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        ABOUT SEDUCED BY THE ASSASSIN

      

      

      

      What lengths will he go to in order to claim his babygirl?

      
        
        I’m Ransom.

        I’m thirty four…and I’m in love with a girl who’s eighteen.

        Did I mention that Havana is my son’s ex-girlfriend?

        Yeah, this isn’t complicated at all.

        When I’m grazed by a Glock in a parking lot, she keeps me from bleeding out.

        We hole up in a luxurious hideaway that’s like a fantasy.

        Clear of danger and interference, I stop resisting her.

        And I get the surprise of my life.

        But if I don’t eliminate my enemies, we won’t see the sun rise…

      

        

      
        Enjoy this Forbidden Confession. HEA guaranteed!
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        Las Vegas

        March 6

        9 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Ransom

      

      

      The woman I can’t forget is through that door, less than ten feet from me, working. There’s a lock separating us, but that’s not enough to keep me from her.

      Nothing is.

      I swallow, gripping the gift box in my hand. Will she be surprised? She’s smart; she should be expecting me. After all, I made her a vow. I splayed her thighs indecently wide on my kitchen counter, stared into her golden eyes, and promised I would come for her the day she turned legal. Then—somehow—I managed to tear myself from her kiss-swollen lips before I did something irredeemable, and I left.

      Now I’m here, and I’m done waiting. After seven agonizing weeks of putting space between Havana Smith and me, the unstoppable force of our attraction has me sniffing her out like a damn rutting dog.

      If she falls into my arms again, I won’t stop.

      So why am I standing out in the rain, hesitating?

      Because I’ve lost my fucking mind.

      I used to be a sane man. Well, as sane as anyone in my line of work can be. But now I’m certifiable. I’m probably on the verge of making the biggest mistake of my life and I don’t give a fuck.

      I’m thirty-four…and I’m in love with a girl who’s turning eighteen today. I’m in the middle of some really dangerous shit. Oh, and did I mention she’s my son’s ex-girlfriend? Yeah, this won’t be complicated at all.

      Suddenly, my phone rings. Cursing, I look at the screen and sigh. My brother Rush. He married his longtime crush a month ago, and they’ve been on a perpetual honeymoon since. I’m happy for them. Despite the fact their wedding was last-minute, it was perfect and moving.

      My brothers are happy now—all except Ridge, who’s too crazy for any woman to marry. But Rand and Rush? Good for them, even if I’m jealous as hell.

      You could be happy, too. Pick that lock, walk through that door, and lay your heart at her feet.

      Havana will probably laugh—and she should. I’m almost twice her age. The profession I’ve chosen means I’m destined for an early grave. Besides, she needs someone good. That’s not me. Unfortunately for her, that won’t change her fate.

      She’s mine.

      On the third ring, I finally decline my brother’s call and tuck the device away. I’ll ring him back later. I’m not in a hurry for him to rub my face in the happiness of his marital bliss, which I know he means to inspire me to find some nice woman who will spoil me and my son and make us the family we’ve never quite been. I should want that, I know. But Ethan is grown now. I’m too late. And Rush’s nudges in that direction only make me feel guiltier.

      Suddenly, the back of my neck prickles. It’s a warning. Danger.

      Someone has eyes on me.

      Pocketing the gift box and melting into the shadows, I scan the run-down strip mall in this crime-ridden part of northwest Vegas. Here, gang activity is high and police presence is low. I hate that Havana works and lives in this neighborhood. I want to take her from the crime and the danger and keep her safe.

      But gangs and thieves aren’t on my radar now. I’m the thing they fear, and they don’t fuck with me. Someone is, though. I’m definitely being watched.

      Jesus, I should worry whether I’m deluding myself into thinking I can give Havana the stability she needs—but I don’t dare now. In my line of work, even a few seconds of inattention can be fatal.

      Another sweep of this corner of shopping hell doesn’t put me at ease. Most everything is closed now in this seedy section of the city. Across the lot, a woman locks the door of an off-label clothing store and runs for her car like a deer sensing a hunter. As she drives off, I see a couple of blue-collar guys at the far end of the strip, eagerly heading into a dive bar on a Saturday night to stare at scantily clad waitresses whose tits they’ll never get to feel.

      They disappear inside. The light at the corner turns green. People go about their lives.

      But someone is trailing me. I need to lose him.

      How the fuck does anyone know where I am? Since I didn’t want to risk Havana, I didn’t tell a soul where I was going. No one should be on to me. Was I so fixated on her that I got sloppy and allowed myself to be followed?

      Fuck.

      Suddenly, a car screams across the lot, high beams blazing in my face. It swerves, spewing up oily rainwater in its wake. The sedan’s window lowers. Something dark and metallic emerges.

      I duck and roll as I hear the report of the first shot. The second is an instant behind. The bullet whizzes past my ear.

      He’s zeroing in on me, getting too close. I have to move or his third shot will tag me. I creep away from the darkened vet’s office where Havana is currently on a shift and plaster myself behind a pillar in front of an abandoned office supply store. Firing back isn’t my best course of action since I only have a handgun, and he’s in a moving car. I’m better off just GTFOing and slipping away in the dark of night.

      Two boarded storefronts over, a chain-link fence cordons off a section of the lot where the property owners tried to give this dump a facelift and gave up. If I hop to the other side, I can disappear around the back to my car, then melt into the traffic beyond the alley.

      Heart racing, I dash from the pillar on one side of the double glass doors to the other. The car screeches around again. The driver’s window drops. He fires another shot at me, narrowly missing when I flatten myself on the sidewalk, going as low profile as possible.

      The second he misses, I’m on my feet again. It will be a race to the fence to see if he gets another shot off before I’m gone.

      I launch myself onto the chain link, throwing one leg over, and I’m about to hop to relative freedom—at least there he can’t chase me without doing a bunch of damage to his sweet ride—when the fucker squeezes off another shot.

      It rips through my coat and gouges its way up my arm, taking a hunk of my flesh with it. It burns. In seconds, blood wells and starts to soak my T-shirt.

      That’s going to leave a mark and fucking slow me down. Adrenaline will keep me going for a bit, but it won’t last. I have to find my car and escape.

      Or I’ll be as easy to pick off as a pinned target at a practice range.

      A quick scan tells me there’s nowhere to hide on this side of the fence. No portico or pillars. No corners or niches. My only chance is to run around the side of the building and disappear into the alley—three buildings over.

      The good news is, he’d have to be a damn good shot to hit me again. The bad news is, so far he’s proven he is.

      Heaving in a rough breath, I foot-race toward safety, rain soaking my jeans. A volley of shots follows. Apparently, this guy doesn’t care who hears his attempts to kill me. Then again, no one in this neighborhood bats an eyelash at gunfire.

      My mind races as I sprint for the corner. He’s squeezed off ten rounds with that Glock—I recognize the sound—and if he’s got a standard mag, he has five remaining shots.

      That’s a lot of bullets to outrun.

      Thankfully, he misses with the next two. Then he swings the car around, heading straight for the fence before plowing it over.

      So much for the front end of his shiny Mercedes. But that’s not my concern.

      He floors it, all the power of his horses zooming down on me.

      I press myself against the building, cursing the fact that the facade has been torn off, stripping it down to white. I’m wearing head-to-toe black. There’s nowhere to hide.

      I’m fucked.

      Another shot misses narrowly when it pings against the plaster less than a foot from my ribs. He keeps hauling ass, and the next round comes even closer, inches from my head.

      One more bullet in his mag, and the corner is in sight.

      Almost there…

      The guy—he might not be using an assassin’s weapon, but he shoots as well as one—takes aim. Finally, I reach the corner of the building, and I yank myself toward it and freedom when he takes his last shot.

      It digs through the left side of my neck, burning like a bitch.

      Blood spurts and seeps. If the asshole nicked my artery—and he fucking might have—I’ve got minutes to live.

      I can’t panic. I’m out of his view and, bleeding or not, if I intend to escape and call for help, it’s got to be now.

      I drag myself to my car, feeling warm blood trickling down my chest to be absorbed by my rain-damp shirt. I fumble for my keys, knowing this SOB won’t be far behind. He’ll change his clip and hunt me down. It’s what I’d do to my mark.

      But I see he’s already planned ahead since I have four flat tires.

      This isn’t random. He knows my car. He knows me on sight.

      He’s marked me for death.

      Fuck, I will not lie here and die in a goddamn wet alley, victim of some unseen shooter for a cause I didn’t have a chance to snuff out.

      But what about Havana? I can’t risk her. I can’t drag her into danger.

      But you want to claim her? Marry her? Breed her?

      I hope like fuck the would-be killer on my tail has no idea why I’m here. I have to warn her. If I can disappear into the vet’s office before my blood leaves a trail, he’ll be none the wiser. But I’ve got to be smart. I have to misdirect him before I dare approach Havana.

      Two stores short of the vet’s back door, I pick the lock on what used to be a drugstore and toss it half open. When I was casing the lot earlier, I noticed the space hadn’t been completely cleared of merchandise. If my pursuer gives chase on foot, he’s likely to think I holed up in there to find supplies that might stem the bleeding.

      Blackness floats at the edge of my vision. More liquid warmth mingles with the rain oozing down my chest. I can’t press a hand to it yet, or the second I touch the vet’s door handle, I’ll leave a bloody print for this fucker to follow.

      Limping and dizzy, I finally reach the doggy doctor’s back door. It’s not much of a lock, and I’m in ten seconds later.

      If I survive this night and Havana wants to keep working here, I’ll be installing something a lot sturdier.

      Breathing hard, I ease the door shut just as an engine revs and zooms down the alley.

      It never stops, simply roaring down the narrow pathway, almost careening into a dumpster.

      I dare to crack the door, and I understand instantly. Someone called the police, and a squad car now chases my assailant.

      That should occupy him for a few minutes.

      After I close the door again and lock it behind me, I look around. It’s a dark storeroom. I shouldn’t turn on a light in case the hired gun comes back, but I manage to fumble for my phone and flip on the flashlight. On the floor, I spot a length of nylon rope. It takes a shitload of my remaining strength, but I loop it around the door lever and secure the other half to a nearby metal storage rack.

      If he comes back, he won’t get in easily.

      Now I have to find Havana, make sure she’s safe, then grab some medical supplies and concoct a way out of here without my assailant being any wiser.

      As I stagger to the door, I catch my foot on the leg of another storage rack and trip. The shelves crash down. I stumble against the door.

      Blood pours like hot wax down my skin. The floor looks inviting as my consciousness begins to slide away.

      Get to Havana, keep her safe.

      Gathering the last of my strength, I wrench the door of the storeroom open.

      I hear a gasp. With bleary eyes, I look up. In the doorway stands the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever had the fortune to lay my hands on. The girl who’s haunted my fantasies and kept me hard for weeks. The girl who’s legally become a woman today.

      “Havana…”

      Then everything goes black.
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        Havana

      

      

      This isn’t how I envisioned spending my eighteenth birthday. After checking on the animals recovering from surgery and tending to those we’re boarding, I sit under the dim light in the otherwise dark animal clinic where I work. At least I’ve got other people’s pets for company. But I’ve done my duty here for the evening. I should go home and chill. But then I’d be completely alone.

      Why didn’t he come for me today?

      I push thoughts of Ransom Garrison out of my head. Him waiting for me to be legal so he could sweep me off my feet, tell me I’m the love of his life, and make me his is a ridiculous fantasy. He’s a man in every sense of the word. I’m still a girl. Technically, I’m a woman today. In my head, I’ve been an adult since my parents died three years ago in a car accident, leaving me with a flighty aunt who decided I was “grown enough” when I turned sixteen. More like she hated the fact her flaky boyfriends showed more interest in me.

      When she tossed me out, I was almost relieved. But that forced me to grow up fast. I had to get a job to eat. I kept a roof over my head by relying on the kindness of friends and their parents who let me crash on their sofa for a night or two. The school janitor sometimes took pity on me and let me stay in the girls’ locker room overnight. But if I hadn’t left Aunt Tilly’s, it was a matter of time before one of those creeps she dated cornered me and tried to coerce me into something I never wanted.

      At least I never wanted it until I laid eyes on Ransom.

      The minute we met, all I could think about was sex. But my feelings quickly developed into something deeper.

      I never meant to fall for him. His son, Ethan, offered me a place to crash when he found out I was between sofas. We liked some of the same movies. He also understood a dysfunctional household because his mom used to peace in and out of his life all the time, and his dad, while steady, isn’t always home. Ethan seemed cool and interesting, so when he asked, I agreed to be his girlfriend. But he always felt more like my friend than my bae. I never knew why.

      Then he introduced me to his father.

      Ransom and I only managed to keep our hands off one another for two short weeks. Then came that wonderful, horrible morning…

      When I entered the kitchen, I saw the lust on his face before he could hide it. After a night of fantasizing about him, of trying futilely to find orgasm, seeing the dark expression that said he wanted to put his hands and mouth all over me until I begged him to ease the ache in my pussy set me off. I couldn’t take the wanting anymore. I threw myself against him and pressed my lips inexpertly to his. I worried I was crossing a line, but he merely lifted me onto the counter, spread my legs like he couldn’t wait another second either, groaned my name, and delved into my mouth as if he was on fire and only I could save him.

      Then Ethan stumbled into the kitchen.

      Ransom wrenched away from me, and it ripped my heart in two. When he said I needed to leave, I thought I would die. Yes, he made sure I had a place to stay…but I didn’t want the scraps of his guilt. So I got my GED and found this job. It gets me a step closer to a career working with animals and it pays the rent.

      But Ransom swore he’d be back for me the day I turned eighteen. He promised.

      With only three hours left of my birthday, I don’t see that happening.

      That’s depressing AF.

      I always envisioned having some sort of bash on the day I became legal. It didn’t have to be a big one, but maybe some close friends, a balloon or two, and a piece of cake.

      The only party I’m having now is all about pity.

      Damn it, I hate this woe-is-me crap. I’m responsible for my own happiness, so I’ll stop at the twenty-four-hour diner on the way home, pick up a piece of pie, sing to myself, and start the rest of my life without Ransom.

      It’s a solid plan—until I hear a volley of gunshots outside. That’s not unusual for this neighborhood, especially this half-abandoned shopping center. My boss, Dr. Robbins, keeps saying she’s going to leave since gangs have moved in recently. Drug dealers think it’s a great haven, too. I suspect one of the empty storefronts might even be a meth lab. Typically, those guys don’t bother me and I don’t bother them. But this… It’s a lot of gunfire, and I’m scared.

      I call 911.

      While I talk to the dispatcher, the shots continue. I consider leaving. Even my ratty rent-by-the-week apartment would be safer. But I don’t dare run out of the building during a hail of gunfire.

      “Meow.”

      One of the kittens who got spayed last week mewls from her cage. She has food. She has water. Is she crying because she’s afraid? Or because she wants affection?

      “That makes two of us, Shadow.” I open her cage and gently scoop up the little black fur ball.

      She cuddles up in my arms, nuzzling my neck and licking my cheek. Aww, she’s lonely.

      Like me.

      Her owner was supposed to pick her up days ago but never did—and never returned our calls. Dr. Robbins and I suspect the crazy woman who brought her in isn’t coming back.

      I rub Shadow’s small head, and she looks up at me with sad green eyes. “I know how you feel, girlie. We’ll stick together, okay?”

      If her owner doesn’t return soon, I’ll find some way to pay the doctor for the surgery and take this baby home with me. I could use the company—and a friend. My apartment doesn’t allow pets, but I can sneak her in. Just temporarily. I’ve been saving money to move out of the shithole I’ve called home since shortly after I left Ransom’s place. I’ll look for a new building that will accept Shadow.

      “We’ll make each other happy,” I promise her. “Girl power and all that.”

      She meows at me again and starts to purr. I hear her loud and clear since the gunfire abruptly quiets.

      At least I’ll get a little peace for my birthday. And I made a new friend. It’s not all bad…

      But you were really hoping for Ransom.

      And I have to stop. He’s not coming.

      Suddenly, Shadow quits purring. I feel a shift in the air, followed by sounds I shouldn’t be hearing this time of night.

      No. That couldn’t be the back door opening and closing, right? It was locked…

      I don’t know the first thing about guns, and Dr. Robbins doesn’t “believe” in them. That seems naive to me. At least she keeps a baseball bat here, just in case.

      “Be right back.” I ease Shadow into her cage, open the door of the surgical room, then creep down the hall, bat in hand. I have my phone in my pocket in case I need to call 911 about an intruder.

      If he’s already inside, won’t it be too late?

      My heart thuds as I head down the hall. Then I hear a deafening crash, like all the supplies in the storeroom I spent the day organizing have tumbled to the floor, along with their metal shelving.

      I bite my lip to hold in a gasp. Definitely an intruder.

      Shaking, I whip out my phone and start a one-handed dial back to emergency services while gripping the bat with the other. Before I can hit the button to complete the call, I hear a splat like something—or someone—hurtled into the wall. Then comes a distinctly male moan of pain. He’s hurt. Was he shot?

      I can help.

      This instinct may be the worst mistake of my life, but I darken my phone and tuck it away.

      Before I can rush inside, the man on the other side wrests the portal open.

      I look down at the familiar face, my name croaking from the firm, wide mouth I remember him slanting possessively over mine. My heart stops.

      “Ransom! Oh, my… What happened? I’ll call an ambulance.”

      He must have gotten caught in the gunfire I heard outside. Jittery and stunned, I try to complete the call. My fingers are shaking too hard. I have to breathe. I can’t fall apart. Ransom needs me.

      With a surprisingly strong grip, he grabs my wrist. “No. No police. No hospitals. Get to safety.”

      And leave him here? Never. “Where are you hurt?”

      “Go. Now.” His dark eyes slide shut, and he loses consciousness.

      I stop arguing and start panicking.

      “Oh, my god.” I need to think—fast. What can I do for him if he doesn’t want me to call for help? And why doesn’t he want me to?

      Because he’s done something illegal?

      Ethan used to claim that his father was a hitman, and I laughed, convinced he must be kidding or trying to make his life seem cooler by giving his dad a shady occupation.

      One thing I noticed? Ethan never laughed in return.

      Holy shit, was he telling the truth?

      I’m not sure how I feel about being in love with a potential contract killer, but that’s a problem for later.

      I scan Ransom’s prone form. If he faded out of consciousness, he must be injured and losing blood. He’s definitely soaking wet from the unexpected rain. I don’t want to move him, but if I’m going to help, I have to. First, I need to make sure we’ll be safe.

      With a shaky breath, I stand just enough to flip on the storeroom’s light. The place is a disaster, but I don’t care. Ransom tied off the back door with some sturdy rope. It will hold for a bit, and the front door is locked tight. From both the parking lot and the alley, the animal clinic appears dark and empty. Thankfully, the gunfire seems to have ended. I pray that whoever shot Ransom fled when the police showed.

      Dashing back to the surgical room, I hunt down the rolling cart Dr. Robbins uses to carry larger animals who come in injured. Since it can support a horse, it can easily handle Ransom’s weight.

      I drag it into the hall, along with a piece of plywood we sometimes use to move an unconscious animal onto the rolling metal slab. I lock the wheels on the cart, then brace the wood against it. I don’t know how I’ll lift him, but I’ll find a way. This may be life-or-death.

      Shoving aside my worries, I roll Ransom closer to the board so I can pull or lift him. Something. It’s looking as impossible as it sounds.

      But when I get him on his back, the cement floor is covered in rain—and blood. He’s deathly pale.

      My heart stops.

      I whip out my phone again. He told me not to call 911, but he didn’t say anything about Ethan.

      Thankfully, my ex answers right away. “Havana?”

      Of course he’s confused. We haven’t spoken since the morning he walked into the kitchen and caught his father and me lip-locked, my body writhing shamelessly while I silently begged for more.

      I can’t worry whether that hurt him now. “Your father is here. He’s bleeding. He won’t let me call for help. He passed out. I n-need to lift him, but I can’t and—”

      “Okay. Slow down. Tell me where you are.”

      I do. In the background, I hear him grabbing his keys, slamming the door of his car, and burning rubber down the street.

      “I’ll be there in five. Fuck it; I’ll run red lights. Make that three.”

      “Okay.” I can’t do anything but stare at Ransom while Ethan drives, so I put him on speaker and set the phone down. “Has this happened before?”

      Ethan hesitates. “Yeah. Usually, he calls one of my uncles. But I’ve been with him a few times when shit went down. I know what to do.”

      Oh, thank God! “We have to help him.”

      I try to remove Ransom’s duster so I can get a look at his injuries, but it’s like a second skin, clinging to his mile-wide shoulders. There’s a hole in the arm of the coat where a bullet ripped in…and blood now seeps back out. I’ll probably have to cut this off.

      But there’s even more blood around his neck.

      Do something besides stand there. Apply direct pressure, idiot!

      I don’t stop to think, just strip off my sunny orange T-shirt and press it directly against the left side of his throat, where blood oozes alarmingly fast. When I wipe it away to look at the wound, I see a chunk gouged out of his flesh that’s not inconsistent with a bullet.

      Oh, my god. Oh, my god. Oh, my god.

      Trying to keep my head together, I wipe away more blood and look closer. It seems as if the bullet missed his artery…but just barely. And he’s bleeding a lot.

      Shit. I settle the T-shirt over the wound again and press my bloody palm down.

      “What’s going on?” Ethan asks. “What do you see?”

      I fill him in, and he responds with a blue streak.

      “I’m applying direct pressure, but he’s lost blood… I think he needs more.”

      “Fuck. Dad and I aren’t the same blood type.”

      “I’m O-negative.” The universal donor.

      “Do you mind giving?”

      Tears sting my eyes. “I’ll give him all I have if it will keep him alive.”

      “Havana…” He sighs like he wants to ask me about my feelings for his father, but he doesn’t. “You’re at a vet’s office, right? You have medical stuff there? Antibiotics and pain meds?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      “Would he really get arrested if we called the police?”

      Ethan doesn’t answer right away. “I’ve never asked too many questions. I didn’t want to know. Uncle Rand is a small-town police chief, and Uncle Rush has been a government operative for years. I know they’re on the good guys’ team. Dad and Uncle Ridge seem like they might be playing for the enemy. But he’s my dad.”

      “I-I’m not judging. I just want to know.” Who I’ve lost my heart to. And who might own me for the rest of his life if he makes it through the night.

      “That’s all I can tell you. I’m pulling up now.”

      I hate to leave Ransom, but I have to unlock the front door for Ethan. “I’m going to disconnect. Give me a minute. And be careful out there!”

      “Sure.” The line goes dead.

      I scramble on my hands and knees until I find some bandages and accompanying tape on the storeroom floor. I tear my shirt from the wound and secure the bandage in its place. It won’t stop his bleeding, but it should slow the flow while I let Ethan inside.

      On shaking legs, I stand and peer at Ransom’s too-pale face, trying not to give in to despair. “You can’t hear me but please, please…live.”

      More tears fall.

      Suddenly, a sharp rap on the door yanks me from my distress. I rinse my hands in the sink in the surgical room, dash to the front of the office, and turn the key to let Ethan in.

      He gives me a quick once-over, raises his brow at my bra and jeans, then looks past me. “Where is he?”

      I lock the door again. “Follow me. Anyone out there?”

      “No one.” Ethan is right behind me as I lead him through the waiting area, into the surgical room, then to the back hallway.

      He stops short. “Fuck. Let’s get him on the table and get his shirt off.”

      “Yeah. Then I can see the damage. I know how to stitch him up. The doctor has shown me how to do some emergency care since I took over this weekend shift and…” I’m babbling nervously.

      Ethan crouches beside his dad and slips his hands under his prone form. “Get on the other side. We’ll have to lift him.”

      That makes me nervous. I’m not strong. I’m a couple inches taller than the average girl, but I’ve always been more curves than muscles. “What if I drop him?”

      “You won’t. We have to do this now.”

      “You’re right.” I need to keep it together.

      On Ransom’s other side, I copy Ethan’s pose. Vaguely, I’m aware of my bra gaping, and Ethan is probably getting a great view of my cleavage, but if he cares about my boobs, it doesn’t show.

      “Ready?”

      As I’m ever going to be. “Yeah.”

      “One. Two. Three!”

      Together, we lift. My arms strain as I struggle to stand while bearing even a fraction of Ransom’s weight, but Ethan, bless him, plays football and works out. If his bulging arms and the tendons standing out from his neck are anything to go by, he’s supporting more than half the load.

      Together, we get Ransom onto the board, then gingerly roll him onto the metal slab of the cart. As soon as he’s clear of Ethan’s arms, I kick the lever locking the wheels up, and we’re off.

      In the surgical room, I flip on all the lights.

      Ethan frowns at the bins of medical supplies. “I don’t know what half this shit is.”

      This is where I can be useful. “I got it. Get his coat and shirt off. Find all his injuries. I didn’t even get a chance to check his legs or anything before I panicked and called you.”

      He nods. “Go.”

      I turn to the shelves that contain Dr. Robbins’s day-to-day surgical supplies. Syringes and gloves, check. I pull down vials of antibiotics and pain meds, doing the mental calculations she taught me on dosage per weight. Ransom isn’t an animal, per se, and I’ll have to estimate, but I hope this quick-and-dirty assessment will do in a pinch. Then I find some suture thread and a needle, along with some tubing that should work for a homemade transfusion kit.

      It’s a blessing that Dr. Robbins takes on the occasional emergency patient. Along the way, I’ve asked questions. She always answers while she works, like talking through the situation helps her validate her care decisions. I’ve paid attention and memorized the important stuff since I want to be a vet someday.

      I hate that all of this is probably way beyond my ability, but what choice do I have if Ransom won’t let me call professionals?

      “Done,” Ethan says behind me. “Looks like a wound in his left biceps and a fucking bleeder in his neck, both where bullets grazed him. No penetrative wounds, and nothing on the lower half of his body.”

      “O-okay.” It’s good information, but I’m so damn nervous. “Let me wash up, and I’ll get started.”

      As I head to the sink and douse my hands in soap, Ethan follows. “What did he say to you? How did this happen?”

      I shrug. “There were gunshots outside. I called the police. It got quiet, then he broke in through the back door. He told me not to call nine one one and passed out.”

      Ethan frowns. “Any idea why he was here?”

      I’d love to believe that Ransom came for me on my birthday, like he promised. But that’s wishful thinking. How would he even know where to find me? I wasn’t working here seven weeks ago when I left his house before, as he put it, he did something we’d both regret.

      “No.”

      I turn off the faucet with my elbow, dry my hands on a sterile towel, and grab a pair of gloves from the box on the wall. My fingers are shaking. I hold the life of the man I love in my inexperienced hands. If I screw this up and he dies, the guilt will kill me, to say nothing of the grief.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I try to get myself together.

      Ethan lays a gentle hand on my back. “Just do your best. Neither of us can ask more of you than that.”

      Guilt assails me again. Why couldn’t I have fallen for him? It would have been simpler. But once I met Ransom, no other man in the world existed for me.

      I have to save his life. I’ll apologize to Ethan for throwing myself at his father later.

      “Thanks. I’m going to need your help, though. Scrub up and get some gloves on.”

      “Sure thing.”

      He moves in front of the sink, and I turn all my focus on Ransom. I’ve never seen him naked from the waist up, and if he wasn’t bleeding, I’d spend time appreciating how male he is—bulging shoulders, hair-roughened pecs, ripped abs, lean forearms striated with veins, and those insane notches above his hips that make my belly clench. But now I’m worried he’s lying too still and even paler than the last time I looked.

      Tamping down my panic, I set my fingers at his wrist. I wish I had a blood pressure cuff, but I don’t, so I manage a quick check of Ransom’s pulse. It should be stronger…but it’s there.

      Relieved, I draw a syringe with some pain meds—I don’t want him waking up in the middle of this—and administer it. I can only hope it will keep him under so I can patch him up. Thankfully, he’s got veins for days. Then I wipe away the blood on his arm and his neck. The latter wound is far more serious. I’ll need to suture it first. I’ve actually done a couple of animals, so it’s not my first rodeo.

      Yeah, under Dr. Robbins’s guidance. Tonight, this is all you.

      Gulping down my nerves, I bandage the wound on his arm to slow the bleeding and focus on the neck. I clean and disinfect it, spray it with a little lidocaine, then start inserting the needle into his skin. I wince. The feel is almost as horrible as the sterile smell. I don’t mind this on animals, but tonight I’m trying to save the man I fell for against all odds.

      “Breathe,” Ethan encourages, now beside me, gloves in place. “You got this.”

      I freaking hope so.

      After I put ten tiny stitches in his neck as neatly as I know how, I back away with a jagged sigh, then set in again on his arm. Since I’ve managed the hard part, I’m feeling better. It only takes a few stitches to close up the gash in his biceps. I check his pulse again. It’s steady, but still not as strong as I want.

      Two minutes later, I’ve managed to bandage his wounds to stem any additional bleeding. It’s tapered off and should stop altogether soon.

      Finally, I hold up the syringes and tubing I pulled out for the transfusion. “I don’t know how to do this, but I think he needs blood.”

      “I’ve done this part. Leave it to me.”

      I’m horrified. “How often does he turn up in this shape?”

      Ethan gets quiet again. “The first time, I was fourteen, right after my mother finally decided I was too much like Dad and dropped me on his doorstep for good. Probably the best thing she ever did, honestly. But it was late one night when my uncle Ridge barged through the front door, carrying my dad, who looked all kinds of fucked up. Ridge came equipped with tubing and blood packs he swiped from a bank, but he had me help Dad. It’s happened a couple times since. Not often…but it’s always rough.”

      What is Ransom? And what am I getting myself into?

      Now isn’t the time for questions.

      “What do we need to do?”

      Ethan hooks his foot around the leg of a rolling stool and drags it under my ass. “Sit. Close your eyes. Leave this to me.”

      With a bob of my head, I do. I hear him working. The rubber tourniquet goes around my arm and squeezes. He swipes alcohol over the crook of my elbow. A minute later, the needle goes in my vein, first try. Almost no pain.

      “There it is…” he murmurs.

      “That’s it? You’re a pro.”

      “Thanks. Never done this without help, but I guess there’s always a first time.”

      Like me and stitches.

      “Yeah.” I feel the blood traveling through my veins, exiting at the injection site. Ugh, this always gets me a little queasy. I need to talk to distract myself. And I need to say something to Ethan. “I’m sorry.”

      “That you’re more into my dad than you were ever into me?”

      I nod. “I couldn’t help it.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry I got pissed at you. But I know it wasn’t one-sided. I saw the way Dad looked at you. I knew he wanted you in a way I didn’t. I mean, you’re hot, and if you had been willing, I would have gladly fucked you.” Ethan takes my chin in his grip, and I find myself staring into his hazel eyes. “But he wanted you. He burned for you. He fell for you.”

      Those words make me go hot all over. “I fell for him, too.”

      At my whisper, Ethan lets go. “Close your eyes again.”

      I do. I need time to think.

      “Something’s happened to you,” I blurt. “You’ve grown up in the last couple of months.”

      He hesitates. “Let’s just say I’m finding my way.”

      Then silence falls. Neither of us tries to fill it, which is a relief because I’m getting dizzy and I’m feeling the fact I skipped dinner.

      Seconds later, Ethan removes the needle from my arm, sticks a cotton ball over the entry point, then finishes up with a quick bandage. When I open my eyes, he’s already done the same to his dad’s arm.

      But Ransom’s color looks a hundred times better.

      I glance up at him. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to. He’s my dad, remember? Just don’t break his heart, huh?”

      More like the other way around, but if he lives, I’ll feel more than blessed.

      “I never would.” But I think Ransom has already written off any potential future we might have together. “Are you going to take him home?”

      If Ethan does, he might need help. I could stay and take care of Ransom until he rebounds. I’ll treasure the time we have together because he’ll probably ask me to leave again.

      Ethan shakes his head. “I don’t think that’s smart. If whoever shot him knows his identity…”

      They’ll only follow Ransom home. “Oh, that makes sense.”

      “If I go back and act like nothing is wrong, it might deflect suspicion. And if things get hot, I’ll call one of my uncles. Plus, you have more medical knowledge and access to supplies.” Ethan gestures to the shelves behind him. “Got any ideas where to take Dad? You can’t stay here.”

      He’s right. “My apartment, I guess.”

      “Probably too obvious and not secure enough.” He pauses, thinks, then sighs. “Listen… I know of a place. It’s the party pad of a friend of a friend. He’s not in town right now, but he said I could use it whenever I want. It’s behind a gate, so it’s secluded and private. I’ll try to figure out who shot Dad and why. You stash him there until he’s well enough to defend himself.”

      I have no idea how long that will take, but other than a quick animal check tomorrow afternoon, I’m not scheduled to work again until Wednesday. Hopefully, that’s long enough. “Okay.”

      As I clean up the surgical room, Ethan stuffs his father back into his bloody T-shirt. Thankfully, it’s black, so the blood doesn’t show. I find spare towels in the storeroom, near the cleaning supplies, so my car won’t get blood-soaked.

      But I have nothing to wear except a bra and jeans.

      Ethan whips off his shirt and hands it to me. “Put this on. It might save you.”

      “Save me?”

      He raises a brow. “Dad won’t be out long, and he’ll bounce back fast. When he comes to, if that’s all you’re wearing…” He lets me imagine the rest. “You still a virgin?”

      “Yes.”

      The tilt of Ethan’s mouth is nothing short of cynical. “If he gets a look at you dressed like that, you won’t be for long.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, I’m speeding down the wet highway west to Summerlin. The roads are freaking jammed. Then again, it’s a Saturday night in Las Vegas. The partiers and drunks are coming out of the woodwork. The good thing about that is, if anyone looks into my vehicle and sees Ransom propped up in the passenger’s seat, he’ll either look asleep or wasted. Neither is terribly abnormal in Sin City at ten p.m.

      The GPS tells me we’ll be at Ethan’s mystery destination in roughly ten minutes. I keep looking in the rearview mirror, but I don’t think we were tailed. I’ve been on the lookout. A clean getaway would make me feel tons better, just like Ransom’s coloring returning.

      He looks a lot like he did the day I left his house, except now he’s unconscious, rather than fighting himself and filled with regret.

      If you stay, I’ll stop giving a damn how old you are. I’ll strip you down, get between your pretty thighs, and fuck you until you understand you’re mine.

      A day hasn’t gone by since that I haven’t thought about Ransom…and wondered if he still thinks of me.

      “Meow,” Shadow whines from the backseat, sitting on Ransom’s discarded duster that’s concealing the handguns once strapped to him.

      I probably shouldn’t have brought the little feline along. If her owner comes back, I’ll get in a ton of trouble for taking her, but she cried and cried as Ethan and I were loading up my car. I didn’t have the heart to leave her there, especially after I’d promised to be her human. Besides, she brings me comfort, too.

      And since I’m going to spend days alone with Ransom at an isolated party pad? I think I’ll need it.

      Finally, we arrive. I punch in the gate code, half expecting it not to budge. After all, how the hell does Ethan have anytime access to a place in this swanky neighborhood? But the gate swings open right away.

      I drive down a gentle hill before hitting a stone access road, then coasting under a collection of swaying palms. The house in front of me is huge, all Mediterranean plaster, stacked stone, and wood accents. It’s jaw-droppingly beautiful.

      We’re staying here for a few days? Alone?

      As the gate shuts behind me, I follow the stone drive around the back of the house, hop out when I see the keypad beside the garage door, tap in the code, and watch as it, too, opens to reveal a giant, empty garage.

      Once I’m parked inside, I scoop up the bag of medical supplies I tossed together and the kitten, then head into the house.

      It’s vast and dark. My footsteps echo on the tile. It feels empty, as if no one has been here in a while. But if the walls could talk, I’m pretty sure the conversation would be damn interesting.

      I meander down a hall, through an enormous living room, then into the kitchen, flipping on lights along the way, then set the bag on a giant square island in the gorgeous warm-wood kitchen. I ease Shadow to the tiled floor. “Wow.”

      She looks up at me, seemingly confused. “Meow.”

      Is she hungry?

      Shit. I remembered a little box for her to do her business…but I forgot to bring her food. I add it to the mental list of things I’ll have to somehow get my hands on.

      “Explore, girlie. I’ll be right back.”

      Then I head once more toward the car—and Ransom.

      When I step into the garage, I freeze. The massive slab of a door is now closed. The overhead light is dark. Moonlight splashes through the windows, illuminating the space just enough to tell me one terrifying thing.

      Ransom is no longer in the front seat.

      Suddenly, I’m grabbed from behind. One brawny arm hooks around my neck. The other squeezes my middle. I feel hot breath and male stubble against my ear. I shiver.

      “You have five seconds to tell me where the fuck I am and how I got here or I’ll kill you.” He’s not kidding since I suddenly feel a gun against my ribs.

      “D-Don’t hurt me, Ransom. Please.”
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      Fuck.

      I’d know that voice anywhere. I know the pitch. I know the tone. I even know the slightly shaky quality because I heard it every agonizing day of the hellacious two weeks the underage temptress stayed under my roof.

      In my son’s bed?

      Suspecting the answer to that question is yes has tormented me for weeks.

      “Havana?” I spin her and flip on the overhead light.

      It’s her, all right.

      She looks fragile. Her golden eyes are startlingly large in her unusually pale face. She’s thinner. There’s a smear of blood on her cheek. And she’s wearing a T-shirt I recognize as Ethan’s.

      Son of a bitch. Did they fuck tonight, on her birthday?

      “How did I get here?” Wherever here is.

      She fills me in. I remember the gunfire, but I don’t remember passing out. Damn. Thankfully, I’m only vaguely aware of the pain now.

      Grabbing her by the wrist, I haul her into the house. One of the first doors on the left opens to a powder bath. I switch on the light and look in the mirror. Yep. There’s a neat row of stitches up my neck. She did that?

      My shirt dried soaked with my blood and it now feels crusty. Gingerly, I work it off and find more stitches along my biceps. “And you gave me your blood?”

      She nods. “Ethan helped.”

      “Why are you wearing his shirt?” I gesture to the navy-blue cotton that reads Sarc: My Second Favorite -asm.

      “He gave it to me. I used mine to stop your bleeding.”

      So maybe they didn’t fuck, at least not today. And that’s not what I should be fixated on.

      Havana patched me up. I’m not surprised my son went out on a limb to help me. Since he’s come to live with me full-time, we’ve developed a decent relationship. But this woman who’s barely more than a girl? Despite the fact I tossed her out of my house, she did her best to save me. And how am I repaying her? I’ve got a fucking death grip on her wrist that must hurt.

      With a grimace, I let go. “Thanks for helping me. You’re sure we weren’t followed?”

      No way I could live with myself if any of the dangerous shit I’m mixed up in came for Havana.

      “Positive.”

      Maybe she’s right, but she doesn’t know the people I’m dealing with. I hope to fuck she never does.

      “I need to make sure this place is secure and call a few people.” I can’t resist touching her. I should…but when it comes to Havana, I’m weak. I take her face in my hands. “Then we’re going to talk.”

      Something streaks across her expression. Worry? She blanks it so quickly I can’t tell. Havana is good at hiding her feelings. No surprise considering everything she’s been through since her parents died.

      “Okay. I’ll look around and take stock of the supplies here. Ethan said the place would be pretty empty.”

      Then she steps away like she doesn’t want me to touch her.

      You threw her out when she needed you because your job is risky as hell and because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants for a few more weeks. Why should she want you?

      “If you see or hear anything, scream. I’ll come running.”

      Then I search the ground floor, checking every door and window before I do the same upstairs. I’ll have to ask Ethan whose place this is and how he got in. It’s expansive and lavish. Sexy. Like someplace a wealthy man would bring his mistress to bang her in total privacy.

      Since we’re as secure as we can be, I double back to the home office on the far side of the first floor. It’s got a sick view of the infinity-edge pool and spa with multicolored lights in the vast backyard that butts up to a long fairway. The room itself is dominated by a massive desk and dark woods, recessed lighting and overstuffed chairs. I hear Havana rummaging around the kitchen, so I shut the double doors.

      And I wrench my phone from my pocket to call my son. I always thought Ethan was a smart kid, but putting Havana in danger like this is the stupidest fucking decision he could have made.

      Before I can connect the call to ask him what the hell he was thinking, the device rings in my hand. Ridge.

      If my brother is calling now, it’s not good.

      I skip the greeting. “Ridge? Talk to me.”

      “You’re alive?”

      So he’s already heard I’ve been shot? That’s bad news, too. “What made you think I wasn’t? And if you thought I’d kicked it, why are you calling me?”

      He drops his voice. “Paul Carboni came tearing in here about an hour ago, whooping like an idiot.”

      Because he thought I was dead? “He is an idiot.”

      Ridge huffs. “I can’t argue with that. But he gave Donzelli the thumbs-up and started popping champagne. When I asked why the fuck we’re partying, Paulie announced that he iced you tonight in the parking lot of some ratty-ass strip mall.”

      Of course Marco Donzelli and his boys had something to do with the attempt on my life. Pieces of shit.

      “Carboni tried. He tagged me twice.” If Havana hadn’t called the police and my son, he might have succeeded. “But I got some stitches and meds. I’m good as new.”

      In fact, other than having a hard-as-fuck dick because the soft, sweet woman of my fantasies is just a few feet away, I feel fine.

      “He thinks you’re dead.”

      That’s great news for me. “So he’ll get brazen. One less competitor, right? See if you can get him to move on the next part of his operation so we can figure out what the fuck is happening.”

      “Actually, I should have a lot of new information soon. You lie low until then, ’k? And hey, thanks for not making me mourn you just yet.”

      “Nah. I wouldn’t let a punk like Paul Carboni off me.” Especially not if I have any chance with Havana.

      But there are complications I need to deal with before we have any chance of sharing a future.

      “I gotta go,” Ridge mutters hurriedly, like he’s worried someone is listening. “I’ll call when I can.”

      “Stay safe.”

      My youngest brother tells me to do the same, then hangs up.

      I’m worried like hell for Havana’s safety. I can watch over her for now. But we can’t stay here long. I need to see where her head—and her heart—are at, then make some decisions.

      Other questions niggle at the back of my brain. How did Paul know where to find me tonight? He shouldn’t have been able to, and I hope like hell he can’t guess why I was in that strip mall. But in case he knows, Havana needs to lie low with me until this shit blows over.

      But if she’s changed her mind about me—and she should—how am I going to keep my hands off of her?

      Cursing under my breath, I dial my son. I’m worried about him, too. He’s spent too much time with me and his uncles. He’s turning out just like us.

      Ethan picks up right away. “Dad, you okay?”

      “Fine. There are people after me. You need to worry about your own hide.”

      “Already taking precautions, I promise.”

      “Good. Now what the fuck were you thinking, pawning me off on Havana? You put her in danger, and you know it.”

      “It was a calculated risk. That’s why I gave you two someplace secluded to go. You have unresolved shit, and you’ve been making some reckless fucking decisions since you sent her away. Fix it.”

      I should berate Ethan for his language and taking this choice out of my hands. But he learned from me, and he’s not wrong. Hell, maybe he’s even done me a favor, except…

      “Son, you know there’s only one way for me to fix this for good, and it will hurt you.” Not that it will stop me from claiming Havana if she still feels about me the way she did the morning I kissed her.

      “It won’t,” Ethan assures. “I’m not in love with her. I’m not even interested anymore.”

      Really? I sigh. “I can’t say the same.”

      He laughs. “I knew you’d caught feelings for Havana. It’s mutual. Go get her. You deserve to be happy after Mom fucked you over a hundred ways. She’s been weighing you down since you were sixteen. If Havana makes you happy, I’m cool with it.”

      Damn, when did my kid go from the gangly, defiant boy who wanted to blame me for every fucking thing wrong in his life to the sharp, rational man I’m talking to now? I’m almost choked with pride. “Thanks.”

      “Totally. Besides, if you marry Havana, I’ll have the hottest stepmom ever.”

      “Shut your mouth.”

      “Why, do you want me to be less than honest?”

      “I want you to get your thoughts out of her panties.”

      That’s hard for me to say. I’m ninety-percent sure he once had way more than his thoughts in them. Hell, he probably popped her cherry. I try like hell not to be jealous. But I know my son. He started getting regular ass a few years ago, and he’s never without now. I don’t care as long as he’s careful and doesn’t repeat my teenage pregnancy fiasco.

      Or I didn’t care until Havana.

      “Actually, they’re in someone else’s, so can we cut this chat short? A friend’s older sister called me for some…company. She’s expecting me in an hour.”

      “You have a booty call?”

      “Yep, and I’d rather not show up covered in your blood.”

      That both fills me with relief and sobers me up. “Sure. Just one more thing… We’re going to need some supplies here.”

      “I figured. I already started a short list, but text me what else you need. I’ll have stuff delivered before noon tomorrow. Can you last until then?”

      I don’t know what Havana and I will eat, but if we fall into bed together, will either of us care? “We’ll manage.”

      Ethan laughs. “I’m sure you’ll think of some way to pass the time.”

      Then he hangs up, and I’m free to tell Havana what’s on my mind. What’s in my heart. What I hope for our future. A glance at the clock on the wall tells me I still have ninety minutes left of her birthday to make it the best I can. I’m not wasting another minute.
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      I take inventory in the kitchen, so aware that I’m with Ransom under one roof. Alone. My belly knots nervously.

      Will he finally make me his…or send me away again?

      “Meow.” Shadow rubs against me, looking like she expects me to solve her feline problems.

      “I’d love to help you, but I don’t know how to solve my own problems.”

      The fur ball circles my ankles again. I’m not sure why since she isn’t hungry. I found a can of tuna in the massive pantry, but Shadow sniffed it, took a few bites, then walked off. Same with the little dish of water I put beside it.

      When she jumps up, head-butting my shin and rubbing against me, I get it. I give her a scratch behind the ears.

      Don’t we all want someone to love us?

      After checking out the house from top to bottom, Ransom holed up across the place, doors shut. The muffled rumble of his voice tells me he’s on the phone…and he doesn’t want me to hear. After everything that went down tonight, I shouldn’t be okay with that. I should be demanding to know who he’s talking to and why he wouldn’t let me call for medical help or police. But I don’t.

      Because you trust Ransom or because you don’t really want to know?

      Maybe both.

      I distract myself from asking more hard questions by starting a list of things we’ll need if we’re going to stay here for a few days. I munch on a protein bar I found and suck down a bottle of water I pulled from the pantry. Not exactly a celebratory birthday dinner, but it’s food. At this point, I’ll take it.

      Well, you can’t say your big day turned out dull…

      As I finish, measured footfalls across the tile are my only warning that Ransom approaches. I turn to find him prowling closer. He fuses his stare on me.

      I can’t look away.

      Ransom is shirtless, so it’s impossible to miss his inked chest and bulging biceps. But that isn’t what makes me weak-kneed. He’s an alpha male in his prime. Rugged. Potent. I shiver. My skin tingles. My heart thuds.

      Shadow scampers away, skidding across the tile until she flattens herself under the sofa in the next room. Poor baby. She’s afraid of the big, bad man.

      Maybe you should be, too.

      But I’m not.

      “Havana?” He keeps heading for me, until the only thing separating us is a few feet of empty space and the questions I’m too afraid to ask. “There are a million things I need to say to you—later. But let’s cut to the chase. You know why I came to see you tonight.”

      “I don’t.” I know what I’m hoping to hear but…

      “It’s your birthday. You’re eighteen now.”

      My breath catches. “And you came for me?” Like you promised?

      “I warned you I would, babygirl. Are you ready? I know you weren’t counting on danger, so if it’s too much…”

      “Is what you’re doing illegal?”

      “You really want the answer to that question right now?”

      Will it change my decision? “No. You’ll protect me.”

      I believe that all the way down to my bones. Maybe that’s naive and I should be terrified, but it’s Ransom, so I’m not. Besides, if he was nothing but a hard-core criminal, would he have waited to touch me until it was legal?

      “I will—with my life. But you’re an adult, so I’m letting you decide what happens next between us.”

      “What if I say no?” Like I even could.

      His face twists with pain. “Then I’ll walk away for good. I’ll still be in your shadows because I can’t stand not getting an eyeful of you every day. But you won’t see me.”

      “Have you been watching me?”

      “How do you think I knew where you work? I know where you live, too. I especially like that thin tank top and those fucking too-tight panties you wear to bed.”

      That shouldn’t excite me, but heat jets through my veins. My nipples peak. Blood rushes between my legs. “I don’t understand.”

      “I haven’t been the same since I first set eyes on you. I’m obsessed with you. I’m in love with you. I want to know everything about you.”

      His face tells me that’s not all he wants.

      “And if I say yes?”

      Ransom may not be touching me, but he’s still all over me. His dark eyes, framed by brutally short hair and the stubble that rides his sharp jaw, see through me. His heat envelops me until I shudder. His scent—reeking of leather, blood, and testosterone—fills my head, crowding out my thoughts. His exhalations caress my lips until I can hardly think of anything but pressing them against his again. And when he lifts his hand to me, knuckles drifting down my cheek, sparks ping through my body.

      “I’ll get you naked, take you to the first fucking bed I find in this place, and shove every inch of this”—he grabs my hand and guides it to the steely erection behind his zipper—“inside you. Then I’ll ride that finally legal pussy raw until you know who you belong to.”

      I press my thighs together, but it’s useless. I want too much. It’s hard to breathe. It’s beyond difficult to think. It’s impossible to say no. “Ransom…”

      “That’s not going to relieve your ache, babygirl.” He wraps his arms around me and lifts me onto the nearby island, spreading my legs and stepping between them.

      “I know.” And I do. When I tried masturbating him out of my system, the need only grew.

      “I can make it better. But you need to answer me before I touch you. Yes or no?”

      “What about you? You’re injured and—”

      “These scratches?” He thumbs at the bandage on his neck and lifts his arm to stare at the wound I patched up there. “It’s going to take a lot more than these to keep me from you.”

      “Does this mean anything besides sex?”

      He frowns. “You think I just want to fuck you?”

      Even when he says the words, I get hot, but I have to focus. This is my future. “Don’t you?”

      “That’s not all I want from you, Havana. I want your heart. I want you to want mine, too. I want us to make a future. The sex will simply be the icing on the cake.”

      All the things I crave—that I’ve fantasized about—with him. “Yes.”

      A slow smile spreads across his face as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a little blue velvet box. He sets it on the island beside me. “Happy birthday, babygirl.”

      He got me a present!

      When I reach for it gleefully, Ransom grabs my wrist. “Not yet. First, take off your clothes.”

      I freeze. Did I hear that right?

      “Here?” In the kitchen? Under the bright, bright lights?

      He raises a dark brow at me.

      That’s a yes. “Before I open my present?”

      Ransom nods, his thumb caressing my lower lip slowly, repeatedly, until it’s sensitive. Until I’m aching. “Besides me, I want this to be the only thing against your skin tonight.”

      Okay, that’s hot. And I’d like that, too. Almost as if he’s marking me even before he takes me.

      As I ease off the counter, I brush against his body. Every nerve ending rattles and vibrates like I’m hooked up to a power grid. The contact jolts me again when Ransom steps closer, crowding me against the island.

      I’m tangled in his dark stare as I kick off my shoes and peel off my socks. Then I lick my lips and reach for the hem of Ethan’s T-shirt.

      Once you do this, there’s no going back…

      But I don’t hesitate, just pull the cotton over my head and toss it onto the island, my stare glued to Ransom’s.

      His gaze falls to my lacy cups playing peekaboo with my nipples. His eyes go from a warm, dark chocolate to black with desire. It sends my pulse thudding and my need climbing.

      “I knew you’d be beautiful…” He runs a finger along the scalloped edge across the swell of my breast, then dips the digit inside, gliding back and forth over the engorged tip. “But damn…”

      They pucker up even more. I feel his touch all the way to my pussy, which tightens and dampens every time he teases the stiff peak. I close my eyes. Let out a breath. My head lolls back.

      He hovers above me, his hot breath cascading down my neck. I shudder. He’s barely touched me, and I’m burning up.

      “Ransom…”

      “Keep going. Don’t make us wait anymore.”

      “Why aren’t you kissing me?”

      “If I do, we won’t make it to the bedroom. And I want you flat on your back, where I can look at every part of you, lick it, taste it, bite it. Own it. I plan to pin you down, penetrate you, and fuck you mercilessly until you can’t think of anything but me.”

      When he puts it like that, I’m motivated to hurry. “I already can’t. It’s been two months since you kissed me, but I still want you so bad.”

      “Babygirl, I never stopped.”

      Oh, god.

      I reach for the button of my jeans and flick it open. His stare dips to watch. The hiss of my zipper lowering is a tease in the quiet room, broken only by my audible breaths.

      “Are you having me undress myself for the same reason?”

      “No. It helps, but I want you to strip yourself bare for me, under these lights, so I can be sure you mean that yes your mouth and eyes are saying. If you can do that before I’ve really touched you, then I’ll know. And I’ll believe there’s a chance you can handle all the filthy things I’m dying to do to you.”

      My womb clenches. It’s as if he knows exactly what to say to make me slick and desperate. I haven’t even dropped my pants, and I already feel how wet I am. My cotton panties try to soak up the moisture I’m spilling, but the effort is in vain. They’re already saturated, and I’m only getting wetter.

      “Filthy?” My voice shakes.

      “Lewd. Obscene.” He leans in, his low whisper right in my ear. “Absolutely depraved. Your head might tell you to object, but your body won’t let you. So you won’t stop me. You won’t want to.”

      “Why?” But I know. I’m too in love and too aroused to give him anything except my most enthusiastic yes.

      “Because, in my mind, I’ve already fucked you to screaming orgasm a thousand times in ways you’ve never even thought of. I’m going to plow that so-tight pussy and corrupt you completely. I’ll keep at you until you live to take every inch of me wherever, whenever, and however I want.”

      Heat washes over me. I feel weak-kneed as Ransom glances down at my fingers frozen on my zipper. “Get your pants off.”

      “Yes, Sir.” The words come out of nowhere as I shimmy the jeans down my hips.

      His long, slow smile only gets more wicked as he watches me kick the denim away, then settles his knuckles over the seam of my pussy, clinging wetly to my panties, and starts a slow, slow rub over the engorged halves of my sex. “Oh, how soft and sweet. And already so needy. You’re going to be an absolute pleasure to defile.”

      I whimper and arch into his hand, desperate for more.

      He pulls away, wagging a playful finger at me. Then he licks it, damp with my juices, and moans.

      I feel faint. “Ransom…”

      “You’re not naked yet. The longer you stall, the longer we wait. But if you like the tease, I’ll oblige. I’ll make you so hot you’ll beg. And you’ll get on your knees to do it.”

      Part of me thinks that sounds horrifying and humiliating. The rest of me thrills at the notion that he could arouse me enough to make me.

      My breasts draw up tighter. My pussy weeps more. I’m half-ready to throw myself at him.

      I reach behind my back and unhook my bra. When my breasts fall free, I feel more exposed than being mostly naked should make me. His black stare plucks my nipples as if his visual touch is tactile. The tips draw up tighter. I wish like hell Ransom would say something. Do something. But he merely stares and waits for me to completely bare myself to him.

      Swiping my tongue across my lip, I fidget. The little bit of friction I get from shifting my weight does nothing to alleviate the ache between my legs. Even when his fingertips whisper across the side swell of my breast, that’s not the touch I’m feeling. That’s not the touch I’m dying for. I want it right where my panties, clinging to my puffy sex, are the only thing left shielding me from his piercing gaze.

      “You’re stalling.” He raises a brow.

      “No.”

      “You are.” The fingers caressing my breast suddenly cradle it. His thumb scrapes across my nipple. “Admit it.”

      I suck in a shaky breath. “I don’t know.”

      Am I taunting him on purpose? Seeing how far I can push him? Or am I just drowning in my own desire, too stunned and aching to move?

      “Yeah, you’re teasing me.” Suddenly, his fingers close around my nipple and squeeze until I gasp. Sensations deluge me…but he pulls away. “And if you want to dish it out, babygirl, you better be prepared to take it.”

      I don’t doubt him. And I know I should lose my panties right here and now. He’ll give me what I want—and crave—once I do. But the devil on my shoulder, the one that doesn’t want to give him the upper hand because he snapped his fingers, resists.

      I press my wandering hand against the hard ridge behind his zipper and squeeze.

      He stiffens, hissing in a breath, and grabs me by the wrist. “If you want cock, I’ll give you all you can handle—but not until those panties are gone. If you don’t hurry, I’ll shred them the second they come off.”

      So I won’t have any underwear. Every second I spend here with him, my pussy will be bare. So he can look at me. So he can touch me. So he can torment me. So he can take me.

      The thought makes me dizzy.

      I want Ransom and everything he’s promising with both his words and those hot, glittering eyes. And I’ll give in, probably soon, but the anticipation now is so painfully delicious.

      “What if I’m afraid?” I ask, biting my lip.

      His smile only turns hotter. “If you were really afraid, I’d help you put your clothes back on and sit you down to talk until we worked things out. But you’re yanking my chain to make me impatient.” He tsks. “You must want to suffer.”

      “I don’t.” Or do I?

      What am I getting myself into? I’m not sure, but I’m loving every giddy, unexpected moment of it.

      “If you want me, drop them.” He presses his thumb against my pussy again and slides it over my clit in a gentle back-and-forth caress until I moan. “I’ll make you so fucking glad you did.”

      I already know he will. Yes, it’s my first time, but I’m making the right decision. I feel it. I know it. He’ll be good to me, but I have to stop teasing him. There will be time for that later, right?

      Finally, I hook my thumbs under the little strings at the hips of my too-tight undies and start tugging them down. The second they clear my thighs, exposing my wetness to his gaze, the hunger in his eyes—need I didn’t think could get any hotter—flares. He clenches his fists at his sides like he’s resisting the urge to touch me as the panties fall to the floor. When I’m free of them, his stare fastens directly on the clean-shaven cleft between my legs.

      I resist the urge to cup my mound self-consciously. Will Ransom hate me being as bare as a little girl?

      “Oh…” He sucks in a breath like the sight of me makes it impossible for him to breathe, think, or resist. “You’re perfect.”

      His reaction is every bit as arousing as teasing him, and I’m beginning to think that no matter what he does, I’ll be under his spell.

      His hand shakes as he cups my hip, bringing me closer. “I’m going to apologize right now.”

      “For what?”

      Our naked chests meet. He’s like velvet over steel. Need flares across my skin. Desire thickens my blood. Lust twists between my legs.

      He takes hold of my other hip and yanks me flush against him, notching his hard cock where I need it most. “For making your little pussy sore. Tomorrow, all you’re going to want me to do is lie between your legs so I can kiss it and make it better.”

      “Please,” I whisper breathlessly.

      He drops his lips to my collarbone. “I’m going to love wringing whimpers out of you. How are your fingernails?”

      When he lifts my hand to inspect them, I’m totally confused. “My nails?”

      Ransom nods. “These are great. They’ll make nice, long, red scratches down my back.” With a kiss to my palm, he releases my hand—and picks up my gift. “Now open it.”

      I’m so aroused, I almost forgot. With a trembling nod, I lift the lid of the blue velvet box. I gasp at the gorgeous heart-shaped pendant inside. “This is for me?”

      He removes the delicate chain from the pad, then clasps it around my neck. The heart settles into the hollow of my throat as he takes my shoulders. “I bought it the day you left my house. I knew I’d be coming for you.”

      “I love it. I have to see it right now.” I dash away to find the nearest mirror.

      Ransom is a mere breath behind. He’s chasing me.

      Thrill spikes my veins as I streak out of the kitchen and run blindly down a long hallway, throwing open the last door on the left. His footsteps are right behind me. I fumble for the light switch.

      I don’t make it.

      Ransom grabs me around the waist with a growl and hauls me through the dark room, into an adjoining bathroom full of white marble illuminated by silvery moonbeams. He flips on the light.

      We’re surrounded in mirrors—above a pair of elegant sinks, around the sunken spa tub, glittering off the chandelier that drips from the ceiling.

      I look at myself, wide-eyed and breathing hard. My chest rises and falls. My dark hair is mussed around my shoulders. I look like a wild thing with dilated pupils, hard nipples, and a slick pussy. Ransom has one arm hooked around my middle. The other clutches my throat from behind, fingers pressing in.

      “Let me see,” I pant.

      Slowly, he lifts his grip from my neck. My stare falls to the pendant he fastened there.

      It’s weighty and warm from my skin. It’s a beautiful statement. It tells me—and everyone else—that I belong to him.

      I finger it and swallow. “It looks perfect here.”

      “It does.” His eyes heat. “As long as you’re mine, I want to see it there.”

      Automatically, I nod. I can’t imagine not wanting him.

      Then he looks at himself in the mirror. “Son of a bitch.”

      Traces of blood cover his torso, along with a littering of scars over the hard-cut muscles that make Ransom look like he’s been forged in steel.

      He flips on the hot tap at the sink, then opens the cabinet doors until he finds a washcloth.

      “You don’t have to clean up now,” I assure him.

      “Yes, I do. I want this to be right. I want this to be the last first time either of us ever has. And I won’t come to you dirty and bloody.”

      Like a criminal?

      I’ll worry about that later. Here and now is what’s important, and his words warm me. He’s in love with me. He’s saying he wants this to be the last time either of us takes a new lover. It’s sweet, but…

      He doesn’t know it’s my first time?

      When I turn to admit I’m a virgin, I get caught up in watching that little white cloth slide across his broad, bulging chest. He wipes away grime, rinses the rag, wrings it with massive hands, veins standing out and ripped. Every movement is strong and sure. Confident.

      Will he touch me that way?

      Our eyes meet in the mirror, and I know the answer.

      Yes, he will.

      With a final rinse, he tosses the rag on the counter, then brings my body against his. “Last chance, baby.”

      To back out? “I’m saying yes.”

      I’m always going to say yes to him.

      His eyes soften, then he bends and lifts me, carrying me against his chest as he flips off the light with his elbow, plunging us back into shadows.

      Inside the bedroom, moonlight filters through the windows as he lays me across the silky gray comforter. With a swipe of his hand, he sends the decorative pillows to the floor. With the other, he flips on the soft light of the nearby lamp. Then he crawls onto the bed, hovering over me, and looks into my eyes. “I’m going to make tonight so good for you, babygirl.”

      “You already have.” I smile, fingering my pendant.

      He cups my face, dips his head, and finally…finally covers my lips with his.

      Ransom kisses me like he owns me. My body jolts with recognition, like it remembers its master. Like it’s forgotten every other boy who’s ever ineptly put his mouth on mine and glommed onto this man who’s going to be my everything.

      I arch toward Ransom and open my lips, inviting him deeper. He slides his tongue against mine as he rocks his cock, still clad in denim, against the naked ache of my pussy, so acute now I wriggle and whine for more. I get lost in his big palm cupping my cheek, in the way he commands my mouth, in the hair-roughened press of his chest to mine.

      Our kiss slides into forever. I heat and burn under his touch. The stubble on his hard jaw drags down my neck, paving the way for his hungry lips to take over. I’m a shuddering, trembling bundle of need as he rakes his mouth across my skin, laving my pressure points and nipping everywhere I’m sensitive while he works his way down to my nipples.

      The second he sucks one between his lips, I forget time and place. Hell, I forget my name. All I can think of is the arousal he’s heaping on me and the suspicion I’ll never be the same once we leave this bed.

      Ransom drags one point into his mouth, then the other, in deep, unhurried sucks I feel through my entire body, especially between my legs.

      “Jesus, I’m never going to get enough of you,” he gasps out as he kisses his way down my body, laving the undersides of my breasts, tracing my ribs with his tongue, and circling my navel. Then he sinks to the floor beside the bed, yanks my hips to the edge, and parts the folds of my pussy with his thumbs, inhaling with a moan.

      I’m so open to him. So vulnerable and exposed. I tremble. My hips roll in need.

      “You’re pink and sweet.” He circles my engorged clit with a lip-bitingly patient finger. “Hmm…”

      My breath hitches. Every touch pings through my body, down to my toes. The ache tightens.

      I’m already so close.

      “Ransom…” My voice sounds like a tortured, needy thing.

      “Babygirl?”

      “Put your mouth on me.”

      “You mean lick your pussy until you come?”

      I nod violently. “Pleeeease.”

      Instantly, he shoves my legs wider and drags his tongue through my folds like he’s finally sampling the part of me he craves most and he’s not going to stop until I give up my resistance and surrender to pleasure.

      At the feel of his hot breath and burning tongue, I cry out and buck up. He grabs my hips and holds me where he wants me, then lashes my most sensitive flesh again and again.

      My cheeks go hot. My heart roars. My need gathers and climbs. I fist the comforter, trying to resist surrendering so fast, but Ransom isn’t having it. He toys with me, controlling my body until I’m clawing and begging.

      It isn’t long before I am.

      “Oh, my… Please,” I pant, raking my hands into his thick hair and trying desperately to tug at his scalp—anything to be nearer to him. “Yes! So close…”

      Then he stops, instead kissing his way up to my belly until he rests his chin on my mound. His black eyes all but inhale me. “I know.”

      Of course he does. He’s taunting me, giving me a smug smile while he flicks the pad of his thumb over my clit so slowly I can’t possibly come…but I can absolutely suffer.

      “Ransom…”

      “Begging won’t sway me, babygirl. You teased me.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” I whine.

      “Yes, you did. I told you to expect payback.” He pauses his insufferably unhurried caress to lick me again, long and with a moan, like I’m the sweetest candy he’s ever had on his tongue.

      “But…” I bite back the rest of my protest. I have no defense.

      “But what? I love you like this. Flushed cheeks, writhing hips. You spread yourself wide open for me, and I didn’t even have to ask. And that pussy is so, so wet, just waiting for me to fuck you.”

      “I am. I want you. I’m ready. Now. Please.”

      “What’s your rush?” he asks before he glides his tongue over my distended nubbin again, nudges it with his nose as he inhales my scent, then resumes with his thumb and a wrenchingly slow, slow stroke.

      Without thought, I mewl, spreading myself open even wider, arching my stabbing nipples as I plead for more. “Ransom!”

      “We have all night, babygirl.”

      Not if he burns me alive first. I’m so agonizingly close to the kind of orgasm I’ve never felt. It’s epic, like something from a book, almost too fantastical to believe.

      “And the first time you come for me, you’re going to do it on my cock.”

      My pulse jumps. “Yes.”

      “You’re going to do it more than once.”

      The ache between my legs tightens. “Yes.”

      “And I’m going to be looking into your eyes as you fall apart for me.”

      At his words, I gush. “Yes!”

      I want to watch pleasure ripple through him, too, and know I’m making him feel good. I want to look into his soul and see the love I feel reflected back at me.

      I want to know unequivocally that I’m his—and he’s mine.

      There’s a clock on the nightstand, and he glances at it, licks me one last time, then shimmies his way up my body, pausing to nip at my hip bone, then to tongue his way up my stomach, and finally to suck in the tingling, tender tips of my breasts again before he closes his mouth over mine, plunging deep.

      Following the urgent slide of his tongue against mine, he finally comes up for air. And I’m stunned to realize he’s unzipped his pants, shoved them around his hips, and wedged himself between my thighs. The head of his cock presses against my opening. With one powerful thrust, he’ll be inside me.

      “There’s an hour left of your birthday, Havana. Let’s see how many times I can make you scream for me.”

      “Yes. Please. Now. I want that—so bad. But first, there’s something I should tell you… Um, I’m a virgin.”
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      My jaw drops. My heart stops. She can’t be a… “Virgin?”

      At her shy nod, I swallow back my shock.

      Holy shit.

      After all the things I vowed to do to her… “Babygirl, if I’d known—”

      “I wouldn’t have wanted you to change a thing. You know what you need in a woman. I want to be everything to you.”

      Jesus, as if I needed to fall deeper in love with her.

      “You already are. How is it possible no man has ever… Especially my son? You two were together for weeks.” And I know Ethan. He’s impatient.

      I love him, but he’s still at the stupid stage where if a girl isn’t putting out, he has no use for her. Eventually, he’ll learn better, but his hormones are making his decisions these days.

      “I put him off. He felt sorry enough for me to let me stay in your guest room, but he quickly moved on.”

      “What made you say no?” After all, she must have known Ethan’s reputation when they started dating.

      “He wasn’t you.” She lifts her head and places a slow, soft kiss on my lips that melts me. “I took one look at you and fell in love.”

      That makes two of us.

      “Oh, babygirl…” We should talk more, but later. Now, I really need to connect with her in the most primal way. “I’m going to make you mine, Havana Smith. And there’s no coming back from that. You’ll stay mine.”

      “Promise?”

      “Forever. You on the pill?” I hate to be practical, but I have to know what I’m dealing with. I want to make sure she’s thinking of the possible consequences.

      “No. I’ve never had a reason…”

      And I don’t have any condoms. Goddamn it… “If we do this now, you could get pregnant. We can wait until we’ve got protection.”

      I’m not sixteen anymore. I’d like to start a family—and I want to do it the right way this time. With the right woman.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to wait. As long as we’re together, I’ll be happy.”

      That’s what I want, too. And this moment—this woman—feels perfect.

      I kick off my jeans and shove down my boxers, gratified when they find their way to the floor. Then I slide my hands up Havana’s body. I lift her arms over her head and lock our fingers together. “We will be. Ready?”

      She bites her lip—and wraps her legs around me. “I was ready the minute I met you.”

      Oh, fuck. Though everything about her turns me on, her big, open heart might be the most arousing.

      But when she lifts her hips and rolls them under me, it’s a close second. Suddenly I get her message. She doesn’t need momentous. She doesn’t even care if I’m gentle. She just wants me now.

      My crest rests at her opening. She’s waiting, breath held. I look down, taking in her face, melding our stares together as I ease in, pushing against a barrier I’ve never felt on a woman—and didn’t think I would at this age. Then I surge in and break through her hymen.

      She tenses, hissing. As I sink slowly into her, her golden eyes go wide and stunned. It’s not merely pain. I see pleasure there, too.

      God knows the feel of her gripping me is like a fire razing up my shaft.

      By the time I’m completely submerged in her tight inferno of a cunt, I’m sweating. She’s like nothing I’ve ever felt in my life. “Oh, Havana…”

      Experimentally, I ease out, then press in again. She exhales. Her head falls back, her eyes close. Already she’s rising up to meet my next thrust. And the way she offers me her vulnerable throat, then undulates to give me her swollen-tipped tits… I swallow back my lust.

      I’m a grown man, damn it, with a man’s stamina and lasting power. But this girl is undoing me. I need to make her come so I can let go.

      “Hurt?” I ask as I flex my hips and gently press deeper.

      “At first. Now it just feels”—she pants—“good.”

      We’re going to upgrade that to orgasmic.

      Patience starts to run thin as need turns thick. I shift her hands into one of mine and take hold of her wrists, pinning them to the mattress above her head. I push my free hand under her hip and lift her for my next stroke before I settle her knee in the crook of my elbow.

      I open her wide. I slide deeper than ever. Then I press my forehead to hers. I drill down into her eyes, into her body, rocking her rhythmically up the mattress as her pupils dilate, her mouth gapes open, and her pussy tightens.

      “Ransom!”

      Yeah, I’m getting to her. I’m rubbing her sweet spot with every plunge in, pressing ruthlessly against her clit. And she’s beginning to writhe under me, fighting me to free her arms.

      I tighten my grip on her wrists because I know what she needs. “Feel good, babygirl?”

      “Yes!”

      I lengthen the stroke, keep it slow and steady, making sure I push in and bottom out every single time. Soon, she’s frantic under me, wildly bucking, eyes panicked. Her pussy just keeps clamping tighter and tighter.

      “You close?”

      “Yes…”

      She whines like I’ve wrung the word from her. Like she’s in agony, and I’m the instrument of her pain. Like she won’t last even another few seconds.

      I slow my stroke. “How about now?”

      “No. No, no! Please. More. Faster.”

      I don’t. It’s killing me, but I’m going to wrest this one from her. I want the first time I give her pleasure to be so monumental that she remembers it. But to get her there quickly, to connect with her even more, I fuse my lips to hers and plow my tongue into her mouth, tasting her sweetness. It backfires. She starts to unravel me. Being so deep inside her in every way I’ve imagined fucks with my head.

      I pull my lips free and all the filthy things I’ve been thinking come spewing out. “There won’t be another day in your life that I’m not in this pussy, reminding you that you’re mine.”

      “Yes. Yes. I know…”

      Because she can sense I’m not a good man?

      “I want it,” she breathes.

      “You’re going to take me, babygirl. All. The. Time.”

      She gasps. Heat claws up her chest to rosy her cheeks as her cunt clamps down and she screams out for me. “Ransom!”

      Motherfucking son of a bitch. That’s so good I can’t think about anything except her. I squeeze my eyes shut to keep my shit wired tight and thrust through her slick, swollen tissues until she finally lets out a shuddering breath and goes limp.

      I hold on—barely. By the skin of my teeth. On a wing and a prayer. But I’m desperate. Fuck, I’m dying. I have to come inside Havana or I’m going to lose my goddamn mind.

      I’m going to take her with me this time.

      “You okay?”

      A little lopsided smile crosses her face. “Better than okay. I feel great.”

      “Then you can come again.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible—”

      “Sure, it is.” Instead of waiting for an argument, I pull out of her pussy just enough to flip her to her knees. Then I push her cheek to the soft comforter and tilt her hips up to me. When I align my cock at her opening again, I see a smear of blood. The sight makes me feral. I settle one fist in her hair and the other over her clit.

      I can’t stop myself. I bang into her, against her lush ass poised in the air, and sink deeper with every stroke. Her pussy will be sore tomorrow, and I really will spend all day apologizing to her—with my tongue. I’ll lap at her until it feels better…and she’s used to coming against my mouth.

      But right now I have a single-minded, animal need to fill her wet, welcoming depths, to hear her pleasure screeching in my ears again, and to spray her unprotected womb with my seed.

      Yeah, it’s a dangerous game since my life is so fucked up. I’ll fix it. Until then, my head tells me to pull out of Havana and not risk getting her pregnant. But the imperative to join with her in every way is impossible to deny. Sweat beads my brow. My gut cramps. My cock swells and turns to steel.

      And she’s feeling it, too, since she twists and cries out underneath me, rocking onto my hand, then back up to take every one of my inches each time I shove deep. “Oh, god…”

      “You feel me throbbing inside you, babygirl?”

      “Yes!” she shouts, squeezing the comforter in her fist.

      “That’s it. Fuck my hand while I fuck you.” I press the heel of my palm against her hard bud.

      She bucks harder, shoving her cunt back at me. I take full advantage of her fervor, riding her bare and unrestrained, teeth gritted, growling with every thrust, pulling on her hair as I jerk out, and pressing her cheek first into the bed as I bulldoze inside her again and again.

      Suddenly, she’s clamping down on me and screaming, her body jolting as if I’m shoving her full of voltage with each thrust. Her back flushes with color as perspiration sheens her skin. She lets out sounds somewhere between gasps and hoarse squeals, gushing onto my hand as her pleasure goes on and on.

      It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever experienced. It sets me off like nothing ever has.

      I plow into her like a wild man, teeth bared, growling low, and unleash a flood her little pussy struggles to contain, but she still pulses and sucks more out of me until I’m sure my heart is going to give out.

      Until I know I’m never going to be the same.

      She crumbles beneath me. I collapse on top of her and gather her close, loving the way we melt together.

      “Mine,” I murmur in her ear.

      “Yours,” she whispers. “Always.”
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      After a shower in which we kiss slowly and refuse to leave each other’s arms, Ransom pulls me back to the bed, settles me into the center of the mattress, then works his big cock inside me again to love me slow and strong. I would have sworn I was too exhausted to feel anything below my waist. He quickly shows me how wrong I am. In fact, I have another pair of screaming orgasms to give him. He takes both greedily.

      At midnight, he rolls to my side and gathers me against his big body. I don’t think I’ve felt this safe since I was a little girl and my daddy used to tuck me in with a story and a kiss on the forehead.

      “Did you have a good birthday, babygirl?” He brushes lazy fingertips along my shoulder.

      I smile in the darkness. “It didn’t start that great, but it ended amazing.”

      “Glad to hear it. I felt like it was my birthday, too.”

      I cuddle up tighter and press a kiss to his lips. “I love you.”

      He leans over me, eyes searching mine in the shadows. Trying to see if I mean it? “I love you, too. And I don’t want to leave this cloud of bliss just yet. You deserve a lifetime of it. But we need to talk.”

      “It’s okay.” I knew this was coming. “We do.”

      “First, I’m sorry about the way things happened tonight. I had no reason to think I was being followed. I never want to put you in danger. But I don’t want to leave you…ever.”

      “I don’t want you to go. You have to be careful. No, safe. Whatever’s going on, can you get out of it? So you’re not putting yourself at risk?”

      “You deserve explanations and assurances. I wish I could give them to you. But I’m ass deep in something dangerous now. Even you knowing about it could be fatal, so the best way I can ensure you’re unharmed is to keep you in the dark and stay in your shadows until this blows over.”

      I don’t know if I can handle that. What if something happens to him? How will I know? How will I cope? How would I go on without him?

      But what choice do I have?

      “Will you ever be able to tell me what’s going on? Why you got shot? Who’s out to hurt you?”

      If you’re a good guy…or bad?

      “Someday, yeah. But until this freaking nightmare is over, all I can do is protect you with my life.”

      I already know he would. “So…we’ll be together when you can get free, but no one will know?”

      He hesitates. “I wish I could give you more. Hell, I want to give you the world. But for now, that’s all I can promise.”

      I might be worried he was married and trying to make me his side piece if I didn’t know better. But I do. “A-are we exclusive?”

      His frown deepens. “Is there someone else you’d rather have?”

      “Not me, no. I meant you.” I still worry he sees me as some silly, lovesick girl who gave up her hymen for less than a promise. And why should he settle when there are so many amazing, confident women out there? “Do you want other people?”

      “No, I want you. I haven’t had a monogamous relationship—hell, any relationship at all—since I was fifteen and spent my sophomore year in high school with Ethan’s mom.”

      “B-but you’ve had sex since then.”

      “A lot of it, yeah. That’s how I know what I’m feeling is more. The weeks you were in my house, I woke up every day dying to see you. You made me smile when you did little things like fix pancakes with mouse ears. You made me laugh when you told those awful jokes you’d heard on the radio. You made me harder than hell when you wore those skin-hugging stretchy pants and did yoga in my living room. Just by being there, you made me look forward to life. Do you know how long it’s been since I felt anything like that? Years. Decades. It’s as if you breathed fresh air into my existence, Havana.”

      “Really?” He actually wants me for me?

      “Yeah. And that morning, when you kissed me, there was no way I couldn’t kiss you back. That’s how else I knew you were special. Just kissing you made me feel way more than an erection. It might sound corny, but I felt you with my heart.”

      It doesn’t sound corny because, for me, it was the same. “Kissing you made me feel truly alive for the first time.”

      “My hope for the future was dead until you. I got into dangerous shit because I really thought I’d spend the rest of my life alone.”

      “I couldn’t even see a future with anyone. Just college and vet school. Until you, that’s all I ever wanted.”

      Ransom rolls me flat to my back, covers my body with his, and presses a fierce kiss to my lips. Automatically, I spread my legs for him. He slides inside me and nuzzles his face against my neck, stroking me slowly. It doesn’t take long for him to rev me up. As if I’m attuned to his body, as if every nerve ending is hypersensitive, his possession leads to an inevitable free fall into ecstasy.

      Just before I tumble over, he cups my face, teeth bared, stare drilling me with the same intensity as his body. “I’m going to make this right for you. For us. I promise.”

      “Yes…” I believe him.

      “I’m going to marry you and fill the house with our babies.”

      The idea of being pregnant by this man who’s only whispered about love in the dark should terrify me. Instead, I’m excited. I’m thrilled with our future. No matter what happens, I’ll figure out how to go to college. How to excel at vet school. But if I have this man and our children, too, I’ll have everything.

      “Yes!” It’s the last thing I scream as I claw my nails into his back, earning me a growl of purely male pleasure, before we both give over to the combustive need neither of us can deny.
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        Ransom

      

      

      Just before five a.m., I sneak away from Havana, hopefully for the last time. Yeah, I leave her a vague note telling her that I’m getting a few things but to stay put because I’ll be back. I hate to leave as much as I hate to lie to her, but I’ve had it.

      This shit ends today.

      I find her keys in the kitchen. The kitten I spotted earlier sees me and makes another beeline under the sofa. I refill her water dish and make a mental note to tell Ethan to bring some kitten food before I take Havana’s keys and the instructions my son scribbled on a piece of paper with the various access codes, then I’m flying down the road, through the last of the night.

      I don’t give a shit what time it is or where my youngest brother is. I dial him.

      “What’s wrong?” He sounds half awake. “Why the fuck are you calling again so soon?”

      We try to avoid contact so we don’t blow our covers, but this can’t wait. “I need out. Now.”

      “What?” Ridge’s shout doesn’t sound sleepy anymore.

      “You heard me.”

      “Are you fucking serious? I’ve been working this shit for too long for you to just bail.”

      “Look, I hoped we’d be done.” And until tonight, I hadn’t dared to believe that Havana wanted a future with me. “But I’ve got to end my part in this fucking charade. I’m in love.” If anything happened to her because of this shit, I wouldn’t make it.

      “You?” He sounds more than slightly skeptical.

      That’s no surprise. I’ve been saying for almost two decades that I’d never settle down, never have more kids, and never let another woman have that much power in my life. Ethan’s mom, Lydia, was enough.

      Then I met Havana.

      As much as I hate to kiss and tell, I can shorten this conversation by being brutally honest. Then we can cut to the chase. “Yeah. I took her to bed last night.”

      “Am I supposed to congratulate you? You fucked some woman. Whoopee… You can’t be serious here.”

      “She turned eighteen yesterday. She was a virgin. I willingly fucked her bareback—more than once—and she’s not on the pill. That serious enough for you?”

      Ridge is silent for such a long moment, I wonder if we’ve lost connection. Finally, he replies. “Shit. You’re not playing.”

      “Nope.”

      “But she’s your son’s age. You’re a grown-ass man. What are you going to do, finish raising her?”

      “Fuck off,” I snarl into the phone. “I called to give you a heads-up. I plan to dust Paul Carboni pronto so he can’t come after me again. I can do Donzelli, too. Since I’m a ‘dead man,’ neither will see me coming and no one will suspect me. God knows they deserve it for selling human beings like sacks of groceries. It will also get you a step closer to getting out of this shitty mess. What you do with the opportunity is up to you. I’m hanging up now.”

      “Wait! I didn’t mean to piss you off. I’m just saying Lydia did a number on you, and this girl—”

      “Havana.”

      He snorts. “With a name like that, I’m guessing she has a fuck-me mouth and great tits.”

      “Shut up.”

      “So she doesn’t?”

      She does, and not for anything will I admit that. Ridge will underestimate and undervalue her. I refuse to let him.

      “That’s what I thought,” my brother drawls. “You can’t be into Havana for her intellect.”

      I grip my phone tighter, fighting a growl. “You don’t know her, so stop making assumptions. She’s way more mature than Lydia, who had everything handed to her as a kid. Havana has been on her own for two years. She’s got the biggest fucking heart. She wants to be a vet. She’s smart enough to do it, too. And by the way, I’m still here for you to bitch at because she saved my life last night. So back the fuck down. I’m telling you I want out, and this is how it’s going to go down.”

      “Okay. Sorry. I didn’t know. It’s been a long night, and I’ve got major problems here.”

      That worries me. Ridge always takes on a mountain of danger and never complains. “Do you need help?”

      “If I do, I’ll let you know. Look, I think I speak for Rand and Rush, too, when I say we don’t want another girl to trample your heart and fuck up your life.” He sighs. “Does Havana really make you happy? Can you live with this girl for a month? A year? The rest of your life?”

      Ridge means well. I remind myself of that and do my best not to bite off his head. “Yeah. I won’t say the age difference didn’t give me pause, man. I tried to resist. God, I fucking tried. But when you know, you know, at least according to Rand and Rush.”

      “They’re right.” Before I can ask my youngest brother why he’s convinced of that, too, he goes on. “Listen, don’t touch Donzelli. He’s mine. The truth is, I need out, too. Like, now. I think I finally have enough evidence, and I have an idea. So let’s move on this.”

      Ridge wants out of a case? Away from danger? That’s never happened. Ever. If I enjoy adrenaline, my youngest brother is an addict. In the past, he’s constantly thrown himself into danger, half the time just for the thrill.

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah, I, um…met someone, too.”

      “When?” And is she the reason he’s been balls to the wall on this case since the start of the new year?

      “Recently. And she’s fucking here now.”

      “What?” He’s getting laid in the middle of an op?

      What have you been doing all night?

      “Long story. You be careful with this girl.”

      “Havana.” It’s not lost on me that he’s more concerned about me getting serious with her than he is about the fact I was shot twice last night. Then again, I know a bullet wound often heals faster than a broken heart. “You be careful there, too, bro. Stay focused. Get Donzelli done soon.”

      “Tell me when Paulie is dead, then I’ll make my move.”

      We’re on the same page. “Is he around the casino?”

      “Nah. He’s not due to show up for a few hours. It’s just Rudy, Sal, and some of the other guys. Let me know once you’ve iced that stupid bastard. Be safe. I’ve got to go.”

      I don’t even get to say goodbye before he hangs up. I would have liked to ask more questions, but Ridge is a man on a mission. I hope like hell for his sake, and the woman he’s lost his heart to, that they stay safe. That place Ridge has been infiltrating is a den of wolves.

      Then I put my concern for my younger brother aside. If he needs me, he’ll call. We reach out sparingly because no one we’re double-crossing on this case has any idea we’re brothers or business partners, but Ridge knows I’m here for him. I always have been, and I always will be.

      Now, it’s time for me to take care of business, so I point Havana’s ride toward an old garage Ridge and I keep for our toys. I park her car safely and lock it inside, out of sight. Then I pick up some hardware, fold myself into a sleek black sedan with windows tinted every bit as dark as the law allows, and head toward the swanky end of town.

      When I roll past Paul’s house, it’s dark inside. The sky is still inky black, and his Mercedes, which probably got scratched to shit last night, is parked out front.

      According to Ridge, Paul Carboni is forever trying to get laid and always striking out. Probably because he’s a middle-aged fat fuck whose face looks like it’s been repeatedly slammed into a brick wall. So the likelihood that he’s alone right now is high.

      But he’s a paranoid bastard. I won’t get in easily.

      On the other hand, once this is done, I should be able to get out clean. Then I can finally tell Havana who and what I am so we can get on with our lives. I’ll have to rethink my future since it’s going to include her—and more children. I swore I’d never get married and do the whole kids and picket fence thing. But I’m more than down for that now. At least a version of it that works for us.

      After I park at the end of the street and blend in with the shadows, I double back to Carboni’s house. I spot a newspaper out front. He still gets one delivered? How cute.

      I sneak around the side of the ritzy bungalow, avoiding motion-activated lights and mounted cameras to peek in windows, getting a sense of the floor plan, potential entry points, and possible hiding places. A plan begins forming when a light flips on inside at the back of the house.

      Shit.

      Easing behind a hedge, I hug the fence as the slider to the patio opens. A fluffy gray poodle trots out, heading straight for a half-dead patch of grass in the desert landscaped backyard. Is that prancing little thing Paul’s dog? I pictured him with a pit bull.

      The mobster stumbles out in a limp bathrobe with its belt flapping around his knees. He’s got one hand down his pale boxers, leaving his hairy belly hanging over the elastic, as he scratches his balls. After taking a long last drag, he lifts his cigarette away with his other hand while he watches the dog.

      It walks in circles, flitting from one spot to the next. Finally, she squats to do her business, then yaps at Paul a few times before dashing back into the house. Paul puts his cigarette out in a flowerpot beside the door and steps back inside.

      Time for me to make my move.

      Before Carboni can shut the door behind him, I rush him and slam it closed. The dog barks, but I ignore her, hooking an arm around Paul’s neck, then pressing my Glock to the mobster’s temple.

      He stiffens. “If you’re a burglar, you’re fucking with the wrong guy.”

      “I’m not a burglar, Paulie. I’m a dead man—or at least you thought I was. But I’m going to return the favor and do it right. I want your last thought in this life to be that you fucking failed. And to know that, soon, you, Donzelli, and your whole operation will be nothing but dust.”

      “What the fuck—”

      In the precious time it takes him to spew those three words, I yank the tie free from the loops of his bathrobe, coil it around his neck, and pull back with all my strength. Immediately, he starts choking, flailing, and fighting. But I’m younger, in better shape, and absolutely determined. Sure, he’s got his survival instinct working for him. And yeah, it would be easier to simply shoot him, but a lot louder and messier and less satisfying. He’s done this and worse to scores of powerless victims. He should go out knowing how it feels to be tortured out of his very last breath.

      He grabs at the tie, grunting and kicking as he tries to turn back to me. But I hold firm, twisting the tie tighter and tighter around his neck until his grunts turn to choking coughs. Even in the shadows I see him turning red. The dog continues yapping as Paul’s movements turn sluggish…then stop altogether as he slides to the floor. I tug one last time and hold the noose in place for another couple of minutes before I finally let go.

      The scum isn’t coming back, and good riddance.

      A quick glance around the kitchen tells me the dog has plenty of food and water. Havana would kill me if I left his pet in distress. The police will find Paul Carboni’s body before too much longer. I’ll make sure of that. And someone will take care of the pooch.

      Then I shove the bathrobe tie in my pocket, slip out the back door, cling to the last of the shadows as I creep back to the car, and disappear from Paul’s neighborhood like I was never there.

      After a quick stop at a hole-in-the-wall diner that I know has zero security equipment and about the same number of customers at this hour, I swipe a cigarette lighter from an older woman’s table when she’s not looking, head into the men’s room, and burn the bathrobe tie. Less than two minutes later, I wash my hands, clandestinely return the lighter, get a cup of coffee to go, then text my brother one word.

      Done.

      Finally, I slide back into the car, run a necessary errand, pick up another item I’ve had stashed away for weeks, and head back to our love shack so the life I really want—with the woman I love—can hopefully begin.
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      Havana

      I have no idea what time it is when I roll over in one of the most comfortable beds I’ve ever slept in and stretch. Two things startle me from my drowsy state. First, everything between my legs is deliciously tender. Second, there’s a hard, naked body next to me.

      Ransom!

      The night comes rushing back as I wake to find him lying beside me, his black eyes tender. He draws me closer and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Morning.”

      I’ve never woken up beside another human being, much less a man who makes my heart jolt and thump with nothing more than a smile. I can’t resist the urge to be closer, so I snuggle against him. “Morning.”

      “Did you miss me?”

      I frown. “You were gone?”

      “I left to take care of some business and grab a couple of things.” His grin widens. “But I guess you didn’t miss me at all.”

      Maybe not in my sleep, but being this close to Ransom now…

      “I did. Want me to prove how much?” I nip at his stubbled jaw and toss my thigh over his hip, entwining us.

      It’s no shock to feel his hard cock press against the pad of my pussy as he rolls me to my back and uses his strong thighs to spread my legs with a groan. Under him I lift my hips in invitation, gasping as his lips whisper up my throat before he settles his hot breath against my ear. “If you don’t stop tempting me, I’m going to say yes.”

      “Good.”

      “Flirty babygirls get fucked.”

      “Even better.”

      He takes my mouth, giving me one lingering press of his lips after another until I feel dazed and so slowly seduced it’s all I can do not to whine for more. But he pulls away. “After we talk. That has to come first.”

      The logical part of me knows he’s right. A lot of heavy stuff went down last night, and we threw caution to the wind. But to move forward, we have to communicate. I have lots of questions. He might, too. And we didn’t talk too much about what we both wanted with each other beyond sex. We simply lost our clothes and got busy.

      “Okay,” I sigh. “Give me five minutes in the bathroom.”

      He rolls aside. “I left you a clean toothbrush on the counter.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be right back.” With a shove of the covers, I put my feet on the floor, shivering against the chilly desert morning.

      “And while you go, I’ll enjoy the view. Damn, you have the prettiest ass I’ve ever seen.”

      It’s hard not to blush. Despite everything, I’m still not quite used to anyone seeing me naked, much less someone as gorgeous as Ransom.

      After a few minutes in the opulent bathroom, now filled with natural light, my teeth are clean. My finger-combed do still looks like I have major sex hair. My skin is flushed and rosy. And just like last night, my pussy is swollen and slick. Despite all that, I don’t look any different than yesterday morning when I woke up wondering if Ransom would come for me. But I feel different. I feel like I’m in love.

      Because you are.

      After opening the door, I’m disappointed to find Ransom standing in the middle of the room, wearing his jeans as he holds out his hand to me. But I guess if we tried to have this heart-to-heart naked, we wouldn’t get much talking done.

      “Come with me.”

      “Where are my clothes?”

      Another sly grin crosses his face. “You don’t need them.”

      “So you won’t find me distracting?” I tease him by dragging my fingers slowly across my thigh, barely stopping short of my pussy.

      His hot stare follows the motion. “Oh, I do. But this is too important to get sidetracked. If the conversation goes the way I hope, I’ll definitely be happy to let you distract me, because, damn… The view of your front is even better than the one from the back.”

      With a smile, I take his hand. He leads me down the shadowy hall and into the kitchen, then lifts me—bare-assed—onto the kitchen island. Across the room, Shadow lies cuddled on an upholstered chair at the breakfast table. She eyes us, seemingly decides we’re not a threat, then closes her eyes contentedly again.

      Ransom spreads my legs and steps between them. His expression turns solemn. He takes my face in his hands. “Havana, here’s the truth: I’m an assassin.”

      Since he delivers every word without a hint of humor, I don’t doubt him. And apparently, Ethan wasn’t BSing me. “I know.”

      Ransom raises a brow. “You do? And you’re not shocked?”

      “Maybe a little. Who do you work for, the mafia?”

      “That’s actually who we’re trying to shut down. The truth is, my youngest brother, Ridge, and I went into business together to take cases too dirty for the cops or the feds. Before that, we both served in different branches of the military. I was a SEAL. Ridge was Delta Force. Army. Rand and Rush were marines.”

      So he’s not one of the bad guys. My gut told me that all along. It was my head—trying to protect my heart—that filled me with doubt. “That’s badass.”

      He gives me a cynical shrug. “It also means we’ve all done things for God and country we never anticipated and we’re not particularly proud of. When an enemy combatant needed ending off the normal field of battle, I was usually chosen. They called me Glacier.”

      Ransom looks like he expects me to be horrified and walk away from him. I get the feeling he’s been judged before, so I blank my face and listen. “You were doing your job. And you got out.”

      He nods. “About five years ago. Ethan’s mom, Lydia, called to tell me she couldn’t handle him anymore and asked if I wanted full custody. I won’t diss her, because she did the hardest parts, birthing and getting him through the first fourteen years. But she was a child raising a child, and she didn’t always put Ethan first. My hitch was about up, and I’d been contemplating lucrative offers from the private sector. The timing worked out, so I left the navy and took Ethan. A few years ago, Ridge left Delta Force to tackle this bitch of a case. Personal reasons, he said. He wanted to end a mafia operation by infiltrating it from the inside.”

      “So that’s what you’ve been doing? That’s who shot you last night?”

      “Yeah. Marco Donzelli is a monster. He specializes in trafficking young women to rich buyers overseas who do unspeakable things to them before snuffing them out when they’ve lost their luster—or their fight. These are sick fucks, so when Ridge came to me with this case, we decided to go into business together. He’s insinuated himself in the organization and is feeding the feds information. I’ve been posing as a rival setting up shop. Donzelli’s right hand, Paul Carboni, was the one who tried to cap me last night. He won’t have that chance again. I made sure of it.”

      Meaning he killed the guy? Then again, what was Ransom supposed to do? The mobster wouldn’t have hesitated to off him. “When?”

      “This morning.”

      He looks really fucking collected for someone who ended another person’s life mere hours ago, but maybe he’s at peace knowing he put a stop to someone who only hurts others. “Wow.”

      “That means my part of this case is over. Ridge is almost ready to cash out and end Donzelli. Then it will be done.”

      “Won’t there be other capos or bosses or whatever they’re called who want revenge?”

      “Donzelli and the rest of the organization think I’m dead, so that solves my problem. Ridge’s situation is a little tougher, but the good news is, I think we have enough evidence to put the heavy hitters away for a long time. The rest are just underlings with no real power. They’re cockroaches who will scamper to the dark cracks of society and disappear. But if I’m wrong…I may be hired in the future to do a little exterminating.”

      It’s a lot to take in, and being in Ransom’s life will never be simple. On the other hand, he’s fighting for right, isn’t he? He cares about innocent people. Boys my age only give a damn about getting ass and getting wasted, which is why none of them ever interested me. Honestly, I can’t picture my life with anyone except Ransom. We’ll have challenges to work through, but doesn’t every couple?

      “Say something.” Ransom looks tense.

      “You ever off anyone besides criminals? I mean, you’re not the kind of guy someone would hire to blow away the cheating spouse they can’t afford to divorce, right?”

      He scowls. “Hell no. But the reality is, some criminals slip through the cracks of the justice system. They know the right people, have enough money to buy their freedom, or have lawyers who know how to subvert the adjudication process. They’ll never see the inside of a jail cell, and their crimes are too horrific to let them continue walking the streets. That’s where people like Ridge and me come in.”

      “Is this mafia thing the only one you’re working on?”

      “It’s Ridge’s only case. For a while now. This has been my main focus for a few months, too, but I’ve got other cases back-burnered. It will be nice to pivot back to some that don’t require me to use my particular skill.”

      Ransom has a good heart. It isn’t his words alone that convince me. I see it in his eyes. I feel it in his touch. I know it in the way he’s finished raising Ethan. Ransom is solid. He’s honest. He’s everything I could ever want.

      “Thanks for telling me all that. But if you thought that would get rid of me, I’m sorry to disappoint you. I’m still stuck on you.”

      His smile as he pulls me closer is full of relief. “I’m not trying to get rid of you at all, babygirl. In fact…” He pulls something from his pocket, then opens his palm to reveal a sparkling diamond solitaire. “How about marrying me?”

      Oh, my god. That ring in his palm—hell, the earnest expression on his face—tells me he’s totally serious.

      My eyes widen. I clap a hand over my gaping mouth. But I know what I want. I know who my heart belongs to. “Yes!”

      I’ve never considered myself a super-emotional girl, but the joy on his face as he whoops and slides the ring on my finger has my eyes welling with tears. When the band fits perfectly, as if it was made just for me, the drops fall down my cheeks.

      Ransom cups my face in his hands. “I love you, Havana. I’m going to make you so happy.”

      “I love you, too. We’re going to make each other happy.” Then something occurs to me, and I bite my lip. “What about Ethan?”

      “We’ve talked. He knows how I feel. He’s happy for us. And he’ll be starting the next chapter of his life in a few months, after graduation. He just needs to decide whether he’s going to college first or heading straight for the military. Either way, the kid is solid and strong. He’s going to be fine.”

      “He is,” I assure him. “But he’s not a kid anymore. He’s a man now. The way he helped me, the way he was so cool under pressure… He’s amazing.”

      Ransom takes my hand and stares at his ring winking there. “If I didn’t know better, I’d worry you’re interested in him.”

      “Nope. Never really was.” I wrap my arms around Ransom’s neck. “I couldn’t get interested because his father is way hotter.”

      Suddenly, he presses his body tight against me and his lips capture mine. Just like our very first kiss in Ransom’s kitchen, he steals my breath—and my heart. I have a feeling the rest of my life will be filled with laughter, love, and the kind of toe-curling passion most of my friends have searched for endlessly in their hookups.

      “And Ethan already told me that if I married you, he’d have the hottest stepmom ever. But I’m way luckier. I’ll have the most amazing vet and wife.” He seizes my lips again, wrapping his fingers in my hair and unleashing all his raw passion into the kiss. When he finally pulls away, I’m panting hard, squirming on the granite, and praying he has plans to take me to bed again soon. “So…how fast can we get married?”

      “In a hurry?”

      “Yeah. I’m about two minutes away from picking you up off that counter and taking you back to bed. You’re still not on the pill. I didn’t stop for condoms, so…”

      If we keep this up, I’m going to get pregnant. “Unless we decide to stop having sex before the wedding—”

      “Is that what you want? If it is, I’ll wait, babygirl.”

      “What?” It’s sweet of him to offer, but… “Pfft, no. You said you’d take me back to bed in two minutes. The clock is ticking.”

      His wide grin matches my smile. “Yes, ma’am. I aim to please. How does a wedding next weekend sound? I’d say today, but I’d like to give my parents and my brothers the opportunity to be here.”

      Even a week leaves me virtually no time to find a dress or plan a wedding, but it’s Vegas. Someone can snap their fingers and make all that happen. Plus, I don’t care that much about the pomp. I just want to marry Ransom and start our amazing life together. “Perfect.”

      “We’ll let everyone know…soon. First, I have one more surprise for you.”

      Whatever he’s cooking up is keeping me from the orgasms he’s so great at giving, and every time I’m in the same room with Ransom, I just want to be close to him. On the other hand, I haven’t had anyone in my life care about me in so long. And his eager expression tells me this is important. “Surprise?”

      “Wait here.” He heads into the pantry. He’s gone a few minutes when I hear a faint click. An acrid scent fills my nose, like he’s lit something on fire. Then he turns, holding a fluffy round cake with pristine white frosting and eighteen lit candles flickering with every step he takes toward me.

      “Oh, my god!” What an incredibly sweet gesture. Ransom may be rough and dirty and badass, but he melts my heart.

      “Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you…” he sings, then sets the cake on the island beside me. “Blow out your candles, babygirl. Make a wish.”

      I turn to the cake and sit cross-legged, biting my lip. Then look up at him with my heart in my eyes. “I don’t need to. You already made it come true.”
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      Thank you for reading Seduced by the Assassin! If you enjoyed it, please review and recommend it to your reader friends. That means the world to me!

      

      Want an easy way to keep up with the latest Shayla news and releases? Join my VIP Reader Newsletter or visit www.shaylablack.com for excerpts, teasers, previews, series’ reading order, and much more!

      
        
        Want to see Ridge Garrison abduct the one-night stand who stole his heart—and get the surprise of his life?

      

      

      
        
        SEDUCED BY THE MAFIA BOSS

        Forbidden Confessions: Protectors, Book 4

        by Shayla Black

        Click to purchase!

        (will be available in eBook and print!)

        (audio coming soon)
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        Forbidden Confessions: Protectors, Book 4

        by Shayla Black

        Click to purchase!

        (will be available in eBook and print!)

        (audio coming soon)

      

      

      
        
        What will he risk to make his one-night stand last forever?

      

        

      
        I’m Ridge.

        I’m living a lie—except the night I met Kristi.

        After hours of sweltering passion, I fell hard.

        And I vowed to end my enemies to claim her.

        Instead, she ran straight into danger.

        So I have to kidnap her.

        But she has a surprise for me, too…

        Now I’m even more determined to mete out justice so I can spend the next fifty years with her.

        Unfortunately, the mafia has a nasty habit of not letting go…

      

      

      

      
        
        ***

        EXCERPT

      

      

      Ridge stiffens to something like unbendable steel when he whirls on me and grabs my hand. “Goddamn it. You just couldn’t fucking leave when I told you to. C’mon.”

      When he tugs, I shake my head. “What’s on the eighth floor?”

      “I can’t explain it to you here. We’re being watched. Fuck.” He grabs my shoulders. “Now you have to come with me. And it’s going to get ugly.”

      Before I can run, scream, tear off my clothes, or anything else that might attract attention, Ridge lifts me into his arms, against his chest, and carries me through the high rollers’ area.

      “What are you doing? Put me down!”

      He keeps walking like I didn’t speak, giving a flinty fuck-off stare to a blackjack dealer in the roped-off area, then nodding at a pair of suited hulks guarding a drape.

      As we reach it, they push the brocade back to reveal an open elevator. Ridge strides inside. The doors begin to close.

      I scream as if my life depends on it…because I’m starting to think it does.

      He drops me to my feet, plasters me against the wall of the elevator with his body, and covers my mouth with his hand. “It’s too late for that. You’re at my mercy now.”

      Those dark eyes of his—the ones so full of warmth and desire nine short weeks ago—are like black ice now.

      “Don’t hurt me.” The plea slips out.

      If anything, his eyes turn colder. “Where’s your phone?”

      My last lifeline to 9-1-1 and the outside world? “I-I don’t have it.”

      Mouth pressing into a grim line, Ridge yanks the strap of my purse off my shoulders, rifles through my bag, finds the device, and powers it down before pocketing it. “I’m sorry.”

      Terror grips my throat. “What are you going to do to me?”

      He doesn’t answer, which only terrifies me more. Then the elevator dings.

      Eighth floor.

      The doors open to a shadowy, dank hallway. It’s outdated. It smells musty.

      I grab on to the safety rail in the elevator for dear life. I’m not letting go until Ridge gives me some answers. “Why are you bringing me here?”

      He lifts me again, bracing me against his chest and cutting me off from my last line of escape without remorse. “So we can…talk.”

      The way he says it? I don’t think that’s all we’ll be doing.
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        Zyron and Tessa, Part One

        Wicked & Devoted, Book 3

        by Shayla Black

        NOW AVAILABLE!

        (will be available in eBook, print, and audio)

        Click here to purchase!

      

      

      

      
        
        He wants her…and he doesn’t care that she’s the enemy.

      

      

      

      Chase “Zyron” Garrett left a bloody stint with Uncle Sam for the personal security business. His employment agreement forbids hookups with co-workers, which isn’t a problem—until Tessa Lawrence, the office secretary and single mom, is harassed by her vengeful ex-boyfriend. Zy is assigned to protect her, but the moment he meets the gorgeous blonde, those contractual restrictions tighten around him like a noose.

      

      Tessa Lawrence is alone in the world…except for her newborn baby, and she’s determined to survive without anyone’s help. Then Zy walks through her door. Fiercely protective yet tender, he’s everything she wants in a man, lover, and father for her daughter. But he’s totally off-limits. If she falls for him, she’ll be fired.

      

      When a teammate is captured and the enemy predicts their every move, it’s clear they’ve got a mole. The bosses task Zy with discovering their traitor, and all clues point to the woman he’s losing his heart to. With danger lurking, he’s caught in a tangle of unquenched need and searing betrayal. Will their love be the greatest casualty of all?
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        EXCERPT

      

      

      

      January 26

      

      Chase Garrett, known to most as Zyron, stepped off his bike and locked up his helmet. His hands fucking shook. On the long walk up the shadowy path to the familiar front door, he let out a slow breath. Calm wasn’t happening.

      He’d waited forever for the right to touch Tessa Lawrence. He’d been her friend, her co-worker, and her protector. But most of all, he wanted to be her lover.

      Today, everything had changed. So tonight, that might finally happen.

      Night enveloped him, chilly, still, and clear. Stars winked in a vast midnight sky. The world seemed to have stopped, as if it held its breath in anticipation. Or maybe that was just him, working to keep his lungs functioning and his head screwed on straight. Thoughts of Tessa made him hungry and desperate. Always had. He’d never craved a woman the way he did her.

      Would she finally say yes?

      At the front door, he knocked and told himself he wasn’t making a mistake. He wanted to do this. Yeah, but he had to do this. His bosses hadn’t left him any choice.

      It took a minute, but the porch light came on. He sensed Tessa on the other side, saw a shadow pass in front of the peephole. Finally, she eased the door open. Her face was bare, her blond hair in a messy bun on top of her head. Her bottom lip was rosy and puffy, as if she’d been chewing on it in worry. She wasn’t wearing anything fancy, just a plain set of long-sleeved cotton pajamas in a muted green with a simple satin trim, but they hugged every curve of that body he’d craved for ten seemingly endless months. They also told him she wore nothing underneath.

      All his blood rushed south. He started to sweat.

      “Zy.” She sounded surprised, but she looked as if she’d half been expecting him. “What are you doing here? It’s getting late. Are you okay?”

      “Did you really think that, after today, I wouldn’t come?”

      “No.”

      “Is Hallie asleep?” he asked of her infant daughter.

      “She fought some, but I got her down about thirty minutes ago.”

      He enjoyed spending time with the little girl, but she was a distraction they didn’t need tonight. “Good. Can I come in?”

      She hesitated. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      “Did you get a new contract today?”

      Another hesitation before she nodded. “Joaquin emailed it to me.”

      “Did you sign it?”

      “Zy…” She bit her lip again, this time as if she tried to stop herself from answering.

      He wasn’t letting this go. He’d waited for her. He’d wanted her. And he intended to take her. “Did you?”

      She sighed. “Yes.”

      “So did I, first thing this morning. The restrictions keeping us apart are gone.”

      “They are, but—”

      “There are no more ‘buts’, Tessa.”

      Finally, she nodded. “How did you know?”

      “The bosses told me.”

      “Why?”

      She wasn’t asking why they’d rewritten the employment contracts and rescinded the clause that had prevented them from having any non-work contact of a sexual nature. No doubt the trio of bastards they worked for had fed her some story. They were good at that. Probably why they were successful. No, Tessa wanted to know why they’d told him about her contract.

      Because they want me to get close to you, to fuck you, and find out if you’ve been selling us out. Right now, I hate my goddamn job…but I want you more. “Because when they changed mine, I asked about yours. You know why.”

      “I do.”

      Good. “Can you think of a single reason I can’t come in, strip you down, and make love to you? Tell me right now.”

      Even by the vague lights of the porch, he saw color flush her cheeks. “Did you mean what you said on Christmas Eve?”

      “Every word.”

      Tessa dragged in a shaky breath as she stared at him with big green eyes. Finally, she stepped back, her baby pink toe nails a soft splash of color against the white tile of her foyer. “Then there’s no reason at all. Come in.”
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      Raised an only child, Shayla occupied herself with lots of daydreaming, much to the chagrin of her teachers. In college, she found her love for reading and realized that she could have a career publishing the stories spinning in her imagination. Though she graduated with a degree in Marketing/Advertising and embarked on a stint in corporate America to pay the bills, her heart has always been with her characters. She’s thrilled that she’s been living her dream as a full-time author for the past eleven years.
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