him inside her, plowing her from behind and pleasuring them both. All of her nerve endings were alight with desire. Everything intensified as her senses were open wide. Noah removed his finger and released her legs, and she remained in place. He took off his shirt and wiped his hand clean on it then tossed it into the corner of the small room.
“That’s my good girl. You stay where I put you until I tell you otherwise.” He offered her his hand. “Up you get, and offer yourself to me.”
In that moment, Zara had never hated or needed anyone more in her life. She climbed up on the bed and remained on her knees. Her hair fell forward, covering her face. The bed sprang back up when he stood. The sound of his zipper being lowered inflamed her already amplified state of arousal.
Noah reached underneath her with both hands to heft the weight of her breasts, pinching her nipples, causing her to squeal. He then brought his strong hands up her sides. He placed one on the nape of her neck, urging her upper body down against the mattress. When he removed his hand and she tried to rise, he swatted her painful backside with his other hand then once more gently forced her upper torso down.
Zara was caught between wanting to assert herself and desperately needing this man to dominate and possess her in a way far surpassing that which she had ever experienced. The bulbous head of his cock probed between her legs, seeking her heated core. Once he found it, Noah grasped both her hips to hold her steady and rammed himself into her with a great groan, causing her to shudder and her pussy to quiver as she climaxed and cried out for him again.
He chuckled. “Now, that’s my very good girl. Coming for me as I mount you before I even tell you to or start to fuck you properly.”
He held her fast as he began to thrust in and out. Zara couldn’t seem to find a way to resist him. All she could do was tremble at his touch. Her entire body shivered in response to his commanding possession. She tried to get up at least so that she was leaning on her forearms. Noah released one hip and delivered a stinging blow to her derriere then ran that same hand up her spine and pressed against her neck to gently force her back down.
“Get out of position again and I’ll use your bottom hole instead of your pussy to take my pleasure,” he growled.
Zara ceased even trying to put up a token fight as he pumped his hips against her well-punished ass. Each time he bumped her with his pelvis, his cock was shoved all the way to its hilt inside her. Zara was certain the tip touched her cervix. He grunted and groaned as he pummeled her core. His cock was large and filled her completely. All the textures of his manhood registered as they skimmed along the walls of her heated sheath. There wasn’t any place he didn’t fill and rub as he stroked.
Noah thrust with incredible power. Each time he drove inside her, he reignited some of the sting spread across her backside. She tried to inch forward. All that earned her was another hard swat before he grasped her at the juncture where the back of her neck met the top of her shoulder and held her in place, making sure she understood he would be in charge and that she would stay where he wanted when he was using her. She tried to think of it that way, but couldn’t. While it was true he was in control of their coupling, he seemed to take great pleasure in providing her with as much or more pleasure than she had ever dreamed she was capable of.
He seemed intent on wringing as many orgasms out of her as possible. He was right; he knew more than one way to dominate a woman. She screamed into the bedding as she came again. Noah stroked her harder and faster, his cock swelling immediately before he began unloading waves of creamy cum in her pussy.
“God, yes!” he called as she pulsed all along his length.
He remained tight up against her ass with his rod sheathed deeply inside her. It took both of them a moment to catch their breath. Finally, he withdrew from her and rocked up off the bed. Zara stayed in position, not wanting to give him an excuse to swat her again.
“Up you get,” he said, reaching for her hand to help her.
“Let go of me,” she seethed, her anger returning to the forefront.
The chuckle that came in response was infuriating. She wasn’t so stupid as to think she could outfight a man like Noah, but she really would have given anything to have been able to punch him in the nose.
“Settle down, Zara. Let’s go take a shower and have something to eat.”
“No. You want a shower, go take one. I’m fine just the way I am.”
“Naked and smelling of having been fucked by me? While I admit I find it enticing and intoxicating, I want you where I can see you.”
He offered her his hand, and she batted it away. She knew the gesture was childish, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. He shook his head and once more fisted her hair before stalking off to the small bath, forcing her to follow. Once inside, he closed and locked the door.
“Let me out,” she said angrily.
“Knock it off, Zara. Behave yourself, or after we’re through in here, I’ll give you a lesson in humbling I think you badly need.”
“I hate you.”
“Really? Seemed to me as I was fucking you, and you kept climaxing, that it wasn’t hate you were feeling.”
“You provoking a physical response from me doesn’t negate how much I loathe you.”
“Loathe? Well, aren’t we the fancy writer.”
He retained his iron grip around her wrist and adjusted the shower. Once he had it where he wanted, he removed his jeans. As he stepped in, she leaned down and bit his hand.
“You nasty tempered bitch!” he said as he dragged her under the spray with him.
The water was amazing. It had just the right heat and intensity and felt good after all he’d put her through today. Zara closed her eyes and enjoyed the relaxing spray. Her eyes flew open, and she almost jumped out of her skin when he began washing her body with a soapy bath sponge. It was all she could do to keep from purring under his ministrations. Once he had them both clean, he turned off the water and pulled her out then dried them both.
Her nipples were hard and begging for his attention. He didn’t disappoint. He leaned down and sucked one of them into his mouth while he brought his hand up to play with the other. Without thinking, Zara pressed herself against him and moaned at the way her body responded to him. When he released her nipple from his teeth, she found him staring intently at her. He brought his mouth down hard on hers as he kissed her roughly, eliciting another pleasured moan from her lips.
Fisting her hair yet again, he opened the door and headed into the kitchen while she trailed behind him. Seeming unconcerned they were both nude, he lifted her and bent her over the counter edge. She tried to get down but received a hard wallop to her backside, causing her to wail in distress.
“You better learn to stay where I put you,” he barked.
Zara had no fight left. This time, she remained in place and watched as he grabbed something out of a bowl he’d had sitting on the counter. She saw him pick up a paring knife and use it on whatever he had in his hand. He returned to her, using his body to hold her thighs open. He reached up between her legs. Mortified, she realized she was very aroused and drenched. He took some of her natural lubrication and slathered it all over the object he held in one hand. With the other hand he pried her ass cheeks apart and pushed whatever was in his hand against the sphincter that guarded her back channel. She tried to get away.
Noah’s hand came down, connecting harshly with her swollen and painful backside.
“It’s going in, Zara. If you need another spanking for that to happen, I can accommodate you. Do you want to fight or surrender?”
“No, please. I don’t want to be spanked anymore,” she cried—tears once more welling in her eyes.
“Then you show me you’re going to behave.”
He waited until she sighed with resignation and forced her body to relax and receive whatever he was planning to do.
“That’s better,” he said gently before parting her ass cheeks and pressing the object against her rectum.
Zara stiffened in anticipation of his inserting the object, but Noah waited until she forced herself to accept this was going to happen and quit trying to evade him.
“Better,” he said as he inserted it deep into her.
It wasn’t much bigger than his finger, but she didn’t like the feeling. When it burned, Zara realized he had gingered her bum. She was being subjected to figging. The feeling wasn’t something she enjoyed, and she started to squirm.
He chuckled. God, she hated it when he made that sound.
“As I said, I know more than one way to humble my woman and make her think twice about biting me or disobeying me again.”
“Take it out,” she demanded.
“No, I think it needs to stay a little while longer until you’ve learned the lesson that you will mind me.”
She writhed from the burning sensation caused by the oils in the ginger root. She knew enough from reading that it wouldn’t actually harm her, but nothing she’d read had done justice to the level of discomfort the thing caused.
“Please, Noah. I won’t bite you again. I’ll start behaving. Please?”
“Just a few more minutes.”
“Why?” she wailed. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”
“You’re being punished for biting me and as an object lesson so that you think twice before acting out or trying to run off again.”
Noah caressed her bottom in a reassuring and yet possessive manner. Zara understood he was laying claim to her in no uncertain terms. It flashed through her mind that it might be to her advantage to indulge him until he let his guard down and she could pursue her story. With all that had happened, she knew it was one worth pursuing. And yet, she was experiencing a level of arousal and emotional re-awakening that made her want to stay.
***
Noah smiled as he watched Zara wiggle her bottom, trying to lessen the sting of the spanking she’d received over his knee or to somehow dislodge the ginger root from doing its work. He wondered if she had any idea how sexy she looked doing it. He wasn’t so foolish as to think this was the only time they’d tangle. In fact, he was quite sure that taming Zara would be a lifelong process…one he was looking forward to.
He pondered the notion of when he had come to the conclusion Zara was the woman he’d been seeking all his life. He shook his head. He realized that, like for Croft, it wasn’t some romantic or sexual encounter that had done it. It was about the time she finally gave in and succumbed to the second spanking. His colleagues were going to have a field day at his expense. He, who had always said he wanted a nice quiet girl who liked to fuck and made his life easy, was going to end up with the most stubborn and spirited one of the whole lot.
At least, he thought he got half of the equation right. Zara’s response to his dominant possession of her as he fucked her the first time had been incredible and fulfilled any and all fantasies he’d ever indulged. The very thought of mounting her again caused his cock to harden in anticipation.
“Noah, please?”
He leaned over her, “Do you understand me?”
“Yes, sir.”
He smiled. He’d never been much for honorariums, but coming from Zara, it soothed his ire at her earlier behavior. He reached between her legs and gently stroked from her soaked pussy up to where he had lodged the ginger causing her to shiver.
“Behave yourself, Zara. Next time, I’ll most likely use my cock in your bottom hole to remind you of who is dominant. And we both know who that is, don’t we?”
She nodded.
“Tell me,” he whispered, lightly playing with the ginger and causing her to squirm.
“Please?”
“Say it.”
“You are.”
He kissed her shoulder and removed the ginger plug, rinsing it under the water in the kitchen sink before tossing it away and washing his hands. He saw her start to move out of his peripheral vision.
“Did I tell you it was okay for you to get up?”
“No sir. I just thought—”
“Think again. You stay.”
He went back into the sitting area and retrieved their plates. He made short order of cleaning up the kitchen—washing the dishes and setting them in the rack over the sink to dry and then wiping down the counters and sink. Noah ran his hand up her flank as he approached her—much like he would if she were a fractious filly he meant to teach to yield to him. Gently grasping her hair in his fist, he indicated she could get down off the counter then led her back to the bed.
“You get tucked into bed. I’m going to check the security feed and lock down the cottage for the night. When I’m done, I’ll come join you,” he said, holding up the covers for her.
“I don’t want to sleep with you,” she said spitefully but without any real rancor.
Noah patted her bottom and waited until she complied and got into bed.
“That’s all right, sweetheart. I don’t intend for you to get a lot of sleep.” He leaned down to kiss her.
 



Chapter 6
 
Beast! thought Zara—a beast that seemed intent on bending her to his will. Well, she wasn’t about to be bent. She could hear him moving around the cottage. She should be trying to figure out how to get away from him, how to feign sleep so he’d let her be, but her nipples ached for his touch, and her pussy was pulsing in anticipation of being possessed by him again. And that was the real problem…Noah Taylor didn’t just spank her, or fuck her, or fig her for that matter. No, what he did was possess her. When he stroked her with his cock, it wasn’t just the physical sensations that overwhelmed her, it was the emotional and mental ones as well.
There was no question in her mind that she needed to get away from him. Not only did he seem bound and determined to keep her from getting the story on Abdal’s operation and the hostile takeover being precipitated by Springer, Zara was fairly sure he meant to dominate her life.
When Damian died, she told herself she would never let a man have that kind of power over her again. What Noah was already exhibiting made what she had with Damian pale in comparison. If she let herself become emotionally entangled with him, he would destroy her carefully resurrected half-life and force her to accept her place at his side. Who was she kidding? Noah didn’t want her at his side as his equal. What he wanted was her writhing beneath him and always a step behind him. He would lead; she would be relegated to following. And when she didn’t, he’d give her reason to wish she had.
The floorboards creaked as he made his way around the cottage then returned to the bedroom. She kept her back to the door and tried to ignore him. The bed sagged as he sat on the opposite edge. His hand was warm and reassuring as he reached under the covers and ran it down her spine before gently fondling her derriere.
“I know you’re awake, Zara. And even if you weren’t, I’d probably wake you up to fuck you again before we go to sleep.”
She flipped onto her other side so she could glare at him, a strategic mistake. He really was magnificently made. His bronzed-and-broad shoulders that bore an elaborate tattoo, that seemed to be of tribal design, on the right one made her catch her breath. His back was heavily muscled, as was the rest of his physique. He smiled as he watched her and gently lifted his finger to trace up her throat to her lips before leaning over to kiss her.
“Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?” he said in a voice full of awe.
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“Don’t,” she whispered.
“What?”
“Don’t be nice. I won’t be able to stand it if you’re nice.”
He smiled and leaned down to kiss her again. This kiss wasn’t like any of the others. It wasn’t harsh or demanding. It wasn’t comforting or sensual. It was full of feeling and caring, coaxing her to embrace what she was feeling—to trust that it was real and that he could make her whole again. If she wasn’t careful, it would be her undoing.
Zara didn’t even know a tear had started to slide down her cheek until he brushed it away with his thumb and kissed her again.
“It will be all right, Zara. You don’t have to fear anything.”
“I’m not afraid of you,” she challenged softly.
He threw his head back and laughed. “No, sweetheart, you don’t have enough common sense to be afraid of me. You’re afraid of yourself. You are the proverbial moth to my flame.”
She nodded. “If I get too close, I’ll get burned.”
“That won’t happen. I may clip your wings to keep you from flying away, but I’ll keep you wrapped safe and warm in my arms.”
“No, you won’t. You’ll beat me or fuck me whenever you choose…use me in any way that suits you.”
He smiled again. She couldn’t seem to get a rise out of him. Technically, that wasn’t true…she could see his cock becoming more rigid by the minute. That, too, was impressive—he had both length and girth, and she could vividly recall how it felt when it was enclosed in her cunt.
“I have not, nor will I ever, beat you. I will spank you when you need or deserve it. And, last time I checked, you seemed to get as much pleasure from our fucking as I did. The way your pussy spasms all along my cock when you come and continues to pulse against me even after I’ve spent myself in you…quite possibly the most amazing feeling in my life. I doubt I will ever get tired of that. And yes, I will have you whenever and however I please, but I’ll make sure that you get just as much from the encounter as me.” He grinned at her. “Whether you want to or not and whether it is completely pleasurable for you is another story altogether.”
“You’re a prick,” she spat at him.
“Careful, Zara. As you can see, my prick is well primed to take you right now. I would think at this point, you’d be looking to have me focused on taking you gently, but you keep giving me snark, and I’ll figure you have yet to learn your lesson. For the record, I have plenty of ginger here in the cottage.”
“Do you and your buddies often fig your victims?”
He shook his head. “No, I may well be the first, but if you aren’t careful, that won’t be the only time it happens. Ginger has a lot of health benefits and keeps easily, so we keep it on hand. For you, though, my guess is it’ll be used mostly for object lessons.”
Noah reached for her, but she pushed his hands away.
“Keep away from me, Noah.”
“No. Come here to me, Zara.”
She tried to scramble away from him, but he quickly had hold of the nape of her neck to prevent her retreat. He lifted the covers and smiled as he saw her stiff nipples and her body flush with desire. Noah tossed the covers off them both. As he climbed the rest of the way into bed, her eyes were riveted to his cock, which was now fully erect.
He pulled her toward him and tilted her hip away from him so she lay on her back. Zara started to struggle…mostly with her feelings and reaction to Noah. He smiled. It wasn’t friendly or even sensual, it was feral. He was the predator; she was his prey. She squeaked as he knelt on the mattress with her legs on either side of his. Grasping her thighs, he slid her along on her back and buttocks toward his staff.
“Shit, Noah, that hurts,”
Being dragged on her ass, even on something soft, was painful. She kicked her legs as much as she could. Noah continued to pull her to him so he could impale her sheath onto his sword. She was incredibly aroused and knew the wet evidence of that glistened at the mouth of her sex. He said nothing but slowly drew her up his thighs and onto his cock.
“No,” she whispered, feeling every inch of him claiming every inch of her.
Once his cock was buried to the hilt, Noah splayed his hand and ran it up from her mons to palm her breast and trace lazy circles around her areola before flicking her nipple with his thumb.
“Wrap your legs around my back, Zara.”
She shook her head and tried to find some kind of purchase that would give her any kind of leverage to push off him. Noah continued to use one hand to play, tug, and pinch her nipples and now used his other to treat her swollen nub to the same thing. Her hips started to undulate in response.
“Good girl. Now, lock your legs around my waist.”
Zara knew she couldn’t trust her voice to speak, so shook her head.
“Yes.”
Noah increased the attention he was giving to her nipples and clit, but lay completely still within her. She could feel his cock pulsing and her sheath responding to his invasion. Arousal surged through her, sparking all of her nerve endings. Her pussy spasmed all along his length as the onslaught of a powerful orgasm hit her. Her body trembled in response.
“Noah,” she cried in one long wail of desperation and desire.
She opened her eyes and searched his face. She could tell he was determined to make her capitulate to his mastery over her body and soul. He continued to play…no, that was wrong. Noah wasn’t playing, he was toying with her—taunting and challenging her to accept his dominance. The same way a maestro coerced a reluctant prodigy to surrender her will to his. She felt as though she were a Stravinsky instrument—strung tautly with the strings just this side of snapping.
“Cradle me between your legs, sweetheart. You aren’t going to get what you need until you yield to me.”
“No,” she whispered as another climax possessed her and she shuddered.
“Have it your way.”
He lifted her legs so they rested against his chest as he raised them over his shoulders. He rocked up onto his knees so only her upper body remained in contact with the mattress. Zara pounded the bed and tried to clutch at anything that would provide her with some means of evasion.
His response was two staccato swats to her exposed backside.
“Enough, woman.”
Noah thrust powerfully—pulling out almost completely before driving back into her to the depths of her channel. Zara twisted and thrashed, trying to at least wrestle some measure of resistance to his control over their coupling. She surrendered and lay back as he continued to hammer her pussy ensuring she felt his prowess and strength.
Zara tried to focus on something, anything, other than Noah’s complete rule of the carnal act to which he subjected her. There was something liberating and terrifying in it. She had no concern he would actually harm her, but her fear that she would not be able to fight him and his need to dominate her was real. She needed to find a way to break free of the physical and sexual thrall he held her in.
He groaned as he stroked her; his face revealing that he reveled in her response to him. He kept her legs pressed to his chest, restricting her movements. Noah increased the speed with which he rode her. Zara screamed at the exquisite torture he demanded she endure and came again.
“Once more,” he whispered seductively.
“I…can’t,” she stammered.
The intensity of the day’s events descended upon her. The threat to her life by those who had attacked her home should have been overwhelming. But it was nothing compared to Noah’s demand that she abandon the woman she had fought so hard to forge from the embers of Damian’s death. The thought he wanted her to do so only to be claimed once again by a dominant alpha male was far more disconcerting.
“You can,” he said, pummeling her core. “You will.”
Before she could respond, another tidal wave of need for him to find completion and send his seed deep into her core overtook her, and she orgasmed—her pussy clutching at the ramrod pistoning in and out of her. Noah surged forward one last time and flooded her cunt with his cum.
He held her pinned against his torso as she began freefalling from the heights he had taken her. He lowered her legs halfway, ensuring he remained between them with his cock completely submerged within her wet heat.
“Wrap your legs around me,” he said again.
She had nothing left to fight with, convinced he could force nothing more from her than he had already taken. Zara made a pathetic whimpering sound but complied.
Gently, he laid her down, stretching out alongside her. He rested on his forearms and tenderly brushed the hair from her face. He brought his mouth down to hers, and her lips parted; her tongue welcomed his as he coaxed her to return his kiss. Once she sighed, relaxed, and her tongue danced with his as he murmured against her lips, he completed the kiss then withdrew from her, rolling to his back.
As Zara tried to move away from him, his arm snaked out, wrapped around her, and pulled her hard against him.
“You stay next to me,” he growled.
Noah snugged her up to his side with her head in the crook of his shoulder. He reached for her thigh and pulled it over one of his so that his thigh rested between her legs. He nuzzled the top of her head, inhaling deeply, then continued to stroke her thigh from hip to knee in a soothing manner.
“I’m exhausted and sore, you bastard,” she whispered.
There it was again, that damn self-satisfied, completely masculine chuckle laced with a heavy dose of lust and testosterone.
“Next time I tell you to wrap your legs around my back, do as you’re told. I guarantee you, the next time I won’t be as lenient.”
“For your information, battering me with that weapon you keep between your legs is not my idea of lenient.”
He kissed her forehead. “Trust me, sweetheart, my fucking your pussy is the least of your worries.” He reached across her and grabbed one of her butt cheeks, causing her to wince. “The reason you’re sore is because you haven’t had a man to hold you accountable for your head-strong foolishness or ride you hard enough to keep you sated. That isn’t going to be an issue for you going forward.”
She pushed against his side with both hands and received another hard swat for her trouble.
“Stop that,” she cried.
“Just as soon as you settle down. Knock it off, Zara, and behave. Go to sleep. We’re going to have a conference call sometime tomorrow, and I think it would be helpful if you participated.”
“I’ll be damned if I’m going to share any information I’ve learned with you.”
“At the risk of really pissing you off, if it’s on your laptop or stored anywhere, our tech guy, Thom, already has it and is compiling it with what we know and what Abdal is telling us.”
“You have an open line to Abdal?”
“He’s currently our guest in Mesa.”
“You’re holding him hostage, too?” she accused.
Noah’s hand descended on her rump.
“Keep it up, Zara, and I’ll put you back over my knee for another discipline session. And, no, he is there at his request.”
“And me?”
“You are here at mine.”
Zara made a fist.
Noah never opened his eyes, but, somehow, he seemed to know—perhaps he’d noticed the tension in her hand change.
“Follow through with that thought, sweetheart, and I’ll prove to you just how lenient I was earlier today. Just relax, put your head on my shoulder, and go to sleep. We should be secure at this location. If you behave, we can go for a walk on the beach in the morning. It’s really very pretty here.”
“I despise you,” she seethed.
“No, sweetheart, you don’t. And therein is your biggest issue. You don’t hate me at all. In fact, you’re pretty damn happy the right kind of man has come back in your life to put you over his knee when you need it and give you a good ramming each night before you go to sleep.”
“You’re an arrogant prick.”
He laughed. “You may be right, but it doesn’t mean I’m wrong. Close your eyes, beautiful, and go to sleep.”
Zara could tell when he’d fallen asleep but could also tell it wasn’t a deep slumber, and any bid she might make for her freedom would be quickly shut down. She didn’t want to contemplate his response to an action of that nature. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t risk it, but she wouldn’t do so without at least a fairly good chance of it being successful.
 



Chapter 7
 
Zara’s dreams were dark and disturbing. She was running from something in the back alleys and inky darkness of an old city. There was something chasing her that meant to do her harm. Suddenly, Noah was there. He wrapped his arms around her, and she felt safe and warm in his embrace. His lips grazed her temple then her eyes before settling on her mouth.
His hands lightly skimmed her body. Zara could feel herself emerging from the dregs of her dream and sleep as Noah’s mouth closed around her nipple and sucked. He nudged her onto her back, and her thighs parted in invitation for him to possess her again. He positioned himself between her legs as the head of his cock probed for her core. His hands slipped under her buttocks with his thumbs spanning her hip bones as he sank his full length into her, groaning.
“Don’t,” she protested feebly, but then he began to move inside her.
“Shh, beautiful, let me have you…all of you,” he whispered, nuzzling her. “Wrap your legs around me, Zara.”
This time she had no will to fight and spread her thighs wider, hooking her legs over the top of his thighs beneath his well-developed buttocks, which were now fueling the engine that ground his cock deeper into her pussy.
“Noah,” she sighed in unmitigated pleasure as her need grew.
There was something elemental and fierce in the way his body claimed hers and forced not just a physical response but a complete and total surrender to his command. He stroked her harder and faster until he drove himself into her ferociously and she succumbed to a tremendous orgasm that left her shaking in its aftermath.
“That’s my beauty,” he said soothingly.
“Not yours,” she managed to say.
“Mine. Only mine. If not right this minute, then soon. Give to me, Zara.”
She shook her head as he tried to capture her mouth again with his. His response was to pin her to the bed more forcefully as he drove into her relentlessly. Her breath sped up, and the noises she was making became little whimpers as her orgasm approached faster than she could comprehend. Her body stiffened in anticipation, and she started to pant, terrified of the amount of pleasure she was about to feel, and embarrassed that he could undo her to this extent.
Zara cried as she came again and clung to him. Noah showed no signs of weariness, only a gritty determination to relentlessly stroke her until her will to resist him was gone. Zara knew she had lost to him when her hands moved down his back and cupped his buttocks to urge him to fuck her harder and faster. He granted her unspoken request and plunged deeper and harder into her molten core.
“God yes,” he whispered as his movements became more frenzied. “Come with me. Let your cunt milk my cock for every last drop I’m going to pump into you.”
“Yes,” she sighed as her body took flight with his and soared beyond the clouds and stars to a place of infinite time and space.
With a final thrust, his staff released his essence into her being, and her pussy rippled along his length in response. Something within Zara sparked to life. She basked in the aftermath of his lovemaking, grateful he didn’t seem inclined to withdraw. There was a part of being coupled with Noah that was earthy and intimate. He released his hold on her hips and brought his hands up to her face. He whispered kisses over her face and made small, incoherent noises that comforted and reassured her that his need for her was as great as hers for him.
As he began to withdraw, Zara mourned his imminent uncoupling. This time, when he rolled off her, she rolled with him, throwing her arm across his torso, wedging one of her legs between his so his softening cock lay between the juncture of her thighs. Noah wrapped one arm around her back and laid the other over her arm, returning her embrace.
This time when she slept, she dreamed nothing and felt only peace and contentment.
The next time Zara opened her eyes, she was alone and surprised to see that the sun was up. Without looking at a clock or her cell phone, she had no way of knowing the exact time but figured it was probably midmorning. The floorboards creaked as Noah came in from the other room. He had on only his jeans and looked like some photoshopped male model complete with washboard abs, corded and muscled arms, and a trim waist. There was a heavy sprinkling of dark hair across his chest. It was widely dispersed across his pectoral muscles before narrowing to join in the middle of his sternum and trailing down the center of his torso disappearing into his jeans. He was carrying a tray with something that smelled delicious.
He walked around the end of the bed to her side, set the tray on the nightstand, took her face in his hands, and kissed her deeply. As with everything else about him, the kiss was commanding and yet entreating at the same time.
“Good morning, Zara. Did you sleep well?”
“After you left me alone to sleep,” she snapped.
She had a fleeting thought she might have offended or angered him. He threw his head back and laughed before kissing the tip of her nose then briefly capturing her mouth with his. It was disorienting that, even in something that was only slightly more than his lips brushing hers, he was able to completely overpower her senses.
“You seemed disturbed, and I sought to comfort you,” he said with a sly grin.
“No, you woke with a hard-on and used me to take care of it.”
Again, instead of anger or reprisal, she got laughter. “As I recall, sweetheart, your needs were seen to as well, and you came more times than I did.”
“And woke even more sore than when I went to sleep.”
“Do you always wake up in such a lousy mood?”
“Yes,” she snapped.
“Then I’ll have to come up with ways to see if we can’t make your mornings better.”
“How about you get me back to the nearest train station so I can get back home to London.”
“That’s not happening. We have a forensic team that should be there anytime. They’ll go over your place with a fine-tooth comb.”
Mildly outraged—after all, she was being held against her will—she said, “What on earth for?”
“We want to see if they left anything behind—DNA, trace evidence, surveillance devices, explosives.”
“You think they’d leave a bomb?”
“I wouldn’t put it outside the realm of possibilities. You do realize those men meant to torture and kill you, right? They weren’t coming in through the back with masks and automatics to have tea.”
“I don’t drink tea.”
“I know,” he said calmly. “You drink dark-roast coffee, black if you have to. But if it’s available, you like wild honey and a dollop of clotted cream. I like honey in my coffee as well, and organic when I can find it. The little store we stopped at had a really nice local produce and dairy section. If I’d known then you like clotted cream, I’d have picked some up. But I did add some honey to your mug. I can get you more if it wasn’t enough.”
He handed her a mug filled with fresh coffee. She inhaled deeply and smiled in spite of herself. She took a taste and sighed. The cream would have been lovely, but it was precisely the right amount of honey.
“This is divine, thank you. How did you know so much about my coffee?”
He wiggled his eyebrows at her, making her laugh.
“I know many things.” 
She arched an eyebrow at him skeptically.
“I had Croft ask Finn.”
“Is she all right?”
“Other than being in much the same shape as you, she’s fine.”
“Ganging up on us?” She looked over the rim of the mug as she took a more thorough drink.
“Absolutely. Croft and I are well aware the two of you are, if not actively conspiring at the moment to get to the bottom of this story, then soon will be.”
“That’s our job—to get the story.”
“Maybe in the past, but not now. Now, your primary job is to follow my orders, and the first rule is you don’t put yourself in harm’s way.”
She snorted and took another sip. “In case you missed the memo…I’m not inclined to follow anyone’s order other than my own.”
He grinned. “I got the memo. I’m just vetoing it. Quit trying to pick a fight with me, Zara.”
“I’m not. Just when things don’t turn out the way you think they should, I don’t want to be accused of leading you on.”
“You’ve been very clear about your reluctance to do as you’re told. I think I’ve been just as clear as to the consequences of your not minding me.”
“I’m not looking for some over-endowed and muscled guard dog who thinks he has to keep me safe and in return gets to fuck me whenever he wants.”
“You think I’m over-endowed? I thought it was a perfect fit,” he teased.
Zara sent him a scathing look but said nothing more.
He shook his head. “Drink your coffee, Zara. Tomorrow, I’ll try having it ready on the nightstand and fuck you first thing. We’ll see if that doesn’t improve your mood.”
“You egotistical, condescending bastard.”
“Sweetheart, don’t get yourself all worked up. I made breakfast. Why don’t you eat your omelet before it gets cold,” he said handing her a plate with the most perfect omelet she’d ever seen.
She wanted to throw it at him like she had the night before, but the aroma was enticing, and she was hungry.
Zara snatched the plate from him and took a bite; it was heaven enfolded in light and fluffy eggs. The perfectly finished omelet was filled with Gruyere cheese, lots of crispy and crumbled bacon, caramelized onions, and sundried tomatoes. He had accompanied it with two small potato latkes and some citrus fruit salad.
“This is very good,” she said, digging in. “I’m hungry.”
“I don’t doubt it.” He grinned. “You didn’t have dinner yesterday, and I rode you pretty hard during the night.”
“I am not some wild mustang to be mounted and ridden whenever you damn well please.”
The sheet had slipped from under her arms and was pooled in her lap, leaving her breasts exposed. Noah hefted one in his hand as he flicked his thumb back and forth across her rapidly stiffening nipple.
“Think not?” He clearly enjoyed her arousal in response to his fondling. “I’ll bet if I reached between your legs, I’d find your clit just as hard and a wealth of your honey gathering in your pussy.”
Zara hissed at him—at his presumptiveness, his handling of her feminine parts as if they belonged to him, and the fact that his assessment was entirely correct.
“You are insufferable,” she said between bites.
“Now,” he said, tweaking her nipple and causing her to gasp, “be a good girl and finish your breakfast. We don’t have much time before we have to get on the horn with the team. Why don’t you grab a shower…”
“Why? Do you find the stench of my having had sex with you offensive?”
He arched his eyebrow at her again. It was a somewhat endearing trait and did signal when she was starting to get under his skin.
“Maybe,” he said, “in addition to getting laid in the morning, you need to get your ass spanked first. For your information, I find the scent of you mingled with my own to be the finest perfume I’ve ever inhaled. Settle down and behave yourself or no number of pillows is going to make it comfortable for you to be seated when we talk to the team,” he growled.
“And what would your employer think of the idea that you have spanked and fucked me more than once since you took me into your custody against my will?” she challenged.
“You mean since I saved your life? He’d probably admonish me for not getting you taken in hand the first time.”
Noah laughed at the look of shock on her face.
“This may or may not come as a newsflash to you, but the men I work with have no problem with a little girl getting her bottom paddled when she deserves it. So, go ahead and complain; Mac will probably just advise me to use my belt if there’s a next time.”
“I can’t believe he would allow you to treat a client or a potential witness this way.”
“He doesn’t, and I don’t. But I will ensure my woman is cared for and safe…whether she likes it or not.”
Zara finished her breakfast and scooted across the mattress from him to get out on the other side of the bed. She grimaced as she did so. Noah wisely said nothing. Zara walked around him to the bath and started to close the door.
“Leave it open, Zara. I want to be able to keep my eye on you.”
“Pervert!”
He laughed. “Nevertheless, the door stays open, or I come in there to supervise.”
“Fine. It isn’t anything you haven’t already seen,” she snapped.
“Doesn’t matter how many times I see it; it’s still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever beheld.”
Zara rolled her eyes then turned on the shower. She made short work of her shower…not because she didn’t enjoy it or even minded Noah was watching. It was that her memories of the day before when she’d shared it with him were still too vivid in her mind. His strong hands using the sudsy sea sponge to get her clean, the lingering touches, the feel of his body pressed to hers under the hot water. No, she really needed to get a handle on her own traitorous thoughts. Zara rejoined him wrapped only in a towel.
“I don’t suppose you have clean clothes?” she asked.
“I think you look fine.” He laughed.
As the storm clouds gathered in her eyes, he crossed over from the bed, took hold of her shoulders, and pulled her close to kiss her briefly but thoroughly. One thing about Noah, he was very deliberate and completely in control where she was concerned. For the moment, Zara would let him believe that.
“We do, however, keep a variety of sweats in the dresser, and I put away the things I had in my go bag. There’s a couple of my sweaters you might like.”
“Sweats will be just fine.”
“Suit yourself. The sweaters are softer…I thought you might prefer them. If this looks to become long term, we’ll need to get additional supplies, including clothing.”
Zara found a pair of sweats that looked like they’d fit. They were a bit too big in the waist, so she rolled them down, making them ride low on her hips. She started to put on the sweatshirt but realized it wouldn’t be all that comfortable. It would either be a bit too tight in the bust or huge everywhere else. She knew she could just select another but saw a black sweater of Noah’s lying on the chair. He was right; it was incredibly soft to the touch. She pulled it over her head and went to join him. She didn’t like the way his eyes lit up when he saw she was wearing his sweater.
“Don’t get any ideas. You were right; it’s nicer than the sweats. Although these pants are baggy enough that they don’t put any pressure on my ass, which, in case you wanted to know, still hurts.”
Noah was busying himself with getting the video conference set up.
He looked up at her. “I don’t doubt it. If it didn’t, it would mean I hadn’t spanked you hard enough last night. You were still showing quite a bit of color on your pretty little bottom this morning when you went into the shower.”
“Oh, she was, was she?” came Mac’s voice over the comm system before the monitor blinked on, revealing his bemused expression. He seemed to be alone in the conference room. “That was fast. In fact, a damn sight faster than I thought it would be.”
“What do you mean by that?” accused Zara. She waved her hand. “It doesn’t matter. I demand that you tell this supercilious goon of yours to release me at once and take me, if not home, then to a train station, so I can get back to my job and my life.”
“Feisty, isn’t she, Noah?” Mac laughed. “I’ve heard you called a lot of things, but I think that’s the first time anyone has ever accused you of being a supercilious goon.”
“That she is,” agreed Noah. “What can I say? She’s a writer. She likes words.”
“Aren’t you the guy who wanted a nice, quiet girl?” asked Mac.
Noah chuckled. “Yeah, that would be me.” He turned to her. “You do know, Zara, I’m never going to hear the end of being with you.”
“Do you two assholes hear yourselves? I’m in the fucking room. And neither of you has any dominion over me. I’m warning you, McDaniel. I have friends at Scotland Yard, and they take a dim view of a British citizen being unlawfully detained.”
“That would be Michael Bestwick? He has been advised. We have looped him in unofficially as to what’s going on. He said to send you his best.”
“Arrgghh!” She stomped her foot.
Mac chuckled. “Croft and I may have gotten the spitfires, but you, my friend, have yourself a hell-raising firebrand. The rest of the team should be joining us in a minute.”
“She can behave herself when she wants to,” said Noah, obviously enjoying her temper. “Zara, that’s enough. Come and sit down.”
She moved past him toward the chair he’d indicated. He was sitting on one of the hardwood counter stools while offering her the padded office chair with a pillow already in place. Passing between her and the system’s camera, his hand connected sharply with her rear end.
“Settle down.”
Zara sat in the chair gingerly. The camera at Wild Mustang Security drew back so that all of those gathered at the conference table could be seen. She was glad to see Finn in attendance as well.
“You’re all right?” asked Finn.
“As well as can be expected when I’m being held against my will,” replied Zara, eyes shooting daggers at Noah who merely smiled benignly at her.
“They said that some kind of team assaulted your home? Jesus, Zara, I’m so sorry. I never should have involved you.”
“Are you kidding? This story could be huge. I’ve already been able to confirm parts of what you told me,” said Zara excitedly.
“I’m surprised you’d tell them that,” said Finn, laughing.
“Didn’t they tell you? The bastards hacked my system and have downloaded all my stuff.”
Finn turned on Croft. He really was easy on the eyes. In some ways better looking than Noah. Croft had those East Coast patrician looks about him, like old money or nobility. She smiled to herself as she remembered how Finn had once described Zara’s taste in men as tall, dark, and voted most likely to take a life. She wasn’t all that far off the mark. Noah certainly filled that bill. And the man was likely the most dominant alpha male she’d ever encountered. And yet, he seemed to have a sensitive side that called to her.
“You hacked her system?”
“Sure did,” said Croft, grinning at her. “Thom’s finishing up in London but said he should have all the data compiled, including what they found at Zara’s overnight. If there’s anything significant, we’ll contact you at the same time tomorrow.”
“So nothing really new to report?” asked Noah.
“I’m afraid not,” said Mac. “Springer had flown the coup. At least Bestwick was able to get the French police to go and check the farmhouse where Finn was held, aside from the dead bodies they found, the place had been cleaned out and wiped down. He said it was very disconcerting as the bodies were laid out neatly in a row and the rest of house appeared to be untouched. Bestwick said their forensic techs were a bit spooked by it. They obviously took their time clearing out.”
“What about Abdal?” asked Noah.
“He’s been fairly forthcoming about everything. Problem is Springer knew everything and moved swiftly to consolidate his stranglehold on Abdal’s operation. Abdal seems fairly resigned to letting him have it and retiring someplace he can be safe and die an old man.”
Zara listened but said nothing. They were fools if they thought Abdal would simply fade away. They may have had business dealings with him, but Zara had dined with him on several occasions. The dinners had covered different aspects of stories she was writing, as well as giving her finely-honed reporter’s instincts an incredible breadth of knowledge about what made the man tick. And tick he did…much like an explosive device. She very much doubted Abdal would have revealed that to side of himself the Wild Mustang Security people.
Fariq Abdal would not walk away without a fight. He presented himself to the world and to those who dealt with him as a sophisticated businessman, when, in fact, he was a ruthless killer not above using whatever means he could find to re-establish his supremacy in the international community of arms dealers and terrorists.
The video conference ended with Noah’s assessment of their situation. He was content to stay at their current location until they checked in the day after tomorrow, but then thought that after that, he’d be inclined to move. Even as remote and secure as they were, no safe house was truly safe if those hunting you were willing to pay whatever it took for information to find you.



Chapter 8
 
Noah kept his eyes on Zara for most of the conference call. She’d been snarly to start with then genuinely happy to see Finn and then quiet. With most women, he might chalk up the last part to having reality sink in and fear along with it. But not Zara. She knew, or at least thought she knew, something they didn’t. And she had no intention of telling them. He’d let her keep her own counsel for a bit to see if she wouldn’t come clean.
He hadn’t been joking when he’d said he would never hear the end of it from his team. He’d always been pretty vocal about the kind of woman he wanted—one he could go home to, take to bed, spend the evening seeing how many orgasms he could wring out of her then kick back and have her fix him a nice meal before taking her back to bed. Well, he’d gotten the sex part right, but that was about it. And even that he had to fight for. Zara had no intention of surrendering without a fight, but he was certain that, in the end, she would. Mac was right, she was a hellion and wouldn’t easily give her heart, but Noah was determined she would be his and he’d make her damn happy she was.
They logged off the video conference.
“That went well,” he said.
“For you. I was humiliated you made it very clear to your boss and your buddies you were fucking me.”
“Settle down, Zara. It isn’t like that. I would never deliberately humiliate you. You’ll never find a group of guys who have greater respect for or enjoy more spending their time in the company of women.”
“You made that abundantly clear,” she said in a scathing tone.
“If Mac’s and my talking shit to each other hurt your feelings, then I apologize. But, sweetheart, Mac isn’t stupid. He’d have figured it out as would every man in that room. Better to just get it all out on the table. I find having clear and open lines of communication works best for everyone. Withholding tidbits of information in a relationship—”
“Is that what you think we have? A relationship? Don’t flatter yourself.”
“You really are trying to push my buttons, aren’t you? If you’ve missed being spanked since Damian died—”
“Don’t you dare mention his name to me,” she said angrily.
“Zara, I didn’t say it to upset you. What I was trying to say, in as non-threatening a way as I could, was if you needed to be spanked, you can just tell me. You don’t need to act out.”
“You like direct communication? Good. Then hear me when I say, we have no relationship. You are my captor and I am your hostage or prisoner. That is all.”
“No, it isn’t. Communication is a two-way street. I’m not the bad guy here. I’m the guy who saved your life—”
“That doesn’t give you the right to try and take it over. It sure as hell doesn’t give you the right to spank or fuck me whenever you want; I won’t even talk about how over the line the whole figging thing was.”
He smiled. “Funny you know what it’s called.”
“I’m a writer, you ass. I know lots of things.”
“I believe you. Fact is, I believe you know more about this whole situation than you’re letting on, and we’ll circle back to that in a minute. I know this thing between us happened fast, and neither one of us expected it—”
“Only one of us thinks it’s more than adrenaline-fueled lust between two people who haven’t been getting laid frequently enough of late.”
“You can be a nasty, viper-tongued bitch when you try.”
“As you said, I’m a writer…I like words.”
He chuckled. “Touché, sweetheart.”
Noah got up and caught her by the wrist before she could pull away. “It’s more than that…a whole helluva lot more than that, and you know it,” he said in a soothing, seductive voice. “I know you’re scared, and not just of Abdal and Springer and whatever they’ve got going down. But I’ll keep you safe from them.”
“But who will keep me safe from you?” she whispered.
The look on her face told him she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.
“You don’t have any need to be kept safe from me.”
She nodded. “Yes, I do. I swore I’d never get involved with someone like you again.”
“Sexy, tough, ruggedly handsome, and hung?” he teased.
“All of those and chauvinistic, dominant, and arrogant. Someone who truly believes men are far superior to women, and we need to be kept safe and cherished. I won’t have it. I won’t live that way again. I’m damn good at what I do.”
Noah sat back but did not relinquish his hold on her.
“I’ll give you dominant, but I’m neither chauvinistic nor arrogant. Fact is, in most ways, I think women are far superior to men. In general, you’re every bit as tough if not tougher, far more intelligent, and you’re one hell of a lot sexier. Am I opinionated? Yes. I think there’s a natural order to things, and the best relationships I know are the ones where the men are dominant, but that doesn’t mean their women are submissive. I don’t want a submissive woman. You were right. I’d be bored in a month.”
“I never said anything like that to you,” she accused softly.
He grinned. “You did once in a dream.”
“You dreamed about me?”
“Only a couple of times, but I’ve had numerous erotic fantasies where you were the star.”
She rolled her eyes.
“You called me a coward and nailed me on the type of woman I thought I wanted. But, even then, my soul knew you were the one. We can take it slow on the relationship part. You need to fight me before you capitulate? I can deal with that for a while. But know that, at some point, I’ll make you tell me everything I want to hear.”
“So, you’re saying you aren’t going to touch me again?”
He laughed. “Oh hell no. I have no intention of not availing myself of your sexy body whenever I want.” He drew her closer and ran his hand down her back, slipping inside the sweatpants and tracing his finger along the crack of her ass. “And I’ll take any hole I want and spank this sweet of ass of yours when you need it, but if you want to tell yourself for a while longer that we aren’t in a committed relationship, I can let you have that little victory…for now. But never, ever doubt for a minute that you will surrender everything to me in the end.”
Noah pulled her into his arms; she was already so much a part of him. Her body pressed close to his, especially when he had his cock buried in her, was the most perfect thing he would ever experience, and they both damn well knew it. He was just willing to admit it, and she wasn’t. She’d need to get over that and, if she couldn’t do it on her own, he’d help her…one way or another.
He stood up and took her face in his hands before kissing her deeply…letting his mastery over her senses remind her she was his and that she could entrust herself to his keeping. Her resistance was brief and futile. She wrapped her arms around his neck and melted into him, sighing as she did so and giving herself over to the kiss.
Noah raised his head and was surprised to see tears welling in her eyes. He kissed both of them and she closed her lids, as if afraid to let him see into her soul.
“It’ll be all right, Zara. It’s really a nice day. Why don’t we take advantage and go for a walk? The beach is private, and maybe the salt air and stretching your legs will help.”
“What’s it going to help? The situation with Abdal? Discovering Springer’s real end game?”
“Could be. Sometimes, a walk can give your brain the space it needs to process, but I was talking about helping you settle into the idea of us.”
“There is no us.”
“There is, but you just don’t want to admit it…yet.”
Noah took her by the hand and led her out onto the beach. Several times, she tried to pull away from him, but once he showed her he had no intention of letting go of her hand, she relaxed and ended up actually holding onto his. They walked quietly and companionably along the beach, listening to the waves crash and gulls cry overhead.
“You don’t think Springer wants to take over Abdal’s operation?”
She shook her head. “No, I think he wants that. I just don’t think that’s his end game. I think it’s a step toward his real goal. I suspect he wants the money to fund other things.”
“You could be right. We’ve been able to piece together that the Springer brothers seemed to have had their own right-wing, fascist agenda. Do you think he needs Abdal’s operation to fund that?”
“If Springer wants to conduct terrorist operations on a global level, he’ll need access to that kind of money. The fact that the money will come from ammunition and arms he needs as well just make it a better option for him.”
Noah nodded. “That makes sense, but is Springer intelligent enough to pull that off?”
“Doubtful,” she said. “But he’s smart enough to be the right hand to someone who is.”
“Someone other than Abdal…”
“Absolutely. Abdal has no political affiliations. He could care less to whom he sells his weapons of death and destruction. As long as you can pay for it, he doesn’t care what you do with it. There have been conflicts where he has sold to both sides. He is completely amoral, and despite what you think, he has no honor.”
“I don’t know, Zara. We’ve dealt with him a couple of times. He’s always dealt fair and square with us.”
“That’s my point…you were conducting business. And business deals he understands. He’ll keep his word and do what he agrees to…that’s just good business. But don’t ever think, he wouldn’t turn right back around and put a bullet in your brain.”
Noah nodded, and they returned to silence. They made their way back to the cottage. They stopped by the outbuilding that housed the escape vehicle.
“Listen, Zara, can you ride a bike?”
“You mean a bicycle or a motorcycle? Actually, it doesn’t matter. I can ride both.”
“Good. I think we’re safe here, probably for the duration, but I don’t like staying in one place for too long. If something happens, and we get compromised, I need to know that if I tell you to hightail it away from me, you will.”
“Leave you to die? I’d prefer to get to watch…”
“As I said, viper-tongued…”
“I wouldn’t leave you, Noah. It’s not in my nature. As you like to point out to me, you did save my life, for which I am grateful. There’s no way I wouldn’t do the same for anyone.”
“I don’t want you to do it for anyone. I don’t even want you to do it for me. What I want is for you to follow my orders when I have to give them to you. If I tell you to run, you get to this motorcycle and head straight over the hill. You’ll find a burial mound. Take the bike past the barriers and you’ll find a locked entrance. The storage compartment on the motorcycle has the key. Take the bike inside and wait. If I’m not there within the hour, go to the other side of the mound and let yourself out. You’ll find a really old crofter’s hutch. There’s a Range Rover in there with the keys under the driver’s side mat. Get in, use the comm system in it, and call for help and backup. Then you drive to the airport at Cardiff. By the time you get there, a ticket will be waiting. You get on the plane and someone from Wild Mustang Security will pick you up.”
“I may hate you…”
“You don’t,” he teased.
“I do,” she assured. “But I wouldn’t leave anyone to die for me.”
“Not to be overly dramatic, but that’s what I signed up for—and not just as a member of the Wild Mustang team. I’d do that for any client, but I’d damn sure do it for my woman. And make no mistake, you are mine.”
“I’m going to assume you don’t want me to lie to you. If you don’t want me to get killed, then you’d damn well better stay close enough to me to make sure it doesn’t happen. There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell I would leave you behind to die for me. I might end up killing you myself, but that’s a reward I reserve for me and me alone.”
“Then if I tell you to bolt, and you don’t? You’d better hope we go out in a blaze of glory because if we don’t, I’ll take my belt to your backside amidst the carnage and leave welts that will last a week.”
She shivered and smiled. Zara might say she didn’t want to be his—hell, she probably even believed it—but all he had to do was talk about it and she responded to him.
***
Zara watched him. Somewhere on their beach walk, she had lost her wariness with him. She needed to guard against that. Noah Taylor was not the type of man she wanted in her life, nor was he one to trifle with. Yes, she had loved Damien. And yes, he had been dominant with her, but in a far less invasive manner than Noah. Noah meant to be dominant in all aspects of her life, and while he said he didn’t want her to be submissive, she didn’t believe him. That just wasn’t something she had within herself to give to him. She’d never given it to Damien…thus the reason they’d fought the way they had. Zara had never stopped vying for control.
Although she hated to admit it, Noah was far more dominant than Damien had ever been. She wondered at the difference. She remembered reading once that not all dominant men are alpha-types, but that all alpha males were dominant. Perhaps that was the difference. Perhaps, while dominant, Damien had never been an alpha personality. The fact was she had always been able to hold a part of herself aloof from Damien if she chose to. Zara couldn’t seem to do that with Noah. He had a way of latching onto her being at its most fundamental core, making her feel what he wanted and yield to his demands.
Zara smiled to herself. Her orgasmic response to each man was different and was handled differently. Damien would keep her right on the edge of a climax. He would get her there and then not let her have it. When she would push through and achieve it anyway, he would often punish her for her willfulness. Noah seemed to enjoy feeling her come—he seemed to revel in the way her pussy would quiver along his length. He was intent on seeing how many orgasms he could exact from her even when she believed herself to be spent. She had experienced more climaxes at his hands, mouth, and cock than she’d ever believed possible. It was interesting how each man sought to hold the upper hand.
If the opportunity ever presented itself, Zara intended to show Noah he wasn’t the only one who would control their sexual encounters. She could easily imagine enticing him to get comfortable on his back while she sucked his dick. The fact was she liked performing oral sex on men. They were so enamored of a woman who was willing to do it, most would give up any and all control. Even Damian had always enjoyed it when she would suck him until he was hard before lowering herself onto his staff and riding him until they both came. Noah would be no different. Maybe that was the way—lure him into thinking she, too, believed they were in a relationship and get him well enough laid that he would sleep soundly while she slipped away.
She needed to get to Morocco and hook up with her contacts that might be able to give her a lead on exactly what was at stake for Gerold Springer and whoever he represented. She also wanted to talk to those still loyal to Abdal to get their thoughts. In a perfect world, she’d talk to Abdal himself, but she knew she’d never be successful. Either Noah would catch up to her before then or his buddies would catch her, and she’d be locked down in Mesa until Noah could arrive.
Zara didn’t even want to think about his reaction to that. She had no doubt his threat to welt her ass wasn’t idle. His hand had been bad enough. He’d left her poor posterior swollen and painful. She’d often wondered how something that hurt that much could evoke such a pronounced state of arousal.
While Zara didn’t relive every strike of his hand on her ass, she could certainly recall in vivid detail each caress, stroke of his cock, pleasured groan, and especially the feeling of his cock pumping his seed into her. It had bathed the walls of her pussy and filled her with its warmth. It had felt better than anything in her life, and she was going to miss feeling him mount and possess her. When he began to soften and withdraw, her entire body had been bereft at the loss.
“What are you thinking?” he said, breaking her reverie.
“I was thinking how much I’d like to suck your cock.”
He laughed. “You were, were you?”
“Yes,” she said, rubbing against him, cupping his jeans-covered package. “Right before I mount you and ride you until I’ve made you fill me with your cum.”
“That’s a nice little fantasy, but it won’t happen. I give you any control in our bed, and you’ll give yourself all kinds of silly notions about us being equals. We aren’t. If and when you suck my cock, it’ll be because I want you to. And you won’t suck me off, sweetheart. I’ll fuck your mouth. When I’m done with you, I’ll be the one doing the mounting, and I’ll make you scream my name before I pin you down and fill you with my seed.”
Every nerve ending in her body came alive. Damn the man. He had a way of talking to her that spoke to the very core of who she was. When he touched her, not only did the place he was touching respond to him, but her entire being lit up like Christmas. There was something about him that made her rational mind go into neutral and her libido into overdrive.
“Well, so much for my wanting to give you a blowjob,” she said with more than a little spite as she tried to turn away.
Noah held fast. Zara had expected him to be annoyed with her or even demand that she drop to her knees and service him. Instead, he just laughed.
“Don’t look so disappointed, Zara. I’m sure we’ll get around to that. The fact is, before we’re done, I will have fucked all of your holes.”
She snorted. “You really are the most annoying man I’ve ever had the misfortune to have anything to do with. Let go of me.”
“Kiss me.”
“No.”
He shook his head. “If I’m the most annoying man in your life, you are the single most obstinate, aggravating person I’ve ever met. But you’re intelligent and tactile as all get-out. At some point, you’ll decide it’s just easier to admit the inevitable and yield to me.”
“Don’t hold your breath.” She tried to pull away again. “Let go!”
“Kiss me,” he said, calmly but with a steely determination underlining every word.
He showed no signs of relinquishing her arm, and Zara knew she couldn’t overpower him. She took the half step she needed to and brushed his lips with a sort of drive-by kiss.
“Good girl,” he said, seemingly satisfied with her half-assed effort. He scanned her face before saying, “It wasn’t about the kiss, sweetheart. It was about doing what I told you.”
It was all she could do not to screech at him, but he turned her loose, and she went back into the house, looking to put some kind of distance between them. She went and sat on the bed with her back to the door, a death grip on her thighs to keep from bursting into tears. The man was quite possibly the most maddening human being she’d ever come across. The fact that she was rapidly losing her will to resist him was terrifying. She’d far rather face a hoard of assassins than lose her heart to Noah Taylor.
 



Chapter 9
 
Noah watched her go. He wasn’t unaware he was upsetting her equilibrium. In his opinion, it was time someone did. The half-life she had relegated herself to after Damian’s death was no way for a woman of Zara’s passion and intellect to live. He’d never imagined he’d be the man to do it, but now that he had her, even though it was a tenuous hold, he had no intention of letting her go.
As he entered the cottage, he could see her sitting on the bed with her back to the door. Her entire body was rigid with tension. Noah decided to start putting together something for a midday meal and give her a bit of space. His cock throbbed in opposition to that decision. The fact was, he looked forward to having her suck his cock, but not in the way she wanted. He had no illusions her plan was not so much to please him as to allow herself some semblance of control. Noah was quite sure that with Zara, if he gave her an inch, she’d take the bit in her teeth and run for miles.
While the kiss she’d given him wasn’t much as kisses go, in terms of learning to yield to him, it was a step in the right direction…not a big step, but a step nonetheless. Noah prided himself on being able to learn from other men’s mistakes. For instance, Mac had allowed a job promotion to cost him and Willa five years together, a decision Mac bitterly regretted. And Croft had tried to allow Finn to reconcile her conflicting feelings on her own, which had resulted in her taking off on him before realizing her foolishness and returning home. He’d have to remember to thank Finn for that. If she hadn’t done it, Zara might never have become embroiled in all of this. Certainly, it might have taken him longer to decide that he and Zara were meant to be together.
Noah looked at what they had on hand to prepare. Ah, the ultimate comfort food—tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich. He often wondered why that was such a universal thing in most western cultures. He went about blending the tomatoes and preparing the sandwich, ensuring the bread was buttery and well toasted. He called to her. “Zara? Come on, sweetheart. I made you some tomato soup and a grilled cheese.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Seriously, is this going to be a thing with you?” He left the kitchen with the sandwich toasting on the grill pan and stalked across the cottage to her, stopping just inside the bedroom door. “Get your ass off that bed and come eat.”
“I’m not hungry,” she repeated, but this time he heard her voice catch in her throat.
Noah walked around the edge of the bed. The evidence of the tears she had shed was apparent. He sat next to her and drew her resisting body into his lap. He held her close and rocked her gently.
“It’s all right, sweetheart. I know it’s been tough, and I probably haven’t done all I could to make it easier for you. I just don’t think lying to you about how things are going to be is productive or helpful.”
“No,” she wailed as the tears began to fall again.
“Shh. I’m here. Everything will be all right.”
She pushed ineffectively at his chest, but he continued to hold her close. Zara continued to fight, but Noah knew it was more with herself than with him. She would come to see that he could be her rock in any of the storms that came her way. Finally, she quit struggling and just held herself perfectly still. He continued to rock her and offer wordless comfort and support. When she wrapped her arms around one of his and clung to him, he kissed her temple in reassurance.
“I don’t like it when you’re nice,” she whispered.
“Good thing for you, then, that it probably won’t happen all that often,” he teased.
She didn’t laugh or giggle, but he could feel her smile.
“I’ve had it. I’m just exhausted. Would you mind if I just stretched out?” she asked.
“Not at all. Do you want some company, or do you just want to be by yourself in here for a while?”
“Just by myself…if that’s okay.”
He kissed her cheek. “It’s fine, but don’t think you have to go through this alone. I do understand that it’s a big change for you.”
“It is, and I don’t know that I want it.”
He laughed softly. “You don’t think you do, but that’s okay…I’m not giving you a choice about that.”
She shook her head. “You’re a real bastard, you know that?”
“I do indeed.”
That made her laugh. He ran his hand down her leg and removed her shoes and socks. Standing up with her in his arms, he placed her softly on her feet then pulled back the covers and helped her undress. Reverently, he kissed her lips and briefly sucked and kissed each of her nipples before helping her into bed. Noah watched as her eyes riveted on the growing bulge in his pants.
“Noah?” she asked tentatively.
“It’ll keep, sweetheart. You close your eyes and take a nap. I have some things I need to do for the office. I’ll get those done. If you’re still asleep, I may come and join you. I’ll just be in the other room if you need me.”
He brushed the hair off her face and was leaning down to bestow a kiss on her face when Zara reached up and drew him to her mouth. She pressed her lips against his, and her small tongue darted past his teeth to flick the tip of his then enticed him to deepen the kiss and take possession of her mouth. He caressed her lips with his before deepening the gesture, inordinately pleased when she sighed and relaxed into his hands, enjoying his attention. He wanted nothing more in that moment than to go on kissing her like that forever. His cock reminded him there were other parts of Zara to be enjoyed, but Noah pushed down his hunger to have her again and finished the kiss as softly as it had begun.
“Are you going to be all right if I go into the other room?”
She nodded. “Just leave the door open, okay?”
“Not a problem. You call if you need something.”
She nodded again. This time when he leaned down to kiss her, he merely bussed her temple before running his hand down her side. He folded the covers over her and left her to sleep. She probably was exhausted with everything that had happened.
Thom had said that when he downloaded her files, it was obvious that Zara had worked for several hours after she parted company with Finn and had been back at it the next morning when the hit squad had come calling. As he left her and entered the main room, he could smell something burning and see smoke rising from the stove. Shit! He’d forgotten all about the grilled cheese. He ran into the kitchen and beat the flames out just as they started then removed the pan from cooktop and turned it off. He held up the decimated ruins of what would have been a delicious sandwich. Well, at least it was well toasted.
Noah called Thom to see if they’d found anything of interest at Zara’s.
“So, you and the hard-hitting journalist? How do you see that working?” The grin on Thom’s face could be heard in his voice.
“I have no idea, but we’ll find a way to make it work. I was just thinking earlier that I pride myself on being a man who learns from others’ mistakes. I know Mac feels like he lost a lot of time he can never make up with Willa. I don’t intend to let either of our jobs come between us.”
“Whoa, you’re really serious about this,” exclaimed Thom.
“I am. I know it seems fast and, believe me, no one is more shocked about it than me. But nothing has ever as right as being with Zara. Mac has toyed with the idea of opening up something on this side of the Atlantic, and I mean to pitch that idea to him. That way I wouldn’t have to ask Zara to leave her home. By the way, how bad was the mess?”
“About what you’d expect. They tore it apart pretty good. She had some nice furniture in there. Finn knew the restorer Zara has used in the past, so we got the damaged pieces to him. They pretty much destroyed her mattress and bedding…I think more to upset or scare her than anything. They did leave a couple of surveillance devices behind. We let them see us moving around then let them record the place empty. I’ve hacked their system, and now they just see a continuous loop.”
“Anything we can use against them?”
“Several sets of fingerprints and some DNA evidence. If we catch them, Scotland Yard has physical evidence linking them to it so they can arrest and lock them up. Also, the crown prosecutor has said they’ll let us know if it looks like something they’re going to take before the bar. You’re not planning to let her come back yet, are you?”
“Hell no. There’s still way too much we don’t know about who’s behind this. Problem is I’m pretty damn sure Zara either knows something or at least thinks she knows something and is keeping it to herself. I’ll let her have a few more days before she decides to tell me.”
“And if she doesn’t?”
“I’ll persuade her that keeping secrets from me isn’t something she wants to do.”
Thom laughed. “I’ll just bet you will. Christian and Abdal are both still at the ranch. Christian grumbled a little about his job until Croft shut him down by reminding him Finn and now Zara were in danger because of him. That seemed to set him back on his heels.”
“What about Abdal?”
“He seems content to just hang out and give us the dope on all his competitors. Croft isn’t convinced we have the whole story about what’s going on in his organization or that he’s ready to abdicate to Springer.”
“How’s Billy Boy doing with Finn?” Noah asked, grinning. Of all the men that he worked with, he was the closest to Croft and the only one who dared call him Billy or, worse yet, Billy Boy.
“You know he hates it when you call him that.”
“I know…that’s half the fun. But how are they doing? Finn seemed fine when she talked to Zara earlier.”
“She’s fine. She’s still sitting gingerly, and I suspect is sore in the same places your Zara is…she is your Zara, isn’t she? I mean, this isn’t casual…”
“It’s about as casual as a heart attack,” Noah said, shaking his head. “If you’d told me this time last week I even had a soul mate, I’d have told you that you were dead wrong, but I do, and she’s napping in the other room.”
The two men continued talking about their possible next steps and Noah’s plan to stay where they were for a few more days before moving on to another remote location. Staying in one place was simpler, but it wasn’t as safe. They arranged for Thom to head to a rendezvous point with a new vehicle. There was also a discussion of moving them back to Mesa. Noah nixed that idea, saying he didn’t want Zara’s life turned upside down. The truth was, he wasn’t ready to share her. He wanted to keep her to himself until he could solidify their relationship.
***
Zara lay in bed, listening to Noah’s side of the conversation. She hadn’t lied to him about being exhausted, but her mind was too busy concocting and discarding plans for escape. She also hadn’t lied when she’d told him that she couldn’t stand it when he was nice. Her breakdown earlier had been genuine. Crying it out had helped, but she would have felt better about what she was planning if he’d ignored her. The fact was she had liked being cuddled in his embrace. His cock had throbbed against her in need, but he’d completely ignored that to care for her.
She couldn’t discount what Noah had said about soul mates. She’d always felt safe, secure, and loved by Damian, but also like a piece of the puzzle had been missing. Zara also had to admit, if only to herself, that she’d never been concerned with not being completely honest with Damian. She had a feeling her loose adherence to the truth might well prove problematic for Noah. Keeping him at arm’s length in general was becoming an issue.
Zara listened intently as Noah vetoed what sounded like a suggestion to get her back to Mesa. That wouldn’t work at all. It was going to be difficult enough to slip Noah’s leash on her home turf. Once that was done, she needed to be able to make her way to Morocco to talk with Ghazil Assaraf. Ghazil was a broker of sorts between both arms dealers and those who wished to purchase their wares. Zara had been able, on several occasions, to use him as deep background or to engineer a meeting with someone normally reticent to meet with a journalist. She had earned the reputation as one who wouldn’t give up a source or betray the trust of those who chose to talk with her.
“Zara,” he called softly from the door.
She rolled over to look at him, only grimacing slightly as her derriere came into contact with the mattress. Noah almost managed to suppress his grin.
“It’s not funny,” she said with little rancor.
He smiled as he crossed to the bed and sat down then took her hand in his and raised it to brush his lips against her knuckles. She shook her head.
“What?” he asked as he smoothed her hair.
“Why is that one moment you can be the most egotistical sonofabitch and the next you can be so caring? It’s very disconcerting and interruptive when I’m trying to hate you.”
He chuckled. God help her, she was starting to enjoy that sound. It was still all male and underpinned with a sensual tone that acted like a switch to her pronounced sexual response to him. How startling that the simplest of gestures could spark the banked embers of desire contained deep within her into a wildfire she found impossible to control.
“How’s that working for you…the hating me part?”
“It could be going better.”
He laughed outright. “I’m glad to hear that.”
“Care to join me?” she invited.
“If you’re looking for a nap buddy, you’re probably better off alone.” He stood.
Zara turned back the covers and held them up so he could see her beaded nipples. “I’m not tired anymore.”
“Aren’t you hungry? I had something earlier…”
“I am, but not for food.”
Noah looked at her intently, but Zara could not hold his stare. She feared he could peer into her soul and somehow figure out that while she did want to suck his cock and have sex with him again, the fact that she was planning it as a ruse might become apparent. Noah was a lot of things…stupid not amongst them.
Noah pulled his sweater over his head and sat down to take off his socks and shoes. When he stood to unbuckle his belt and unfasten his jeans, Zara crawled provocatively across the bed toward him.
“Let me,” she purred, pushing his hands away and taking over the task.
She loosened his belt and opened his fly. As her hands worked, she knelt, licking and nibbling her way up his chest until she was sucking on one nipple and then the other. His hard cock was readily revealed as it sprang from the opening in his jeans. Zara worked her way back down his torso until it was proudly displayed at eye and mouth level. She reached out with the tip of her tongue and licked the slit in the head of his penis before enveloping it in her mouth. Zara began to suck and swirl her tongue around him as she pushed his jeans over his butt and down past his thighs. Noah’s groan gave evidence he was enjoying her skills and attention.
He stepped out of his jeans freeing himself so nothing encumbered him. She trailed her fingers from the back to the front of his balls, wrapped her hand around the base of his cock, and squeezed. She lapped the underside of his staff with her tongue drawing him deeper into her mouth until he touched the back of her throat.
“Jesus, that feels good.” He groaned with pure masculine intensity.
Noah’s eyes locked with hers, watching her continue to suck and lick him in the most intimate fashion. He wove his fingers through her hair, keeping it off her face. Zara knew he would enjoy watching her paying homage to him in the most fundamental and sensual way possible. Not only was she enjoying pleasuring him, she knew that when she was done, for once, he’d be under her spell and not the other way around.
Her eyes must also have hinted at her thoughts as Noah brought both his hands up to cup her head. He stilled the motion of her head but allowed her to continue to lick and gently nibble on him. No longer in control of her motions, she looked up to see a feral gleam had overtaken his face.
“That’s not the way it works, sweetheart. Remember? I told you.”
Noah held her head in place and rocked his hips, pushing his cock forward then retreating…never quite pulling the head past her lips before plunging back into her. It wasn’t that he was moving his cock fast, but he was moving it powerfully and not allowing her any control whatsoever. She decided if that was the case, she’d just provide him with a hole to fuck and not bother trying to make it better for him.
“Uh-uh, you started this. I expect you to finish. Suck me, Zara. Lick the pre-cum as it drips off the tip.”
Surely, he didn’t expect her to respond. Her mouth was completely full of his staff. Noah fisted her mane with one hand to keep her in place and reached past her with the other to land a hard swat on her backside. She yelped but began sucking him. The faster she got this over with, the better for her. But Noah didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry to finish.
Noah brought the hand that had struck her derriere back up to wrap it, too, in her hair as he pumped harder and faster. He arched his back so she had no choice but to deep-throat his entire length. His thrusting became more urgent, and Zara found she did want to provide him with the maximum pleasure she could even if she was no longer in control.
There it was, she thought, she was no longer giving him a blowjob. As he had told her, he was fucking her mouth, and the profound difference between the two made the fire in her blood race throughout her body and center in all her erogenous zones.
“Fuck,” he growled as he shot his creamy essence into her mouth, down her throat, and into her belly.
“God, yes,” he cried as his cock spurted repeated shots of cum past her tongue and into her gullet.
He had a death grip on her head and continued to shoot his load until she was sure his balls would never produce another drop. She had never been one to swallow, but Noah didn’t ask and didn’t give her a choice. When he had finally emptied himself, he withdrew and pulled her up onto her knees in front of him.
Noah kissed her deeply not seeming to mind the residual taste of his essence as he held her close, cupping her ass gently in his hands. He tilted her backward but never allowed her to feel as though she were falling. He continued to kiss her mouth and trailed other kisses over her face and throat, nipping at its base and then tonguing her there. He pressed her back into the bed, pulling her legs out from beneath her as he kissed his way down her torso.
His tongue swirled around her hardened nipples then he sucked each into his mouth. As he pulled on her hardened beads, he used both his lips and his teeth to extract cries of pleasure from her lips. Noah’s hand slipped between her legs, and he pressed his thumb against her clit, rubbing it in circles prior to penetrating her with two fingers. Her body surged upward to take him deeper.
Even though the blowjob had ostensibly been for his pleasure, he now had evidence she had been as turned on by it as he had. Worse, Zara was certain he would know his taking command and fucking her mouth had contributed in a major way to her highly aroused state. He moved down her body, kissing, sucking, nipping, and caressing as he went.
When he was lying at the juncture of her thighs with his chin resting on her mons, he grinned up at her. Zara tried to squirm away, but he wrapped his muscular arms around her thighs, using his hands to splay open her outer lips, burying his face in her cunt. His teeth grazed her clit prior to latching onto the entrance to her core as he began to greedily lap up all of her nectar.
Zara screamed in wild carnal bliss as his tongue probed her wet heat—lapping, licking and sucking her until she climaxed, pushing herself into his face. He continued to eat her as she came and seemed disinclined to stop. Repeatedly, he stabbed at her with his tongue, drawing back to lick and nibble the entrance before doing it again. 
Zara’s whole body tightened in expectation of the intense pleasured response she knew he would call forth. She tried to find a way to separate her mental and emotional self from that of her physical being but failed to do so. Her body shuddered as her sheath pulsed with need.
“Noah,” she wailed, coming a second time.
Resplendent in the aftermath, she looked down to see him once again resting his chin lightly on her mons and then crawling back up her body and kissing her again.
He rolled to his back and pulled her close. “Jesus, that felt good, and you sure do taste sweet.”
“You don’t,” she sighed. “You taste salty with a hint of sweetness, sort of like the salt rim on a margarita glass. Lucky for you, margaritas are my drink of choice.”
He chuckled, his pleasure with her both on the giving and receiving end apparent in its melodious sound. “Only you like yours on the rocks, not blended, with no salt.”
“But my way sounded more romantic and nicer.”
“That it did.” 
Zara signed contentedly and wrapped her arm across his chest, laying her head on his shoulder with one of her legs draped between his. “I could get used to lying here with you like this.”
“That’s good to hear because, especially after that, there’s no way in hell I’m ever letting you go.”
“You think you’ll ever let me give you a proper blowjob?”
“Did I miss something? I fucked your mouth and emptied myself in you. My cum ended up down in your belly. You got all turned on by the whole thing, and then I tongue fucked you to two orgasms. Sounds pretty damned proper to me.”
She nipped the piece of skin closest to her which caused him to inhale sharply before squeezing her butt cheek.
“I don’t know…you did only make me come twice. Usually, it’s been three or four times. I’d hate to think you were slacking off.”
He laughed. “You are so going to regret tossing that little insult my way. The next time I fuck you into exhaustion, I’m going to remind you that I got dissed for only making you climax twice. From now on, woman, I’ll make damn sure before I’m through that you are tired, sore, and completely sated.”
They lay together without speaking for the longest time. Each idly stroked the other, canoodling in the most intimate manner as if they had been lovers for years. Zara had never known such peace lying within a lover’s embrace. It was becoming more and more difficult to remind herself that there was no future with Noah Taylor…there couldn’t be, not if she expected to retain her autonomy and freedom.
Noah would expect her to submit, not just in sexual matters, but in all ways. He would never give up the dominant role and would do whatever he believed was necessary to ensure his status. And yet, a little voice inside her head asked if that wasn’t what she truly wanted as well. He had never made any mention about her having to give up her career or change who she was on a fundamental level. She had even heard him tell his colleague he had no desire to uproot her life in London.
That happy thought crossed her mind as she considered that, with a few modifications, her place in the mews could easily be made comfortable for them to share. Her style wasn’t overly feminine, and she’d been meaning to redecorate. While she couldn’t hear the man on the other side of the phone conversation, she could glean from what she’d heard that those goons had damaged her place.
“How bad was it?”
“Wha…how bad was what?” he asked, sounding confused.
She leaned up to bring his head down so she could kiss him. “Sorry, change of subject. I heard you talking to someone.”
“I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
“You didn’t,” she assured him. “I just got the impression that they messed up my place.”
“They did, but Thom’s getting it taken care of. Finn said she knew the guy you used to fix things, so we’ve got him working on it. You’ll need to get a new mattress.”
She laughed. “I rather suspect I’ll be going through those more frequently in the future…due to the added stress they’ll be subjected to.”
“Probably,” he admitted, laughing and pulling her closer.
Suddenly, a chill ran through her, and she shivered.
“It’s all right, Zara. I’ve got you. Everything is going to be fine. We’ll get it figured out and taken care of.”
“Sometimes, I think I’d just like to forget the whole world exists and stay here with you…”
“And then others,” he said, laughing, “you wonder when I’m going to fall asleep so you can slip away and do whatever it is you’re planning.”
 



Chapter 10
 
“How can you say that to me?” she asked in an indignant tone, sitting up and drawing away from him.
He laughed. “Because I know you. I don’t doubt that you enjoyed our latest tryst, but I also know you’re up to no good. My guess, and the righteous indignation in your tone confirms it, is that you thought you’d blow me, have me fall asleep then slip out of our bed and go wherever it is you think will get you the story.”
“I-I…” she stammered.
“You should know a couple of things. The first is I disabled the Range Rover. That leaves you with the motorcycle. While it’s good for a quick getaway, there are very few places it can go that I can’t follow in the Rover. And my vehicle is tougher and faster than yours. I will catch up with you before you ever get to the Rover in the crofter’s hutch. The second is when I do, the first thing that happens is I take my belt to your pretty backside and lay a series of welts across it. Then I’ll fuck you so hard you won’t be able to walk the next day. But you will never, and I mean never, get to where it is you were going or finish what you were planning to do.”
Perhaps if he’d found a different way to express himself or hadn’t looked as pleased, she might have been able to accept what he was saying. But he hadn’t done either of those things. Zara rolled away from him and ran into the other room.
The bed creaked as he sat up. “Zara, you’re naked. You might want to get dressed before you try to ride that motorcycle.”
She quickly found what she was looking for. Snatching up the gun, she spun on her heel and sprinted back to the bedroom. Leveling the gun, she confronted him wordlessly. She comforted herself knowing she had turned the tables on him and would be giving herself the .time she needed to make her escape.
“Put the gun down, Zara. We both know you aren’t about to put a bullet in me.”
“I’m not sure about that, but you aren’t paying attention.” She squeezed the trigger. As if in slow motion, Noah sprang from the bed only to have the tranquilizer dart sink deeply into his thigh. “But in this case,” she continued in a soothing tone, “I don’t have to. Sweet dreams, Noah.”
Noah growled as he sprang forward, but the powerful sedative took effect almost immediately, and he slowly sank to the floor in a puddle by her feet. Zara gingerly stepped over him and got dressed quickly. She grabbed a pillow and a blanket from the bed and approached the doorway. Ensuring he was still out, she lifted his head and placed it on the pillow before covering him up. Zara kissed his cheek as she left him.
She stopped long enough to pull out the power cords to the communication system. Zara had no interest in doing it any damage, she just wanted to slow him down. Praying the tranquilizer would keep him knocked out long enough to give her a good start, she found his wallet and took all of his cash and his company credit card. She’d book her first flight using it. She had no doubt once he was awake, he’d deactivate the card. Zara also grabbed his cell phone. That, too, would only be useful until he woke up.
Running toward the outbuilding where the motorcycle was kept, she thought briefly about trying to let the air out of the tires in the Range Rover but nixed the thought. It probably wouldn’t buy her as much time as it would take to do it. She peeled back the disguised tarp and unplugged the motorcycle from the charger. She grabbed the helmet, fit it securely on her head, and hit the electric starter. The bike leapt to life, and she could feel its power as she motored out to the front of the cottage. The place really was lovely, and she would always have fond memories of it. Since there was no one after her, she opted to take the drive and head toward the road.
Once she could determine exactly where she was, she’d make a plane reservation for the closest airport to Paris with a connection to Marrakesh. In a perfect world, she’d have gone through several airports to try and confuse the issue, but airline security was tight these days, and she knew speed was more important than stealth when dealing with Noah.
Zara read the road markers and laughed. He was right; their bolt hole was in the middle of nowhere—the most western coast of Wales. She booked a flight from Cardiff to Paris with a tight connection to Marrakesh in Morocco. She remembered Noah had tossed his cell phone out when they were in route to the safe house. She assumed that meant the one she had was secure. She called ahead to alert Ghazil she was coming and to let him know it was imperative to keep that information to himself. The two had built a relationship of sorts over the years and trusted one another.
“Zara! This is not your usual line. Whose phone have you stolen, you bad girl?”
She laughed. “Noah Taylor’s. I need to speak with you about some rumors I’ve heard. Deep cover only, and I won’t take more than an hour of your time. I’ve booked a flight and should be there about four this afternoon.”
“I’d love to see you. Only problem is I’m not at home. I’m on vacation.”
“Ghazil, the phone I have is state-of-the-art secure.”
He laughed. “I assumed that. I know you would never compromise me. I’m still on vacation. I’m in Greece, on Mykonos to be specific. Why don’t you re-route here, and we’ll meet for dinner? The place is full of tourists, so we can have dinner in my room if you like.”
“Ghazil, that would be lovely. I’ll see you about eight. I want to get in and get out before Noah catches up with me.”
“How did you run afoul of the Wild Mustang Security Firm and, more importantly, Noah Taylor? Not a man I want banging down my door.”
“He’s decided I’m in danger…”
Ghazil laughed again. Zara always forgot how much she actually enjoyed the man. “Has he met you before?”
It was her turn to laugh. “It gets worse. I’ll give you all the lurid details when I get there.”
“Lurid? Oh goody! I love lurid. I’m at the Kensho Psarou. Kiss, kiss.”
He rang off, and Zara just shook her head. As she rode, she decided to leave her flight booked to Marrakesh. She would fly to Paris then take a small commuter plane that wasn’t exactly on the radar of most people to Greece. From Athens, she’d either try to connect with another commuter plane or take the speed ferry to the Greek island of Mykonos.
She drove on toward the airport. There was no doubt in her mind that as soon as Noah woke, he’d hook up the communication system and alert his team she was on the run. She hoped they wouldn’t be too hard on Finn. Finn knew Ghazil by reputation but didn’t have a personal connection with the man. If Wild Mustang came up with Ghazil, they’d head for Marrakesh. That should give her all the time she needed to meet with Ghazil and get back to mainland Europe. She’d have a little over an hour in flight to Paris to plot her next moves.
***
Noah woke with a throbbing head. His system did not process tranquilizers well. They made him feel hung over.
“Damn it, Zara,” he shouted as he came to and lifted himself off the floor.
He used the doorframe to help stabilize himself as he got to his feet. He looked down and smiled. At least she’d tried to make him comfortable. Maybe he’d return the favor when he caught up with her by offering her a pillow to sit on after he welted her ass. He hated to take the time but figured a quick shower was the best way to shake off the residual effects of the sedative.
Once he was dressed, he walked into the sitting room and snarled. He sat down and began reconnecting the comm system. This was another piece of naughtiness Zara would pay for.
“Yo, Noah! I thought we weren’t going to talk until the team reconvened day after tomorrow,” came Thom’s voice on the other end of the line.
“There’s been a little change in plans. It seems my woman has decided to go rogue.”
Noah heard Thom trying to stifle his laugh and failing miserably. “That’s not good.”
“It won’t be for her when I catch up with her. I need you to track what she used my credit card for. Check airlines first. Then I’m going to need a safe house somewhere in Europe. Preferably isolated.”
“This really isn’t sounding good for her. Can I ask how she got away?”
“Sure. She shot me.”
“Jesus! That bitch…”
“Watch it,” he growled. Then, in a more modified tone, he continued, “That’s my woman you’re talking about, Thom. I might think about calling her that, but nobody else better do it.”
“Sorry. Do you need medical attention?”
“No. She used a tranquilizer. I took a shower to clear the fog. My head is killing me, but I’ll be fine.”
“Your card is coming back with a report. She is in transit from Cardiff to Paris. Do you want us to try and intercept her there?”
“I don’t think you can get there in time, do you?”
“No, but I can put out a BOLO and see if we can’t get the Sûreté to pick her up.”
“I don’t trust those guys, and I don’t think they’re good enough to pull it off. She’s been doing this a long time and was with a guy from NATO intelligence for several years. He gave her some interesting skills.”
“We might be able to get there to snatch her, but it would be iffy and probably not go very smoothly.”
“Does she have a connecting flight?”
“Yes, to Marrakesh.”
“Gotcha!” For the first time, Noah felt like he would be able to stop her from getting herself killed.
“Does that mean something to you?”
“Yeah. She’s headed for Ghazil Assaraf. She’s used him in the past for deep cover.”
“Don’t you know him?”
Noah laughed. “I do. And, in fact, the firm has used him successfully on several occasions and has him on a general retainer. Shit!”
“Now what?” 
“She took my secure cell. Can you patch me through to a number via a secure line?”
“Puhleeze, do not be insulting.”
Noah grinned. “Sorry. I know better. I’m just worried about Zara.”
“What’s the number?”
Noah gave it to him and was quickly speaking with Ghazil.
“Ghazil? Noah Taylor. How are you, my friend?”
Noah could hear laughter on the other end of the line. “I was having a lovely, quiet vacation in Mykonos, but it seems to be getting more interesting all the time.”
“Mykonos is never quiet,” chided Noah. “And if you think it’s interesting, my sweetheart must already have talked to you. I would remind you she doesn’t pay you, and the firm has you on a rather large retainer.”
“There is no need for your reminder, and I’m glad you called. I have been debating on whether or not I should call you as Zara did share with me she was on the lam from your firm, and you in particular.”
“What’s to debate? That should have been a clear call for you to make.”
“She promised lurid details, and you know how much I love steamy, erotic stories.”
“Knock it off, Ghazil. As I just reminded someone else, that’s my woman you’re talking about,” snarled Noah.
“N-Noah, I didn’t know…”.
“I didn’t mean to bite your head off.”
“You’re worried about her.”
“I am. She could be way in over her head. We were going to talk to you anyway. When is she scheduled to meet you?”
“We’re to have dinner tonight about eight in my hotel room at the Kensho - Pasarou. I have one of the rooms with a panoramic view of the ocean and private rooftop seating area. It’s yours if you like.”
“Thanks, Ghzail. I’m going to connect you back to Thom. He’ll get all the particulars from you and set you up in a different hotel. The firm will pick up the tab.”
“That would be very nice, Noah. I appreciate that.”
“But, Ghazil? That’s my woman, and she’s in danger. You do anything to alert her that I mean to catch up with her there, and you’ll answer to me.”
“My dear Noah, the moment you referred to Zara as your woman, I had no intention of getting in your crosshairs. I shall be the soul of discretion. In fact, if I might, if you’re in need of a safe house close by, I have a small place on the Amalfi Coast where you might take refuge. I can give the coordinates to your man, Thom.”
“Ghazil, you are a true gentleman, and both the firm and I appreciate your assistance.”
“It is my pleasure to hasten the course of true love,” he said poetically.
Noah snorted but reconnected him with Thom. Having gotten a credit card number to use, Noah chartered a private flight directly from a small airport closer to the cottage than Cardiff to take him directly to Mykonos. It should let him arrive a couple of hours before Zara.
Noah pulled his things together and got the cottage ready for the next user. He reinstalled the starter relay in the Range Rover and drove to meet the chartered jet. The flight was uneventful, and he used the time to write and send a report back to the firm. He shook his head. Not only was he never going to hear the end of falling for Zara, once she was safe, they would take fiendish delight in needling him about letting her get the drop on him.
When he landed, Thom had a new secure cell phone for him, plus credit cards and a luxury SUV. Noah landed and picked up his new equipment. He had asked that Thom not disengage the cell phone. He didn’t want Zara stranded without any way to call for help.
Noah spotted Ghazil immediately at the small bistro in Little Venice. He was surrounded by adoring women. Ghazil was usually surrounded by adoring women. It was part of his persona. Most didn’t know Ghazil was gay. Not that there was anything wrong with that, Noah just felt badly that most of those who thought they knew him, didn’t know him at all.
“My friend,” he called as he saw Noah and shooed away his newest entourage.
“Ghazil.” Noah sat across from him. “Again, my apologies for snarling at you earlier. I am more than a little annoyed with Zara.”
“I’m not sure whether I am envious of her or not.”
Noah smiled. “I’m not sure if you should be or not either. My biggest concern right now is keeping her safe. How much did she tell you?”
“Not much at all. Just that she wanted to talk to me deep cover and had managed to make the radar of your firm, and you in particular.”
“What have you heard about Fariq Abdal’s organization?”
“Nothing good. They say one of his men went rogue and Abdal had him killed. Then there was a small altercation in Las Vegas that was quickly hushed up. Abdal has disappeared, and one or more of his lieutenants is looking to take over.”
“The altercation was a simple K&R gone bad. The brother of the photo-journalist, Finlay Reid. She’s a friend of Zara’s. After we got Finn back, she went to Zara and got her involved. Springer sent a hit team after Zara. I snatched her, and we ended up at one of our safe houses.”
Ghazil shook his head. “No, it wasn’t Springer. I’m not saying he wouldn’t have done it, but he’s too busy trying to see if he can snatch Abdal’s operation. If anyone is trying to tie up loose strings, it’s Abdal himself.”
“That can’t be. He’s been in our custody since Vegas.”
“Twenty-four/seven? Unless you have eyes on him at all times, believe me when I say it’s not only possible, it’s probable. Was the ransom monetary in nature?”
“No. Information on a thumb drive in exchange for Finn’s brother.”
“Finn’s brother?”
“Yes, he’s an international banker, a glorified accountant. He stumbled across something and, when Timon Springer found out, he moved against him without Abdal’s approval.”
Ghazil shook his head again. “That, too, is not possible. Timon was a lackey. I doubt he ever had an original thought to call his own. He would have been following orders.”
“We figured that…they came from his brother.”
Ghazil laughed. “Not possible. They hated each other. Abdal kept them in different parts of the world to keep them from going at each other’s throats.”
“Then who?”
“My guess? Abdal himself. If Gerold Springer has been amassing support and connections, then Abdal would have known. There is very little in the arms trade Abdal doesn’t at least know about. Most of it, he arranges himself. Abdal could have been doing this to set Gerold up. Abdal has had a money man in his back pocket for years. He was grooming him to take over the business. The accountant wouldn’t be Christian Reid would it?”
“It would indeed.”
“Is he a guest of the firm?”
“He is, but not kept under lock and key…why?”
“Christian Reid deals in takeovers and hedge funds. I don’t know for certain, but I’ve been keeping my eye on him. I didn’t know his sister was Finlay Reid, although, looking back, I should have. He’s Abdal’s heir apparent. If it wasn’t possible for Abdal to send the hit team, then it was Christian Reid.”
“So the whole K&R was some kind of ruse?”
Ghazil nodded. “That would be my guess. They used that poor fool Timon to lure his brother out in the open so Gerold could be dealt with in a way that kept it quiet that he’d ever been disloyal.”
“But why would Reid involve his sister?”
“Was it supposed to be handled by your firm?”
“No. She was given instructions to tell no one and to take the drive he’d hidden at her place to a rendezvous point and exchange it for Christian.”
“There must be something in the information that makes them think they are vulnerable. Be very cautious. A hit on a well-known journalist is not something Abdal would undertake unless he was very worried.”
“Ghazil, my old friend, you have proven invaluable to me. Along with our picking up the tab for your vacation here in Mykonos, you will find a nice little bonus added to your monthly retainer.”
“That would be most generous. But what I really want is an invitation to the wedding.”
Noah laughed. “I’ll see if I can’t make that happen.”
“All joking aside, Noah. Keep Zara close. If Abdal meant to kill her and not just scare her, he won’t stop. Recheck everything you have from him, Christian, and Zara as well.”
“I will. And again, my thanks for your help.”
Noah left his credit card number with the bistro owner, telling him to ensure that he included a large tip for his wait staff onto Ghazil’s tab. He got back into the SUV and called in to the firm.
“Well, if it isn’t the big bad himself…oh, wait, how bad can you be if you get taken out by a girl?” laughed Avery on the other end of the line.
“Not funny. I need you to secure Abdal and Christian and then get the team on the line pronto.”
“I’m messaging Baez right now, as he’s with Abdal. But Christian left us this morning. What’s up?”
“Shit! I just talked with Ghazil Assaraf. It seems good ole Christian isn’t what we were led to believe. He’s Abdal’s right-hand man…his heir apparent. He’s also the sonofabitch who put a hit out on Zara.”
“What? Stay close to your phone. I’m getting everyone gathered together, and I’ll see if we can’t pick Christian back up.”
Avery rang off. Her skills weren’t just limited to being the best pilot he’d ever known, but she was a keen strategic thinker. He had to get to Zara. Christian was loose, and if he knew anything about Mykonos, she was in more danger now than ever before. He glanced at his watch. If he floored it, he could possibly scoop her up at the airport.
Noah knew the worst-case scenario had been put into motion when he was prevented from getting to the airport. There had been reported gunfire, and the place was pandemonium. Noah got as close to the airport as he could then securely parked. He rented a scooter for an inordinate amount of money from a local and used back streets, alleys, and even sidewalks, to get closer to the airport.
Once he got there, he was on foot but moving fast. Tourists were panicked, and the police were unable to do much more than try to keep them from adding to the chaos of the shooter who had taken over the roof of one of the buildings.
He had made a mental note of the tail number of the plane Zara was on. He was relieved to see it sitting out on the tarmac. Noah snagged one of the golf-cart-like vehicles used to take luggage out to the planes and headed straight for her. The plane was buttoned up. Noah pounded on the door, shouting to the pilot that he was with airport security and they needed to get his passenger out. The pilot dropped the stairs, and Noah bounded up them. Scanning the interior, he saw Zara was the only passenger. Her look of shock mixed with fear and arousal was intoxicating.
Turning to the pilot, he said, “It’s madhouse in there. I’ll take your passenger and get her to safety. I suggest you turn this thing around and go back where you came from.”
“Gladly,” said the small man as he headed toward the cockpit.
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” said Zara defiantly.
“Wanna bet?” he jeered as he jerked her to her feet and tossed her over his shoulder.
He trotted down the steps with Zara beating at his back and cursing at him. He kept her pinned on his shoulder and managed to get the stairs back up so the pilot could take off. He dumped Zara on the seat beside him, locking his fist in her hair to keep her in place. He started the golf cart and made a beeline to the building closest to where he’d left the scooter. If they were lucky, it would still be there. If not, they’d have to make their way back to the SUV on foot. He was speeding and almost at his destination when a single shot rang out and the right front tire exploded, careening and spinning their transport like a child’s toy.
Zara screamed and clutched his arm. Noah got out and pulled her with him. Two more shots rang out, and she was able to separate from him. She ran a zigzag pattern toward one of the smaller outbuildings while Noah made it to a small private hanger.
Seeing she was pinned down, Noah looked around for some way to get to her. He had an automatic with him, but it was no match for the high-powered rifle. It didn’t matter; he had to get to her. Noah left his place of relative safety, barely getting to her in time to wrap his arm around her and swing her up onto his shoulder and out of the way of another of the sniper’s bullets. He held her in position and ran toward a different shelter. He burst through the doorway, automatic weapon in one hand and holding a kicking and struggling Zara with the other.
He checked the building to ensure they were the only two individuals within before setting her on her feet. He did not, however, release his hold on her.
“Let go of me,” she snarled.
“No,” he replied, flattening them both against the front wall so he could get a look out the window.
Zara reached down and bit his hand, drawing blood. “I said let go!”
Noah barely noticed the wound. “And I said no. You might thank me for saving your life…again.”
“I might, but I won’t. If you hadn’t followed me, I probably wouldn’t have come under fire.”
“You’re the target, Zara. Something you found or know, combined with whatever is on that thumb drive is dangerous to Abdal.”
“What are you talking about? It’s Springer who’s trying to kill me.”
“No, it’s not. We need to get out of here. I have an SUV about six blocks from here. Can you run that far?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” He stopped only long enough press a brief, angry kiss to her lips. “Then, shut up and follow me.”
They burst from the other side of the building and ran. Several shots rang out, but they were putting more and more distance between themselves and the shooter. They were able to find a hole in the fence and slip through it, running toward the scooter. Their luck was improving. It was still there. Clambering aboard, Noah gunned the small engine and headed for the SUV. They bumped over the cobbled streets and through alleyways until they reached Noah’s rented vehicle.
Noah wasted no time in hustling her into passenger seat before going around, jumping behind the wheel, then driving away from the turmoil behind them.
 



Chapter 11
 
Zara watched Noah as he drove silently toward some destination she knew nothing about. She couldn’t help the way her arousal had spiked when he’d stormed onto the plane.
“Noah?” she said quietly.
“What?” he snarled.
No doubt about it, he was majorly pissed. A warped and completely inappropriate thought entered her mind, and she gave it voice before she could stop it. “What part are you planning to bite?” 
“What?” he asked in a confused tone of voice.
“The last time I bit you, you told me that if I did it again, unless it was out of passion, you’d bite me back and in a place more sensitive than my hand. I was just wondering if you’d given that any thought.”
“No. The only thought I’m having right now is how to get you safe enough so that I can welt your ass for this stunt. And don’t you doubt for a minute that it’s going to happen. Nasty-tempered, foolhardy, pigheaded vixen.” He took a deep breath. “Are you all right?”
“I suppose that depends on how serious you are about taking your belt to my butt.”
“I don’t make idle threats, sweetheart. Once we’re safe, you and I are going to have long discussion about your behavior today. We’ll need to be able to hole up for a few days as you won’t be able to sit or walk when I’m done with you.”
“Ghazil,” she said concerned. “If they knew about my flight…”
“We’ve already moved Ghazil.”
Noah continued to put distance between them and the airport. He was headed for the harbor. Before they could continue their conversation, the phone rang through the car’s audio system. Noah used the hands-free feature to put it on speaker.
“Taylor.”
“Noah, it’s Avery. Are you secure? Do you have Zara? We’re getting conflicting reports coming out of Mykonos.”
“We’re in the SUV. I think I can just make the next speed ferry back to Greece. That should put us ahead of anyone in pursuit. I have Zara with me.”
“Is she safe? Unhurt?”
“Safe enough and unhurt for now. They tried to take her out at the airport. We just barely got away. What do you know on your end?”
“Mac is questioning Abdal.”
“Get Croft to do it, and let him know Abdal’s at the heart of this thing—”
“He’s what?” asked Zara.
Noah turned to her. “I’ll fill you in later.”
Avery laughed. “I think that’s why Mac decided to do it. Croft is in almost as nasty a mood as you, only he can’t do anything about it. Finn is pretty upset by the idea that Christian is involved—”
“Christian’s involved?” asked Zara.
“Again, sweetheart, I’ll fill you in. Ghazil said he had a place up on the Amalfi Coast that he thinks is secure, but, at this point, I don’t trust anybody who isn’t us.”
“Agreed,” said Avery. “What do you need? Do you want me to bring the plane to get the two of you?”
Noah shook his head. “No. I think we need to have a presence closer to the action. And I need to have Zara with me.”
“We can watch over her for you.”
“I know, but, for right now, I need her close.  She knows more than she’s shared, and probably more than she even knows.”
He turned to look at her. Zara couldn’t meet his eyes.
“But she’s going to tell me everything,” he said, stressing the last word. “Aren’t you, sweetheart?”
“I have…” she started.
“Rhetorical question, Zara. You will tell me everything one way or another.”
“I hate to interrupt your little love spat,” said Avery, “but where do you want to go?”
“Noah? It’s John. We’ve got the FBI outside with a warrant for Abdal. We’re going to have to give him up if he wants to go. We figure Christian’s the one that set them on us.”
“That would be my guess. You guys secure everything on your end. I’ll coordinate with Thom. I think he needs to stay in London.”
“I agree. Check in when you can, and keep Zara safe.”
“You guys stay safe, too.”
Zara watched him disconnect before turning back to her.
“Did I cause this?” she asked quietly.
The idea that not listening to Noah had somehow started the snowball that had avalanched into this mess was upsetting. His hand came to rest on her thigh.
“No, sweetheart. This is Christian’s fault. He involved Finn who talked to you. All you did was what you had to do.”
“I could have listened to you,” she said.
He surprised her by laughing. “You could have, but you didn’t and probably won’t in the future.”
“It’s not funny, and I feel somehow responsible.”
“You aren’t,” he reassured her. “And now that we know there’s a whole lot more in play, we can act accordingly. Abdal could have asked to leave at any time. There’s not a whole lot we could do to stop him. The FBI is just a show of force on his part and Christian’s way of ensuring we wouldn’t try to hold him.”
“Christian’s involved.” She shook her head in disbelief. “How could he involve Finn like that?”
“First, Finn isn’t some naive neophyte. Had it gone down the way Christian had thought, it would have been over and done with and none the wiser. But when it started to go sideways, Springer grabbed Finn. My guess is he thought to use her as a bargaining chip to take on Christian. What neither of them counted on was that Finn, like you, is not inclined to take orders and has a nose for a story. Want to clue me in about what you know that you’ve been withholding?”
“I never thought it was relevant to anyone’s safety. Gerold Springer is a German nationalist with fascist leanings. He didn’t impress me as the guy Abdal would groom to take over. He’s basically a thug in a Saville Row suit. The rumors are that there is an heir apparent, but he is very elusive. How did you find out about Christian?”
“Ghazil knew.”
“He didn’t tell me.”
Noah barked a short laugh. “Sweetheart, if you know Ghazil at all, you know he keeps secrets. He keeps less from us because we have him on a rather large monthly retainer.”
“That rat! That’s how you knew where I was going to be.”
“Only because I asked the right questions and, frankly, let him know you were my woman. For all his faults, he really does have a romantic side.”
“I’m not your woman.”
“Yes, you are, and you know it. One of the things that’s going to be included in that long discussion you and I are going to have.”
Noah said nothing more, but checked the mirrors of the SUV several times. They barely made it onto the speed ferry, which would take a little over two hours to get them back to the mainland. Noah had tipped the man directing cars to let him have the last place in the corner. After turning off the engine, he faced her.
“Is that all of it?”
“Pretty much…”
“All of it, Zara,” he grumbled at her menacingly.
“It’s nothing I know for sure…”
“You have good instincts. Let’s hear it.”
“It’s just that none of this makes any sense unless there is something big happening…like 9/11…something of that size. Nothing goes on in global arms dealing without Abdal being a direct part of it or without, at least, his tacit agreement. And the guy who coordinates that? Some shadowy figure he’s grooming to take over. And now we know that figure is Christian.”
“But why?”
“That I don’t know…maybe he was radicalized when he was in school, or maybe he just wants the kind of power and money Abdal has. I don’t know. And we don’t know that for sure. But where does Springer fit in?”
“My guess,” said Noah, “is he planned to use Finn against Christian. And Abdal is just sitting back to see who comes out on top. If Christian can’t handle a thug like Springer, he’d never be able to hold Abdal’s organization together.”
Zara nodded.
Noah continued, “We may not have enough to take to the authorities and have him arrested, but we know enough to safeguard ourselves and move against him.”
“Or maybe you just let them go and stay safe.”
“They sent a hit team after you in London; they had a sniper in Mykonos. You can’t hide forever. And my guess is Finn isn’t safe either. No, we need to take them down, or at least cripple them so they are no longer a threat.”
“Do you think you’re the first people to try and take Abdal on?” asked Zara.
“No, but we’re the ones who don’t have to play by the rules. Abdal took on the wrong set of men and damn sure came after the wrong women. We’ve always prided ourselves on just getting the job done, letting law enforcement worry about bringing them to justice. The flip side of that is you screw with us and we won’t wait for law enforcement to take you down. We’ll come after you with everything we’ve got. It’s part of why we can do what we do so effectively.”
Before the conversation could continue, the phone rang again.
“Taylor.”
“Noah, it’s Thom. Are you guys on the ferry?”
“Yeah. What have you got for me?”
“We’ve got a man who is going to pick up your vehicle on the ferry and turn it in for you. There will be a car waiting that’ll take you to a private airport outside of Athens. They’ll fly you into Monaco. We have an old fishing cottage outside of town that should work well. I’m headed there to finish up the communications setup and general security.”
“But it’s private and secure, right?” asked Noah.
“Yes, very. But also very defensible.”
“So, you’ll be there and gone before we arrive?”
“No, is there an issue?”
“I just need some time alone with Zara. We have a few things to iron out.”
Zara was listening to the conversation and didn’t like the sound of that at all.
“What I’m going to do is just finish work and fine-tuning. The majority of the security system work has already been done. I was planning to get there later today, but I can come tomorrow afternoon if you’d prefer,” said Thom.
“That sounds good.”
“If he doesn’t think it’s secure…” started Zara.
“We can change our flight plan and head back to Wales. I’d rather we go to ground quicker than that, but if you prefer Wales…”
Thom laughed on the other end of the line. “I’ll leave that to you two. Let me know if I need to make other plans. Otherwise, I’ll see you late in the day tomorrow. Why don’t you send me a list of things you need once you figure it out—you know pantry items, extra pillows…”
Zara reached up and punched the button, cutting off the conversation. “Does it bother you at all that I’ll never be able to look this guy in the face and not be absolutely mortified?”
“Why? Because he knows you answer to me? Trust me, it’s no different than what he sees every day. We don’t try to rub anyone’s nose in it, but we’re a small, tight-knit family, and there are very few secrets. But you do get points for thinking about seeing Thom in the future.”
“I thought you said you didn’t want to humiliate me.”
“I didn’t humiliate you.”
“He’s not stupid, Noah. He knows you plan to spank me.”
Noah smiled. “Of course, he does, but that shouldn’t be humiliating to you. If I wanted to humiliate you, sweetheart, I’d wait until he was there and do it so he could hear your caterwauling as my hand repeatedly connects with your ass.”
Zara rubbed her temples and slumped in her seat. “You really are infuriating.”
“What I am is pissed and when we get to Monaco, you’re going to understand just how pissed. Jesus, Zara, you tranqed me.”
“Sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. You shot me in the ass first, remember?”
“I do, but I needed to stop you and knew I couldn’t trust you.”
“And I needed to meet with Ghazil, and I didn’t think I could trust you not to stop me.”
“Not the same thing, and you know it,” he said through gritted teeth. “You would have caused a scene.”
“And you would have stopped me from doing my job. I will not give up my career for you.”
“I didn’t ask you to. We just need to find a way that you can do your job and I don’t get nightmares.”
“But it’s okay for me if I have them about you when you’re off doing your job?”
“So, you’d have nightmares?” He suddenly seemed very pleased with himself.
“Forget it,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s pointless. When this is over, you’ll just tip your hat and ride off into the sunset.”
“Maybe.” He nodded.
Her heart started to shatter.
“Of course,” he drawled, “I’ll have you hog-tied and thrown over the front of my saddle.”
“I detest you.”
He leaned across and kissed her again. “No, you don’t. But, I suspect, after we get to Monaco, you’ll wish you did.”
“Why? What’s happening in Monaco? I thought there was a safe house there. Do you think Thom is setting you up?”
“No, sweetheart. I’d trust Thom with my life. Hell, I’d trust him with yours. But did you forget the part where I told you I was going to welt your ass for this stunt?”
“And you expect me to walk calmly off this ferry with you and just go along?”
“I do. If you don’t give me your word you are going to do exactly that, I’ll put some sting in your tail right here and right now to remind you that you are going to do what I tell you.”
Zara glanced around. There was no one in sight, and she was quite certain he would do precisely what he was saying. Besides, he was right, someone involved in all of this had tried and come close to killing her twice. Twice, Noah’s fast thinking and reflexes had kept her out of harm’s way.
“I promise, I’ll go with you to Monaco and won’t cause you any more trouble between now and then,” she said, her voice quivering.
“And after we reach Monaco?”
“All bets are off,” she said, trying to steady her voice.
Noah reached across and took her chin in his hand. “It’s all right, sweetheart, I’ll keep you safe. If you believe nothing else, believe that.”
She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.
When the ferry docked, they left the keys in the SUV and walked off with the other foot passengers. Noah had his arm around her waist. To the casual observer, they would look like a couple of lovers just returning from a day trip to the Greek islands. But his grip was more than casual, and she could feel the tension in him. Oddly, she found that reassuring. Noah was good at his job, and little would escape his notice.
As promised, there was a ride for them to the airport. They boarded the chartered plane and were in the air within minutes. Once in Monaco, they went through customs and picked up the new SUV Thom had waiting for them. The GPS coordinates had already been programmed in, and Noah drove the streets of the ancient city until they led up and out to the winding roads above it.
The navigation unit took them off the beaten path, and finally, they arrived at an unassuming little cottage. It was whitewashed and had a tile roof. They stowed the SUV in an outbuilding and headed inside.
“Do you mind if I freshen up a bit?” she asked.
“Sure, I just want to check in and let them know we’re here. We’ll see what we can’t rustle up for dinner.”
“I can do that while you get things checked out. I don’t have to be a millstone around your neck.”
“You can be anything you want around any part of my body,” he teased gently. “Just go freshen up, and we’ll figure out what we want to eat for dinner.”
She entered the bigger of the two rooms and realized whoever set it up had assumed they’d be sleeping together. She wanted to be more annoyed by that than she was. She was happy to see the room had a large private bath. No tub, but the shower was huge. She smiled. Big enough for her and Noah to share. She looked in the dresser and found that a collection of jeans, leggings, and various tops to go with them in her size.
“Noah, they sent clothes. Real, honest-to-God clothes,” she called to him.
She turned and was startled to find him right behind her. He moved swiftly and silently when he wanted to.
“I don’t know why. My plans for you don’t involve a lot of clothes.” He pulled her close.
She stood on tiptoe and wrapped her arms around his neck, rubbing herself against him, nibbling and licking at the hollow of his throat. His low, rumbling growl was all the encouragement she needed. She tugged off the sweater she had on and, with it, her sports bra. His hands slid down her back and under the waistband of the sweats to cup her ass and brought her into direct contact with his groin. She smiled as the familiar bulge enclosed by his jeans nudged her mons.
He kneaded the firm flesh of her derriere as he maneuvered himself out of his shirt. Even though he had to let go with one hand in order for her to pull his arm out of the sleeve, he kept the other on her rump, ensuring she remained molded to his tall, muscular frame.
She reached between them to unbuckle his belt and unfasten his jeans, starting to reach inside to get her prize when he stayed her hands. He pushed her sweats down, gliding them over her behind and down her thighs as he kneeled. She stepped out of them. Still down in front of her, he drew her closer, slipped his hand between her legs, and briefly tugged her clit before pinching it…hard.
“What the fuck?” Zara gasped.
Noah stood back up, fisting her hair at the nape of her neck and briefly fondling her breasts until her nipples were pebbled and stiff waiting for further and more focused attention.
“As I recall, I told you earlier today, I was going to welt your ass and then fuck you so hard you’d have trouble sitting or walking, and I mean to do it. Let’s go.”
He dragged her toward the bed while she struggled and tried to get away from him. She thought about trying to bite him but reminded herself that hadn’t been effective and would only most likely make him angrier.
“Noah, please.”
“Don’t you Noah, please me. You earned yourself this set of stripes, and by God, woman, I mean to give them to you.”
He sat on the bed and threw her across his one thigh, using his other leg to trap hers. Before she could make any kind of argument or formulate some kind of plan to avoid this, his hand came down and landed on her butt cheek with a resounding thwack.
“Owww…” she wailed.
Zara realized Noah meant to see her royally punished for what she’d done. She found it hard to continue thinking as his evil hand beat a steady rhythm on her upturned backside. She squirmed and yelped, trying to get away from him. When she reached back, he simply captured both of her hands in his and used them to pin her down.
“You’ve got this coming, Zara. You shot me, you left me in Wales, running off without any kind of backup…”
“I’ve never had backup.”
“You’ve got it now, and you’re damn well going to learn to use it.”
His hand bounced off her butt cheeks in an ever-increasing tempo of pain. The sharp staccato swats being dispersed fairly evenly all over her bottom were reigniting the banked heat from his previous spankings. Zara’s entire behind was on fire and beginning to swell. She knew from past experience it would be red and heated to the touch before he was done.
When he was finished with the fleshy part of her butt, he moved down to swat her upper thighs and deliver punishing blows to her sit spots. He splayed his hand so that a finger or two began to punish her between her legs as well. She yowled and fought, but he was too strong for it to do her any good.
“I’m sorry, Noah. Please stop. I’m sorry.”
“Are you?” he growled.
“I am. Please don’t spank me anymore. I won’t run off again. I learned my lesson.”
Noah snorted. “I doubt that.”
Then Zara heard the sound she had never wanted to hear again, the distinctive swish of leather being pulled from beltloops.
“No,” she cried, increasing the intensity of her struggles.
“Yes,” he whispered.
She heard his belt slicing through the air before it landed the first stripe of fire across the fullest portion of her bottom.
“No,” she screamed. “Noah, please, no!”
The belt descended again and again, causing her to thrash around on his lap, trying to get away from the torturous weapon. Everything condensed to sound for Zara—Noah’s breathing, the leather whooshing through the air before it hit its target with a loud whack, and her wail in response. She had hoped never to hear the sound of a belt coming into harsh contact with her ass again.
Zara began to cry in great gulping sobs. Seven times his belt meted out the punishment he was determined she would receive. The first indication it might be over was when he laid the belt down where she could see it. Then he traced each of the welts he had placed. The touch was almost reverent in its feel but still made her inhale sharply.
Noah’s finger delved between her upturned cheeks and pressed against her dark rosebud, which gave way to his intrusion.
“Good girl,” he said when she did nothing but breathe heavily. “It’ll be easier on you if you just relax and accept my fingering you back there.”
“I don’t like it,” she said quietly, trying not to squirm.
“I don’t much care. You’re going to learn to do what I tell you. Right now, I’m telling you I mean to finger your asshole. Your job is just to lie here and accept that fact. If you can do that, you might find it’s not nearly as bad as you think.”
He released her hands and rubbed her back as he continued to finger her. She breathed a silent sigh of relief when he removed his finger. He was right; it hadn’t been that bad. She couldn’t help but gasp when the single digit was replaced with two. He stroked them in and out of her at a leisurely pace, and she could feel her arousal growing in response to his touch. It was bad enough to accept he was going to use her in this manner. It was something altogether different to find pleasure in it. Zara could feel the evidence of her own desire becoming more urgent as his cock began to throb beneath her. She moaned, and he retreated from her dark hole.
“Good girl. You see that corner by the fireplace?”
“Yes,” she said, knowing what was coming.
“You go stand in the corner with your nose in it. You push your ass out and spread your legs.”
“What if I don’t want to?”
“Not an option. The only thing that happens if you don’t decide to obey me is I’ll just use your juices to lube my cock up and fuck your ass before you go stand in the corner. Either you’ll show me your pussy and pretty welted bottom, or you’ll show me your pussy, your pretty welted bottom, and the evidence of my cum leaking out of your bottom hole. Your choice.”
“I’ll go stand in the corner like you want.”
“Good girl.”
 



Chapter 12
 
He helped her stand, and she went to the corner. This was something else Zara hated. Why did dominant men find it necessary to make a woman stand in the corner like a small child? She hated it. She wasn’t sure what they thought women did there, but it sure as hell wasn’t contemplating the error of their ways or what they’d done to get sent there. Zara had always used it to try and figure out how not to get caught the next time.
She heard him go into the bath, heard him run the water in the sink and then laugh.
“Someone was thinking of you, sweetheart. There’s a tube of nice aloe gel in here. That’ll help with some of the sting, especially the welts.”
“It’s not funny, and it hurts, you bastard.”
“I imagine it does. Your fanny is a fierce shade of red, and those weals are coming up nicely. The real question is…did I get through to you?”
“Yes.”
Zara heard him rejoining her in the bedroom.
“Doesn’t sound like it. Ah, they must have put Croft in charge of the provisions. There’s a bottle of good bourbon.”
She heard the whiskey hit the bottom of the glass and splash around. She started to turn her head but was cut short by his growl.
“I said stick your nose in that corner, and I meant it.”
She turned her head back to the corner, mumbling under her breath.
“Knock it off, Zara. I’m starting to get the feeling I didn’t get through to you.”
“No, Noah, please. You did. I said I was sorry.”
She flinched when he ran his finger down her spine. It wasn’t that he frightened her. In fact, just the opposite. Everything about Noah spoke of strength and keeping her safe.
“Easy, sweetheart. Think you can be a good girl?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“Then turn around, drop to your knees, and open your mouth.”
Something about the way he said it—his words, his tone of voice—made her want to do exactly as he ordered and sent jolts of electricity from the center of her being straight down into her feminine core. Slowly, Zara turned around, and he lightly pinched each nipple as she sank to her knees and opened her mouth. The fly to his jeans was still open, and he lifted his cock out, directing it to the hole he intended to use. The head slipped past her lips as he leaned heavily against the wall behind her and inserted himself to his full length, groaning as he did so.
“Look at me, Zara,” he said seductively.
She raised her eyes and saw the predatory fire burning there, but was beginning to comprehend and accept that it burned for her.
Noah rocked his hips forward and back, once again fucking her mouth versus letting her give him a blowjob. She sucked and licked his cock as it moved in and out and he made masculine noises of pleasure. He reached down and stroked her hair as he used her mouth.
“I hope for your sake you got it plenty wet, sweetheart.” He withdrew then helped her to her feet. “Go kneel on the edge of the bed and spread your legs for me.”
“Noah?” she asked a bit anxiously.
“Do it, Zara. By the time we’re through, you’re going to give me everything.”
He stood to one side and waited for her to comply. She knew she had little to no choice and was also starting to feel as though she didn’t really want one. She’d never be meek and submissive, but there was something incredibly erotic about the way Noah handled her. He seemed to know what she needed long before she did. She had to admit, even if just to herself, that he seemed to value her fire and spirit.
She positioned herself on the bed and watched as he removed his jeans. His cock looked like a pillar of stone attached to his groin. She had no doubt in her mind that when he talked about making it difficult for her to walk, he had the ability to get the job done.
“Eyes front,” he snarled.
His cock grazed her outer lips as it pushed between her legs. She was surprised when he didn’t mount her. He inserted several fingers into her dripping cunt.
“That’s the way I like my woman, wet and needy.”
“Noah, please?”
“Please what, sweetheart?”
“Please, fuck me?”
“I plan to, only it’s not your pussy I plan to fuck first.”
“What?”
He chuckled. “You heard me. I’m going to fuck your bottom hole.”
“No,” she wailed and stared to crawl forward.
He placed his hand on top of her shoulder and pulled her back into place.
“Yes, Zara. You went out of your way to disobey me in every way you could think of. When you try to show me just how defiant and stubborn you can be, I’m going to show you just how dominant and determined I can be. Now, you settle down and ask me to fuck your asshole.”
“I won’t.”
He swatted her between the legs while still holding onto her shoulder. His grip meant she couldn’t move forward from the force of the blow and just had to let her pussy absorb it.
“Ask me to fuck your asshole.”
“Noah, please don’t make me do this.”
He landed another hard swat between her legs then repeated himself.
“Noah, I won’t fight you, but don’t make me ask.”
His hand landed a third strike, and she yowled in response.
“You will ask me so that I know that you know you damn well deserve it. Ask me.”
“All right. Noah, will you please fuck my ass? I’m sorry for what I did, and I don’t want you to be angry anymore.”
“Not exactly what I wanted, but it’ll do.” His tone had gone from harsh and commanding to sensual and reassuring.
The head of his cock pushed against the ring of tight muscle that had always protected her most secret hole from intrusion. He wasn’t rough or fast, just relentless. The entrance to her back passage began to give way, and he groaned in a kind of carnal exaltation. He reached under her and rubbed her clit, making it hard for her to think about what he was doing. He gained ground within her dark passage inch by inch. Noah groaned and grunted in a supremely satisfied male way.
“That’s my good girl,” he soothed. “You can take it all. Give to me Zara. Let me take your last virgin hole.”
One of his hands continued to pleasure her swollen nub as he seated himself completely in her ass. He thrust into her, and the inner walls of her pussy shook and quivered; she tried to wrap her head around the intense pleasure he was giving her.
She cried out in an unexpected climax from his fondling and stroking. His other hand grasping her hip, he slowly moved inside her. She caught her breath; he continued to rub, tug, and pinch her clitoris in rhythm to his use of her bottom hole. The slight pain and discomfort gave way, and arousal surged to the forefront and she moaned at the new kind of hedonistic gratification he was inflicting on her.
“That’s my good girl,” he said and moved more deliberately.
“Yes,” she said, making a sound half hiss and half sigh. “Noah, yes!”
He kept one hand on her shoulder, pressing her back, ensuring that she could not escape from his exquisite mastery of her body. She could feel another orgasm starting to peak in response to the knowledge he was about to shoot his load into her ass for the first time. She neared the crest of her own climax as he shoved three fingers into her gaping cunt and fucked her pussy with them. As he drove into her ass with more power, he gave one more surge forward and his cock begin to spill his cum inside her. She screamed, caught up in the maelstrom of her own orgasm. He caught her by both hips and held her as his cock jerked within her, ensuring his entire load was deposited.
Noah leaned over her back, murmuring kisses all up her spine and across her shoulder blades. He withdrew slowly and gently, allowing her to slide forward onto her belly. He followed her down and stretched out alongside her. He continued to run his hands up and down her body, lightly caressing her in a way that was at once tender and erotic.
He started to get up, but Zara reached for him. “Stay?”
“I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart. I thought we could go take a shower and then we’ll figure out what we want for dinner.”
“You’re assuming I could help with that. That’s a pretty big assumption.”
He chuckled, and she wondered when she’d gone from hating that sound to it making her quiver inside.
“No, I thought I’d either let you lie here on your belly or on the couch while I made something to eat. It looks like whoever stocked the pantry and fridge made sure we had enough to cook for at least a week.”
“I’m not allowed to sit up?” she challenged softly, catching her breath at the pain that resulted from his lightly tracing a fingertip down one of her welts.
“You can if you like, but, pillow or not, I think you’ll be more comfortable on your belly.”
He stood and lifted her in his arms then carried her into the shower with him. She sighed in pure, unadulterated bliss as he gently washed them both, the hot shower soothing her tired and aching body. He held her close and let her rely on his strength. She relaxed into him and rubbed herself against him, sighing in peaceful bliss. When she was ready to leave the shower, she nuzzled him a last time then finding the strength to stand on her own without his support. Noah leaned forward and turned off the shower, helping her step out.
He used the big fluffy towels to dry them off then handed her one of his shirts as he pulled on a pair of jeans. He swung her up in his arms and carried her into the sitting room, making sure she could be comfortable lying on her belly watching him in the kitchen. She rolled to her side, wincing a bit, but she could see him better. She had to acknowledge that watching Noah was becoming a habit she rather liked. He moved with power and grace; his movements were deliberate and sensual.
He was a conundrum of sorts. A man with a murky past. If he’d been with the US Marshals and was one of the people Ethan McDaniel had brought on board with his private security firm, there had to be a story there—one she didn’t necessarily want to expose to the world, but one she wanted to know.
“Noah?”
“Yes, sweetheart?”
“Can I ask you something?”
“You can ask me anything you like. Whether or not I answer it will depend on your need to know and whether we are on or off-the-record.”
“How about if I agree we are off-the-record unless I tell you otherwise…”
Noah looked up from chopping vegetables and smiled slowly with a sensuality that, even after their last encounter, shot endorphins fueled by sexual need straight to her core.
“What?” she said a bit unsteadily.
“Nothing, I just like it when you talk about things in the future…things that seem to indicate you’re coming around to the idea of our being together.”
“I thought you said you planned to tie me up, throw me over your saddle, and ride off into the sunset with me when this is all over.”
He laughed. “Would you like that? I can arrange it.”
“No, I think I’ll pass on that bit of rampant alpha male behavior.”
“Only if you behave yourself,” he teased.
Zara made a dismissive noise. “What did you do before the Marshals?”
“I was in military intelligence; some deep-cover work, some of which should never see the light of day.”
Intrigued, she asked, “Are you ashamed of things you did?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ll be blunt. I have killed people—although all of them either needed killing or were trying to kill me. I don’t take a life lightly, but I don’t regret any of those I’ve taken. When I was finally ready to walk away from that level of violence, Mac came looking to recruit me to the Marshals. We’d worked together a couple of times. Then, when he left to put Wild Mustang together, he asked me to join them. I like working with Mac. He’s honorable, intelligent, and would never ask anyone to do something that he wouldn’t do himself. The team he put together is simply the best. Fariq Abdal is a nasty bastard, and he has a pretty lethal organization, but I don’t like their odds if they come up against us.”
“Do you have a family?”
“Not living. I’ve been on my own since I was fifteen. I lied about my age to join the military. I think I was looking for someplace to call home. But I was just as alone there as I was as a kid. The Marshals started to form the framework for one, but it wasn’t until I joined the firm that I knew I’d found what I was looking for with the exception of a few key pieces.”
“Those being?” she asked, utterly astonished by how easily he revealed himself to her.
“You. I didn’t know it was you, but I should have.” He laughed, shaking his head with mirth and pointing the chef’s knife at her. “I can’t tell you how many times I said I wanted a nice quiet girl…and then you came along, and that notion went right out the window.”
He crossed from the kitchen area to the couch, leaned down and kissed her with a passionate intensity that belied the fact the kiss itself was brief and the only parts of him that touched her were his lips.
“I can’t believe how I vacillate about losing my heart to you or running like hell,” she sighed.
He had returned to the kitchen and smiled benignly at her. “You wouldn’t be losing it, you’d be putting it my care. A gift I would cherish. And you’ve tried running like hell…how’d that work out for you?”
She laughed. “The welts on my ass would tend to indicate not so well.”
“Then, next time you think to take off on me or put yourself in danger, you remember what it feels like to have me take my belt to you.”
“Is it so easy for you? Just throwing down a gauntlet at me? Do as I tell you or else?”
He looked up at her and shrugged. “Pretty much.”
She rolled her eyes. “Honestly, what makes you think that’s okay?”
“You’re my woman. Part of my job is to make sure you’re safe. If you choose to behave in a way that makes you unsafe, I’m going to get after you until you decide staying safe is better.”
“If I’m your woman, does that make you my man?” she asked, afraid to hear his answer.
“I thought I’d made that perfectly clear.”
“You’ve called me yours several times but never said anything about you belonging to me.” Zara hated this was so important to her; hated that it mattered at all. She feared how she would feel if he said no…feared even more he’d say yes.
He stopped what he was doing in the kitchen and rejoined her. He took her face in his hands, rubbed her nose with his, and took possession of her mouth with skill and a raw lust that left her breathless.
“I would have thought, Zara, as bright as you are, that I didn’t need to spell it out for you…”
“It has nothing to do with my intelligence…”
“You’re right. My apology.” He stopped and seemed to gather his thoughts. “I have a sneaking suspicion I’m going to fuck this up badly so bear with me. I’ve never said this to another woman because I’ve never felt for another woman even a fraction of what I feel for you.”
“That’s bullshit, Noah. My ass is not the first one you’ve spanked, and I’m damn sure not the only woman you’ve ever fucked into submission.”
He shook his head and grinned. “No, you’re not. But I didn’t see those women as mine. I didn’t know for certain that I’d kill anyone who tried to harm them or threaten those I care about if they called her a bitch even when she was behaving like one. I sure as hell never envisioned being with any of them the rest of my life. Always and forever, Zara…that’s what I’m demanding…and that’s what you’ll give me.”
“You can’t demand that,” she whispered, shattered to the core.
There, he’d said it. He’d declared himself in no uncertain terms and let her know she was not something casual to him. He meant for them to build a life together. Once again, she felt like she was losing her equilibrium.
“I can, and I am. What’s more, not only do you know that, it’s what you want.”
“I don’t,” she murmured, shaking her head.
“You do. You’re just afraid because what you had with Damian wasn’t as intense, and it still almost destroyed you when he died.”
“You don’t get to talk about him.”
“Why not? He’s a part of your past. I’m your present and future.”
“I don’t want you to be.”
“Yes, you do.” Gently he cupped the back of her head and drew her forward. She could feel him breathing and could swear she heard the sound of his heart. His mouth captured hers in a kiss dizzying in its intensity and yet tender and loving.
“What if I don’t want to give you what you want? What if I can’t?”
He grinned. “I’ll take it from you anyway.” He went back into the kitchen then turned. “What makes you think you haven’t already?”
“Insufferable. Have I mentioned you are insufferable?”
“Among other things…in fact, that might be the kindest of the lot.”
He finished butchering a chicken and adding it to the Dutch oven to simmer.
“Now, a little wine,” he said, pouring almost half a bottle into the pot.
She laughed. When he wasn’t beating her ass, he really was quite amusing and easy to be with. “Whatever it is, it smells divine. I think I should disclose at this point, I’m a lousy cook.”
“It is coq au vin, which is just snooty chicken stew with vegetables and wine. And if you don’t like to cook, I’ll do it. I enjoy it.”
“Where did you learn?”
“Le Cordon Bleu in Paris. I took some time off between the military and the Marshals and used it to clear my head. It helped.”
“Ever think of making it a career?” she asked, intrigued by this newest piece of information.
“Not really. I’m good at what I do with the firm, maybe the best, and it’s important. Maybe someday that’ll change. But, for now, I just enjoy cooking for friends. I was honored when Willa asked me to come help her with the cooking for her and Mac’s wedding. That was one of the best celebrations I’ve ever been to. Just family and those friends we call family, but we partied until after midnight.”
“You must not go to many weddings. That’s not all that late.”
He laughed. “It is when it started at nine in the morning, and Mac and Willa left to spend the weekend in New Orleans at seven that night. God, the next morning my face hurt I’d laughed so much,” he said, the memory of the event warming his eyes.
“You really are the most complex human being I’ve ever met.”
“Me? Sweetheart, I’m the most transparent, straightforward guy you’ll ever meet.”
“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, but you come off as this macho, tough guy who is always going to be the dominant partner, and then I find out you went to a French cooking school, which means you lived in Paris for a while…”
“I could get lost in the Louvre for days.”
“See what I mean? Part of me feels like I’ve known you forever. That my soul has been waiting to be reunited with yours. And then you throw me for a loop. Would you want to live in Paris again?”
He shook his head as he sat on the end of the couch and rested her head in his lap.
“Maybe some little town in France, but not Paris. I always felt like a fish out of water. I could do London, though, or any of the other capitals in Britain. If you want warmer weather, my choices would be Mesa or Tuscany…New Orleans, if you want a vibrant city.”
“Could you do that, choose to work wherever?”
“Mac has talked about opening an office in Europe somewhere, so that wouldn’t be an issue. And New Orleans isn’t so far that I couldn’t figure it out. Besides, Mac is big on being with the woman you love. He and Willa were separated for five years…I think it may be his only regret.”
“You envy him.”
“No. I wouldn’t want to take his woman.”
“That’s jealousy—I want what you have. You want him to have his but want one of your own.”
He nodded. “You’re right. I envy him…and John…and now Croft. We’re an odd bunch of guys.”
“I’ll say,” she teased.
“Usually, when you have a group of guys where there are married and single ones, the single guys are always talking about going out and scoring with women, and the married guys are happy but a part of them misses those days. In our group, the single guys are all whiney about not being able to find their Willa or Mandy or Finn. And the married or committed guys look at us and think chump.”
Zara was thoroughly enjoying getting to know this side of not only Noah, but the other men who were a part of the private security firm with a reputation second to none. “So, you think Croft and Finn will get married?”
“Only if Finn ever wants to sit down again.”
“Obnoxious, insufferable, arrogant and—”
“Yours,” he reminded her.
She nodded. “Yes, and mine.”
 



Chapter 13
 
Dinner was beginning to tempt them both with its aroma.
“Why don’t you sit here while I take a look around?” Noah said, hating to burst the little bubble they seemed to have created since their arrival.
“Did you hear something? Are you worried?”
“No, sweetheart. I’m just a cautious man. The security cameras and alarms are installed. Thom will be here tomorrow afternoon to fine-tune things and add some automation to some of the programs and protocols. He’ll also encrypt all the systems.”
“I would offer to come with you, but I doubt you’d let me, and I’m awfully comfy here on the couch.”
He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Then you just hang out, and I’ll bring you your dinner when I get back.”
Noah left her where she was. He wasn’t sure if she’d thought through the fact she wasn’t going to be able to sit comfortably for several days.
Just before he closed the door behind him, he heard, “Shit! Sonofabitch!”
He was glad she couldn’t see him grin. Despite what he’d said to Zara, he meant to caution Thom about teasing her in any way. His Zara was a fiercely proud woman, and no man, save himself, would do anything to humble or disrespect her. He knew what he demanded of her was difficult and contrary to everything she believed about herself; he also knew she would be safe and loved for the rest of her life at his side. He would see to that. His cock ached for her and began to stiffen as if to remind him that her safety wasn’t the only thing he’d be seeing to on a daily basis.
The cottage was strategically placed. There was a cliff at their back and two sides. Beyond the front was a stone wall and then open beach. There were no other cottages or residences of any kind anywhere close. Thom had done well.
He checked the outer buildings; no escape vehicle yet, but he figured Thom would bring that to them. There were plenty of munitions already stowed away. He’d found one automatic rifle in the pantry and two automatic handguns—one tucked under the kitchen’s butcherblock island and the other under the coffee table. He’d check under the bed and in the nightstands later. He wished he could keep that information from Zara, but if it all went to hell in a handbasket, her knowing might be the difference between life and death.
Noah was certain, at this point, they were secure, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t want the alarms set, so if anyone violated their perimeter, he could ensure her safety. He looked up at the towering cliffs and the small hillock that led to them on one side. The wildflowers were in bloom; he took the time to pick and fashion a small bouquet for her. She deserved only the best, but for now, this was all he had.
He opened the door and barely missed getting hit as some kind of flying crockery smashed against the door frame. Apparently, it was taking Zara a bit longer to accept that when she’d earned herself a welting, she would feel the aftermath for several days. He opened the door again only to have another piece of pottery smash against the door itself.
“You bastard!”
He opened the door and ducked in, tucking and rolling behind the couch as he pushed the door closed. He should scold her and tell her to behave, but she was in a fine temper, and her wild spirit was one of the things that drew him to her.
“Zara, sweetheart…”
“Don’t you Zara, sweetheart me! I tried to sit up, thinking I’d at least set the table or get plates out… Do you have any idea how much that hurt?”
“I do,” he said, still hunkered down behind the sofa. “I’m the guy who put those welts there.”
“Don’t you sound so fucking proud of yourself,” she threatened.
“I’m not. I’m simply telling you I was well aware when I took my belt to your ass, there would be raised weals for a day or two.”
“So, you wanted to see me in pain?”
“No,” he continued reasonably, trying to keep his sense of amusement out of his voice. “What I wanted was for you to think twice about doing something that foolish again. And to know that if you did it anyway, I would discipline you hard enough that you wouldn’t do it a third time.”
“It hurts!”
“I’m sure it does, sweetheart, but you easily could have been killed. I need to know you’ll behave yourself and do what I tell you. You need to know that when you don’t, I’ll punish you and remind you which one of us is dominant.”
“Motherfucker!” She launched another bowl.
The dish hit the soft couch and didn’t crash. She shrieked in frustration. Noah stood up and regarded her across the small space. She had another plate poised to throw.
“Settle down, Zara. That’s enough. When we’re home and you want to have a tantrum, that’s one thing. I’ll simply buy sets of dishes when they’re on sale. But this is a safe house, and we try to keep from coming and going so as to not call attention to us. Put the plate down.”
“No,” she said, still clutching it.
“Zara, put it down. I meant what I said; there’s aloe gel in the bath. If you want, I can put it on those welts and it’ll take some of the sting out of them.”
“I can do it myself.”
“Not as easily as I could, but even if you could, you aren’t to do it,” he said evenly.
“Why the fuck not?”
“Because I’m the one who put the sting in your tail, and, if there’s to be any relief, I’ll be the one giving it. Now, put the plate down, or I’ll take it from you and punish the inside of your bottom as well.”
“You already did that.”
He grinned. “Yes, but not as much punishment as you’d like me to believe. As I recall, you came twice for me when I took your bottom hole. You should know, I checked the pantry, and there is ginger root here in the cottage.”
“Shit, Noah!” she said but put down the plate. “These welts hurt.”
He came around the couch and approached her in the kitchen, checking for any signs this was just the eye of the storm. Seeing none, he pulled her into his embrace and held her, making soothing noises to her until her body quit resisting the comfort he sought to give her and she clung to him.
“I know, baby. I need for you not to do something like that again.”
“I swear, if you tell me it hurt you more than it hurt me, I’ll shoot you again…and this time with a bullet.”
He laughed. “That’ll be enough of that, woman. You level a gun at me again, regardless of the ammunition, and I’ll lay twice as many stripes across your backside as I did this afternoon.”
“No, please no.”
“Then you behave. Why don’t you go lie on the couch, and I’ll get the gel; we’ll see if I can’t take some of the fire out of them.”
“Fine, but I’m not apologizing about…”
“The temper tantrum?” he suggested.
“Expressing my righteous indignation at realizing you’re a ruthless bastard who took a belt to my ass and deliberately left welts behind.”
“Good enough.” He chuckled and led her back to the sofa.
Zara stretched out, and Noah headed into the bath. He took a few moments to check the nightstands and under the bed. Sure enough, there were firearms located in all three places. He grabbed the aloe and started back for the sitting room. He considered taking the two pillows on the bed but didn’t want to ignite another firestorm. Taking them anyway, he figured if she got testy, he’d simply withhold the aloe until she decided to settle down and rein in her temper.
She spied the pillows. “Not funny,” she said with little heat.
Noah was figuring out Zara’s temper was more like a summer squall than a true storm.
“It wasn’t meant to be and wasn’t meant to be anything other than my trying to give you something soft to sit on. The fact is, sitting is not going to be comfortable for you for a few days. If you want to eat lying on your belly or your side, I’m fine with that. The only time your ass needs to come into contact with anything at all, as far as I’m concerned, is when I’m fucking you.”
“You don’t seriously think I’m going to let you fuck me after that do you?”
“What I think is that I already fucked you after I welted you, and just because you get yourself into enough trouble that you and my belt have to have a little discussion, it doesn’t mean either of us is doing without.”
Noah loved watching her think, and seeing the emotions play across her features.
“Truth is,” she sighed, “as much as it hurts, I’m still wet for you.”
He hugged her close. “That may be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“I really do wish I could hate you or at least not want to fuck you…”
“But you don’t, do you?”
“No…but I wish I could.”
Noah reached behind the couch and got the wildflowers. “I picked these for you on the hill to the east of us.”
“Shit! Now, why did you have to go and do something like that?” she said in a voice bordering on tears.
“I thought you’d like them. I wanted you to know that once I’ve punished you, which includes fucking you in some way, that as far as I’m concerned, it’s over and done.”
“That’s really sweet. And I greeted your return with crashing dishware.”
“At the risk of inciting another tantrum, I’m not the one who can’t sit down. A bit of temper on your part is to be expected.”
“So, you’re not mad about the dishes?”
“Like I said, I don’t like that they were here at the safe house, but at home it’s not the worst thing you can do. Zara, I don’t expect you to be some kind of complacent submissive who accepts her punishment without reacting and/or getting angry. That’s not who you are…and you’re who I want,” he answered reassuringly.
“And again, you have to be nice to me so I realize what a total bitch I was.”
“A bitch with a bright-red fanny and sporting some pretty impressive welts.”
“You don’t have to remind me…” she sulked.
“Let’s see if I can’t make it feel a little bit better.”
Zara grumbled, but didn’t resist when he started to delicately dab the soothing aloe gel across the marks his hand and belt had left behind. He knew they were still sore, but he hoped the gel would help a bit.
“Better?”
“Somewhat. Know what would make them feel even better?”
“I’m afraid to ask,” he said, laughing.
“Feeding me some of that delicious smelling coq au vin. Did you know that’s one of my favorite things to eat?”
“Is it? Good, it’s very easy to make. You’ll have to make me a list of things you particularly like. If you can do it by tomorrow midday, I can relay it to Thom, and he can bring us anything we need that wasn’t already stocked.”
“How are you with shellfish?”
“I make a scallop risotto to die for.”
“Yum! I want that.”
“I’ll see that Thom picks up what we need,” he said, standing.
“Where are you going?”
“To get you that coq au vin.”
***
Zara watched him walk back to the kitchen. His jeans, while not tight, fit his ass as if someone had painted them on. She was quite certain he would win any contest for Fine Ass Friday. That ass and those muscular thighs and core were what made him such a powerhouse in bed. Her pussy clenched in anticipation of the night to come. She was quite certain that she would feel each of those seven welts as well as the hand spanking that had preceded it. But she was just as certain Noah’s skills as a lover would make the pain the least of the things she felt.
She shook her head. Already he knew her body as well, if not better, than she did. Yes, he was extremely dominant when they made love, but he was right—that was part of his allure. She’d really forgotten what it was like to be with a man who took command where sex was concerned. The thing that made it even better was that he always ensured she derived just as much pleasure from the act as he did. Even when he was fucking her mouth, he managed to get her very aroused and hungry for his touch.
Zara watched him return and smiled.
“What’s that for?” he asked.
“Just thinking that I can’t decide which view is better…you walking away with your great butt or coming at me with that nice big bulge in the front of your jeans.”
“Wanton woman,” he scolded with a smile.
“Your wanton woman,” she replied.
“Damn straight.” He sat next to her, brushing his lips against hers.
He used the fork to spear a piece of chicken and vegetables, dipped them in a bit of the sauce, and lifted it to his mouth to blow on it before offering it to her. She accepted it greedily.
“Oh my God that’s good,” she exclaimed.
“Careful, you’ll make my head swell.”
Zara reached onto his lap and gave his package an affectionate squeeze. “Which one?”
“Both,” he said, kissing her.
That was another thing she liked about Noah. He wasn’t stingy with kisses or tactile expressions of how he felt…although, she thought, she could do with fewer displays of his discipline.
Zara couldn’t remember a dinner she’d enjoyed more. They bantered easily with each other as though they’d been lovers for years. There was an ease about Noah that captivated her every bit as much as the demanding alpha who had laid claim to her. She found him to be a quintessential warrior, but also an incurable romantic with a wicked sense of humor.
“Do you ride?” she asked. “Finn says they have horses.”
“Yes, to both, and they also have mules. Do you like to ride?”
“Very much, but it’s been years since I did, and I’m nowhere near as good as Finn.”
“Me either. I’m not anywhere as good as Mac or Croft, but I like to trail ride. There’s a peace when you’re out in the wilderness—just you and a horse and a certain clarity that comes from it. My favorite time to ride is sunrise. I try to find someplace where I can watch the sun come up over the horizon.”
“That sounds wonderful.”
“Know what would make it better?”
She shook her head.
“To share it with you.”
Zara wasn’t sure why, but something about that simple gesture touched her deeply, and tears welled in her eyes.
“You don’t have to…” he started, misinterpreting the tears she was sure he had seen.
She came up off the couch and kissed him, not minding the pain that radiated across her backside as her ass came into contact with the seat cushions.
“No,” she said softly. “I was just thinking that sounded so amazing and like something you’d want to do for yourself. That you want to include me means a great deal to me.”
“You, Zara Hughes, mean everything to me.”
Zara didn’t trust herself to speak, so she pressed herself against him and kissed him again darting her tongue into his mouth and inviting him to haul her into his arms and make her his once more. His tongue danced with hers, pushing it back to take control of the kiss and of the rest of her. She sighed and gave herself over to him.
Noah pulled her gently onto his lap and soothed her when she hissed from her backside making contact with his hard, jean-clad legs. He cradled her against him so that she was mostly on her side and began the tantalizing caresses she had come to crave in so short a time. His powerful fondling evoked sensations and tactile responses in a way no man before him had ever done. She gave herself over to his care with a sigh.
Zara was surprised when he didn’t lift her off the couch and take her to their bed. He seemed content to simply hold her and express his feelings in a demonstrative, caring, and sensual way. She didn’t doubt he wanted her; she could feel how hard he was. With the way he had laid into her earlier, she would have thought the pain would be a distraction, instead it seemed to enhance everything.
She realized how quickly she had come to revel in the feelings he invoked. He was infuriating, to be sure, but he was also intoxicating. She felt as though she were drunk on the life force that was Noah.
Zara stretched her neck back, offering her throat to him. He nibbled and kissed his way down its slender column reaching up from the bottom of his shirt that she had on. He briefly stroked her mons, and she spread her legs for him involuntarily. Noah’s hand moved up, skimming along her torso until he reached his destination. He began to fondle her breast and nipple, squeezing and kneading the fleshiest part and then zeroing in on its nerve center.
She moaned in response. She cupped his head and encouraged it to travel down and replace his hands. Noah unbuttoned her shirt, moving his lips to where she wanted. He sucked in her whole areola then closed on her nipple to bite it gently, laving his tongue around the whole area and then suckled.
He stroked down her body slipping between her legs and playing with her clit. Zara wasn’t sure which sensation was the keenest—his hand or his mouth. In any event, it wasn’t the discomfort from his harsh discipline that had her complete focus. Her breath caught as he increased his fondling and she quickly found herself on the precipice of an orgasm. Noah’s thumb replaced his finger on her swollen nub, and his fingers briefly caressed her labia before penetrating her. Feeling him stroke her inner walls, Zara shuddered in climatic response to his handling of her.
“Noah,” she said in a breathy whisper, grasping his arm.
In response he brought his mouth back to hers and drew her into a close embrace.
“Good girl,” he whispered.
“Bastard,” she responded, making him laugh.
He stood easily, still cradling her in his arms.
“The dishes can wait,” he said, taking her to the bedroom.
And wait they did until midmorning of the next day. Noah had been an attentive and imaginative lover throughout the night. He’d taken her numerous times. Sleep had seemed like too high a price to pay to not wallow in the all-encompassing sensory web he wove. Noah took her body and soul places that until now she hadn’t even known existed. As the sun finally began to rise, he allowed her exhausted body to rest.
 



Chapter 14
 
Noah opened his eyes to the bright sun coming through the windows. Zara was draped over his body in sated slumber, and he was loathe to wake her. He reached for his phone and brought up the application for the security feed of the cottage. No alarms had gone off during the night, but he questioned whether or not he would have heard them. He realized he was incredibly happy, and not just because he had spent the night in the arms of a woman whose erotic nature seemed to know no bounds. He recognized that with Zara he had found not just a life partner but the serenity he’d been seeking his whole life.
He leaned down and kissed her gently. Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled, returning the kiss.
“Again?” she murmured.
“Greedy and wanton…my kind of woman.”
She laughed and nuzzled him before settling her head on his shoulder.
“I’m going to get up and go make a quick check of the property…”
“Anything wrong?” she asked, coming awake.
“No, sweetheart,” he soothed. “The alarms would have gone off, and I do think we’re secure; I’m just not taking any chances with you here. I didn’t want you to wake up and find me gone. I didn’t want you to worry.”
“What makes you think I wouldn’t see that as cause for celebration? After all, I wouldn’t be in danger of getting my ass beat, and I could get some sleep.”
He laughed. “Don’t misbehave, and I won’t beat your ass. And, as I remember it, I’m not the only one who initiated things last night.”
“That’s not my fault. You have me in your sexual thrall, and resistance is futile.”
“I see. So, my waking up to you having your mouth around my cock is somehow my fault?”
“Yes, it is,” she said, trying to stifle her own amusement.
“Well then, why don’t you just take advantage of this very brief respite from my amorous attentions. I’ll make us something to eat when I get back. I also need to go over the security we have in place with you in case it becomes an issue.”
“You’re really concerned about Abdal, aren’t you? What can he do? Isn’t he in FBI custody?”
“He’s tried to take you out twice while in custody. I don’t mean for the third time to be the charm. Thom should have a secure phone for you today. It has a panic button installed, and he’ll explain it to you. If you aren’t with me, I want you to have it with you at all times.”
“I only carry my cell phone when I leave the house. Otherwise, I leave it in the charger.”
“On your person at all times, unless you’re with me. That means if I’m not sleeping next to you, it had better be on the nightstand…under your pillow would be even better.”
Before the argument could develop, Noah’s phone rang.
“Taylor.”
“Thom here. Anything I need to pick up?”
“Actually, Zara wants me to make my scallop risotto…”
“Good choice. I love that. Can you send me a list of what you need?”
“Absolutely, and I’ve got a list of other items we need. What’s your ETA?”
“I’m in Monaco now. I was able to catch an earlier flight. The market is open, so two hours?”
“We can make that work. We’ll see you then.”
Noah disconnected the phone.
“Thom will be here in a couple of hours.”
“Damn.” She pouted. “That means I have to wait until he leaves to have my way with you again.”
Noah laughed; Zara was good for him. She made him laugh more than he had at any other time in his life. Her very presence gave him such joy.
“Hmmm. That could be a problem. I didn’t ask him about his return flights.”
“Does that mean if he stays, you won’t fuck me tonight?”
“Not at all…I’ll just have to figure out a way to keep you quiet.”
Zara blushed, which he found incredibly charming. Who was he kidding? There wasn’t anything about Zara he didn’t like…save her stubborn streak about risking her neck, but that he meant to get a handle on.
“I thought you were going to go check the perimeter and feed me,” she chided.
“Yep. Do me a favor and get dressed while I’m outside…provided you feel like you can walk.”
She rolled her eyes and hit him with a pillow.
“Out!” she said, pointing to the door.
He pulled on a pair of jeans and his shoes then reached for his shirt that she’d worn the night before.
“Give me that.” She snatched it away from him. “I want to picture you half naked outside and then get to see you come back through the door without your shirt on.”
He shook his head. “Shameless.”
“And whose fault is that?” she teased.
He leaned over and kissed her. “Mine,” he said, barely moving his lips away from hers. “All mine.”
***
She watched him leave their room and then the cottage and sighed. He wasn’t half wrong; moving around was not without pain. Not only were the welts still exceedingly uncomfortable, but her entire body was protesting the intensity and frequency with which he had taken her throughout the previous night.
Zara slowly made her way into the bath and showered without him. She decided she much preferred it when he was the one lathering up the sea sponge and using it to get her clean. When she dried her hair, she found someone had included some minimal makeup and hair products for the safe house.
She got dressed in a pair of loose sweatpants—both jeans and leggings were uncomfortable against her punished backside. Noah had really done a number on it. She’d examined herself in the bathroom mirror—not only was her derriere still showing a lot of residual color from his hand, but the welts were still pronounced. She went to grab one of the tops someone had sent for her but opted instead for one of Noah’s sweaters. She liked the feel of it and that it was his.
Zara exited the bedroom and made her way into the kitchen. If he was going to cook, the least she could do is clean up the kitchen. Once order had been restored, she found the coffee grinder, beans in the freezer, and the French press. By the time Noah entered the cottage, the coffee was ready, and Zara had put the bouquet in a makeshift vase with water.
“I feel bad,” she said as he hugged her.
“Physical or…”
“My ass still hurts, if you’re interested, and the rest of me is reminding me it’s been a while since I had a romp in bed and never with anyone of your skill,” she said, nibbling his ear.
He chuckled. “Don’t start with me. Thom will be here in a bit. But what has you upset?”
“Not upset, really. It’s just you knew how I like my coffee. I think you said you liked honey as well. I see we have organic honey.”
“And if you check, you’ll find they have clotted cream as well.”
“You really do pay attention to small things.”
“I’ve found over the years, it’s the small things that end up meaning the most.”
She nodded. “It’s funny the things you miss.”
“About Damian?” 
“No, actually I was thinking when I was in the shower that I liked it better when you were in it with me, which is weird.”
“How so?”
“I always liked showering alone. I’ve never once invited a man to share a shower with me, but I missed you being there this morning.”
He kissed her neck. “I’ll make sure to be there when I can.”
Zara went to hop up to sit on the counter and was reminded immediately why that was a bad idea. “Sonofabitch!”
He laughed and deflected the half-assed blow she directed at him.
“Give it a couple of days, and don’t do it again. I could put you on your belly on the counter and kiss it to make it better.”
“I thought you said we don’t have time for that.”
“We don’t, really. I could just tell Thom to stay outside until I’m done having at you.”
“Will you ever truly be done?” she teased.
“Doubtful. I’ll probably be hounding you even after I’m dead.”
He started preparing the filling for an omelet.
Zara’s heart clutched. “That’s not funny, Noah. Please don’t say things like that.”
“Shhh, sweetheart. I have no intention of getting myself killed. I am one hard sonofabitch to kill, and now I have you to make me want to make it back home. Does it bother you to think about Damian?”
“Not really. And I feel badly that it doesn’t. It isn’t that I didn’t love or care for him, but we lived such separate lives in so many ways. Does it bother you if I talk about him?”
Noah shook his head. “If something were to happen to me, I wouldn’t want you to stop thinking or talking about me. I would hope your memories would help you push through your grief and find your way back to happiness. I’m not afraid of Damian’s ghost.”
“And there you go being all kind and sensitive. It really was much easier resisting your charm when you were tranq’ing me in the ass and beating me.”
“I don’t beat you, and you know it. As you said earlier, resisting me was a losing proposition for you even then.”
“You think you’re irresistible?” She rolled her eyes.
“No, I think you and I were inevitable. And I think, for you, I’m catnip for a very lusty pussy.”
She could feel the heat of her blush spreading across her cheeks. What was it about him that called to her in such a fundamental way? He was a primitive force of nature and yet could make her feel shy and unsure of her own footing.
“And what am I?”
He turned from the cutting board and bussed her lips. “I told you…you’re my everything.”
“I’m going to remind you of that the next time you have me face down over your knee, spanking me.”
“Sweetheart, I’m never more aware of it than when I have my hands on your ass.”
Zara laughed in spite of herself. He really was insufferably arrogant and incredibly wonderful. She left him in the kitchen, intending to sit on the couch. Thinking better of it, she went back into the bedroom and returned with the two bed pillows. Noah turned around and cocked his eyebrow at her, the hint of a smile playing across his lips.
“Not one word out of you.”
“Not a peep. By the way, I notice you appropriated my sweater this morning. I have to tell you, I rather like the fact that you seem to keep doing that.”
They shared breakfast, and Noah went over some of the safety protocols already in place. He also showed her where all the guns were kept in case of an emergency.
“I’ll double-check with Thom, but my guess is this vintage-looking seeded glass is actually bulletproof.”
“You think they could have had all the windows replaced in that amount of time?” she asked.
“You’d be amazed what a little flex of reputational muscle and a lot of money can accomplish. Thom is the best at wielding both. And we may have had this place in the works for a while. That’s more on the operational side, which is something I avoid like the plague.”
“Do you think sometime Mac might be willing to sit down for an interview?”
“Doubtful.”
“Not any kind of exposé. I think people would be fascinated by all that you guys do, how Mac put the team together…that kind of thing. I think it would be great advertising.”
“I hate to burst your bubble, but we don’t need the advertising. Mac picks and chooses what things we take on. We have a lot more business than we can handle. In fact, we’re always on the lookout for another operative. But again, that’s operational, and you’re welcome to ask him. By the way, thanks for cleaning up the kitchen. You didn’t have to.”
“I know, but I figured turnabout was fair play. You cooked it, so I tided it up. Given your prowess in the kitchen, that’s a deal I’m happy to make.”
“I didn’t think it was my cooking prowess you enjoyed.”
“What can I say? I’m a lucky girl. I got a man with both. Do you think we might go for a walk on the beach?”
“I think I can arrange that. Let me go get finished dressing. You might enjoy seeing me half naked, but I’m really not Thom’s type.”
“Good to know because I don’t share.”
He pulled her tight and kissed her with a dizzying intensity that made her feel week at the knees. “Neither do I.”
She watched him walk away. He really was delicious eye candy. 
Noah had showered and was pulling on the loose knit cotton sweater as he re-entered the sitting room. She saw him notice the flowers he’d picked for her on the coffee table and smile. He stretched his hand out to her, and she took it as they headed outside.
The property was truly inspiring, and Noah pointed out its strategic location and setting. She enjoyed hearing what he had to say and liked he was so willing to share things with her and not try to keep her at arm’s length from what he did.
“It’s too bad they don’t have a boat,” she said.
“I’ve been wondering about that. For an escape, you’d want something with a motor, but to accommodate that, we’d have to build a dock. I plan to ask Thom about it. It might prove useful. Do you like the water?”
“I do. If I didn’t live in the mews in London, I’d be somewhere with water close at hand. I love this place and the one in Wales as well. Just beautiful. You go trail riding? I try to indulge myself at least monthly with a private cruise up the Thames. Very peaceful and serene. I find I can gather my thoughts there and get centered. How about you?”
“I like the water, but I’m more of a whitewater kind of guy. It’s like a very wet roller-coaster. A bit like fucking you.”
She batted at him. “You’re such a jackass.”
“I can’t be a jackass.”
“Oh, but you are.”
“No, Croft is the jackass. Ask Finn. He says he now thinks of it as her pet name for him.”
“If he’s anything like you, it is most likely deserved.”
He laughed, and they walked back to the cottage. There was a vehicle parked in front, and Zara stiffened until she realized nothing in Noah’s body language indicated there was cause for alarm. It was an expensive convertible sports car. In most places, it would be wildly out of place, but in Monaco, it fit right in.
“That fool leaning against the car is Thom Lynden. My guess is he decided to wait where I could see him,” said Noah.
“Ah, so the brains of the operation.”
“Careful, sweetheart, just because your ass is still sporting those welts, don’t think I won’t give you a good swat when you need it.”
Deciding to take the bull by the horns, she called to Thom. “Does your employer know his field operatives have a bad habit of beating the women in their protection?”
Noah laughed as did Thom, who called back, “Not only does he probably know, I’m sure they have his full support.”
“Jesus, I’m doomed.” She extended her hand. “Noah says you’re Thom Lynden. I’m Zara Hughes.”
“I’m aware, Ms. Hughes…”
“Zara, please.”
Thom nodded. “Zara, then. I’m a big fan. This guy been taking care of you?”
She looped her arm through Thom’s as she led him back to the house. “In ways you can’t even begin to imagine.”
Thom looked haplessly over his shoulder at Noah.
“Oh, don’t be afraid of the big bad wolf. He’s really rather pleasant as long as he gets laid often and well.”
Zara smiled as Thom blushed and Noah laughed.
“Don’t worry about the supplies. I’ll be happy to bring them in,” said Noah, still laughing.
 



Chapter 15
 
Thom was surprised. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected but a laughing, teasing, flirtatious Zara Hughes wasn’t it. The fact that Noah seemed far removed from the usual lethal presence he presented to the world was quite interesting. She was the furthest thing any of them had ever expected of Noah. As much as they teased him about finding a hellion, they’d always believed he would settle down with a quiet girl without a lot of spirit. Zara was the antithesis of that. And yet, it was easy to tell that Noah was besotted. And unless Thom was wrong, Zara felt the same way about him.
He hated being the one who would have to burst their bubble, but they needed to be brought up to speed. They needed to know, so Zara could be kept safe, and so Wild Mustang could get the situation with Abdal resolved once and for all.
***
Noah entered the cottage with groceries and other provisions. He was feeling inordinately happy right up until the minute he got a good look at Thom’s face. The man couldn’t play poker to save his life.
Putting the groceries down, he accepted Zara’s embrace before saying, “What’s wrong, Thom?”
Zara looked between the two men.
“It’s Abdal. The FBI took him into custody and promptly lost him.”
“Fucking feeble-brained idiots,” Noah cursed.
“What do you mean, lost him?” asked Zara.
“They were transporting him back and used a commercial airline. There was a layover, and according to the feebies, he just sort of slipped away.”
“And Christian?”
“He’s in the wind as well,” said Thom. “Finn is pretty upset.”
“She’s worried about him?” asked Noah.
“No, she wouldn’t be,” said Zara. “She’d be upset that he appears to be a part of this. That won’t sit well with Finn. If she’s fallen for Croft, the fact that Christian is involved in something that could get all of you hurt is going to royally piss her off.”
“Actually, I think she’s most upset because we’re pretty sure he’s the one who put the hit out on you. And, speaking of that, we’ve let it be known you are under our protection.”
“That may dissuade some. Have they gone outside their own organization to get the job done?” Noah asked, concern evident in his voice.
“Unfortunately, that’s what we’re hearing.”
“How secure are we here?” asked Noah.
“Very. This place has been in the works for a couple of months. and I think would be even harder to breach than Wales, but Mac…” Thom looked from Zara to Noah and back. “Do you want to talk in private?”
Noah could feel Zara’s body stiffen.
“In a perfect world, yes.”
“Noah…” she said threateningly.
“I know, sweetheart.” He kissed her to reassure her. “I didn’t end up with that nice quiet girl I thought I wanted. And the hellcat here would have my guts for garters if I tried to freeze her out.”
“What makes you think I wouldn’t go for your private parts?” she asked archly.
“Because you are way too fond of them,” he rejoined, making Thom laugh and Zara smile.
“Mac wants us to conference this afternoon. He’s inclined to pull you back to headquarters.”
“The story is here,” said Zara.
“The story is nowhere as far as you’re concerned,” growled Noah. “But I’m not sure I think we need to hunker down. I don’t think that’s the right play, and I’ll tell Mac that. When does he want to talk?”
“I told him I wanted to get the last things done here while it’s still light.”
Noah nodded. What he really dreaded was Zara’s reaction when he told Mac he thought Zara should be back with them. She would be safer in Mesa, but she’d fight him tooth and nail over it. Hopefully, Avery was already en route to whisk Thom and Zara back to the States.
“Noah, I could use some help getting some of this set up. Either you or Zara, doesn’t matter.”
“I’ll take care of it. Zara do you want to come with us or just stay up here?”
“Would you mind if I stayed up here?” she asked Noah.
“Not at all. I just didn’t want you to think you were being excluded.”
“I appreciate it. I think I’ll just hang out.”
Thom and Noah left and headed for the car Thom had driven to pick up the gear that was needed.
“I never thought I’d live to see the day…” started Thom.
“Watch it. That’s my woman, and I’m rather particular about the way anybody, including you, talks about her. You want to give me shit, go ahead and feel free to do that in front of her, but you don’t say anything that would embarrass her. This isn’t easy on her. Hell, I’m not easy period. So I won’t have anybody contributing to that.”
Thom stopped, putting his hand on his friend’s arm. “You’ve fallen for her,” he said incredulously. “I mean I figured you were sleeping with her and…other things,” he stumbled. “But you’re planning a future with her.”
“I am,” said Noah definitively.
“Holy shit. The mighty have fallen. This is even better than I thought. You do know she is never, and I mean never, just going to fall into line.”
Noah laughed. “I’m aware. And when I tell Mac I think she needs to go back with you and Avery… He is sending the plane, right?”
Thom nodded.
Noah continued, “She’s going to throw a major tantrum. My guess is we’ll need to buy new dishes.”
“Why?”
“Because my sweet, quiet girl who likes to fuck and make my life easy—by the way I did get one of those attributes right—has a major temper and has no problem giving free rein to it. My suggestion is when it starts, you get behind a door somewhere and let her have it out with me.”
“We can’t really take her against her will…”
“Who says we can’t?”
“Um, everybody in law enforcement…”
“We’re not law enforcement. I need her safe, Thom. If you and Avery aren’t on board with taking her home despite her protests, I’ll fly home to Mesa, get Zara settled, and then come back. We need to be tracking Abdal and Reid closer to their home stomping grounds.”
“Abdal’s are outside of territorial waters.”
“Yes, but he likes warm, temperate waters, which puts him in this neck of the woods.”
***
Zara was startled when Noah’s phone rang. She picked it up. “Hello?” 
“Ah, Zara,” came the heavily accented voice of Fariq Abdal. “I was so hoping to be able to talk to you.”
“So, you call Noah Taylor?”
“Yes, I had thought I would have to go through your Mr. Taylor to speak to you. I would like to presume on an old friendship.”
“We aren’t friends, Fariq, and your flunky, Christian Reid, has put a contract out on me.”
“A most unfortunate turn of events. I figure I may well have overestimated Christian’s ability to handle things. You should know he is becoming unraveled.”
“And I could do what about that?”
“You could arrange to bring me the information. I’m quite curious as to see what’s on it before I destroy it.”
“I don’t have it. It’s with the team at Wild Mustang.”
“The thumb drive, yes, but the threat there will be eliminated shortly. You, on the other hand, I suspect could get what I want off Thom Lynden’s computer, which is not back in Mesa. Bring the laptop to me, and I will ensure your safety as I have done in the past.”
“And if I don’t?”
“Then your Mr. Taylor will become my primary target for retaliation. This is not a negotiation, Zara, it is a simple exchange…the laptop for Taylor’s life.”
“He’s a hard man to kill,” she said, trying to keep the fear out of her voice.
“But I am a man of unlimited means and abilities. The laptop for Taylor’s life.”
“When and where?”
“I knew I could count on you to be reasonable, Zara. Take the laptop and find a boat. Use a burner phone and text me its number. I will send you the rendezvous coordinates. We have a deal?”
“You give me little choice. But once you have the information destroyed, you’ll leave all of us in peace?”
“If you drop the story, the contract on your life will be rescinded, and all will be as it was before.”
“I have a window of opportunity now. I’ll text you within the next two hours.”
Zara hung up the phone, grabbed Thom’s laptop, shoving it into the messenger bag he used to transport it as well as the gun underneath the coffee table. She jotted down a quick note for Noah and went out to the sports car Thom had rented. She smiled…the keys were in the ignition.
***
Noah and Thom were adding additional sensors along the eastern perimeter when they heard the sound of a powerful engine.
“You have the keys to the car, right?” said Noah.
“Well, no. I didn’t figure anyone was going to steal the damn car.”
“No one but Zara. Shit!”
Noah ran for the house but knew he’d be too late. He skidded to a stop as the car disappeared up the drive. He ran into the house to grab the keys to the SUV from off the desk. Instead, he found Thom’s laptop was missing and a note from Zara.
 
Noah,
I love you. There I said it.
Fariq is very worried about whatever information
Christian let slip. He’s willing to meet with me and
has agreed to trade Thom’s laptop to leave us in
peace and call off the contract.
Warn them in Mesa, he may have already set
something in motion to destroy the information
that’s there.
I raided your wallet and took the cash you have. I
can make arrangements for more money off-the-grid
so I’ll be fine.
I love you. Please try not to be too pissed at me.
Zara
 
Thom rushed into the cottage. “She stole my car!”
“No shit. She also took my keys, your laptop, and all the cash I had on me.”
“Fuck. Then we’re stuck until Avery lands.”
“No. I’ll go hotwire the vehicle we used to get out here. We’re going to have to check in with Mac on the fly. Tell him Zara thinks Abdal may have done something there at our headquarters. They should probably secure all the information and do a deep sweep for explosives.”
“Shouldn’t we stop and talk to Mac first?”
“No. This isn’t Zara’s first rodeo. She’s already got a head start on us. I don’t intend to give her any more of one than I have to. I need you to come along to drive one of the vehicles.”
As Noah hotwired the SUV, Thom placed the call to the office and briefly filled them in. He had just finished up when Noah drove up to the front of the cottage.
“Mac said they’re getting everyone out and will stop whatever it is Abdal arranged. He wished you luck,” said Thom.
Noah noted the bemused expression on his friend’s face. “Between asphyxiated breaths from laughing?”
Thom grinned. “Pretty much. I told him to have Avery land as planned, and we’d get in touch with her when we knew more. Zara will be okay, Noah.”
“Only until I get my hands on her…then she and I are going to go to town about her inability to follow the simplest orders.”
“You know, not all women are cut out to just follow orders.”
“They are if the right man is giving them,” Noah growled. “Sorry. It’s not you. I’m so pissed at Zara I can’t see straight. There are people gunning for her, and she decides to go have tea with Fariq Abdal.”
“Take a breath. First, like you said, she’s experienced. My guess is this isn’t the first time someone has wanted her dead. Second, she took the gun from under the coffee table and some ammo. Third, she does have contacts in this area, the Middle East, and Africa, but so do we. We’ll find her.”
“Did you notice if she got her passport?”
“Yes, but she didn’t take yours.”
“How considerate of her,” Noah snarled. “When and where is Avery supposed to land?”
“There’s a private, undisclosed airstrip about a mile from the cottage.” Thom checked his watch. “Avery should be there in about two hours.”
“Good. Just have her stay there.”
“Should I ask how you plan to get Zara on board?”
“Toss her over my shoulder and take her aboard kicking and screaming before putting her in restraints. If Avery won’t take her that way, the two of you can go up to the cockpit while I deal with her until she quiets down. Then I’ll take her home and hand her off to somebody there. But I’m going to keep Zara safe whether she likes it or not.”
***
Zara headed into town, found a parking space for the sports car right outside a branch of her Swiss bank, and got the cash she needed. She used the phone in the bank to arrange for a powerboat to leave Monaco’s harbor and take her to Abdal, who she knew was most likely to be on his yacht, cruising the Mediterranean Sea. She then left the bank and stopped at a kiosk she knew handled off-market, burner phones and bought several.
Zara arrived at the marina, arranged to have the rental car returned, and then boarded the boat. She hoped she’d been quick enough that she was motoring out of the marina before Noah ever got the SUV hot-wired.
Noah was going to be furious. She had no doubt her tender lover of the night before was going to be replaced, at least for a while, with the hard-nosed, no-nonsense commando who would make sure she understood the extent of his wrath. It galled her that the very thought of it made her tingle all over, and not in a bad way. It wasn’t that she looked forward to his punishment, it was the man himself and his dominance that made her shiver in anticipation.
She had no choice but to handle things the way she was. After all, Abdal was a businessman first and foremost and would stand by the deal. It rankled her that she had to give up whatever it was that had him rattled, but it was worth it to ensure Abdal didn’t make killing Noah a priority. She would trade the information, and what she was sure was a Pulitzer prize-winning story, for his safety.
Once she had cleared the marina, she placed her first phone call.
“Ghazil, you bastard, if you call Noah, I swear I will tell everybody and their brother just how many times I’ve used you for information and that you are in the employ of the Wild Mustang team.”
“Zara, my darling. Did you manage to get away from that delicious man who was so intent on finding you? I must say you have exceptional taste. There is no need to threaten me. You would never sign my death warrant by revealing the help I have given you in the past. And I am far more concerned about what Noah Taylor would do to me than about you. But tell me anyway how I might help.”
Zara sighed. Ghazil was right. She wouldn’t get him killed, nor would she reveal he had worked for her and with Wild Mustang.
“Noah’s people think Abdal is behind the hit that has been put out on me.”
“He said as much to me. I don’t think it’s outside the realm of possibilities, but it doesn’t make sense. You are no threat to Abdal. After all, what could you reveal that isn’t already known? But the heir apparent who hides in the shadows? That’s another thing entirely.”
“Do you think Abdal knows about the contract?”
“I think Abdal knows everything. He may not have given the order, but he also hasn’t canceled it. Speaking as a friend, you really should let Taylor and his people look after you until this is over. The whole arms community is taking a wait-and-see attitude.”
“What about Springer?”
“Gerold Springer is out. You must have been lying low. His apartment was bombed late last night. Several fatalities, Springer among them.”
“The heir apparent?” she asked.
“Perhaps, but my money is on Abdal himself. After all, Springer did try to make a play for Abdal’s organization, and Abdal isn’t ready yet to leave.”
“Ghazil, thanks, and sorry about the threats. You’re right. I’d never do that to you.”
“That’s all right, Zara. Want to make it up to me?”
She laughed. “Sure, what do you want?”
“An invitation to the wedding.”
“What wedding?” she asked, confused.
“Yours, of course. You don’t honestly believe a man like Noah Taylor isn’t going to claim you as his and then make you put a ring on your finger, do you?”
“We’ve never even talked about marriage.”
“In case you missed it, Taylor isn’t much on words. He’s a man of action. I suspect when he catches up to you, he won’t do much talking.”
She laughed. “You’re probably right about that at least. Well, if there’s a wedding of any kind, I’ll be sure you get an invitation.”
“Thanks, darling. If you need help planning it, do let me know.”
He rang off, and Zara shook her head before doing the same, stomping the cell phone into multiple pieces and tossing the thing into one of the holding tanks in the boat. Her next call was to Finn. She prayed she was alone and could take the call.
“Zara?”
“How’d you know? Can you talk?”
“Not for long. Croft is on his way back to the house. I have maybe ten minutes. Are you all right? Do you have any idea how pissed the whole lot of them are, Noah in particular?”
“I’m fine. I’m sure they are pissed, and I don’t want to think about how pissed Noah is. Jesus the man has a wicked hand.”
“You’ll be lucky if it’s just his hand.”
Zara laughed. “Yes, I will. How are you holding up?”
“You mean because it seems my brother is not the man I ever thought he was, but instead is part of an organization that has put out a contract on my best friend?”
“Don’t go there Finn. There was no way for you to know any of this. I’ll be fine. It isn’t the first time and probably won’t be the last, although I suspect knowing I have the Wild Mustang boys behind me will deter some of the possible hitters. Abdal has agreed that, in exchange for Thom’s laptop, he’ll call everything off, and we’ll go back to square one. Neither you nor I can pursue the story, but at least everyone is safe. And let them know there may be something afoot there in Mesa.”
“They’re already working on that. You aren’t really thinking of confronting Abdal directly, are you? Have you lost your mind?”
“I have no choice. If I hadn’t agreed, he was going after Noah. Ghazil believes your brother is the one who actually put the hit out on me, and if he’s the heir apparent, Abdal is the only one who can stop him.”
“I get that, but Abdal could have done that, and he hasn’t.”
“I know, but he wants Thom’s laptop and the information buried, so he’s willing to do an exchange. Oh shit. Ghazil just told me Gerold Springer’s apartment was bombed last night. Springer is dead. The team might know already but tell them just in case.”
“Zara, I don’t know what you think you’re going to do, but you need to let them bring you in and keep you alive.”
“And do what? Hide the rest of my life? Look, I know he’s your brother…”
“No, the day he became Abdal’s henchman and put a contract out on someone’s life, he ceased being my brother. If it comes to it, and it’s you or him…you take him out. He’s dead to me already,” Finn said with a catch in her throat.
“I’m sorry, Finn.”
“Me, too. But we haven’t been close for years. He thought I was irresponsible, and I thought he was just toeing the family line. How was I to know he’d gotten involved in the international arms trade. But you know what frightens me the most?”
“That he’s involved your family and their business with Abdal.”
“That’s it. I can’t imagine what it will do personally to my parents, but if it becomes public, the ramifications will destroy a business that has been built by our family over hundreds of years. If it doesn’t, then how do we extricate the investment firm from this mess Christian got us into?”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
Zara could hear someone entering the house and the phone being taken away from Finn.
“Zara? This is Croft. Turn that fucking boat around and get your ass back to Monaco.”
“Delightful to hear your voice again, Billy. Do tell Noah I sent my love.”
Again, she disconnected the phone, dropped it on the deck, crushed it with her heel, and tossed it into the holding tank.
 



Chapter 16
 
The cell rang.
“Taylor.”
“Croft. She just talked to Finn. I came in right at the end and told her to get her ass back to you in Monaco. She told me to tell you she sends her love. Finn says that’s really significant for Zara. However, Finn isn’t being exactly forthcoming on the subject of the phone call. Two big items: she’s headed to meet Abdal—”
“Shit, I was afraid of that. She has Thom’s laptop. I think he may have offered to rescind the contract on her life if she gave it to him.”
“We listened to the conversation on our end. We managed to bypass some of Abdal’s security measures. He also told her if she didn’t make the exchange, he’d have you killed. She told Finn Gerold Springer is dead.”
“How the fuck does she know that?” asked Noah, amazed at how quickly Zara could gather information.
“Finn says Zara told her, and that’s all she’s willing to give up. I can see if I can get more out of her.”
“No, leave your girl out of this. My guess is she spoke to Ghazil. That’s just the kind of info he would have and would share with Zara.”
“I think you’re right. Baez texted me that Ghazil just let them know. Look, do you need me to head your way?”
“No, you sit tight. I sent Thom to meet with Avery. I told him if I’m not back to put my spitting wildcat on the plane, that he and Avery should take off. I’ll check in when I can.”
“You sure you’re all right without any backup?”
“Zara isn’t the only one with friends in this neck of the woods. I’ll be fine just as soon as I catch up with her.”
“Yes,” laughed Croft, “but will Zara be fine?”
“Mostly. There’s a few areas that will be getting some special attention from me.”
“I’ll bet there are. Take it easy, Noah. We’ll keep running it down from this end. If you want Avery and Thom to stay, even if it’s just in Monaco, holler and we’ll get them set up.”
“Will do. And, Croft? If Zara calls Finn again, tell Finn to tell her I love her, too.”
“Do you have any idea how tempting it is for me to give you a ration of shit about how fast you fell and the kind of woman you fell for?”
“I’ll bet, but a buddy wouldn’t do that until the other guy had his woman safe and back in his arms.”
“Yeah, you’re right.”
“Don’t sound so disappointed.”
“Noah?”
“Yeah?”
“Seriously, well done! Hughes is one helluva woman.”
“That she is. Look, while I’m thinking of it, Zara and I both think Springer planned to use Finn against Christian. I really don’t think Christian wanted his sister harmed or killed.”
“But Ghazil is pretty sure Christian is the one who put out the hit on Zara.”
“I agree. Zara is nothing to Christian. I just think Finn might sleep a little easier if she knows her brother didn’t set her up to be killed.”
“That makes sense. If Christian is worried about what was on the flash drive and lost it, but Springer got it back, Abdal would be forced to reconsider his options.”
“That’s what we were thinking. And I think we try to take Christian down without killing him. If we can get him to turn on Abdal, we might be able to get him put him in some kind of witness protection program and at least save his life.”
“I think that would be easier on Finn. She’s trying to put on a brave face, but it’s got to be eating at her. Go get Zara.”
“I will. Take care of Finn.”
Noah rang off. With Springer dead, Christian would have redeemed himself in Abdal’s eyes. But Abdal wasn’t going to want a fight with the firm. Maybe they could use that to their advantage. Maybe if he could get Zara to agree to back off, and Abdal knew the information was no longer a threat, he would call off the contract and shut Christian down. Then, if they could get Christian, they’d have a whole new ball game—one that would keep Zara and Finn safe and break the back of Abdal’s organization.
 



Chapter 17
 
Zara had received the coordinates of Abdal’s boat and was closing in on his position. She could see his massive yacht in the distance and the gunboats that patrolled it keeping others away. Apparently, they’d been given the green light for Zara to approach. She was given instructions as to where to tie up to Abdal’s floating fortress and was greeted by the captain whom she had met before.
“May I take your bag?” he asked, indicating the large messenger bag that contained the laptop.
“Not until I speak with your boss and he and I have come to an arrangement.”
The captain offered his hand and helped her aboard. He waved a wand over her person that would indicate metal or gunpowder of any kind. While Zara had taken a gun with her, she had left it on the boat.
“This way, Ms. Hughes. Mr. Abdal has had tea set up on the top deck.”
“I didn’t come for tea, and I’d really prefer to meet here close to my boat. Tell Fariq if he wants what I have, he can come to me.”
Zara’s peripheral vision took in the gunboats that continued to circle the yacht. They were black and closely resembled shark fins in infested waters.
“As you wish,” the captain said before offering her a slight bow and disappearing—leaving her alone on deck.
Her being alone was merely an illusion. She was quite sure any wrong move would reveal those Abdal had tasked with keeping her under close guard. She heard several sets of footsteps approach.
“Zara! How delightful to see you. Are you sure I can’t tempt you with some tea and cakes? My new pastry chef is beyond belief with her skill.”
“No, thank you, Fariq. I would prefer to get this over and done with.”
“I take it the laptop is in the bag?”
“It is, but what assurances do I have that you’ll hold up your end of the bargain and not continue to hunt me and those I hold dear?”
“You have my word, which has always been good. Besides, Zara, I have always liked you, and we have served each other well over the years. I have no interest in Mr. Taylor or his firm as long as they leave me alone. As for the contract on your life, I have reprimanded Christian for his ill-considered decision and have let it be known the contract is rescinded and anyone trying to harm you in fulfillment of that contract will be dealt with in the most serious of ways.”
“Why would you do that? You didn’t even have the laptop?”
“Call it a gesture of good will. One which I hope you will share with the Wild Mustang Security Firm.”
She nodded. “And you’ll leave all the members of the firm alone?”
“Yes. Please, Zara, come and sit. In the past, we have always dealt with each other, if not as friends, then at least as friendly adversaries.”
“That was before your second-in-command involved his sister in this fiasco and tried to have me killed.”
“As I said, a most unfortunate circumstance—one which I have already moved to address. As for anything you might have heard about the firm’s headquarters, what was sent was an EMP to destroy the data. Ask yourself, unless I knew for certain I could get all of them, why on earth would I try to move against them? Ethan McDaniel has put together a team that would stop at nothing to take revenge.”
“What you say makes some sense…” she said, preparing to move forward.
Zara’s arms were crossed over her chest, holding the messenger bag with the laptop in place as a kind of shield. Glancing down to check her footing, she saw a small green dot dead center of her chest mere seconds prior to a shot ringing out. The impact of the blow knocked her backward, causing her to lose her footing and stumble back into her own boat.
Abdal was shouting orders in Arabic and sending his men for the shooter. Before she could react, a wet hand closed over her mouth. A hand she knew intimately.
“Stay down,” Noah ordered then sprang up behind the wheel of the boat and opened the throttle to full.
Zara knew her boat had been secured to Abdal’s yacht and so tried to belly crawl to the back of the boat to see if she couldn’t set them free. Noah’s hand grasped her ankle and dragged her back.
“Damn it, woman. Stay.”
“The line…”
“I already cut it. Now, stay down,” he commanded as the boat lurched forward.
She could hear bullets and could feel the spray of the water both from the speed of the boat and, she supposed, from the bullets hitting the water instead of their intended targets. She lifted herself just enough off the deck to be able to peer over the side, which earned her a hard swat from Noah’s hand.
She wasn’t sure she wanted to get up. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d ever have the opportunity to get up. She crawled back to Noah and curled at his feet. He rested his hand gently on her head and shot her a brief smile. They continued to gain speed until the front of the boat began to lift out of the water.
Zara’s heart beat in her chest, and then she wondered why it was, in fact, beating at all.
Noah reached down to her, and she took his hand as he helped her up and brought her to stand between him and the wheel. Zara glanced over her shoulder and could see that ever-increasing distance between them and Abdal’s yacht and patrol boats. New boats had joined in the attack on Abdal’s floating fortress.
Noah nuzzled her neck. “You’re all right. I’ve got you.”
She couldn’t suppress a nervous giggle. “That’s what worries me.”
He chuckled. “It should. Can you drive at this speed?”
She nodded and took the wheel as he walked to the back of the boat.
“What happened?” she asked. “This should have been a straight exchange—the laptop with the information and we walk away clear.”
“It looks like there’s been a break between Christian and Abdal.”
“Abdal said he put out the word that the contract on me was off. He also said he had arranged for an EMP to hit the firm.”
“He did, but because you alerted us that there was a threat, it only did minimal damage.”
He came back to where she was standing and took the wheel as he handed her the messenger bag. Zara looked down and saw the bullet lodged in it.
“I don’t understand,” she stammered.
“The bag has a Kevlar lining, and the laptop has a bulletproof case. That sniper’s bullet probably destroyed both, but they saved your life. The next bullet would have been right between your eyes.”
Turning so she could see they weren’t being pursued, she asked, “How safe is my life now?”
“Your life is perfectly safe. Your ass…not so much.”
“Noah, I can explain…”
“He threatened my life, and you went off to save me,” he said melodramatically.
“How did you know?”
“My phone records everything automatically and transmits it back to base in Mesa unless I turn off the feature.”
“Then you know I had good reason.”
“You had good reason to talk to me but not to try to take on one of the most notorious arms dealers in the world. What were you thinking?”
“Didn’t you read my note?”
“It said nothing.”
“Nothing?” Her voice increased in volume and intensity. “I told you I loved you. That’s nothing to you?”
Noah pulled her hard against his body, and his mouth descended on hers with fury and passion. He had her locked up against him as his tongue plundered her mouth and sought to remind her that he was the dominant one. Zara lost her will to resist and melted against him.
“It means everything to me,” he growled.
“Then why was my note nothing?”
He grinned at her. “Because it didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know…including that you are stubborn and reckless.”
“You’re impossible.”
“I thought I was obnoxious, insufferable, and arrogant?”
“And mine,” she whispered against his lips. “All mine.”
“Yes, sweetheart. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.”
“What now? Is there a plan?”
“What? Do you think we just make this shit up as we go along? Of course, there’s a plan,” he snorted.
“Mind filling me in?”
“Not at all. Because, unlike some people, I don’t think I have to do everything myself. We’re going to meet Thom at the dock. He’ll take care of the boat. You and I will head back to the cottage where we will come to a meeting of the minds about you doing what you’re told and keeping yourself safe.”
“Why is it I don’t think it’s my mind you plan to explain things to.”
He laughed. “Because you’re a bright girl, and you know you deserve to have me take my belt to your backside.”
“Noah…”
“Don’t start, Zara.”
“At some point, will you still make me that scallop risotto?”
He laughed again. “Don’t you believe that by making me laugh at you I’m not going to put you facedown over my knee when we get back to the cottage.”
Noah slowed the boat as they started into the harbor. Zara walked up and ducked under his arm so she was once again standing in a kind of loose embrace. He pressed himself into her, and she could feel the evidence of his need for her…a need that matched her own. She turned around and wrapped her body around his. She needed to be close to him. She laid her head on his chest, closed her eyes, and relaxed against him.
“It’s all right, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”
He docked the boat, and he and Thom tied it off. Once that was done, he extended his hand to her and helped her off the boat. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. She took sanctuary in his strength.
“Good to see you, Zara,” said Thom.
“I’m afraid I ruined your bag and the laptop.”
“Those are just things. We can replace them. We couldn’t have replaced you,” he said, leaning forward and kissing her cheek. He turned to Noah. “All hell’s broken out in Abdal’s organization. As far as we can tell, Abdal survived. No one is sure about Christian. But Mac thinks, at least for the next while, they’ll be more interested in taking each other out than anything else. And as far as Christian is concerned, the information is gone. If he’s still alive, his need to try and kill Zara is greatly diminished.”
“Zara said that Abdal has called in the contract and put out the word she’s not to be harmed. I think we offer him the laptop as a gesture. Let him know we don’t think what happened this afternoon, or any of it, for that matter, is his fault.”
“But you said he just sat back and let Springer and Christian start this whole bloody business,” said Zara.
“He did, but he also stepped up and let folks know you were not to be harmed. I can give him a pass for the rest.”
Thom nodded. “That was Mac’s thinking as well. NATO’s got a stick up their butts and wants to have a little chitchat with us. He’s sending John to handle that. He figured maybe you and Zara would want a little down time to yourselves. Avery and I will stay here in Monaco, but he wants us all en route for home by day after tomorrow.” He leaned over and kissed Zara’s other cheek. “Glad you’re safe, but I hope he beats your ass.”
With that parting shot, Thom turned and walked away.
“He’s going to get what he hoped for, isn’t he?” she asked, looking at Noah.
“He is indeed.”
They drove to the cottage. Noah had her remain in the SUV while he double-checked the premises. When he was sure everything was as they had left it, he came out and escorted her into the cottage.
As soon as the door closed behind them, Noah pulled her to him, and his mouth latched onto hers. They tore at each other’s clothing. Their need to feel skin on skin made everything else unnecessary and irrelevant. Cloth ripped and gave way as each sought to get the other naked first. They clawed and grabbed at each other. When the last of their clothing had been either torn off or kicked away, Noah grasped her by the throat, his thumb and forefinger anchoring her face beneath her jaw. He lowered his head, capturing her mouth with his, thrusting his tongue past her teeth and reminding her of his dominance over her.
Zara responded, not because she was submissive, but because she chose to acknowledge her acceptance of his claim. His soft groan was music to her ears. Noah relinquished the grip he had on her, and his kisses began to seduce instead of demand. He pinned her arms over her head and pressed his body against hers—his cock poking and prodding at her, demanding she give him entrance between her legs.
Noah’s hand moved down and stroked the soft curly hair that covered her mons. He dragged his finger through it seeking and finding her swollen clit. She moaned as he tugged and played with it until her breath was shallow and out of rhythm. Noah slipped his hand farther between her thighs; her labia slick with her arousal.
He lowered his head and used his teeth on her nipple then brought it into his mouth to suckle. His other hand teased and played with her. Noah fingered her swollen sex before thrusting two of them up into her hot, wet channel. He fucked her roughly with them until her breathing caught and her cunt clamped down on his fingers as she climaxed.
Zara could feel his cock just beneath and behind his hand. It throbbed and nudged, trying to replace his fingers. Noah released her hands, directed his cock toward its goal, then grasped her by both thighs. He lifted her off the floor, using the wall to give him leverage. When she was poised above him, he lowered her onto his staff, with a heavy groan. Zara cried out in wicked surrender to his need. Nothing had ever been this good or this right in her entire life. She understood now that she was made to be his, that she would always belong to him.
Zara collapsed against him, wrapping her arms around his neck as he began to fuck her hard. Between his grip on her legs, his cock deep in her sheath, and having her pinned against the wall, there was little she could do but allow him to plunder her body. Harder and harder he pumped himself into her, causing her to writhe on his cock, calling his name.
She came for him repeatedly—time after time.
After each shattering climax, he would nuzzle her neck and growl, “Again.”
Finally, he hammered her hard enough to bring on his own orgasm. She called his name in capitulation and need. He pumped his cum deep into her pussy, groaning in male satisfaction and triumph.
When the storm had passed, he didn’t try to lift her away from him or in any way to disengage from her.
“Wrap your legs around my waist,” he commanded.
She did, and he carried her into the bedroom that way. He carefully placed her on the bed without dislodging himself. While his staff had lost a little of its rigidity when he spilled himself in her, he was rapidly recovering, and his cock was growing in size and vigor. Noah stretched out between her legs, settling himself there.
Slowly, he withdrew until only the head was lodged within her before plunging back into her depths with power and strength. His thrusting was unhurried and deliberate. With each stroke, Noah’s cock caressed every part of her pussy. She clawed at his back then reached down to grasp his ass as he drove into her, urging him on.
“Surrender to me, Zara,” he growled pummeling her hot sheath.
“Noah,” she wailed, another orgasm tearing through her.
His stroking became more frenzied; he brought her to climax again, growling low, thrusting harder and deeper. Suddenly, he gave one hard, ferocious thrust deep inside her, sending her over the edge, screaming in ecstasy, her pussy spasming as her legs trembled while she writhed in his hold.
“One more,” he whispered.
Zara’s body responded to his call and was able to meet his need for her to come as her pussy clamped down on him, greedily enticing his shaft to empty itself. His long, drawn-out groan coincided with his cock releasing the last of his seed deep inside her.
“Mine,” he murmured, rolling off her and drawing her close to his side.
She snuggled against him and smiled as he pulled her hip over his so that she straddled his thigh. Her pussy pulsed in response to his withdrawal, and she felt empty without him.
“Always and forever, Zara, do you hear me?” he rumbled, pushing her hair out of her face and leaning his head toward hers.
She reached up, cradling his head in both of her hands and took possession of his mouth as he so often did with hers.
“I hear you, Noah. I’m yours just as much as you are mine.”
Noah nodded. “Damn straight.”
Zara wasn’t sure what the future would bring, but she knew she had found the love of her life. The piece of the puzzle that had always been missing. Her surrender to him was unilateral and complete. She knew it was a gift he would safeguard and treasure.
THE END
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