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          About Dangerous Attraction: Part One

        

      

    

    
      
        Ex-Navy SEAL Travis Ration is an expert hunter. Whether his prey is criminal or victim, he always gets his mark. He's no hero, just a man doing his job. It’s all he has after a felony conviction after a bad judgement call. When the FBI call in a favor and ask him to look into a serial killer over the holiday break, he jumps at the opportunity to fill the long, cold days with something besides regret and bad movies. In Las Vegas, he's on the hunt for a prolific serial killer no one wants to admit exists. The leads are dry and the evidence gone, until she walks into his life. Bliss Giles—curvy, sassy and everything he can't have.

        

        What’s worse, Travis knows Bliss’ sister is the killer's latest victim. She fits the profile. Time is running out and the fastest way to retrace the killer's path is with Bliss at Travis' side. In the seat of danger. He vows to keep Bliss safe and his hands to himself, after all, a nice girl like her doesn't need a guy like him in her life. Too bad no one told Bliss Travis was off-limits. She tests his boundaries and pushes his control every minute they're together until he can't remember why wanting her is a bad idea.

        

        The hunters become the hunted in this tale of serial killers and SEALs for hire. One broken man must unpack his baggage, a woman has make a leap of faith and a sister chooses to live in this new, romantic suspense serial by NYT & USA Today bestselling author, Sidney Bristol.

        

        Warning: It won't end happily ever after—this time. Hold onto your panties, because nothing is safe.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Travis Ration hunched over the hotel desk and flipped to the first page of the autopsy report. The lights from the Vegas strip cast globes of colored light onto the paper, but the glitz and glamour held no sway for him. Only the poor woman in the photo.

      She was blonde. Like the rest. Pretty. A Vegas native named Linda. She’d been social, so her disappearance had been noted within hours by friends and family, but by then it was too late. Whoever was abducting blonde, attractive young women was good. And if the list of missing blonde women was a hint, the perpetrator had operated in the Las Vegas area for years—without anyone connecting the dots. Or maybe LVPD had and didn’t want to face it. They wouldn’t be the first to ignore a killer to preserve tourism. A killer who only took one victim a year was easy to hide.

      There was a serial killer in Las Vegas, and no one wanted to admit it.

      “Hey man, ready to go?” Mason Clark, a new hire to the Aegis Group security firm, stepped into Travis’ room, one hand braced on the door.

      “No, man. Hit the strip without me.” Travis didn’t glance away from the report.

      The autopsy read almost exactly like the last one. The cause of death, to a one, was blood loss, coupled with trauma to the head and abdomen.

      It was the differences that mattered.

      Judging by the time of death, the women lasted for anywhere from seven to twelve months before being murdered and dumped. Except Linda. She was an exception. She’d only been missing for two months. Why keep her so short a time? Had something gone wrong? The dead woman’s corpse might tell him more.

      What was really telling, though, was that from the time of death to the next abduction was somewhere in the twenty-four hour mark, which meant these crimes were well thought out. The perpetrator organized and focused on the details.

      “No? What are…No, you are not on that again.” Ethan Turner, Travis’ best friend, groaned and shouldered past Mason. “I thought you were going to take a break from this.”

      “I said I was taking a break from work.” Travis picked up the hotel pen and jotted down the injuries and observations that were different from the previous victims. That was where he’d find the clues. The guy doing this was too methodical to deviate from his plan, so when and where he did things was important.

      This was a different kind of skill set than his typical jobs with Aegis. If things were different, Travis might have retired from the SEALs and become a private investigator, if it hadn’t been for the felony conviction and dishonorable discharge. No one trusted a felon. He was just lucky the management at Aegis knew him. A couple of the guys he’d served with had vouched for him, gotten him a spot on the elite team the company threw at the worst of problems. It wasn’t a bad gig, all things considered.

      “What are you doing?” Mason crossed the room and peered over Travis’ shoulder.

      “He’s playing hound dog for the FBI.” Ethan popped the top on a longneck from their freshly stocked mini fridge.

      “What is this?” Mason snagged the first page of the report with the autopsy pictures clipped to it and dropped it almost immediately onto the ground. “What the hell?”

      Travis punched Mason in the thigh, not hard, but enough that the other man bent over and rubbed the spot.

      “Don’t fuck with my stuff.” Travis grabbed the piece of paper and the photographs. He straightened the documents out, ensuring all of the pieces were securely in place before putting it back in the folder.

      “What the hell is that? Why do you have pictures of a dead woman?” Mason’s eyes were wide, his lip curled. They’d all seen death. Everyone who worked for the Aegis Group had served overseas. They’d all killed. But they weren’t all good at it. Travis had reservations about Mason’s hire, but he wasn’t the boss.

      “None of your damn business,” Travis replied.

      “Is this a job or something?” Mason glanced between Travis and Ethan, who shook his head and took another swig of his beer. The Aegis Group was a private security company—on paper. In reality, they performed a wide range of services that often skirted the law from abduction retrieval to protection details, extraction services to product procurement.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Travis said.

      “The fuck we won’t.” Ethan gave Travis the thousand yard stare. Travis was pretty sure Ethan was about to try to deck him for the hell of it.

      “I thought we were here for a protective detail,” Mason said.

      “You are. I’m not.” Travis flipped the folder closed. FBI and CONFIDENTIAL were stamped across the front of the brown surface.

      “What did you get us into this time?” Ethan took two steps toward Travis, and stopped, the beer clenched in his right hand.

      “You aren’t involved,” Travis replied.

      “The hell I’m not. What is this?” Ethan pointed at the folder.

      “Just something I’m looking into.”

      “Is this why you wouldn’t go home for Christmas?” Ethan’s gaze narrowed.

      Travis studied Ethan—the bloodshot eyes, the clenched hand.

      This wasn’t about Travis, or his side gig researching potential cases for the Behavioral Analysis Unit, a specialized FBI team that tracked down the worst kinds of killers, something he’d gotten involved with after a copycat murderer recreated the horrors from his family’s past.

      “Molly refused to split Christmas with you, didn’t she?” Travis shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet, ready to move if Ethan rushed him. The worst fight they’d had happened the day Molly told Ethan she wanted a divorce. Some emotions could only be worked out with fists.

      For a second, no one moved or spoke. Travis was not looking forward to the hotel bill for trashing the place.

      Ethan blew out a breath and sat down on Travis’ bed as if a one-ton weight were on his back. The spring squeaked, and the pillows bounced under the man’s bulk.

      “Yeah, she did,” Ethan mumbled.

      Mason’s brows rose, but he didn’t comment. The kid had some brains.

      Travis stood and stretched. No fight then, which was a good thing. He’d hate to have to break Ethan’s nose, and then take his place on the protective detail because Ethan was too scary looking as a result.

      “When will you get to see Nate?” Travis crossed to the mini fridge and grabbed his own beer. The case weighed heavily on him, but he’d gone through SEAL training with Ethan. Travis had been the best man at Ethan and Molly’s wedding and the first one there to load out boxes of Ethan’s things when he moved out. They were brothers in every sense of the word save blood.

      “Before he goes back to school. The second through the fourth. Three days. Three fucking days.” Ethan took another long pull on his bottle.

      “Make the most of those days. Don’t dwell on what you don’t get.” Travis clinked his bottle to Ethan’s.

      Travis knew what it was like to have an absent father. At least Ethan wanted to be in his son’s life. Travis was pretty certain his father hadn’t wanted to live, but he hadn’t wanted to die bad enough to do something about it. That was the kind of mark a serial killer left on a person, and it was the same darkness that passed down to Travis.

      “What’s the deal with the FBI?” Mason picked up the folder from the desk and looked at the cover. “This is the real deal, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Leave it alone.” Travis watched Mason, though not because he didn’t trust the kid. Anyone who worked at Aegis underwent a thorough background check and multiple people had to vouch for a new hire. In the field, Travis would trust Mason with his life, but he didn’t know the guy.

      The younger man seemed to consider his options for a moment, and then he did the smart thing and laid the folder on the desk.

      “What’s the case this time?” Ethan asked.

      “Some sick fuck is kidnapping young blonde women. He keeps them for months, maybe a year, then kills them.” He left out the horrific parts about the abuse and the pregnancies. Some things the others didn’t need to know.

      What did he do with the babies?

      “Why is this your problem?” Mason asked.

      “Ever heard of TBK?” Ethan glanced at Travis.

      If Mason hadn’t already known, he would find out. It was only a matter of time until someone told him.

      “Wasn’t that on the news a while back? Last year?” Mason screwed up one eye and pressed his lips together. “I was getting out of the SEALs about that time. It’s all kind of a blur.”

      “Nah, man, TBKiller and that dude are two different people. TBKiller was a copycat,” Ethan said.

      “My old man’s family was murdered by a serial killer. Called himself TBK. Torture. Blind. Kill.” Travis peeled part of the label off his beer. Murdered was putting it lightly. They’d been tortured in the most sadistic fashion, then before their deaths, their eyes were removed.

      TBK had terrorized Oklahoma City before Travis had been born, but he had shaped Travis’ life. TBK’s last victims were Travis’ grandparents, and his father had been forced to watch it all. His old man had never fully recovered. Travis and his half-sister Emma often bore the brunt of the dysfunction.

      “Fuck. I didn’t know,” Mason said.

      “It happened before you or I were born.” Travis shrugged. “Last year this guy goes apeshit. Starts copying the TBK murders and leaving these sick notes for my half-sister, Emma. They killed him trying to finish Emma off. Turns out this guy, who’d worked at the corner gas station she went to all the time, is part of this…serial killer club. The BAU is—”

      “BAU? What?” Mason blinked.

      “Behavioral Analysis Unit. They’re the FBI unit that specializes in serial killers. They’re trying to track down the club members, but no one wants to have a serial murderer on their hands.”

      “And that’s where Travis likes to help out.” Ethan thumbed at Travis.

      “How?” Mason asked.

      Travis could see the skepticism in Mason’s eyes. The kid had been around Aegis long enough to hear rumors, stories about the Zed Team. He was probably wondering what a felon like Travis could do that the FBI couldn’t.

      Well fuck him.

      “I let their team know where I’m working. If they have any leads, I’ll look into it.” Travis sipped his beer and stared at the mirror.

      “Why?”

      “Why the fuck do you want to know?” He scowled at Mason, but couldn’t blame him. The whole gig was strange. “The FBI has to be invited into an investigation, unless it crosses state lines. Like I said, no one wants to have a serial killer on their hands.”

      “So you, what? Find a reason for them to come here?” Mason asked. “Why you? You’re just a bodyguard.”

      Travis gripped the edge of the dresser.

      Just a bodyguard.

      “What the fuck do you know?” Ethan flipped Mason off.

      He was right. All Travis was good for these days was an under-the-table gig and to catch the bullets meant for someone else. But that was his own fault. Reputable people didn’t hire a felon, even an ex-Navy SEAL felon, no matter what his credentials were. How he wound up in prison didn’t matter, only that he’d done time. But some jobs were made for him. He’d tracked some of the worst kinds of people across deserts, oceans, and mountains. This serial killer wouldn’t know what hit him.

      

      [image: ]

      She was perfect. Better than the others. She would make him a good wife and give him the child he desired. Maybe this time it would live.

      Daniel checked his rearview mirror, but the street was empty and dark this late at night. The quaint old shops lined what had once been a major retail area for Las Vegas, before the casinos and the strip lured business away.

      He parked the Buick Electra along a curb and killed the engine.

      Wendy sat perfectly still and serene in the passenger seat.

      This girl was different. He almost clapped his hands in giddy excitement. She was older, had already borne one son, but that meant she was capable of giving him what he needed. Her energy was better, too. At this point he was normally still dealing with the sobbing and the fighting back.

      Wendy would make the perfect bride. She wouldn’t betray him, she wouldn’t fight him. They would remake history together.

      Linda hadn’t been good enough. She’d been selfish and unworthy, right to the end. His shoulder ached from where she’d stabbed him, so it was only fair she’d died by the same blade.

      Wendy, on the other hand? He was looking forward to spending a year with this bride.

      One year. One pregnancy. That was the rule. That was how he kept them from betraying him. He’d studied the greats, how they did it, what their methods were. Nothing good came from keeping her more than a year.

      “What do you want?” Wendy’s voice was quiet, soothing. She would be a gentle creature, which meant he needed to be mindful about how he handled her.

      “I want you to marry me. Give me a son.”

      “I’m already married.” She turned her head, and he stared into her dark brown eyes.

      He punched the dashboard. The old car was sturdy and took the abuse.

      How dare she speak of the other man in her life! That one was gone. She was his, now.

      “I’m sorry.” She recoiled, pressing her back against the car door.

      “You marry me, or I kill your family. I think I’ll start with your sister.” He pulled a photograph of Wendy and a dark-haired woman out of his jacket pocket and laid it on the seat between them. His hidden cameras had snapped the candid shot of the two at the sister’s apartment just last week.

      Wendy gasped and covered her mouth.

      “Or maybe I kill little Paul first?” He tossed another picture down. This time it was of a rosy-cheeked baby grinning up at the camera in his crib.

      “Oh my God. How did you get that?”

      “I took it. There is nowhere your loved ones will be safe from me. I’m in their lives.” He laid down three more pictures. Her husband at work. Her parents in their kitchen. And lastly, a photograph of Wendy asleep in her own bed. “What’ll it be, Wendy? Do you want to marry me?”

      Her tears glistened in the moonlight, so precious. Each wife had to be broken so that they could be molded to his will, becoming the woman they were destined to be. The radio began playing the holiday classic White Christmas. He hummed a few bars as he took in his bride. She’d make the right choice. They always did.

      Wendy nodded and swiped at her cheeks.

      “If I marry you, do you promise not to hurt them?”

      He leaned across the car and bumped Wendy’s chin with his knuckle.

      “I don’t care about them, Wendy. I care about you. What do you say? Want to be Mrs. White? I like that last name. I think it’ll remind us of this season.”

      She nodded and squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Just don’t hurt them,” she whispered.

      “I’ve always wanted a Christmas wedding.” He shifted into drive, steering them back toward the strip and the drive-through wedding chapels, humming along to the radio.
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      Bliss stepped into the Vegas Police Department and removed her sunglasses. She blinked away the sunspots and glanced around. The place was hopping first thing in the morning—people picking up their drunken friends, prostitutes and petty thieves posting bail. Most hadn’t even been to bed yet, but that was the nature of Vegas.

      She strode to the counter, twisting the strap of her purse in her hands.

      Why had she waited?

      “Excuse me?” she said when the officer at the counter didn’t acknowledge her.

      “Yeah?” The man didn’t even look up from his paperwork.

      “My sister, she’s missing.” She laid a photograph on the counter and slid it across.

      “How long has she been gone?”

      Gone. Not missing.

      Bliss swallowed her irritation. Popular theory was that a person had to be MIA for seventy-two hours before they could be considered missing. Popular theory was wrong, and so was the idea that Wendy was just—gone. Someone needed to be searching for her now.

      “She’s not at her house, and she’s not answering her phone. I’ve been trying her since last night.” Bliss loved her little sister fiercely. Ever since Wendy gave birth and fell into a depression, they’d begun the habit of getting together every couple of days, sometimes to just sit on the couch and say nothing.

      “When was the last time you spoke with her?”

      From the bored manner of the officer’s questioning, she could guess how much attention the cops were going to pay her. As soon as she mentioned the depression, they would just roll their eyes and tell her to wait.

      “Yesterday afternoon. Maybe five o’ clock?”

      “She’s been missing, what?” The officer glanced at his watch. “Sixteen hours? You sure she isn’t sleeping late?”

      “No.” Okay, that was a lie. Wendy could be sleeping in late somewhere, just not at her house. Maybe a hotel or a spa somewhere? But she’d have at least let Bliss know.

      “Ma’am, you can fill out a report, but chances are she’ll show up later today.” He gestured to the line of people behind her. “Forms are on the right.”

      “But…she’s missing. She’s not well. What if something happened to her? Maybe you’ve seen her? My height, but skinny, blonde, brown eyes. Come on.”

      “Fill out the paperwork, and someone will look into it. Next.” He gestured to a man and woman behind her. They shouldered past, and all Bliss could do was stare at them.

      Was this happening? Her sister was missing. And no one cared.

      Wendy was the fragile one. Their parents coddled her, and Bliss became her protector through school. She even transferred colleges to make sure Wendy had someone in her life she could lean on. It was a relief when Grayson fell madly in love with Wendy because it meant she’d never want for anything in her life. She was completely taken care of, thanks to Grayson’s lucrative career designing buildings. But since the baby, Wendy was even more delicate than usual. If Bliss didn’t find her soon, oh God, she couldn’t live with herself. What would she tell Grayson when he came home? At least baby Paul was with his grandparents for a few days.

      “Excuse me, ma’am?” A big, hulking man loomed over her. She took a step back instinctively. Something about him telegraphed danger in big, bold letters. He held out a slick white business card.

      She glanced at the card. Aegis Group was printed on it in a neat type, no nonsense, no logo. Thick cardstock, with that fancy grain that spoke of understated money. These weren’t bargain business cards some scam artists got off the Internet. It was the nice stuff only those who dealt with rich people used.

      Her gaze traveled up the arm to his face. His short-cropped brown hair was slightly bleached, as if he spent a lot of time outside. Dark aviators hid half his face, but what she could see was his strong, angular jaw. If he were selling a product, it would be something dangerous and manly. Not guns though, he was someone who liked to use his hands. A knife, maybe something more covert.

      “Can I see that picture?” He gestured to the photo she held clutched in her hand.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “My name is Travis. I work with a private security company. I want to see if I can help. What’s your name?”

      Was this a scam? Grayson had a lot of money. What if someone picked up Wendy with the intent to ransom her back?

      “Officer?” She raised her voice and side-stepped the man.

      The officer sighed audibly and glanced at her, then the hulking brute.

      “Who is he?” she asked.

      “Some PI.” The officer shrugged.

      Great. Lot of good the cops were going to do her today.

      “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” Bliss was running out of options. She didn’t have the kind of resources Grayson did, but if she had to hire a private investigator, well, she wanted someone scary on their side, and this guy fit the bill. Hadn’t he said his name? Travis?

      He turned the business card over.

      “Call this number. Ask them to verify for you who I am. What I do.”

      She took the card and studied the numbers. It was out of state. Illinois?

      “Long way from home?” She dug in her purse for her phone.

      “I’m here looking into a case.”

      “Why do you want to help me then?”

      “The man I’m looking for abducts pretty blonde women born and raised in Las Vegas.” She couldn’t see his eyes, but the way he tipped his chin, she could feel his gaze travel the length of her body. “If your sister is anything like you, she fits the victimology.”

      “We’re nothing alike, that’s just it.”

      “I don’t mean in looks.” He leaned toward her, staring deep into her eyes. It was an intense sensation to be the focus of this man. “It’s in the eyes. I can’t explain it.”

      Bliss stared at him.

      Their parents relocated to Vegas after her birth. Wendy was born in Vegas. They hadn’t lived anywhere else. One of Wendy’s problems, if they could be called that, was that she drew too much male attention. She was stunning, with a model’s body and the sweetest disposition. People always said she had the most beautiful eyes.

      “Keep talking,” she said.

      “The picture?” He held out his hand.

      Bliss shoved the snapshot of them at him. It was from just before Wendy had given birth. She’d been tired, but happy.

      Travis stared at it for several moments.

      “What happens to the women?” she asked. Her mind could fill in the blanks, but she wanted to hear him say it. This couldn’t be real. This kind of thing didn’t happen in real life.

      “Want to grab a seat? Maybe some coffee?”

      “What happens to the women?”

      He stared down at her, and the muscle on the left side of his jaw twitched.

      “You should sit before I answer that question.”

      “Fine. Where?”

      “I saw a café down the street.”

      “Lead on.” She gestured the way she’d come. For some reason she didn’t want Travis at her back. He gave her the shivers, but not in a creepy kind of way.

      He nodded and strode back to the entry, pausing to hold the door open for her. She stepped out into the sunshine and shivered. Despite the clear blue sky, the breeze was unseasonably chilly. She shoved her hands in her pockets and gripped her phone with one hand, the business card with the other.

      How crazy was this?

      They were supposed to be planning Christmas…not this.

      Her phone vibrated against her palm. She glanced at the screen and stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

      “Shit. It’s Grayson—uh, her husband. What do I tell him?” The same panic she’d been fighting all morning wrapped around her throat, making it hard to breath. She glanced up at Travis and she had her anchor.

      “The truth,” he said.

      Bliss squeezed her eyes shut and answered the phone.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Morning. Sorry for calling so late. Things got out of hand this morning. My morning. Your night. How is she?” From the ambient sounds and echoing footsteps, Bliss was willing to bet her brother-in-law was doing some sort of site walkthrough.

      “I’ve got some bad news.” She stared at Travis, who gave her a nod.

      “What is it?”

      “Wendy…is….she’s…Oh, God, Grayson…” She nearly collapsed right there on the sidewalk. Travis caught her around the shoulders while she sobbed and guided her to a bench. He perched next to her, one arm slung around her in a protective embrace.

      “Give it to me,” he whispered.

      “Hold on.” She thrust the phone into his hand and covered her face, leaning against him.

      “Grayson, my name is Travis Ration, I work for the Aegis Group, a—” He paused and glanced away. “Well, at least we don’t have to do that. Sir, I’m sorry to tell you like this, but your wife appears to have gone missing…Last night. I met Bliss at the PD a few minutes ago, looking into a case I think might be involved…That won’t be necessary…That would work…Here she is.” Travis thrust the phone into her hands. “I’ll be right over there.”

      He got up, and she missed his warmth and protective presence immediately. She watched him walk away, hands in his pockets, head swinging side to side, as if he were already on the lookout.

      “Bliss?”

      “Hey, sorry, it’s me.”

      “Is he…is he serious?”

      “Dead serious.” She cringed at her poor word choice.

      “I’m catching the next plane home. It’ll take me at least sixteen hours from London. We’re going to retain Aegis Group to find her. I don’t care what it costs.” He didn’t skip a beat. There wasn’t any shock or dismay, no denial, he just…hired Travis, a complete stranger, to do it.

      “Is that…smart?” She turned and pitched her voice lower. “Who is this guy?”

      “I don’t know who he is, but Aegis is the best. Worth every penny.”

      What the hell kind of job was he doing that was that dangerous? Didn’t Grayson build offices or something?

      “I’m going to lose you. I’ll call back in a bit. I want to know everything.”

      She hung up the phone and leaned forward, planting her elbows on her knees. They were supposed to be shopping today for presents. Bliss had even planned to coordinate with Priscilla to make sure the house got decorated and presents wrapped so Wendy didn’t feel the crush of organizing it herself.

      What if she never saw her sister again?
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      Wendy sat with her back to the wall of the cave. Metal bars blocked her path out of the cave or farther back into the rocks. It wasn’t wide, maybe ten or twelve feet across. The bottom was smoothed out. A few rugs and pieces of furniture took up the rest of the space. It was a far cry from the Vegas mansion her husband built for them following their wedding, but at least there was no draft. There was also no light unless Daniel came back.

      Her husband.

      She shuddered and squeezed her eyes shut. The darkness spun around her, and she pitched sideways, landing on the soft, inviting bed.

      Wendy scrambled to her feet and backed toward the cave entrance. She couldn’t touch the furniture. For a brief period of time when the lights overhead had illuminated her prison, and she did her best to take stock of what was there. That was when she found them. Three pairs of women’s panties stashed under the mattress. All different sizes.

      Grayson was her husband, not this crazy psycho. Grayson, who she loved. They had a baby together. Paul.

      Oh, Paul.

      Her heart clenched and in that moment, she’d have given anything to hold her baby. Anything at all. She never wanted something so bad before, and now it might be too late. Her previous baby boy.

      “Hey. Hey.”

      She pressed her hands over her ears, willing the voices to go away. She couldn’t handle them. Their smell. She couldn’t even deal with being there.

      “Where did Linda go?”

      “He killed her.”

      “Are you sure? She said, but Linda said there were others before us. I mean, I just thought he kept the women a long time.”

      “What do you think?”

      “Is she Linda now?”

      Wendy squeezed her eyes shut. The three men were in smaller cells behind hers, which meant that in order for Daniel to get to them, he had to go through hers. She could smell the men, or maybe it was their bandages. Was that her fate? What was going to happen to her? Would he chop off parts of her like he’d done to them?

      She didn’t dare attempt an escape, not when he’d kill her baby.
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      Travis was far too big to fit in the only unoccupied booth in the café. He didn’t dare suggest somewhere farther from the PD for fear the woman across from him might faint or cry or something. She’d seemed on the brink of falling apart outside, but she’d rallied and followed him to the café without so much as a tear.

      “Here’s your coffee. Can I get you anything else?” The waitress deposited a carafe on the table along with cream and sugar.

      “No, thank you,” he replied.

      The woman across from him shook her head. Her shoulder length brown hair swished around her face, all glossy looking. For some crazy reason he wanted to touch it. To run his fingers through her pretty hair and see if it felt as soft as it looked. He kept his hands to himself. Girls like her didn’t need men like him in their lives.

      “Bliss, right?”

      She nodded her head, sending those strands moving again.

      “Yeah, sorry, I didn’t introduce myself did I? I’m Bliss Giles.” She cupped the empty ceramic mug with both hands.

      He picked up the carafe and poured her some coffee first, then himself. This wasn’t his thing. He didn’t deal with clients, he wasn’t the person to offer comfort or hope. His history hadn’t wired him that way, but for her he’d try.

      “Tell me about the last time you saw your sister. Do you mind if I take notes?”

      “You said you’d tell me what happened to the other women.” Her dark brown eyes focused on him. She was no longer on the verge of tears or lost in thought. He kind of liked being the center of her focus.

      “You don’t want to know that.”

      “Yes, I do. And I want to know why you think my sister might be one of them.” She tapped the photograph of Wendy he’d laid on the table.

      The two sisters couldn’t be more different. At least on the surface level.

      Wendy was petite, blonde, and almost breakable looking. Bliss was shapely, luscious, and that dark hair set off her pale, perfect skin. The one thing the sisters shared was their dark brown, almost black eyes. He’d heard someone call eyes that dark soulless eyes, but looking at Bliss, that sentiment couldn’t be further from the truth. It was the intangible quality the camera captured that he’d seen in the other victim’s photographs pre-death. A light. An inner brightness. This killer snuffed out truly bright flames, and for what?

      He was going to find out.

      “Tell me.” She leaned closer.

      He’d have to give her the Cliff notes version. What would he tell his sister?

      No, that was a bad gauge. His sister kept a living collection of TBK documents and coverage. He’d likely tell her everything, because they’d lived through worse.

      “Over the last seven years nine Las Vegas women, all blonde, have gone missing. They turn up between a couple months to a year after they were abducted. Dead. About twenty-four hours after the time of death, another girl is taken.”

      “What aren’t you telling me? I could find that out for myself.”

      “Some things you don’t want to know.”

      “I have a right to know. That’s my sister.”

      “Then tell me about the last time you saw her. Let me find her.”

      “I want to know what you aren’t telling me.”

      She was a stubborn little thing.

      Travis cleared his throat and made himself relax. Their knees bumped under the table and she shifted, bumping into his other knee. Her cheeks tinged pink, and she finally looked away from him. Interesting. She’d challenge him, but a little knee bump was too much? Women were a mystery.

      And better off far away from him.

      He had no business thinking about Bliss that way. He was a felon. There was no place for a woman in his life.

      “When was the last time you saw Wendy?” He picked up his pen. As fun as it was to share coffee with a pretty girl instead of Ethan’s ugly mug, this was about life and death.

      “Yesterday, around five. I left work and stopped by her place to check on her.”  She tore open sugar packets one at a time and upended them into her coffee. Her fingers were small, nimble, with nails in three shades of purple. The bangles on her wrist clanged and chimed as she moved, drawing his attention back to her smallest movement.

      “Check on her? Was something wrong? Did she tell you anything?”

      “Wendy…” Bliss bit her lip and glanced out of the window, tucking her hair behind her ear. There was a small tattoo there, partially hidden. It made him wonder if there was more ink on her body. Not that it was any of his business. “Wendy has post-partum depression. Her in-laws are babysitting Paul while her husband is out of town. They’re looking for a nanny to take care of him. Well, both of them, really. She’s been very out of sorts since his birth.”

      “She just had a baby?” He swallowed.

      Fuck.

      “Yeah. Why? Is that important?”

      “Is the baby missing?” His gut rolled, and he gripped the pen so tight the plastic buckled under his fingers.

      “No, he’s with his grandparents.”

      “Poor kid,” he muttered. “Did she say anything about seeing anyone? Someone following her? Anyone giving her the creeps?”

      “No. Wendy barely leaves the house unless someone makes her. The depression is really bad.”

      “Have you been to her house?”

      “Yeah, she was supposed to meet me this morning, but she didn’t show, so I went to get her out of bed. The house is perfect. Clean. The beds all made.”

      “Could she be at a hotel or somewhere?”

      “I don’t think so. If Wendy didn’t have to leave the house, she wouldn’t. This depression, it’s bad. If we didn’t make her eat, she would starve.”

      “Could I take a look at the house? I might see something you don’t.”

      “What’s so bad you won’t tell me?” Once more, those dark eyes focused on him, compelling him to share the worst of it with her.

      “We’re going to find her before that’s an issue.”

      What the hell?

      He couldn’t promise her that, and yet he just had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Blood.

      The stone below the bed was stained with blood.

      Wendy gripped the bars as her stomach revolted. Bile coated her mouth, and the muscles in her abdomen and chest tensed in irregular rhythms. Dying might be less painful.

      “Lady, hey lady, you got to calm down.” Stumpy was in the cell right behind her. He only had one foot. The other leg was mostly gone.

      “Take a deep breath.” That order came from the old one. He sat on the floor, never moving out of his pile of rags.

      The lights were back on, which wasn’t much of an improvement. It illuminated the horrors her mind had created, making them real. Like the blood.

      “Is he going to kill us?” she asked.

      It was the first time she’d spoken directly to the men.

      “Us? Probably,” Stumpy said.

      “Why?” Her knees gave out, and she sat down with her back against the bars drilled into the stone and faced her fellow prisoners. For the first time in months, she wanted something.

      She wanted to live.

      Depression had clouded her judgement and sucked the life out of her for so long, she forgot what it was like to feel. Emotion swirled within her. Sorrow at never being able to hold her baby and love him like he deserved. Her beautiful, miracle baby. Regret at not answering the phone when Grayson called the night before. He was so patient with her. She didn’t deserve the kind of life he’d given her. Shame for leaning on her sister so much. Bliss practically managed Wendy’s life, and for what? Wendy was so selfish and wretched she couldn’t even say thank you. So many things.

      “You don’t want to know.” Stumpy smiled at her. It was a sad expression. Under the dirt and flecks of blood he had a kind face, sort of boyish and round.

      “Us he’ll kill. You, he’ll rape until you’re pregnant, and keep you locked up until you give birth.”

      Wendy stared at the old man. Was he serious? She pressed her knees together. It had taken her four years to get pregnant with her husband, whom she loved and adored.

      And now some sicko wanted her to give him a baby?

      “Hush, don’t tell her that,” Stumpy snapped.

      “She needs to know. If Linda was right, we’re next. He’ll clean house so she doesn’t know anything. She needs to know.”

      “Oh God.” The tears trickled down her cheeks.

      Stumpy used the bars to hop-walk his way to the corner. He knelt and whispered something at the older one. There was a third behind them, but she hadn’t heard more than moans coming from his cell since earlier. The two spoke in hushed voices.

      Wendy wasn’t going to survive this. She’d never been strong like her older sister. If Bliss were here, she’d be halfway to figuring out how to break the iron bars. The very least Wendy could do was stay put. Ensure that Bliss, Grayson, and Paul got to keep living. That was the bargain she’d made Daniel. If she kept up her part of it, he’d let them live.

      “Hey, look at me.” Stumpy crouched down, peering at her from across the cave. “What’s your name?”

      “Wendy,” she replied.

      “Robert is right.” Stumpy put his forehead against the bars. “Daniel’s probably going to kill us. Our only hope is to pass the story along, the one Linda told us. Do you think you can listen? Can you remember it?”

      “Do I have to?” She shuddered. The last thing she wanted in her head was a gruesome story about her captor.

      “There’s not much time.” Stumpy glanced behind him. “That one’s dying. I’ve still got my leg and both my arms left, but he’s going to take those soon.”

      “He cut your leg off?” Wendy gaped in new horror.

      “He started with my toes.”

      “Oh, God,” she chanted and covered her face.

      “I have a family. They probably aren’t looking for me, though. I was an addict, couch hopping. No one cares about me, but I’d like my family to know what happened.”

      “Why are you telling me this? If I die, too…”

      Robert leaned toward her. Part of the blanket fell away and she realized…his arms were gone. “Girl, someday one of us will live, and that one has to know the story, so we all live beyond this nightmare.”

      She wanted to be the girl who lived, but she wasn’t that strong.
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      Bliss led the way up the walk to Wendy’s Las Vegas house. Or mansion. The place was big enough to fit her apartment in the entry alone.

      “Have you considered this is a ransom job?” Travis asked.

      “That was my first thought when I saw you, actually.” She fit the key in the lock. “You should know, I have zero access to their money. I’m the poor one of the family.” She meant it as a joke, but it fell flat. Her living might be modest, but she didn’t want for anything. Okay, so she wanted a hunky guy, but she could get that on pay-per-view.

      Travis did that thing again—she could feel him looking her over, but now, without the sunglasses, she knew just where his gaze lingered. There was something about it that made her pulse jump.

      It had to be the coffee.

      “If someone wanted money for her, you’d have heard from them by now.”

      “What exactly is it you do? Why does a PI work ransom cases?” She slid the key into the lock and twisted. The door swung inward, and she stepped over the threshold. The alarm beeped at her, and she left Travis to close the door while she entered the code.

      “Was the alarm armed this morning?” Travis closed the door and spent a moment flipping the locks and studying the frame.

      “Yes.”

      “Any security cameras?”

      “No, but the security office should have some. Grayson was adamant they only build in a gated community with real security.”

      “What does Grayson do? Any enemies?” He slowly walked a circle, his gaze traveling all over the foyer, up the stairs to the second level.

      “He designs buildings. Big ones.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s hitting three or four big meetings all over the place. Chicago. New York. London and…Mexico City? His company is putting in bids, and he has to go present designs or whatever it is they do. Why? You think it’s connected to him? I thought you said it was this other guy.”

      “I don’t want to rule anything out.” He turned to face her, those green, unreadable eyes on her now. Hot damn, he was good looking.

      And yet…

      He wasn’t answering her questions. She didn’t know what horrible things had happened to the missing women, or what this guy actually did.

      “I just let you into their house, and I have no clue who you really are. Grayson seemed to know who Aegis is, but—you could be lying.” Boy, was she dumb. He’d given her a card and what had she done? Gone for coffee.

      “I told you, my name is Travis.”

      “Travis what?”

      “Travis Ration. I work for Aegis Group.”

      “What the hell is that? What do you do?”

      “It’s a private security firm.”

      “And you’re their PI?”

      “Not…exactly.”

      “Then what are you?”

      “You know the guy they send in to get a job done, no matter the cost?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s me.”

      The way he said it…so cold, stark…it sent a shiver down her spine.

      “Then why this case? It doesn’t make sense to be here if you’re a finisher.”

      “I’m doing a favor for a friend. They asked me to look into this for them, so here I am.”

      “What kind of friend asks you to look into murderers?”

      “The kind with a badge.”

      “You aren’t giving me real answers.”

      “Call the number. I’m going to look around the house. They’ve probably already processed the paperwork for this gig.” He turned and strode through the double archway into the football-field sized living room.

      She watched him go, her gaze drawn to his ass. If she were a normal girl, she was sure there would be other thoughts in her head, but she’d spent all last week helping supply dildos for a porn movie filming down the block from her warehouse. Those were always the worst. The producer was a nice woman who got way too excited about her job and overshared raw footage Bliss did not need to see.

      Right. She had things to do. Like find her missing sister.

      The business card was at the bottom of her purse already. She dug it out and punched in the numbers.

      “Aegis Group. How may I direct your call?” The voice was professional, male. He sounded like he’d sell soap products or something domestic. Not at all sexy like the big brute stomping through her sister’s house.

      “Hi, yeah, I need to verify this guy I met actually works for you.”

      “I can do that. Do you have a case number?”

      “Uh, what? No. He said paperwork was processing. I want to know what it is you do.”

      “Okay. Well, Aegis Group is a private security firm. Let me pull up our new cases.”

      “He said that much. What do you really do?”

      For a moment he didn’t answer.

      “What do you need done?” he asked. A bit of the soap bubble clean faded away and she could hear an edge in his voice.

      “My sister is missing and my brother-in-law just hired him over the phone. He wants to help me find her. I think. Or do you have her?”

      “Who is your sister and who is he?”

      “Wendy Horton, and he said his name is Travis Ration.”

      “Ah. Travis. I saw that request come through. It’s marked urgent so it’ll be processed before noon. Travis will find her.”

      “How do you know that? And how do you know this is really Travis?”

      “Does he look like someone you wouldn’t want to meet in an alley at night?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s Travis. Ask him about Port Said.”

      “What the hell is Port Said?”

      “It’s a city. In Egypt. Anything else I can do for you?”

      “What the hell do you really do?”

      “What we are paid to do. Travis can fill in the blanks. Good luck.”

      “What does that mean? Hello?” Bliss looked at the screen.

      Call ended.

      What the hell had she gotten herself involved in? Who was Travis? What kind of company was this? She couldn’t waste her time with this nonsense, except he was all she had as a means to find Wendy. She glanced at the time. Grayson would expect her or Wendy to check in soon. What would she tell him?

      She searched the first floor, but Travis was nowhere to be found. How could a big man like him be so hard to find?

      Bliss used the servant’s stairs to get to the second floor. She paused on the landing and listened.

      Nothing.

      What did she know about this guy? Why was she trusting him? And how did Grayson know all about this company?

      She crept toward the master bedroom on the east side of the house. The double doors were open and so were the curtains. She peered into the room, and found herself staring at a hard wall of man chest.

      “Who is that outside?” he pointed at the windows.

      “Shit. You scared me.” She laid her hand against her pounding heart and strode to the window. “Oh. Landscaper.”

      “He has a key?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Who else has a key to the house?”

      “Priscilla, their housekeeper. The landscaper. The launderer. Um, I think there’s an assistant of Grayson’s. Then my parents. Oh. The babysitter service has one on file, too.”

      “Shit.” Travis scrubbed a hand over his face.

      “Why?”

      “That’s a lot of people to trust with things like security codes and keys. Too many chances someone got access your family didn’t want here.”

      “What about Port Said?”

      Travis’ head jerked up and his gaze narrowed. She resisted the urge to take a step back. Damn, he was hot, but in a scary way. The guy on the phone was right. Travis wasn’t the kind of person she wanted to meet in a dark alley, that was for sure. Or maybe she did, but only if he used his mouth.

      God, she needed some alone time with her vibrator, soon.

      “Who told you about that?”

      “The guy who answered the phone. I didn’t get a name.” She shrugged. Okay, maybe asking him that was a set up.

      “Christ.” He shook his head.

      “So…going to tell me about it?”

      He sighed and took a seat on a dainty, padded bench under the windows.

      “We got this emergency job once. Middle of Arab Spring. These girls were vacationing in Italy, decided to hop a boat to Egypt and got themselves kidnapped. The people who abducted them weren’t the ransom kind. We had to get creative with how we found them. Nearly lost two guys on that job.”

      “Why would anyone want me to know that?”

      “Beats me. It’s not the kind of thing nice girls need to know.”

      Nice girl? Ha!

      Somehow Bliss didn’t think he was telling her the whole story. But there had to be something there. A reason why he was the person to help her find her sister.

      “I think I know how the suspect got in,” he said.

      “What?” She stared at him. There was proof? Something they could take to the cops? “Show me.”

      Travis led the way back downstairs and to the rear wall of windows that provided a lovely view of the pool. He went to a knee next to the French doors and pointed at what looked to be a scuff on the wood paneling.

      “What am I looking at?” she asked.

      “The security lines have been looped back on themselves. Open the door.”

      She unlocked the door and pulled it open.

      Silence had never unnerved her more.

      Bliss closed the door, and opened it again.

      “The system is supposed to announce when a door is opened. I was here two days ago and when Priscilla came in from the pool it announced, back door.” She stared at Travis.

      “Did they do any security upgrades recently?”

      “I…uh….I don’t know. Maybe? Around the time Paul was born, they had a lot of people in and out, prepping the house for the baby.” She pressed her hand to her head. This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t be right.

      “Bliss?” Travis gripped her shoulders and guided her to an armchair. He took a knee and stayed right by her side.

      “Oh, God. I think I’m going to throw up. What happened? Where is she? Who did this?”

      “I don’t know. Do you…have someone you want to stay with?”

      “You are not looking for my sister without me.” There were a dozen very good reasons why she should let the man do his job, but this was her sister they were talking about.

      “I understand your concern. I’m very good at what I do. I’m going to go to the security offices. It’s clear whoever got in here knew what they were doing. How to do it. And were able to motivate Wendy to leave with them without a struggle.”

      “Okay.” She stood. “Ready.”

      Travis blinked at her.

      “I meant, I’ll go handle that. You should take it easy. Stay here in case someone calls.”

      “Wendy is my sister. Whenever she’s needed help or gotten herself in trouble, I’ve been there for her. You will have to lock me up to keep me out of this.” Bliss didn’t care how big or scary he was, she would always be there for Wendy. Especially now.
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      Travis drove through the gated community, acutely aware of the tense silence between him and his passenger. He watched Bliss from the corner of his eye. She sat straight up, her hands in her lap, posture tense.

      He’d had to face down a number of men and women who thought their dollars bought them a shotgun seat on the jobs Aegis was hired to do. The problem was that the moment an untrained civilian was put in the mix, things changed. Their unit was pulling bodyguard detail in addition to whatever they were hired to do. It just didn’t fly. They couldn’t risk being divided like that.

      Then why was she sitting shotgun in his rental?

      Back at the house, he’d backed down, even when every shred of training and experience said that Bliss Giles needed to stay right where she was.

      He didn’t need help. If a situation required backup, both Ethan and Mason were in Vegas. No doubt now that Wendy’s husband was retaining their services, the others would be briefed. Which meant Travis needed to have a sitrep with the BAU. He was no longer their man on the job. His loyalty would always be to Aegis first. The management had given him a chance when no one else would.

      It was the conviction. The way Bliss had stared him down, he’d known that he’d either keep her close or spend precious time checking up on her following him. He just hoped she could keep up.

      “We have to have some ground rules,” he said.

      Bliss turned her head toward him, but didn’t speak.

      “If we don’t find Wendy in the next forty-eight hours, chances are we won’t find her. I need you to agree to do what I say, when I say it. And if you think you can’t do that, stay behind.”

      “I understand,” she said.

      “Some of our guys are good with clients. They know how to keep them positive, calm. That’s not me. I’m not a people person.”

      “Never would have guessed that, sunshine. Pull in here.” She tapped the window. “If you promise to not keep secrets, then yes, I’ll do whatever you say.”

      Secrets. His life was built on them. She didn’t know what she was asking.

      “First thing, don’t tell anyone else Wendy is missing.” He pulled into the parking spaces outside the security office and killed the engine.

      “Why?”

      “Whoever took her knew what they were doing. They’ve done this before. If the cops or FBI get involved it might escalate the situation, and he could end up killing her before his appointed time.”

      “Boy, you are cheerful.”

      “Let’s go.”

      “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “What’s the second thing?”

      He stared at her.

      “You said first thing, what’s the second?”

      “I’ll tell you when I know.”

      Bliss met him in front of the SUV, and together they entered the security office. An older man eyed him with obvious distrust.

      “What can I do for you?” the guard asked.

      “Hi. I need to review some footage from last night.” Travis fished out another business card and offered it to the guard.

      “Afraid I can’t do that,” the guard said.

      “Actually, you have to. In that HOA my sister signed, it said residents can access the footage. Mr. Ration here has been hired by my brother-in-law. Grayson Horton, you know him?” Bliss leaned against the desk and smiled. He’d seen mercenaries who looked friendlier than she did right now.

      “What exactly is it Mr. Horton is looking for?” The guard hadn’t moved, but they had the upper hand.

      “The footage?” Travis prompted.

      “Over here.” The guard got up and walked around a partition.

      Travis followed him to a bank of monitors that showed the streets and entries into the community. It was a fairly common system.

      “I can take it from here, thanks.” Travis squeezed past the man and pulled out a chair. Bliss was right behind him and gave the guard a pointed get lost stare.

      “Let me know if you need anything.” The guard looked like he’d just sucked on a lemon, but he gave them space.

      Travis opened the files containing the last twenty-four hours of footage for each entry and cued them up.

      “What are we looking for?” Bliss bent and peered over his shoulder.

      “Something that doesn’t belong.”

      He started with one gate at five o’ clock, the last time Bliss had seen her sister, and put the footage on fast forward through the night. He made notes about cars, the movements of people, anything out of the ordinary. He was starting to think the kidnapper must have used another point of entry by the time he got to the front gate. It was the least appealing entrance, based on traffic and the face to face time with the guards, and yet…

      “There.”

      Travis paused the footage on the car leaving.

      “What? What is it?” Bliss sat forward and looked up from her phone.

      “This car. It arrived with a man inside, and is leaving with a passenger. Even the help drive better cars than this.”

      “Are you sure?” Bliss squinted at the screen.

      “Yes.”

      He jotted down the make, model, and license. The image was too dark and grainy to get a facial on either person in the car, but it was a start.

      “Come on.”

      Travis stood, and Bliss yelped. Her arm shot out, and her eyes went round. He reached out and snatched her before she landed on the tile floor. Her hands gripped his biceps, and her face was so close he could smell lemon on her breath and see lighter flecks of color in her dark eyes. Her body was soft, fitting against him in ways that would haunt him later.

      “Everything okay?” the guard called.

      “Fine.” Travis cleared his throat and took a step back, putting Bliss at arm’s length. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think you were going to move that fast.” She laid a hand on her chest and blew out a breath. Her cheeks were pink again.

      Damn. He could have touched her hair if he’d thought about it. Now that was a creeper idea. He needed to convince Bliss to stick to the sidelines, or she was going to become a distraction he couldn’t afford.

      “Let’s get out of here.” He gestured behind her, and this time, waited for Bliss to lead the way out of the guard shack.

      On the way out to the SUV, he pulled out his cell phone. Did he call Aegis? They were technically on the case to retrieve Wendy. He’d updated the chain of command via text after speaking with Grayson. But the FBI might have better intel. He wouldn’t mention that to their guys–it would chap their asses. Why not make two calls?

      He hit dial, climbed into the truck, turned it on and flipped the heat to high. The Bluetooth activated almost instantly, and the call rang through the speakers.

      “Ration!”

      “Gavin?” Travis frowned. “Where’s Zain?” The kid was another Zain in the making, except he had both hands. But Zain had ten plus years on Gavin and the kind of experience in covert and black ops that couldn’t be bought. Plus he could tech circles around anyone, even the FBI and other government agencies who regularly courted at least half of the people on Aegis’ payroll. Even Gavin.

      “Captain Hook took the week off for some spacey, blue box thing. You know him, can’t resist the geek beacon. He forwarded your text to me.” Gavin muted whatever was playing in the background before speaking. “Zain forwarded your text. Pulled the info on the girl. She’s cute for a chubby girl. Did you know she works for a sex toy store? Man, some of those things—”

      “She’s listening,” Bliss announced at the same time Travis disconnected the Bluetooth.

      “Keep your fucking opinions to yourself. I’ve got a license plate I need you to run,” he said.

      “Uh…Right, okay.”

      Sex toys?

      He kept his gaze straight ahead, but his mind was already working overtime. What exactly did she do for them? Product testing?

      “Can she hear me?” Gavin whispered. If it were possible, the kid had worse customer service skills than Travis.

      “License plate.” Fuck. Why did Zain have to be off on one of his nerd things?

      “Right. I am so sorry, man. I’ll email the stuff to you. She’s clean. Well, I don’t know her medical history, but otherwise, nothing hinky going on there. Unless it’s in the bedroom. You think—”

      Travis rattled off the plate number. Normally he wouldn’t care what shit came out of Gavin’s mouth, but this time it mattered. Without even looking at Bliss he was aware of her tense posture, the way she’d sat up straighter, smoothed her clothes down.

      Chubby? That was not the word Travis would use. Gavin needed to grow the fuck up and stop looking at skin mags as his guide to women. Bliss was…real.

      “Right. That plate traces back to a truck that was stolen,” he said.

      “The plates were on a car. Buick Electra, 1970s make I think, beige.”

      “Okay. Um, let me see what I can look up.”

      “Fine.”

      “Ration?”

      “What?”

      “Are you going to bang her?”

      Travis rolled his eyes and ended the call.

      Fucking Gavin. The guy was freakishly smart, but not where it counted sometimes. Travis remained still, waiting for the feminine explosion of rage. When Bliss didn’t react, much less respond, he glanced her way. She’d pulled out her cell phone and was otherwise occupied. Should he apologize? He hadn’t done anything wrong, and yet he couldn’t shake the urge to make things right.

      He’d call the BAU first. Maybe the right thing to do would come to him.

      The call to his contact at the BAU went faster. They were no doubt working their own case and would go over the research when they could. By the time he hung up with the unit chief, he still didn’t know what to say to Bliss.

      “Sorry about Gavin. He’s a stupid shit.”

      There.

      That was good, right?

      He reversed out of the spot and drove them out through the front gates.

      “Your phone is really loud, just so you know.” She glanced up. “Where are we going?”

      Shit.

      He was going to deck Gavin.

      “Lunch? It’ll take them a while to search for leads on the car. I can drop you back at your car if you like.”

      “No, that’s fine. I told my boss I was going to be out for a few days. I have a few things I’ll need to do, but they can wait.”

      Her at work…what did that mean? Did she test batteries in vibrators? Make them? Travis had never needed to use toys on a woman before. Everything he knew about them came from porn.

      Shit. He wasn’t any better than Gavin.

      “You can ask me about it. My job, I mean.” Bliss sighed and stared out of the passenger window.

      He wanted to ask, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      “So…what is it you do?”

      “I’m the sales manager for the Blush Shoppe. We sell a wide range of adult toys.” She leaned her head against the seat and turned to watch him.

      “You sell…what, exactly?”

      “Have you ever seen a vibrator in person?” She chuckled.

      “No.”

      “Oh, that was a fast reply.”

      He merged onto the highway but didn’t miss the way Bliss rolled her eyes.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

      “Guys and vibrators. You’re all so intimidated by them.”

      “I am not.”

      “You’re awfully defensive about it. What’s wrong with a vibrator?” She turned to face him and perched her elbow on the armrest, leaning closer.

      Did she have one? He was willing to bet she did by the way she spoke. Unbidden images unfolded in his mind. Bliss on her back, her hands between her legs…

      “Nothing.” He pulled into the first fast food restaurant he saw. The better to get out of this conversation.

      “But you don’t like them. Guys have porn. Why can’t girls have vibrators?”

      “It’s not like that.” He turned the SUV off and opened the door. Her sigh played on repeat to the mental image of Bliss pleasuring herself. It was damn frustrating to not be able to touch.

      “Then what’s the issue?” She made no move to get out of the truck.

      He closed his door and faced her.

      “Why need it at all?” he asked.

      “Seriously?”

      “A man should be able to take care of his woman’s needs.” Oh, if Bliss were his…she’d never have needs.

      “What about everyone else? Not all of us have a man. And even the ones that do, what’s wrong with it? I mean, do you only like one position for sex? Or do you change it up?” She froze, as if she hadn’t intended to pose those questions to him.

      This conversation should end. He needed to get out of the car, get some air, and pretend this never happened.

      But he now knew one very important bit of information.

      Bliss was single.

      Her cheeks grew bright red.

      Damn him.

      “I like all the positions,” he said.

      Her, he’d do from behind so he could get his hands on her ass, a handful of her hair, bend her neck a bit for a hard kiss.

      Bliss cleared her throat. Her hands were wrapped so tight around her phone her knuckles were white.

      “That’s not the point. I just meant…why limit the ways to enjoy sex?”

      “That’s never been a problem.”

      “Okay, then what if it can be different? Not better, just a little change.”

      “If a guy is doing it right—”

      “But why does it have to be about the guy? Why can’t it be about the girl?”

      “It is.”

      “No, you keep coming at this talking about the man taking care of the woman, the man doing it right. It’s about you. Not your partner. That right there is invalidating everything you say about wanting the other person to enjoy themselves, because it’s about you. Let’s just eat.” She opened the car door and slipped out while he stared at the space she’d just vacated.

      He wasn’t selfish in bed. Was he?
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      Bliss sat down in a corner booth with her tray.

      “Oh my God,” she muttered to herself and buried her face in her hands.

      Had she really just said that to Travis? A complete stranger? What had she been thinking?

      She unzipped her hoodie and shed the outer layer. Her blush was still firmly in place, and to make it worse, she was hot all over now. The way Travis had looked at her and said…

      Nope. She had to not think about that.

      As if thinking of him summoned the man, he sank into the seat across from her. His legs immediately took up every available inch of below-table space she wasn’t occupying. His knee brushed hers, their feet touched, tapped, and shuffled around as they situated themselves.

      At least in a crowded restaurant, with children on either side of them, he’d let the conversation drop. Right?

      He leaned toward her. There was a determined, focused look aimed directly at her. She squeezed her thighs together. This was not the time.

      How was it she’d started working for Blush Shoppe not even being able to say the word vibrator, and now she was championing pleasure for all to a man she’d just met?

      “I am not selfish,” he said, pitching his voice low.

      “Can we drop it?” she whispered, glancing around as if everyone knew what they were talking about.

      “I’m not selfish,” he said again.

      “Okay. Fine. I’m sure you’re very generous.”

      “What am I supposed to think, though? I don’t have the right tools for the job?” He ducked his head at the word tools.

      “It’s not that.” She unwrapped her burger. Her words needed to be chosen very carefully, not only because of where they were, but because Travis wasn’t arguing against her. He was just a guy with normal guy hang-ups.

      “Then what is it?”

      “You’re…focused on one type of tool. You don’t use the same tools for every job. And I think you’re only thinking about the…tab A in slot B scenario. What about everyone else? What about combinations of everyone else?” Their business served not just heterosexual couples, but every identification and sexual preference under the sun. Or close enough.

      “Okay.” Travis’ brows were a dark line across his forehead, and his lips were pressed tightly together.

      Neither of them had touched their food.

      She needed another approach.

      Think. Think. Think.

      “Why do we have tools? Hammers, wrenches, all that stuff.” She grabbed a fry and popped it in her mouth. Yeah, so Gavin what’s-his-name had pegged her for being chubby. So what? She liked food.

      “Because they’re a more efficient way of getting a job done.”

      “Or…they do a job we physically cannot do. Think of…slot B…having parts that the human body cannot touch. Using the right tool you can. And…it’s fun. What’s wrong with that?”

      He continued to stare at her for several moments.

      “Nothing,” he finally said.

      “Are you seeing my point?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Travis, it’s not about tab A being the wrong size or length, it’s about finding a fun way to get the job done. Try it sometime.” She picked up her burger and took a bite.

      Victory tasted like a quarter pound of beef with melty cheese. Her stomach growled, driving home the point she hadn’t had breakfast.

      “Mm.” She licked a bit of cheese off her finger and glanced at Travis, who had yet to move.

      He was staring at her, but not in the same way he had when she was speaking. Now he looked more like he had in the car.

      All the positions.

      All of them? In one go? Or would he spread them out over a week?

      Shit.

      Her sister might very well have been kidnapped, and she was sitting in a burger joint daydreaming about sex. She plucked a fry from the cup and crossed her legs, ignoring the sizzle of awareness that shot up her leg when she brushed against Travis under the table.

      “What aren’t you telling me about the women that were found dead?” she asked again.

      The heat in his gaze died, and a predator of another nature stared back at her. She had no doubt that Travis Ration was a dangerous man. He was her dangerous man for now.

      “Believe me when I say you don’t want to know. We need to focus on finding your sister, fast.”

      “How are we going to do that? This guy, he got into their house, changed their security system, and God only knows what else.” When she looked at it like that, there wasn’t a lot of hope left.

      He sighed and rubbed the side of his head.

      “Port Said.”

      “What about it?” She didn’t really care anymore.

      “When we went into that op, we had seven guys to rescue two girls that were being held by a trafficking group. They controlled the area, took two of our guys hostage, and injured three others. That left me and another guy to make the call. I’m shit at field medicine, so he had to take care of the other three while I went to get our guys back and find the girls, but they’d moved them out of the city. I spent a couple days on my own, tracking them down to a fishing village where they were waiting for pickup.”

      “Shut up.” Her mind painted the images—a beautiful, Mediterranean vista, white buildings, blue mosaics, and men with guns. Lots of guns. In the middle of it all was Travis. She doubted he wore camo paint on his face, but her brain supplied that feature anyway.

      “Found the girls first, which was shitty luck, because they screamed every time they saw their shadow, but we all got out of there alive.”

      “Were you hurt?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How bad?”

      “Took a couple bullets, broke my nose.” He shrugged as if it weren’t an issue.

      “And you walked out of there?”

      “Adrenaline works for you in an instance like that.”

      She swallowed hard. Her brain wasn’t capable of comprehending what he’d done. It played in her head like an action flick, but it wasn’t entertainment. This was his life. He was the real deal.

      “What were you? I mean, before Aegis?”

      “I was a SEAL.”

      “Working for Aegis is better?”

      “It’s a good gig.” He shrugged. “My point is, if she’s out there, I’ll find her.”

      Bliss chewed her lip. He might find Wendy, but would she be alive?

      “You done?” He gestured to her folded wrapper and empty fry cup.

      “Yeah.” She glanced at her phone. Yet another message marked urgent hovered in her notification bar. “I need to run by my office.”

      “No problem. Can I ask you questions on the way?”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “About your sister. I’m looking for where the other victim’s lives intersect.”

      “Sure. If it’ll help, I’ll answer what I can.”

      “Good.”

      Travis picked up her tray and scooted out of the booth. She followed, lagging behind a bit. He’d taken how many bullets and just kept going? He didn’t limp. There was a smoothness to his stride, and his posture spoke of confidence. What good thing had she done to randomly run into him like she had?
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      Bliss gave Travis directions to her Blush Shoppe office. Their storefront was within easy walking distance of the Vegas strip. They often got foot traffic from vacationers looking for something crazy to add to their experience. The Blush Shoppe was by far the biggest retail store in the city.

      She did her best to black out the little fact that she was about to bring this man into her workspace. Her very sexual and graphic workspace. Bliss’ office might be on the third story, far away from the retail areas, but they still had to go through the store and one of their storage areas. Instead, she focused on the questions Travis fired at her. They covered everything from where Wendy had gone to grade school to where she got her nails done.

      “Tell me about the security system again,” he said.

      “They got it installed right before Wendy gave birth.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Gosh, Paul is six months old, so probably eight or so months ago?”

      “Who responds to the security calls?”

      “I don’t know. The police?”

      “There’s two basic kinds of security systems. Monitored and un-monitored. A monitored system will have someone who contacts the home owner, maybe through the control panel or a phone call. An un-monitored system is just that. Some of them will text the owner.”

      “Monitored. In the beginning there were a few times Wendy didn’t arm it right, and someone would start talking to her.”

      “Okay.”

      “Why? What are you thinking?”

      Travis glanced at her.

      “What?” Bliss had the sneaking suspicion he wasn’t telling her everything. Again.

      “Just seems strange, your brother-in-law adding security before his kid is born.”

      “They were worried…” About what? “Is this somehow connected to Grayson?”

      “I don’t know the man, but he knows about us. There are two types of people who hire Aegis. The kind that are scared shitless, and the kind that scare people.”

      “So, what?”

      “I’m not sure. But even if it’s unrelated, you might want to know more about what it is your brother-in-law does. As far as right now is concerned, I need to check the other victim’s files, see what I can dig up.”

      “You have a theory though.” And she had questions.

      He turned into the newly paved and painted Blush Shoppe parking lot. The three story brick structure had been painted white, with pink trim and an awning over the store front. Inviting and cheerful, or at least that’s what the owner was going for. The lights and mannequins decked out like porno showgirls were all Vegas. What the heck was Travis going to say once he got inside?

      This was going to be fun.

      He killed the engine and turned to dig something out of the back seat.

      “I need to look at some things. Want me to wait out here, or would you mind if I came in?”

      “If you think you can handle it, you can come inside.” But could she?

      The store staff was a chatty, gossiping bunch. Travis was going to set them off, but on the other hand, she wouldn’t mind their assumptions. He was one beefcake she wouldn’t turn down.

      She got out of the SUV and strode into the store, painfully aware of the man at her back. The bells chimed over the door, announcing their arrival. Two heads popped up from behind the glass display cases. Both sales associate’s brows shot up, neither looking at her.

      “Hey Bliss, boss is looking for you,” the first girl said.

      “I know. I know.” Bliss shouldered her purse and stopped abruptly.

      “Need us to entertain your friend?” the other girl offered.

      Christ. The mammoth butt plugs had arrived, and the boxes were arranged like a Christmas tree right in front of the door. She eyed the tacky string of lights casting ominous red light onto the black toy.

      “Who did this?” She turned toward the two crawling out from behind the cases. The new hot and cold glass dildos were out, finally. Not like she’d asked for them to do that for a week or anything. “This is not a front of the store item. A casual shopper is not going to purchase a butt plug the size of a cantaloupe. Move this. Put the red and green vibes up here, some fuzzy handcuffs. And where did the naughty elf costumes go? Fix this. Now.”

      Bliss didn’t wait for the two to respond. The shop wasn’t technically her responsibility, but damn it, they couldn’t scare people off the moment they walked through the door.

      She took the shortcut through the masturbation section to the stairs. There was no way to avoid the bondage area, so she lifted her chin, pushed her shoulders back and strolled past some of their more intimidating gear to the Staff Only door. She breathed a little easier, at least until she caught a glimpse of partially inflated blow-up dolls. Christ. She didn’t want to know. The warehouse was not her area.

      If she’d had her thinking cap on, measuring Travis’ reaction to the front display would have given her the perfect ammunition when the sales associates inevitably argued about switching out the merchandise. They wanted the shop to invite men just like Travis in to purchase items for themselves and their partners, but putting an extreme toy hardly anyone purchased front and center wasn’t the way to make it happen.
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      Oh God, Travis had just seen the butt plugs. He couldn’t handle the idea of a vibrator, what was he going to think of a butt plug? Or the floggers? Or the sheep-shaped blow up dolls?

      Calm down.

      Bliss kept her gaze straight ahead and walked past the industrial shelves full of boxes and carefully inventoried sex toys.

      What did it matter what he thought?

      Okay, he was an attractive man once she got past the scary factor, but he was responsible for finding her missing sister. That was it. Besides, she was chubby and her vibrator collection would undoubtedly scare him away.

      One more flight of stairs, a hallway, and she unlocked her office, stepping into her sanctuary. She held her office door open for Travis and shut it behind him. Hopefully everyone else would take the hint and leave her alone.

      “Sorry about that,” she mumbled and retreated to her desk chair.

      Her office was one of the more spacious ones, but that was because she was now in charge of order fulfillment to their bulk-buying clients. Namely, the adult film producers who sometimes liked an in-person meeting and demonstration of the products. Her desk was the size of Texas and she had two windows with a lovely view of the mountains. She turned on her desktop and waited for it to boot up.

      “Do people…use those?” Travis sat across from her in one of the desk chairs. He had a few brown folders laid out in front of him and a frown on his face.

      “Not enough to matter, and that’s the point.”

      “But there are people who use them?”

      “Yes.” She tried to not bristle, but she knew the condemnation was next, and she couldn’t help but take those comments personally. She might never want a cantaloupe sized thing shoved up her ass, but if she did, why judge?

      “Christ…I don’t think I want to know. Different strokes I guess.”

      Bliss glanced at him, waiting for Travis to tack on some other statement, but he was too busy looking at the walls. That was it?

      “The BDSM practitioners who visit the store have a saying—Your kink isn’t my kink. I feel like the sentiment applies to most of the stuff we sell.” She relaxed marginally.

      Not so bad.

      She logged into her computer and brought up her email. Of course it had to be the holidays. Shipping was tricky and their sales volume was high, which was a good sign for the next year.

      “Employee of the Year?” Travis’ voice broke her concentration from composing a carefully worded email.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “How do you get that working here? Or do I not want to know?”

      “What is it you think I do?” She turned to face him slightly. “You had your computer nerd run some sort of check on me. Why?”

      She’d focused on the wrong part of that conversation. It wasn’t just that Gavin what’s-his-face knew she was chubby or that she worked in adult boutique. He had everything at his fingertips. He didn’t even need to ask her questions about Wendy because he probably already had it all in his email.

      “Some of the messiest jobs I’ve been on involved a family member who came into a lot of money being kidnapped by their brother, cousin, uncle or whatever. It’s routine.”

      “Don’t I have to sign something to let you do that?”

      “No.”

      “What else did you learn about me?”

      “Nothing you haven’t told me. I haven’t had time to look.”

      “But you have it.”

      “Gavin would have sent it to me, yes.”

      “If you want to know something, just ask. I’d do anything for my sister.” She didn’t have anything to hide, but it was an invasion of her privacy.

      “That right there. It makes you a suspect.” He leaned forward, elbows on the arm rests. Somehow he made the chairs look child-size with his bulk and height. He couldn’t even stop taking up the space in her office.

      “Because I love my sister?” She stared at him. That was the biggest load of bull she’d ever heard.

      “Your sister sounds like a nice person, but she can’t take care of herself. She needs you, her husband, family and even staff to get her through a day. I’m assuming this was true before the baby and pregnancy. Dependence like that breeds discontent. Especially now that she has money and doesn’t have to work for anything. Someone like you could see it as a way to scheme some money out of them, since you’ve done so much for her and you’re still having to work here.”

      Her jaw dropped. Was he serious? White-hot rage burned through her.

      “That’s not true,” she blurted. “Any of it. I love my sister, and I’m glad she has Grayson in her life. And I like my job.”

      But was she being completely honest? Weren’t there nights she lay in bed, alone and a tiny bit bitter that things worked out so easily for Wendy?

      “Bliss, I’m not saying that’s the case here. We know it isn’t, but I’ve seen it happen. I want to clear that line of investigation so we can focus on finding her. You are not a suspect.”

      She jabbed the keys on her computer, pounding out the messages that had to be handled. She wasn’t ready to stop being angry with him. He was still going to tromp through her life. He hadn’t said he wouldn’t.

      “I’m not trying to say anything bad about your situation. Shit. This is why I don’t talk to clients.” He flipped through one of the folders in his lap. The silence drew out for several minutes, neither of them speaking. “You mind if I make a few calls?”

      “Go ahead.”

      Bliss kept her eyes on the screen. Why the heck were producers working this close to Christmas? And clearly it was too much to ask her boss to deal with them right now.

      I love my job.

      “Yeah, hi, my wife and I wanted some information on getting a new system installed.” Travis had one of her pens and a sticky note in front of him. Had he noticed the phallic designs yet? She didn’t think so. “Do you monitor your system yourself? Or do you have a company that does that? ...Yeah… Oh…I understand, but we can’t in good faith make a decision without knowing who we’re talking to… That would be great, thank you. Compliance Systems? Got it. And what are your rates? ...Perfect. I’ll talk it over with the wife and get back to you.”

      “What was that about?” she asked.

      “2008. The only reason authorities knew Mindy was missing was because her alarm was set off by her cat trying to get outside. He’d been locked in the house for a week without food.”

      “Is that a lead?”

      “Maybe.” He held his phone up to his hear. “We’ll find out.”

      How was she supposed to concentrate on dildos right now?
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      Daniel twisted the key in the padlock until the tumblers gave way. He’d debated disposing of his latest projects. Two of them were such good subjects. The third didn’t have much promise. He wouldn’t be surprised if that one expired on its own. In truth, it was fairer to terminate them now. His new wife would be taking up much of his time while they set about starting their new family.

      He lifted the door and opened it by force. Time and age had worn the wood down. He was considering widening the path and installing a better door, but that would mean putting in more permanent electricity. Right now, he flipped a switch at the house, and power flowed out to his workshop. Three lights illuminated the honeymoon suite, his holding cells, and the workshop. There was only one outlet for his power tools—everything else was done by hand.

      “Good afternoon, dear. Sleep well?” He closed the door behind him to keep the wind out and shed his jacket. The keys were a heavy weight against his hip.

      Wendy had her back against the bars on the far side of the suite. He hoped she liked his house and would be a good mother to his other children. He’d made sure to dust them all off in preparation for the introductions.

      The subject in cell one whispered something to her, and she jumped.

      His Wendy was so delicate.

      “I slept well,” she said.

      “Good. Good. One last bit of housekeeping and we can finally be together.” He smiled at her and unlocked the door to her suite. It was a bit on the rustic side. Some of his previous wives hadn’t liked it much, but Wendy had good breeding and manners. She could appreciate the aesthetic.

      “What are you doing?” Wendy’s dark eyes widened, and she pushed to her feet. She was so thin she swayed and had to grip the bars for support. That wouldn’t do. He’d need her strong and healthy, so she could give him a son.

      “Taking care of some loose ends.”

      He locked the door behind him and strode across to the workshop entrance. Wendy thoughtfully kept out of his way, which was good.

      He could not wait for their honeymoon.

      “Loose ends? What does that mean?” Her voice raise in pitch, reverberating off the stone.

      “He means he’s going to kill us,” the subject in cell one said. He was an older man, roughly sixty years old, who Daniel had picked up off a street corner. The subject was hardy and had held on, despite being separated from every major limb. It was a shame to dispose of him, but Daniel had more important things to think about.

      “You’re what? You can’t kill them.” Wendy’s voice wavered.

      He hated the wavering. It lead to tears, and not the regal, quiet ones Wendy had shed last night. The ones that turned noses and eyes red and shook bodies.

      “Be quiet,” he snarled and banged the gate.

      “It’s okay, Wendy,” the subject in cell two said. He was younger, an addict with a resilient body.

      “Do not speak to my wife.” Daniel thrust his finger at subject two, who merely stared at him.

      Daniel peered in at the subject in cell four, but the body was an empty husk. A pity, since that took all the fun out of it, but not having to deal with a squirming subject would be easier in the long run, and he was still healing from the knife wound.

      He opened the cell and dragged the body to his workshop in the back. The old wooden table had supported many such projects over the years. Deep gouges scored the wood from blades and nails alike.

      It was time to put these subjects to rest with the others. Then, and only then, could he get on with the business of starting his new family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      Travis had a lead. Something the BAU hadn’t given him.

      Of the eight victims, he’d been able to track down five with home security, and three of those were monitored by a contract company called Compliance Systems. The issue with having a killer who went a full year between kills was that it was difficult to impossible to tap into the earlier victims’ lives. He needed a warrant for Compliance to obtain their data. But that would take time, especially since they would need to convince the cops they had an actual case on their hands.

      He dialed one last number, but it went to the BAU unit chief’s voicemail.

      “Hey, Brooks, it’s Travis again. Just checking on that lead. I think I’ve got something. Call me when you have time.”

      Damn it. He needed the information now, and Gavin’s search hadn’t turned up jack shit as of yet. If Zain were… No. He squashed that thought. Gavin had the same tools at his disposal Zain would in this instance.

      “What’d you find?” Bliss breezed back into the office, carrying three small brown boxes stacked on top of one another. She set the haul on the far side of her desk and sat down.

      “Our guy might work for this company that contracts out to answer home alarms.”

      “Really? That’s good, right?”

      “Yeah, except now how to tell which one he might be?” He tossed his phone onto the desk. “I need the car info to cross-reference employees, and we still need a warrant.”

      “Oh.”

      “What about you? Get everything done?” He almost wanted to know what was in the boxes. He’d never realized there was so much variety to sex toys.

      “Almost. I need to pull a few other items and send a few emails still.”

      “How’d you get this job?”

      “Craigslist. They advertised. I answered. And it’s been three profitable years.”

      “I gotta ask, how does a girl like you work here?”

      “Girl like me? What’s that supposed to mean?” She turned to face him, hands in her lap and one brow quirked. He was learning to recognize her ticked-off face. He’d had one hell of a time pissing her off today no matter what he did. It was a skill he could do without.

      “Just…normal.” He shrugged. And not for the likes of him. He needed to remember that.

      “Normal girls don’t like jobs that pay them well?”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “You mean, why would I work for a sex toy company instead of…I don’t know, a law firm or something?”

      “Yes.”

      “At first, I just needed a job. Something to pay the bills. I’ll admit, I was embarrassed in the beginning, but not anymore. Sure, it’s not your typical career path, but sex sells. People like sex. And you know what? The people who work in and around this industry are incredibly nice and accepting. I’ve never been so comfortable just being me. There’s some parts of my job I don’t like, but there’s so much more that I do.”

      “That question made me sound like an ass again, didn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Forget about it.”

      He rubbed the side of his face. He liked Bliss. She was smoking hot, smart, and she had…gumption. It was the only word he could think of for her. She was a fighter—quick on her feet and fierce when he pushed the wrong buttons. Once she’d pulled herself together, she’d actually been very useful looking over the footage at the guard shack.

      There were plenty of guys who got involved with clients. In fact, the guys who did bodyguard work often called the gigs booty calls. It was a line he’d never crossed. But Bliss technically wasn’t the client. She was…a source?  It was more personal than that, but she was firmly in the gray area. Travis didn’t like the area where lines blurred. It was an act firmly in the gray area that had screwed up his life forever, which was why he stuck to black and white. The letter of his orders. Doing exactly what he was paid to do. That way there was no confusion. But Bliss?

      He was trying to come up with a reason to not act on the attraction pulling him ever closer to her. If he didn’t, he was pretty sure they’d fall into bed together at some point. Was that a bad thing?

      “We’ve already established where you are with the idea of sex toys.” She chuckled and turned away from him when he didn’t continue the conversation. What was he supposed to say? He’d been an ass and admitted it. Again.

      “Hold on, I’m not entirely against them.” He was plagued by the images of Bliss and a couple of the items he’d seen in the store. Some of them he wasn’t even sure what they did, but she would know. And he was willing to bet she’d enjoy it, too.

      Fuck it. Why not put it out there and let her make the call?

      “Had a change of heart, have you?” She chuckled.

      “You’ve made me rethink things.”

      “Well, then my job here is done.” She laughed, and all he could do was stare. Her bracelets jangled as she pushed her hair back. She’d taken her hoodie off. She wore a loose, sleeveless black top that hinted at and hid what was underneath. There was a hint of ink on the back of her shoulder. He couldn’t make it out, but he wanted to know what it was.

      “If you were going to sell me one thing in the store, what would you recommend?” His groin tightened, and he could feel the throb of arousal in his balls.

      “To use on yourself? Or a partner?”

      “They make stuff for guys?”

      “Oh yeah.” She turned and snagged something out of the top brown box. “This is a male masturbation toy. The end looks like lips and the inside is supposed to mimic the way a mouth feels if you use it with a little lube. It’s a popular item.”

      His mouth dried up and he had to swallow to get his vocal chords working. He was not even remotely interested in buying something to jack off with.

      “What about on a woman?” He cleared his throat.

      “Depends on who you’re buying for. What’s your girlfriend, or wife, like?”

      “I’m single.”

      “Hm. Okay, then…” She squinted at the ceiling for a moment.

      “What would you pick?”

      “For myself?” She blinked at him, and if he wasn’t mistaken her cheeks were slightly pink yet again.

      “Well, what would you want your partner to use on you?”

      “That’s personal.” She grabbed a stack of papers and fanned herself. “It’s really hot in here, isn’t it?”

      “I’m pretty sure we’ve been dancing around the fact we’re interested in each other most of the morning.” He eased back in the chair, but it didn’t allow any extra room in his jeans like he’d hoped.

      Bliss’ blush reached from her neckline to her hairline now.

      They were consenting adults, right? After he found Wendy there wouldn’t be any gray area. No uncertainty.

      “Uh…well…I, um…”

      “I’m not good at talking, and I’m worse when it comes to women. I figure the best thing for me is to be direct. If that’s a problem, tell me now. You can also tell me to fuck off, if you like.”

      Her chest rose and fell at a slightly accelerated rate. He would know. He’d done a little study of her breasts earlier. Double Ds if he wasn’t mistaken, but he’d need a hands-on inspection to be certain.

      “A bullet,” she said and turned to the monitor.

      “A bullet?”

      “Yes, and not the kind that come out of a gun, either.”

      He opened the browser on his phone and went to the store’s site. It was better than wandering around the shop trying to figure out what the hell that was.

      A bullet, huh?

      She hadn’t told him off, so that was one good thing so far today.
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      Bliss kept her gaze straight ahead. Wendy’s gated community was three turns away. Bliss’ car was in the drive. In a matter of minutes Travis would drop her off and go do whatever commando-type thing he did to rescue people. Or something. She wasn’t sure what he would do, but her imagination supplied plenty of scenarios, some she wished would get out of her head.

      “Heard anything yet?” She couldn’t shake the feeling that the freaking FBI should have been able to get information sooner. After all, wasn’t that how it worked on TV?

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Reasons.” He turned the SUV into the community. The guard from earlier waved them in. From the looks of it, the guy had sucked a lemon since they last saw him.

      “And those would be? How is the FBI even involved? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Explain it to me.”

      Travis drove all the way to Wendy’s house and put the truck in park. She turned to face him. If she had to make him understand, she would.

      “She’s my sister. I want to know what to expect. I know you think I’m some weak, crying woman, but I had my moment. It’s over. I need to know if I should prepare our family for the worst. You don’t get it, but things haven’t always been easy with Wendy. Wendy…she tried to kill herself a couple of times in high school.”

      Travis turned his head and stared at her with those unreadable eyes of his. Was she getting through to him? Did he maybe understand? She’d lay it out there for him from beginning to end if she thought it would help.

      “There weren’t programs, support groups, or social media movements back then. College…we were just glad she survived it, to be honest. When she married Grayson, it was like we had a new version of her. Like…I don’t know, she had this real second chance. This depression, it’s high school all over again. She hasn’t been suicidal, thank God, but that’s what we’re afraid of. Our parents are still in denial about her depression right now, so if there’s no chance she’s still alive, I need to know so I can prepare them. Losing her…it’ll break their hearts.”

      “If the guy I’m hunting took her, she’s still alive.”

      “And if it was someone else?”

      “We still have time.”

      “You won’t tell me what happens to the girls.”

      “No. You don’t need to know that.”

      “But what if it happens to Wendy?”

      “It won’t.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I just—”

      His phone rang through the speakers, cutting off what he was about to tell her.

      “Brooks, what did you—oh, Lali? Hi.” Travis produced a pad of paper from the center console and a pen. “Right… Okay… Compliance Systems, any chance that’s a current or past employer? ...God damn it, yes. I’m on my way now.”

      “What? Did they find her?”

      Travis ended the call and tossed the phone onto the dash with a clatter. He gestured at the passenger door.

      “Get out,” he said.

      “No.”

      “Bliss, I’m not fucking around. You need to get out now.”

      “I’m not getting out of this truck. You can haul me out, but I’ll follow you. She’s my sister. I’ve always been there for her, it’s always been me picking up her pieces. If you find her, do you know what to do for her? Do you know how to handle her?”

      She was pretty sure she could hear Travis’ teeth grinding. They stared at each other for a moment.

      “Fuck.” He sat back in his seat. “One, you stay in the god damned truck. Two, you do what I say or I’ll damn well handcuff you and put you in the back. Three, keep your head down.”

      “That sounds kinky.”

      “This isn’t a game, Bliss.”

      “I know, I know, I’m sorry. Drive. I will do exactly what you tell me to, I promise.” She buckled her seatbelt. “Where are we going?”

      “Out of town a ways. The plates we got were stolen. They belonged to a guy in New Mexico. They hit on something when they cross-referenced the make and model of the car to the employee records at Compliance Systems.”

      “And? Should we call the police? Or what?”

      “I’ll call my backup. When we have Wendy, we’ll call the cops in to make the arrest.” He pressed the accelerator so hard they shot forward and the tires squealed.

      “Then what?”

      “Then you and Wendy get your lives back.”

      Travis snatched his phone before it scuttled across the dash to her side and made another call. She could barely focus on his side of the conversation. How would they find Wendy? Would she be okay? Or would they be picking up pieces? Should Bliss even be part of this? There was no way she was about to back out now she’d convinced Travis to bring her, but she had to wonder if it was the smartest place for her. Regardless, her points about Wendy and needing her were true.

      “Fuck.” Travis tossed the phone into a cup holder and gripped the wheel with both hands.

      “What?”

      “They can’t leave for an hour. God damn it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they’re here on another job and can’t leave their client.”

      “Oh. So, what are we doing?”

      “I’m going in. You will stay in the truck.”

      “What if you need help?”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “But, what if you get into trouble? Should I call the cops after a little while?”

      “Cops will just get in my way.”

      “Okay, but—”

      “If you’re going to question the way I do things, get out now.”

      Bliss clamped her lips together and held onto the door. Travis pushed the SUV faster entering the ramp onto I-15 headed out of Vegas. They passed the Speedway and kept going. The barren landscape spread out all around them, broken up only by rocks, shrubs, and the odd assortment of trash. Every so often his phone issued navigation instructions, leading them further away from the interstate and anything resembling civilization. They passed the occasional dirt trail leading away from the old road, but were otherwise alone.

      “Where are we?” she asked after they’d driven nearly half an hour in silence.

      “Northeast of Vegas.”

      “How close are we?”

      “This should be our turn, here.” He nodded at yet another path leading away from the road. This one was gravel instead of dirt.

      “Why aren’t you turning?” She craned her neck to look behind them.

      “You don’t drive up to a kidnapper’s house and ask for your loved one back. That’s not how this works.”

      She’d grown somewhat accustomed to Travis’ gruff nature of speaking, but now it was different. His voice was cold, nearly emotionless. He didn’t glance away from the road—he was completely focused. She didn’t know if she should be scared or impressed.

      “What are you going to do?”

      He slowed the SUV and checked the mirrors, peering behind them before pulling off the road onto a bit of clear ground.

      “You’ll stay here. I’m going to have a look around.” He reached into the center console and removed not one, but two black handguns and an assortment of other things.

      Bliss recoiled, pressing her back to the door. She’d never seen a gun in person, at least not out of a holster. It made sense that he’d have a firearm, and she didn’t want him to go into a dangerous situation without some sort of protection. But this was her life. Her boring, typical, normal life. These things didn’t happen to her.

      “By yourself?”

      “No, me and my army. Yes, by myself.” Travis slid one gun into the top of his right boot. He shrugged into a strange shoulder harness. The second gun went into a holster that rested just under his left arm.

      By all accounts, Travis should be able to take care of himself. It wasn’t the story he’d told her about Egypt, it was the way he carried himself, the cool confidence, the deadly focus. Yet she couldn’t help worrying about him.

      “Please be careful,” she said.

      He stopped and stared at her from behind the aviators. Okay, having that full focus on her was way more intimidating when she couldn’t see his eyes. He had big and creepy down to an art, but she could remember what his gaze felt like with heat in it.

      “I’ll bring your sister back.”

      “Thank you. But be careful with yourself, too, okay?”

      His brow wrinkled as if he didn’t understand her.

      “Hand me that water in the door.” He pointed at the three bottles.

      “Should I do anything? Call anyone?” She handed a bottle over.

      “No. Keep the truck running”

      “I’m not used to sitting around waiting on other people to fix things.”

      “Be glad you don’t have to wait much longer.” He pushed his door open.

      “Travis?” She reached across and touched his hand gripping the steering wheel.

      He paused, one foot already out of the door.

      “Seriously, be careful? Please?”

      “Your brother-in-law isn’t paying me to be careful with myself. He’s paying me to get Wendy back.”

      “Well I’m telling you to be careful.”

      Again his brow wrinkled.

      Were they even speaking the same language?

      He pulled his leg back into the truck. His features softened, and she realized there was a lot less room between them now.

      “I’ll be careful,” he said slowly.

      She wanted to kiss those lips. It was a desire she’d been ignoring, but now, with only his mouth to focus on, she couldn’t deny the urge. He was dangerous and completely not her nice-guy type, but there was something about him that rubbed her the right way.

      “Bliss?”

      Wow, really nice lips.

      “Yes?”

      They weren’t thin like most men’s. Not that he had full, pouty lips either. They were…nice. Enough there to toy with, nibble on, but not draw all the attention to those two bits of flesh. They were the kind of lips a girl wanted to touch.

      Travis’ hand cupped the back of her head and all thought ceased. She was keenly aware of the way his fingers caught in her hair, the jolt of electric arousal shooting through her body. He pulled her closer. She gasped the second before their mouths met. Her toes curled, and she reached for him, gripping his bicep and leaning into the kiss. He suckled her lower lip. His stubble scraped against her chin and cheek.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      She blinked, but he was already gone.

      Holy crap.

      Bliss wanted to kiss him again.

      She pressed the lock button and wrapped her arms around herself. Travis was going to get Wendy back. Then she was going to kiss the daylights out of that man.
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      What the hell?

      Travis took a sip of water and peered at the house in the distance. He was getting closer, and he needed to stop thinking with his dick. Kissing Bliss had been…fantastic. And a terrible idea. She might not be paying him, but she was still a client. For now. Some guys might not be terribly bothered about bedding their temporary employer, but not Travis. The way he saw it, when he was brought into a situation it was always under great duress.

      Bliss wasn’t thinking clearly. She was emotional, and he was the man there to fix her problems. It made sense she’d flirt with him. It was a common case of hero syndrome, or whatever his boss called it. Any other month, she wouldn’t look at him. A guy with his record didn’t get girls like her. But for this moment in time, she did. And it was fucking with his head.

      He needed to find Wendy and get her out of here so the cops could do their job and put this bastard away. Then he could go back to his normal routine of catching bullets.

      The FBI’s tech had a name for their serial killer.

      Daniel Campbell. Fifty-four. He’d lived in and around Las Vegas for most of his life. He’d started out as an electrician before an accident ten years ago made an active lifestyle impossible. There was a string of minor charges against him for bar brawls, but otherwise nothing since his juvenile days, and those records were sealed.

      The structure was a small stucco style house set in the foothills of Muddy Mountain. The terrain rolled and rose, painted a riot of color by the late-afternoon light, a bed of rocks and shrub that worked great for masking his approach. Getting away was another matter. He hoped Ethan and Mason showed up, or else he’d be hoofing it back to the truck, probably carrying Wendy. He’d done more under worse circumstances, but now he had Bliss to worry about. He should have made her stay put at the house, but when she argued her point so thoroughly, he couldn’t deny her.

      Travis adjusted his path, aiming for the back part of the house. There was a large rock formation that could hide his approach and allow him to get closer without tipping Daniel Campbell off. Nearly twenty minutes later he was starting to sweat, but he could finally make out details of the house and surrounding property.

      The gravel drive extended all the way to the house, and sitting in plain sight was the same late model Buick he’d seen on the security cameras driving out of Wendy’s gated community. The skin between Travis’ shoulder blades prickled. He drew his weapon and pulled out his cell phone, but there was no signal. Not even the ghost of a bar. He was on his own. It wasn’t the first time, but back-up in a hostage situation was always ideal.

      He got as close as the rock cover would allow, and settled in to observe the residence. Daniel’s land was a long, narrow rectangle, stretching from the road all the way back to the mountain. Most of the shrub appeared to have been burned back at some point. A few scraggly bushes sat sentinel under the windows, but otherwise the property was quiet. Nothing stirred the curtains and there were no other signs of life.

      Or were there?

      Travis took off his sunglasses and peered at a narrow, worn path weaving between the cacti and scrub. He glanced at the house, searching for cameras or other surveillance equipment, but didn’t spot anything. He pushed off the rocks and picked his way to the path, keeping low. In places, the overgrown brush was tall enough to hide him. If he hadn’t been up on the rocks, he wouldn’t have spied it.

      There was a good chance he was being watched right now by means of small cameras. He could be walking into a trap, but it was the nature of his job to be caught, shot at, and attacked, so long as he protected his client. In this case, that meant not only Wendy, but Bliss as well. Like it or not, he was walking out of here no matter what condition he was in.

      The path led between boulders and back into a narrow crevice. Travis had to turn sideways to squeeze through. At some point the sides had been carved back and smoothed out for someone with a smaller build than his.

      He peered around a bend in the path and stared at an old, wooden door with a padlock drilled into the rock face.
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      Bliss checked her phone. Again.

      Time was moving too fast. It needed to slow the hell down. There hadn’t been as much as a smoke signal from Travis, and the sun was starting to set. What was going on over there? Was Wendy okay? What if they were both dead?

      They hadn’t agreed on a time limit, and she had no way to contact Travis’ friends.

      Something horrible had to have happened.

      She rubbed her eyes with her hands. Wendy’s face, frozen in fear, filled the darkness behind her lids. A hundred nightmares of losing her sister filtered through her brain. It wasn’t Wendy’s fault nature had made them different. Bliss loved everything that made her sister unique.

      No one could see beauty in the unexpected like Wendy.

      Despite Wendy’s delicate appearance, she was strong. Even when she’d been stuck full of needles by doctors, she’d never once complained.

      There wasn’t a person in Bliss’ life who loved like Wendy.

      Bliss couldn’t lose her little sister.

      She crawled across to the driver’s seat. Her feet were a long way from the pedals, highlighting just how much taller Travis was than her. She adjusted the seat and gripped the wheel.

      What was she going to do?

      Travis was tough, but he was still human.

      She opened the center console and peered in, holding her breath. It wasn’t like he could hide a rocket launcher in there, but he had quietly stashed two guns right under her nose.

      A few receipts, some business cards, and two cardboard boxes littered the bottom of the console. Tucked up against the side was a large pocketknife. It was better than nothing.

      Bliss shifted into drive and whipped the SUV around, driving back toward the gravel drive. She wasn’t strong like Travis, but she wasn’t about to let someone hurt her sister. In high school, Bliss had faced down the mean girls, in college she’d run off the losers. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for Wendy. But it wasn’t just her sister that Bliss was fretting over.

      Travis was the kind of man she avoided on principal. The bad boys made great poster boyfriends when she was younger, but as an adult she’d always been attracted to the nice guy type. Nice guys didn’t break hearts. That was her job. Travis, though, being around him made her second-guess everything she thought she knew about her love life. He was a different kind of man. She could feel it in her bones. The way he thought, his stubbornness, and how he’d kissed her. He didn’t fit into a neat box, and she couldn’t help being concerned about him. She didn’t want him getting hurt either.

      She turned the truck down the drive and pressed the accelerator. The vehicle bounced down the road, kicking up plumes of dust in her wake.

      The house grew closer, solidifying into a flat roof and stucco walls. It was old and dated, but not in a good way. Wooden posts supported a sagging porch, and the windows were so dirty she couldn’t tell if there were curtains or just a layer of filth.

      There was no sign of Travis or Wendy.

      Where were they?

      The back of her neck prickled. Apprehension and adrenaline made it hard to breathe. She glanced around, searching for some movement, some sign they were there. Had she missed a turn off? Was there another house?

      Her cell phone had zero bars.

      No wonder Travis hadn’t phoned for help.

      He had to be in trouble.

      She pulled the knife out of her pocket. It was too big for her hands, but the longer blade gave her a modicum of confidence.

      Travis and Wendy had to be in that house. There weren’t any other buildings or places to hide. The only reason Travis wouldn’t be back already was if they were in trouble. It was up to her now.

      Bliss killed the engine and opened the door. The thump of drums and the twang of a guitar could be heard through the house’s walls. Well, if a killer was trying to drown out the noise of…she didn’t want to think about it, but it made sense.

      She slipped out of the SUV. Her boots crunched on the gravel, and the bitter wind sliced through her hoodie. She’d dressed for shopping, not hunting her sister’s kidnapper.

      Instead of heading straight for the front door, Bliss swung to her left, aiming for the right side of the house. She kept her gaze on the windows, watching for movement. Nothing stirred or maybe the windows were too dirty to tell. She put her back to the side of the house and breathed a deep breath.

      In her peripheral vision she caught sight of something familiar. She peered around the house, but all she could see was the back half of a Buick. She didn’t know a lot about cars, but it looked like the same one she’d seen on the security footage.

      “Oh, God.”

      She put her hands on her knees and sucked down a deep breath.

      This was real.

      Her sister was here.

      And so was the man who’d taken her.

      Bliss gathered her scattered thoughts and collected herself. This was crazy and stupid. She wasn’t the person for this job, but she was all there was. Unless she wanted to call the cops and wait for them to get there. Travis and Wendy might die before then.

      She crept around the front of the house and craned her neck to try to get a look inside the house, but it was dark. And shiny.

      Trash bags.

      There were trash bags on the inside of the windows.

      How very Dexter.

      She ducked and hustled to the front door. She crouched next to it and listened to the music. After this, she’d never be able to hear country and western music without cringing.

      Bliss grasped the doorknob and pushed the unlocked door inward. It swung open on squeaky hinges, casting light into an otherwise dark interior. She waited for a second or two, but no one rushed out at her with an axe and there was no screaming.

      She straightened and leaned inside.

      To the right, the wood paneling dated the house at forty years old. Built-in wooden shelving cut off her view of the living room. Straight ahead she could make out what looked to be the kitchen. She brushed the wall, feeling for a light switch.

      A single bulb flickered on in the entry, doing little more than the fading sunlight.

      Something wasn’t right.

      If this guy had Travis, wouldn’t Travis have put up a fight? Wouldn’t there be yelling, or at least someone talking?

      She stepped over the threshold. Another set of light switches was farther to her right, almost inside the living room. She tiptoed toward them, cringing when a floor board squeaked. The ceiling fan spun on a wobbly base and only one light came on when she flipped the switch.

      The TV on the far side of the room was the source of the music. Some singer she couldn’t name belted out a tune while sparks went off behind him. Bliss crossed to the older TV and hit the power button.

      Silence descended on the house. Or near-silence. Her ears rang, and she wasn’t sure if she could hear herself think yet.

      She held completely still, listening for any sign of life.

      The hair on the back of her neck rose.

      He was right behind her, wasn’t he?

      Bliss pivoted, lifting the knife at the same time, but she was alone.

      Staring back at her from the built-ins were at least a dozen little faces.

      She gasped and stumbled back, hitting the TV with her elbow.

      They were babies. Some of them were so small they would have fit in her palm, while others were maybe a couple of months old. The size of Paul. They each floated in their own glass jar, surrounded by murky liquid. Their little features were bloated and distorted until they didn’t look human.

      “Oh my God.” She covered her mouth. Her throat constricted, and her stomach began to revolt.

      Travis had said there were others. Was this what he hadn’t told her? That the women were broodmares for…whatever this was?

      An engine rumbled up to the back of the house. Bliss ducked out of the living room and stared through the little window on the rear door. A man sat on an ATV next to the Buick.

      Where had he taken them?

      Bliss wasn’t about to let him get away with this.
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      “Wendy… Wendy, Bliss needs you to calm down.” Travis gripped the frail woman’s wrists to keep her from scratching his eyes out. The coppery scent of blood was thick in the air. Enough to make even him gag.

      Someone had died here not long ago, and it wasn’t the vic reported yesterday. That meant Daniel Campbell had other victims. Ones Travis and the FBI didn’t know about.

      “Wendy, damn it.”

      He’d been party to some tricky rescues before and, while it wasn’t common, occasionally the victims didn’t want to be saved. Which was too bad, because Travis had a job to do, and he wasn’t about to leave a new mother to die in a filthy cave.

      “No!” she wailed.

      Wendy twisted one of her arms free. He groped, catching her shoulder.

      “Stop it. I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

      She swung her arm and hit him in the temple. His body jolted, and for an instant he was stunned. Had she really just done that? Damn woman was a lot like her sister. Wendy jerked free and scrambled to her feet. He reached out to grab her, but she evaded him, ducking through an open gate. She pulled it shut with a clang.

      Travis sat back on his heels and rubbed his head. It wouldn’t do to move quickly or grab her. At this rate, she’d only hurt herself.

      “Wendy, I’m here to take you back to your family. Grayson is worried about you. Bliss is out in my truck waiting for me to bring you back.”

      “No, no, I won’t let you.” She leaned back, as if her slight weight mattered. Her chest heaved. By his guess, she was so panicked he’d be surprised if she didn’t make herself black out.

      “Won’t let me what, Wendy?” Travis could grab her and haul her out, but what damage would it do to her? He wasn’t the gentlest of rescuers, and Bliss had made it clear Wendy’s mental state wasn’t quite on an even keel. But the longer he waited for her to come around, the more time he gave Daniel Campbell to catch him in the act.

      “You can’t take me. You can’t. You can’t. You can’t.” She sagged against the bars, sobbing.

      Chances were, Wendy was too scared and traumatized to be able to recognize the good guys. The trick was going to be minimizing the damage she did to herself. The best way to do that was with a mild sedative.

      He slid his wallet out of his pocket, keeping one eye on Wendy as he slid the two-inch long injector out of the wallet. It was a standard Aegis tool. All the guys carried one. They never knew when they’d end up tossed onto a job like this one.

      “Your sister is worried about you, Wendy.” He let the wallet drop to the ground and took a step closer to the gate.

      “He can’t hurt her. I won’t let him.” Her voice was muffled. Her head was buried against her arm.

      He reached through the bars and stuck the business end into her bicep. It was spring loaded, so once the seal on the end was broken, it pushed the sedative into the target, requiring no further contact from him.

      “Wha-what did you do?” Wendy’s head snapped up, and she stumbled backward, holding her arm. The injector fell to the ground, lost in the deep shadows.

      “Nothing.” He held his hands up.

      Five…

      She swiped her arm and looked down.

      Four…

      Her knees buckled, and she sat down hard.

      Three…

      Christ. She was going to cry.

      Two…

      He opened the gate, and she held out her arm as if to fend him off.

      One.

      She was out.

      Travis scooped Wendy up. She weighed less than his go-bag. He used his shoulder to push through the cell door and the wooden exterior one. Squeezing past the stones was trickier. He had to turn sideways and flatten Wendy’s body to his. There wasn’t a way around it. The rocks scraped at him, catching on his clothes and scratching Wendy’s skin.

      The path between the rocks widened and Travis was able to stretch his legs. Sounds were misleading between the rocks. He’d heard something earlier, but couldn’t make it out now. He took care to watch his footing, but couldn’t shake the sense of urgency. He’d been gone longer than he intended to. Any minute, Mason and Ethan were going to show up, and what he really needed was a clean get-away.

      He emerged from the rocks, and the path sloped down into the shrub and foothills. It was too quiet. Whatever had buzzed in the distance, it had to have gone somewhere. He peered out over the shrub and brush before descending into the thick of the ground cover.

      In the distance he could see the house.

      And a man getting off an ATV.

      From Travis’ vantage point, he was high enough to catch a glimpse of a dark-colored SUV in front of the house.

      His rental.

      What the hell was Bliss doing?

      Was she in the house?

      “God damn it,” Travis muttered.

      He slid down the incline a bit before hitting the more level path. He should have known better than to leave Bliss on her own. She wasn’t the kind of girl to take inaction well. At the very least, he should have left her with something to protect herself with. Granted, that would have been asking for trouble.

      Travis jogged, trying his best to not jostle Wendy much. His boots crunched on the gravel and dirt. Branches snagged their clothing and hair.

      Any minute, Daniel Campbell would go check on the SUV or find Bliss. What then?

      Travis’ job was Wendy, but Bliss was equally important. He wasn’t about to let either woman get hurt, regardless of what the job was.

      If his boss could hear that thought, Travis would get the boot. Aegis rules were law, and they did what they were paid to do.

      He reached the edge of the property in a matter of minutes, but it was already too late. Daniel wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      Travis skirted the house, going around the right side and then cutting across the front to his truck. The keys were in the ignition, and the doors were unlocked. He circled to the other side and placed Wendy in the back seat, sparing a moment to bind her wrists with flexible restraints and handcuff her to the bench seat. As against being rescued as she’d been, he wasn’t about to have her run away.

      Bang!

      His body went rigid at the report of a gun. Some sort of shotgun. From inside the house.

      Bliss.

      Travis pushed backward out of the truck and stared at the house through the windshield.

      Not Bliss.

      Something inside him broke, and he barely contained the urge to scream. She couldn’t be dead. He was right here.

      A small figure lurched out of the front door, dark hair obscuring her face, but he knew that figure.

      Bliss.

      He sprinted toward her and met her almost halfway to the house.

      “Are you hurt?” His gun was in his hand. He didn’t even remember drawing it.

      “Run.” She pushed him.

      A man filled the doorway, a twelve-gauge shotgun in his hand.

      Travis fired first, aiming wildly as he pushed Bliss ahead of her, shielding her with his body.

      “In the truck,” Travis yelled.

      He fired again, but the man he assumed was Daniel Campbell was out of sight.

      Bliss skidded around the front of the SUV while he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

      “Are you hurt?” he yelled.

      Job or no, if Bliss was shot, he’d go in there, rip that shotgun out of Daniel’s hands and shoot him full of buckshot.

      “No, no. Where’s Wendy? Oh my God, Wendy!”

      Travis shifted into gear and whipped the SUV around, spraying gravel in his wake. The job wasn’t over until the girls were out of danger.
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      Bliss crawled into the backseat of the truck. It bounced down the gravel road, knocking her off-balance. Wendy was always petite, but her hollowed out cheeks were gaunt and her skin was ashen.

      “What—why is she handcuffed?” Bliss crouched in the floorboard and pushed Wendy’s hair off her brow.

      “She was traumatized,” Travis said over his shoulder. “Didn’t know I wouldn’t hurt her.”

      “You—what? Knocked her out and handcuffed her?” Was that seriously how he handled hostages?

      “Yes.”

      She glanced at the back of Travis’ head. He was serious. For a moment, she was torn between outrage and relief. She couldn’t find it in her to be angry with him either way. He’d found Wendy, when the cops wouldn’t even pretend to look. Her baby sister was coming home. Alive.

      Bliss knelt and pressed a kiss to Wendy’s forehead. She held her sister’s hands, rubbing some warmth back into them despite being jostled and tossed around. Travis seemed determined to push the vehicle to unholy speeds. Granted, she wanted as far away from that creep and his army of babies as possible. She still didn’t even know what to think about that.

      She peered out through the rear windows, but couldn’t see a vehicle following them. In the movies, the kidnapper gave chase, and there was a big, dramatic end. This almost felt anticlimactic. They had Wendy, everyone was safe. That was a good thing, right?

      Then why did Bliss still have a gnawing sense of dread, as if this wasn’t the end of it all?

      Images of the house, those jar babies, and Daniel Campbell zipped through her mind. She was going to need to shower after this, but nothing would clean those memories out of her head.

      “Why didn’t you stay where I told you to?” It was the first thing Travis had said since they got on the road.

      She glanced out the window and saw the highway ahead. One step closer to civilization, the cops, and a hospital.

      “I got worried,” she said.

      “You broke our agreement.”

      “Yeah, well, sorry.” If she’d stayed put she wouldn’t have the visions of dead babies in her head. Then again, she wouldn’t have been there with the truck when Travis needed a place to stash Wendy.

      Travis had saved her from the same fate as the women before her. Again, Bliss couldn’t be angry with him.

      “What happened in there? Who shot what?” he asked.

      “The women, he forced them to have babies, didn’t he? That’s what you wouldn’t tell me.” Bliss sat back and stared at his profile. She could see bumps in his nose, no doubt from multiple breaks. The hard lines of his face were just like him; he either got the job done, or he didn’t.

      “How do you know that?” he asked finally, his voice quieter.

      “Because I saw the babies.”

      “The children? They’re back there?” The SUV slowed, and he glanced at her.

      “They’re dead. He has them lined up in jars. He watches TV with them or something.”

      “What?”

      “There were over a dozen babies in jars. Most of them were probably newborns.”

      “They were in jars?”

      “Yes!”

      “What did you do?”

      “What do you mean, what did I do?”

      “What happened inside the house?”

      “I went in, saw the babies, freaked out, and then that guy, Daniel, came inside. I tried to get out, but he grabbed me. I kicked him in the nuts, and he tried to shoot me. I ran outside and there you were.”

      “Don’t ever do that again.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      Wendy groaned and her hand curled around Bliss’.

      “Wendy? Wendy, hey, it’s Bliss.” She bent her head.

      Wendy’s eyes’ popped open, and she stared up at Bliss, her features twisted in horror.

      “No, no, no,” Wendy screamed. She tried to sit up, but her hands were bound to the bottom of the bench. Instead, she rolled off the seat and onto Bliss, trapping her against the console and the back of Travis’ seat.

      “What the hell?” he snapped.

      The phone rang, adding to the general din.

      “Wendy, it’s me. Bliss. Your sister.” Bliss wrapped her arms around Wendy and bear hugged her. Bliss did her best to use her weight to keep Wendy immobile.

      Travis pulled into a Love’s truck stop and parked the SUV. He twisted around with his phone pressed to his ear. Bliss couldn’t hear what he said.

      “He’ll kill you,” Wendy wailed. The fight left her body, and she lay limp on the seat.

      “What? Me? Who will kill me?” Bliss eased her hold on Wendy and leaned back.

      “Daniel.” Wendy sniffled. “He said if I left, he’d kill Paul. And you. And Grayson. I don’t want my baby to die. I don’t want you to die.”

      Bliss glanced at Travis. The asshole back there had convinced her sister to stay a prisoner in exchange for her life? For the rest of Wendy’s family? What did she say to that?

      “Wendy, no one is going to die,” Travis said. He spoke with the utmost certainty, as if Daniel Campbell would have to go through Travis to get to them.

      “He killed Robert. And Stumpy. And that other guy. He killed them. In front of me. And he made me marry him.” Wendy’s body shook as she cried. “He—he’s crazy! He’s following some sort of medieval serial killer plan. He’s crazy. You have to take me back or he’ll kill you.”

      Travis reached back between them and cut the bonds around Wendy’s wrists. Two police cars pulled up on either side of them. Bliss pulled Wendy into her arms and squeezed her. She wanted to rip Daniel limb from limb for what he’d put her sister through. The man was evil.

      “Wendy?” The command in Travis’ voice made even Bliss look at him.

      Wendy sniffled and peered up at Travis. Her body shook so much Bliss worried her sister might fall apart, or forget where she was again.

      Travis rest his elbow on the console and stared at Wendy.

      “Listen to me, these cops? They aren’t going to let anything bad happen to you, Bliss, or your baby, understand?”

      Wendy nodded.

      “Good.”

      Bliss held her sister and watched Travis exit the SUV, hands up. She was too stunned to do anything else. The whole drama outside played out in a matter of moments. More cop cars streamed past, headed for Daniel Campbell’s torture chamber of horrors, hopefully, but she only had eyes for Travis. He’d promised her he’d get Wendy back, and he had.
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      Daniel loaded the last of his children into the motorhome. The barn where he’d stored his get-away ride was already engulfed with flames, along with the trophies he couldn’t take with him. He’d had a lot of good memories here, but it was time to sever all ties with his old life.

      Because of her.

      Wendy’s sister.

      Bliss.

      She’d pay.

      He’d make sure of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Bliss peeled her boots off and groaned. They were cute and comfortable for a mall stroll, but damn they ached after a full day of on-her-feet action, not to mention sprinting across gravel. She eased back onto the sofa and flexed her toes.

      “Did you hurt yourself?”

      A wave of heat traversed her body. For a split second she’d forgotten Travis’ presence inside her home. She remained very still, wishing the buzz of arousal would die already. It was a completely unreasonable reaction after the day’s events.

      “Bliss?” His fingers brushed her shoulder. Her breath caught deep in her chest and her skin tingled.

      No such luck on killing her lady boner for the man.

      “No, no, I’m fine. My feet just hurt.”

      “Epsom salt?”

      “What?” She pried one eye open. He was a lot closer than he’d been. His stubble was more pronounced, accentuating that dangerous look that fit him so well. She was beyond figuring out what it was about him that turned her on. There was always one anomaly to every proven fact, right? And the fact was she liked nice guys, and Travis was anything but nice. He still revved her engine.

      “Epsom salt. Do you have any?” Travis said slowly.

      “Maybe in the bathroom? I don’t think so.” She pushed herself up off the couch, but he caught her shoulder and pushed her back down.

      “I’ll look. Through here?” He didn’t wait for her confirmation before striding into her jack-and-jill bath.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she said for what felt like the hundredth time.

      Not only had Travis rescued her sister, he’d stuck with them until Wendy was behind guard at the hospital, Grayson had landed, and baby Paul was back in their arms. Bliss had never seen her sister so in tune with her baby. Bliss had been shooed out by the hospital staff and back into Travis’ care shortly after Paul’s arrival. They’d grabbed a pizza and a couple beers at a place down the street. She’d thought he’d drop her off and leave, but he’d followed her inside.

      “Seriously, you don’t have to do whatever you’re doing. I’ll get a cab to grab my car in a few.” Or maybe she’d just sit on the couch and watch bad reruns. Yeah, that sounded like a good idea.

      “Can’t.” Travis emerged from the bathroom sans salt, but he had something else in his hand. “They have your sister’s house under surveillance. They aren’t releasing your car until after they go over the scene. You might not even get it back tomorrow considering they’re probably short-staffed for the holidays.”

      She groaned and threw her arm over her face.

      “Why me?” she said.

      The sturdy coffee table shifted. She knew Travis was across from her. She sensed the heat of his body, and if she put her amazing horny powers to use, she could probably even measure the distance between them.

      What she needed was for him to leave, so she could spend a little time with her vibrator collection and the bad-boy fantasy she’d been collecting material all day for.

      His hand closed around her ankle and lifted.

      “Wow—what—?”

      “Relax.” His growly, gravelly tone didn’t invoke relaxation.

      He pealed her sweaty sock off and dropped it on the floor.

      “What are you doing?” And why did he have to touch her? Every time he did that, it turned up the heat burning her from the inside out.

      Travis squirted a bit of her mint cream into his palm and slicked it over the ball of her foot.

      “Seriously, don’t.” She tried to pull out of his grip, but he didn’t release her.

      Wasn’t it enough he’d saved her sister, pulled her ass out of the stupid fire, fed her, and gotten her home? Couldn’t he leave her to her private, erotic fantasies?

      He proceeded to ignore her and cupped her heel, driving his thumbs into the muscles and tissue. She sucked in a deep breath, and her body went completely lax. Her eyes rolled up in her head. She couldn’t decide if he was hurting her or giving her a footgasm. He continued up, into her arch, working over every bit of her. The sensation straddled that line of pleasure and pain. She clamped her lips shut, determined to keep the sounds of utter OMG, yes! inside lest she embarrass herself further.

      Travis’ thumbs dug into her arch and she moaned. Her mind went blank, and she was pretty sure she was one with the sofa now.

      He chuckled and she couldn’t scrounge up the energy to care.

      “Oh, God, what are you doing?”

      “Pressure points, it’ll take the stress out, help you sleep after today.”

      “Oh, right there. Oh. My. God.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. Yeah, she was embarrassing herself, but damn that felt good.

      Travis left her foot perched on his thigh and grasped her other ankle. She didn’t protest this time. Why should she? This was the most man-stimulated activity she’d seen in a while. By the time he finished with her other foot, Bliss was slouched down on the sofa, ready to dribble down to the floor and stay there until Christmas Eve.

      “You’re going to fall,” Travis said.

      “Don’t care. Dead now.” She had her eyes closed tight, the better to not see him with.

      The coffee table groaned again. Her whole body seemed to vibrate, she was so completely aware of his every move. He pushed her hair off her face with a touch so gentle she might have thought she’d imagined it had she not also felt the slight puff of breath.

      An image of his lips, those damn, kissable lips, filled her mind’s eye. He’d kissed her once, and she wanted him to do it again.

      “Bliss?” He spoke her name in that same, gravelly tone.

      “Hm?” She turned her head slightly, finding him by sound and scent.

      “Tell me to leave,” he said.

      Her eyes popped open. He filled her vision. One hand was on the couch behind her. He had a knee next to her hip. A quiver of apprehension shot through her. He was big and scary, but he’d never hurt her. At least not her body.

      “Why?” she asked after a moment. Couldn’t he walk out of there on his own two feet? Wasn’t that what she’d wanted a few minutes ago?

      He cupped her cheek, sliding his hand up into her hair. The feel of him was different from any man she’d been with before. Even his skin was rough around the edges, just like him.

      “Because otherwise I’m going to kiss you, and we both know where that’s going to go.”

      She gulped. He’d called her out on the attraction before. Did she dare?

      “Kiss me,” she said, before she could overthink her answer.

      Travis lowered his head, wrapping an arm around her and hauling her farther up on the couch without breaking contact. His tongue delved past her lips, thrusting into her mouth. She held onto him, her head reeling as he laid her out on the sofa right where he wanted her. His weight pressed her down into the cushions, and one thick thigh shoved between hers. She wrapped her leg around his hip. She gripped his shoulders, hanging on with everything she had as he swept her up into a sensual tornado.

      She’d wanted men before, but not like this. Not with an all-consuming desire she felt to her toenails. It wasn’t neat or nice or even polite. His stubble scraped across her cheek and he bent her head backward with one hand dug into her hair.

      “Travis,” she mumbled as he kissed his way down her neck.

      Bliss ran her hands over his shoulders, arms, and through his short hair. There was no illusion that she had any control here. Travis was driving this show and damn, if she wasn’t glad she had a front row seat. Or something.

      He shoved her shirt and bra up roughly, exposing her breasts and stomach. She sucked in a deep breath, and her eyes popped open.

      Chubby.

      His friend had called her chubby.

      Travis caught her wrists before she registered her own attempt to shield herself.

      “Don’t,” he ground out between his teeth.

      “But…”

      The smolder in his gaze was enough of a command to keep her in place.

      But what if she was too fat? What if there was more of her to go around than he realized?

      Travis levered up on one arm, his gaze on her chest. He grasped one nipple between his fingers and rubbed it, the calluses better than any suction toy she’d ever tried.

      “Oooh!”

      Her vision unfocused and she stared at the ceiling.

      “Perfect,” Travis muttered.

      Her?

      Really?

      She could point out a few less than perfect areas, but she’d take the compliment.

      His mouth closed around her other nipple, laving it with his tongue. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she arched her back, pushing more of her chest into his mouth and hand.

      Yes, she wanted him. She wanted him bad.

      Travis tugged at the front of her jeans until the button slipped loose and her zipper lowered. He reared up and grasped the denim around her hips and jerked it down her legs, leaving her in her panties, with her shirt and bra up under her armpits. He stared down at her and again she had to fight the urge to cover herself.

      He’d pursued her. He’d called her perfect.

      She fisted the cushion under her to keep her hands in place.

      “W-what are you doing?” she asked.

      “Trying to think of something to say.”

      Bliss gulped, and a tendril of doubt crept in.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because, I should say something, but I suck at talking. I don’t normally do this.”

      “Do what?” He screamed heterosexual, so he couldn’t mean he did guys.

      He leaned over her, running a hand up her stomach to cup a breast.

      “I don’t get involved with clients. I don’t do it.”

      “Oh…”

      “You’re different. I should be different.” The hard line of his mouth and the dark furrows on his brow suddenly made a tiny bit of sense.

      She wasn’t the only one dealing with self-doubt. This larger-than-life man, this hero, had insecurities too. She smoothed her hand up his arm to his face where she traced the lines.

      “I like you. Be you,” she said.

      He bent his head and kissed her again, and this time his mouth was soft, yielding. She greedily stroked her hands down his back to the firm globes of his ass. Man, he had a nice ass—all firm and hard.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down on top of her, relishing the way he pressed her into the cushions. His hands blazed a path across her body, her skin tingling everywhere they touched. She grabbed handfuls of his shirt, hauling it up and over his head.

      Bare skin.

      She could have cheered, but she saw the scars first.

      Dots, lines, and jagged scars created a topographical map of Travis’ life on his skin. He hadn’t been kidding when he said he was a human shield. Her heart ached for him. She pressed a kiss to his shoulder, tasting him.

      He shoved his arms under her and hauled her up into his arms, cradling her close.

      Bliss yelped and clung to his shoulders, cringing. He was a strong guy, but she wasn’t exactly tiny. Still, he didn’t miss a step or even grunt carrying her into her bedroom and the big bed she slept in alone. He laid her down and stripped her shirt and bra off her, leaving her in just her panties.

      His hands traced the lace at her hip and down her thigh. Her breath caught the closer he got to her mound.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry. I think my hands are too rough for this stuff. I snagged them.” He smoothed out the snarl in her lace panties.

      “It’s okay. I have more than one pair.” They were clothes. She could replace those. This moment? It was a once in a lifetime thing.

      He cocked his head to the side.

      “Really?” he asked.

      She could hear him thinking. What was he up to?

      Travis dug in his pocket and produced the same knife she’d taken earlier to defend herself. He flicked it open and she held her breath.

      He wouldn’t…
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      Bliss watched in fascination and a touch of fashion horror. With a gentle flick of his wrist, Travis parted the delicate lace at her hip with the blade of his knife, never once coming close to her skin. She gasped and watched him do it again on the other side, until her panties were in bits and she wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing.

      “There we go,” he muttered.

      The knife went onto her nightstand while he pushed her thighs apart, crawling up onto the bed.

      “You just…”

      “I did.” He kissed her inner thigh.

      She fought the urge to cover herself, but it was a bit too late for that. Besides, her subconscious knew exactly what she wanted. Her lungs burned, needing oxygen, but she couldn’t move a muscle.

      Travis traced a winding path from her knee to the other leg and back and forth on either thigh. She’d never been so grateful to Wendy for those nightmare waxing trips they went on every so often. Stray hairs were the least of her worries.

      He kissed her mound, and her breath rushed out of her lungs. She dropped her head back against the pillows and shifted her feet restlessly on either side of him. If she’d thought she’d been hot for him before, it was nothing compared to the arousal burning her up from the inside. And all he’d done was strip her down and kiss her a bit.

      “Travis…” She couldn’t bear to look at him. Was he having second thoughts?

      “Yeah?”

      She pried one eye open and peered down at him. He had one hand splayed over her left hip and his gaze on her face. Her poor lungs froze again. Desire sharpened Travis’ features, his cheeks sunk in, and his deadly focus was all on her.

      What did she say? What could she say?

      “Where’s the bullet?” he asked.

      “Uh, what?”

      “Earlier you said you liked a bullet. Where is it?”

      “Forget it.” She couldn’t help glancing at her nightstand. The drawer was closed, right?

      “In here?” Travis reached where her traitorous eyes led him and opened the drawer.

      Two cloth bins separated out her favorite toys into daily and occasional use, each in a color-coded bag. He snagged a pink cloth bag from the back of the drawer.

      “No!” She snatched the toy bag from his fingers and shoved it under the pillow.

      “What is that?” Travis crawled up her body, his hand delving under the pillow to close around hers.

      “Not a bullet.”

      Shit. That was the last thing he needed to see.

      “Show me.” He tugged on her hand, but didn’t force her to comply.

      “No.” She shook her head.

      Travis studied her for a moment. If he looked in that bag, she was pretty sure he’d leave right now.

      “Okay, then which one is the bullet?”

      “Blue bag.”

      “Which one?” He glanced at the drawer.

      “All of them, just pick one.”

      “You like your bullets, huh?” He released her hand, and she breathed a sigh of relief. But it didn’t last long. He picked a blue bag out of the mix and upended it on the mattress next to her.

      Oh no…not that one…

      Travis pinched the finger loops and lifted the pink-and-chrome toy off the sheets. The silver, egg-shaped bullet was halfway encased in a silver silicone sleeve, with two finger loops on either side of the mid-section. A clear, pink tongue curved up and over the bullet part, the surface ribbed and covered in bumps. He would pick the more outlandish looking toy to open.

      “I don’t get it,” he said after a moment.

      She covered her face with one hand and took it from him. Practice and plenty of time with this particular toy meant she didn’t need to see it to slip her fingers into the silicone bands until the bullet rested against her middle finger and the tongue curved over her nails.

      “You turn it on and…stroke.”

      “Oh yeah?” Travis’ brows lifted and a slow grin spread over his face. “Show me.”

      No was on the tip of her tongue. Just this morning, the mere mention of a vibrator had repulsed him, was he really going to change his mind that fast?

      If he wasn’t open to it, did she really want to share her bed with him?

      She twisted the bullet in her palm and it began to vibrate. At the low setting, it was a good warmup to bigger and better things.

      Travis shifted to lay next to her. She reached down between them, staring at his shoulder, and gently stroked the silicone tongue over her mound. Her heated skin tingled at the touch, and she felt the vibrations down to her bones.

      “Does it feel good?” he asked.

      He was so close she felt the puff of his breath against her cheek. She opened her eyes, staring at the ceiling.

      “Yes.”

      “Why do you like this one?”

      “It’s waterproof, and the ridges give it a nice feel.” She curled her toes, fighting down the tide of embarrassment.

      “Let me.”

      Travis drew her hand away from her mound and slid the loops off her fingers. He didn’t even turn it off as he transferred it to his hand. The bands stretched around his digits and she had to wonder if that was just a prelude of what was to come. Did the big man, big cock myth hold true?

      She couldn’t tear her gaze from his face and the way he stared down her body. Unlike her first touch with the bullet, his was not tentative. He cupped her mound in a bold, possessive grip, resting the length of the toy along her slit. Her clit throbbed. She groaned and arched her back.

      He let his hand rest there a moment before pressing his middle finger, and by extension the toy, against her. Gently, he rubbed it up and down, pressing into her. She gasped and grabbed the sheets with one hand and his forearm with the other. He shifted to lean over her, and his hot breath fanned over her nipple.

      Oh, yes, her mind screamed.

      He kissed her nipple and pressed his finger farther into her, massaging her vagina and teasing her clit. His knee kept her thighs open—it gave her something to grip with her knees.

      His tongue swirled around her breast, teasing the stiff peak until sensation zinged from her pussy to her breasts. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and shifted her hips, grinding against his hand.

      “Oh, fuck.” He laid his head against her shoulder and worked his finger back and forth through her folds. “I want inside of you right now.”

      “Yes!” She dug her nails into him, pulling him closer. If she didn’t come soon, she would go out of her mind.

      “You’re damn tight.”

      “I want to come with you inside of me. Please, Travis?” She didn’t even close her eyes when she said it.

      Travis shook off her grip and vaulted off the bed. He shed both jeans and boxers at once, tossing them away to land haphazardly over her furniture. She didn’t even flinch when he plucked a condom from her nightstand and ripped it open. She followed the path of his hands and gulped.

      Big man, big package.

      “You sure?” He put one knee on the mattress.

      Bliss sat up and snatched the condom out of the package before he could stop her. She knelt facing him and reached for his erection. There was so much power in him, he could push her aside and do as he liked. She’d probably even thank him for it. Instead, he held perfectly still while she rolled the latex down his hard length.

      The tendons on either side of his neck stood out, a testament to how much control he was exerting over what he wanted. Which was her. It was a powerful, heady thing to know he wanted her that badly.

      She rose up on her knees and cupped his cheek, leaning in for a kiss.

      As if that contact broke whatever leash he’d put on his baser instincts, he crashed down on top of her. Their legs danged off the side of the mattress, but she didn’t care. His mouth devoured hers, thrusting his tongue into her as his now empty hand palmed her breasts and coasted down her stomach.

      She felt his cock nudge her thigh, and she shifted until she could wrap her legs around his waist. His now bare fingers pressed against her opening.

      He tore his mouth from hers and panted against her cheek.

      “God damn,” he muttered.

      “Travis.” She lifted her hips as his finger slid deep inside of her.

      “Tell me if it hurts?”

      “Fuck me already,” she snapped.

      “All right.” He chuckled and kissed the corner of her mouth.

      His fingers left her, only to be replaced by the blunt head of his cock. She perched her heels on the edge of the mattress and pressed closer. He held back, depriving her of that first inch.

      He shifted over her until he rose up, her leg brushing his thigh their only physical contact. She wanted to spend hours touching and kissing him. He wasn’t magazine beautiful—even naked, he was a little scary looking—but right now he was her scary. Her man. And she wanted him inside of her.

      Travis carefully guided his cock to her entrance and glanced at her. Their gazes locked, and he pressed into her. She gasped and wrapped her fingers around the forearm supporting his upper body.

      “You okay?” he gritted out and held still.

      “Yes, yes, yes.” She hooked one arm around his neck and pulled him lower.

      His girth stretched her, rubbing every nerve ending as he penetrated her, joining their bodies. He withdrew and thrust once more, sinking deeper. She appreciated his thoughtfulness, but she wasn’t a virgin. As he thrust once more, she lifted her hips, and their bodies met in a hard slap of flesh.

      She groaned, and her eyes nearly rolled back in her head. Fully inside of her, he stretched and fit her better than any toy. There were some things that couldn’t be replaced. A real, live penis was one of those.

      “Shit, you okay?” His body went rigid, probably with the strain of remaining completely still.

      She lifted her lower body, leveraging her feet on the mattress and wiggled her ass. The things she wanted to do to this man might still be illegal in a few states. She lowered her hips, holding her breath as he slid from her body.

      “Oh, fuck,” he muttered.

      “That’s the point.” She grinned.

      Travis hooked one arm under her knee, robbing her of her mobility and thrust, sinking deep. The breath rushed out of her lungs as he descended on top of her. The mattress squeaked and shifted under them. She didn’t care if they ended up on the floor, so long as he didn’t stop.

      His hips pumped, long, deep strokes in and out, while his gaze held hers. There was something about the way he stared that made her feel like he saw deep into her soul, as if he could see how she felt and raised the bet. Her insides quivered and she held onto him tighter.

      “Bliss,” he hissed out.

      Her name on his lips sparked something deep within her. A sense of rightness, as if she’d been made to fill his arms and be filled by him. It was a soul-deep sensation that took her by surprise.

      “Oh, Travis!”

      A tide of pleasure swept over her, threatening to rob her of all thought and control. Her body clamped down on his cock, and he groaned, his motions becoming jerky and uneven. His mouth claimed hers as he shoved the mattress almost a foot off the box spring. She felt his muscles constrict and twitch across his back and squeezed him close, holding tight to this man who filled a hole in her life she hadn’t known was there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      Travis stared up at the ceiling and ran his fingers through Bliss’ hair. It was even softer than he’d imagined. She snuggled closer, her breath fanning across his chest. The sheet clung to his damp skin.

      He didn’t know what to think. Sex was an itch to be scratched when it was convenient, and he never crossed the line with a client. Bliss might not be paying his check, but she was involved, and she had no idea what he was. Who he was.

      “Think they’ll catch him?” she asked.

      “Daniel?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Eventually, yeah.” The question was, how many people would Daniel kill before they caught him? Killers on the run often splintered, going on sprees or worse. It was out of Travis’ hands now—the cops had made that clear.

      “I hope so.” Bliss lifted her head and looked up at him. “What’s your plan for the holidays?”

      “Nothing, really.” Tracking Daniel had been it. Now he was at loose ends until the FBI threw him another file to look over. No doubt they were knee-deep in paperwork over Daniel’s case, since the transient murders crossed state boundaries, putting it squarely in their hands.

      “Usually we all get together at Wendy’s, but I’m not sure what we’ll do this year, you know? Do you at least get time off?” She kissed his chest, and her hair slid over his skin.

      Shit. He was a terrible person. If she knew the truth about him, she would have shoved him out of her life.

      “Yeah, I’m off now, until the first of the year or so, maybe later. Depends on when a job comes up.” He shrugged and glanced at the clock. Half past midnight. Great.

      “You think you’d be interested in going out later this week? After everything dies down?”

      “Bliss…I don’t live in Vegas.”

      “What?” She blinked at him.

      “I live in Illinois. I…we talked about that.”

      “Oh. Oh right. That…sucks. I guess I should have. Now I feel stupid.” She laid her cheek against his chest.

      “No, don’t. I suck at talking, remember?” God, he was the worst kind of man. She had no idea who she’d gotten into bed with. He’d practically taken advantage of her.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Damn it. I’m not good at this either,” he muttered and scrubbed a hand over his face.

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have stayed.” He sat up and glanced around her bedroom, searching for his clothes.

      The best thing for her was to be away from him. A guy with his record didn’t deserve a nice girl. Between his time with the SEALs and in prison, he was fucked up. Throw in his serial killer roots and his baggage was more than any woman deserved. Especially one like Bliss. She was too smart and too normal for a guy like him. He’d do her a favor by leaving.

      He snagged his jeans and underwear from the top of her laundry hamper and stepped into them. The silence had the hair on the back of his neck lifting.

      The sound of a feminine sniffle sliced him to the bone. He turned and froze. Bliss sat with her back to the white headboard, the sheets clutched to her chest and her face turned away from him.

      Was she crying?

      That wasn’t what he wanted.

      For a second he stood there and watched her hand disappear behind the curtain of hair. She sniffled again, the sound muted this time, but he still heard it.

      “Bliss?” He set one knee on the bed. When she didn’t respond, he crawled across the bed to her. “Please don’t cry. I don’t know how to fix that.”

      “Go away.” She grabbed the pillow that still bore the indention from his head and clutched it to her chest.

      “Bliss…I don’t know how to make you understand.”

      “It was a big mistake. I get it.” She stared at the far side of the room, resolutely not looking at him, but he could see each tear trickling down her cheeks. They hurt worse than any bullet he’d ever taken.

      “No, that’s what I…God damn it, Bliss. I’m a felon. Did you know that?” He bit the inside of his cheek and waited for her to slap him.

      Her brow wrinkled and she glanced at him, a frown curling her lips downward.

      “I’m a felon. A serial killer murdered my dad’s family. I was kicked out of the SEALs, and now the only thing I’m good for is as a human shield or the FBI’s blood hound. I’m fucked up, and you want no part of this.” He jabbed a finger at his chest.

      It was the rough, unvarnished truth of his life. Since the moment he’d been conceived, the bastard son of the Ration Survivor, his life was shrouded in darkness. His own mother couldn’t stand to look at him. Why should Bliss have to accept what the woman who birthed him could not?

      “I don’t even know where to start with that.” Bliss stared at him, which was better than avoiding him, except now he could see how red her eyes were.

      “I’ve done hard time.”

      “For what?” One brow arched, as if she didn’t believe him.

      “Kidnapping a kid.” Each word was a nail in his coffin. People got crazy when it came to kids, his prison time was proof of that.

      “You kidnapped a kid? Why?”

      It was Travis’ turn to stare at her. Why wasn’t she calling the cops on him? Wouldn’t a normal girl do that? What rational woman let a felon into her home, much less her bed?

      “Because his mother threatened to kill him and herself.”

      “And you went to prison for that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You shouldn’t be jailed for that, you should be…I don’t know, given a medal. You seriously went to prison for that?”

      “A year and some change in FTC.” He leaned against the headboard next to her.

      “A year?”

      “My sentence was longer, but it was reduced.”

      “I can’t believe that. What happened?”

      “You should kick me out, you know that?”

      “Let me get this straight.” She wiped her eyes. “A lot of bad stuff has happened to you, and you think—what? It means people should stay away from you?”

      “I’m not a normal guy, Bliss.” He couldn’t translate the darkness that haunted him into words.

      “I think you’ve had some shitty luck, and if you’re afraid of more bad stuff happening, go on.” She gestured to the bedroom door.

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “Poor word choice. The big, bad SEAL would never be afraid.” She didn’t flinch away from meeting his gaze.

      He could almost taste the sarcasm dripping from her words. Why was she so calm about this? Didn’t she know he could kill her in a dozen ways without breaking a sweat? Not that he would, she was too precious to be harmed. She should have someone in her life to be there for her, protect her if it came to that. If Travis ever met the guy, he’d be hard-pressed to not punch his lights out, even if it was what Bliss deserved.

      “You’re still here,” she said after several moments.

      “I’ll leave.”

      “If that’s what you want to do.” She broke their eye contact and stared at the wall again.

      “Damn it, Bliss, that’s not what I want to do. It’s what I should do. I can’t promise you anything. I won’t even be here by the end of next week.”

      “But you’ll be here for a week at least?” She reached for his hand and threaded their fingers together.

      “That’s the plan.” He stared at their joined hands. The simple act of acceptance floored him.

      “I’m okay with that. I like you. I’d like to see you again if possible.”

      “You should kick me out.”

      “Why? Because you’ve been dealt a shitty hand? I don’t think that stuff is contagious. Besides, it’s made you a strong person. I can’t imagine what it’s been like for you.”

      “You deserve someone better.”

      “Better than the guy who saved my sister and Christmas all in one day?” She elbowed him and a smile spread across her face. “You’re pretty awesome.”

      He knew he needed to say something, but his mind was at a stand-still.

      Once, he’d gone rock climbing while in Utah, and he crossed a precarious bit of rock. For a few seconds, if his weight had shifted even the slightest bit, he’d have fallen to his death. From the way he held his breath to how his stomach was tied up in knots, this moment was every bit as uncertain. It wouldn’t be his death if he fell, but he didn’t know what awaited him.

      “Travis?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m not like Wendy. I’m not looking for a man to take care of me, if that’s what’s bothering you. I’m happy where I’m at.”

      He leaned toward her and fell off the mental cliff into the unknown. Bliss met his kiss, her hand cupping the back of his neck and sliding up into his hair. He meant to be gentle, but she nipped his lower lip. Arousal thrummed through his veins. He shoved the pillow aside and dragged a giggling, squirming Bliss across his lap until she straddled him.

      She flattened her hands against his chest and smiled at him. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes sparkled.

      It hit him in that instant.

      Travis wanted to make her happy.

      He didn’t know the first thing about pleasing a woman out of bed. He’d kept his relationships short due to deployment, the nature of his jobs, and his history, but for her, he could be different. It was possible, wasn’t it?

      “I—” The sound of Bliss’ phone on the charging station silenced her protest. “It’s Wendy.”

      She climbed off the bed and snatched up her phone. He wanted to drag her back into bed but knew she needed to be assured her sister was safe. Bliss yanked on a pair of yoga pants, a sports bra and sweatshirt, as if she were leaving.

      “Where are you going?” He picked up one of the cloth bags at random.

      Bliss’ cheeks were redder now. She shook her head as the ringtone died.

      “I have no reception in here. I have to go out onto the patio to talk to anyone. She knows that. I’ll be right back. Do not open the blue bag.” She pointed at the other bin. “The blue ones.”

      “Your sex toys are color coded?”

      “Yes.” She laughed and fled the room, taking a pair of house boots with her.

      He watched her go, listening for the snick of the latch on the sliding glass doors.

      She made him feel things he wasn’t used to feeling. Emotions that had no name. It was unsettling and exciting, but he needed to remember this was only for now. At best, he could give her a weekend or a week here and there between gigs, nothing like what she deserved, but if she wanted him, he wasn’t about to leave.

      Travis pried open the blue bag and peered at its contents.

      “Fuck…”

      

      [image: ]

      Bliss stepped out into the frigid evening air. She should have grabbed a coat, but her skin was so hot she’d mistakenly thought the December weather might make her feel better.

      Nope.

      She hit redial on her phone and pressed it to her ear, willing Wendy to answer fast. As much as Bliss wanted to know how her sister was doing, she also wanted to get back into bed instead of standing on her concrete slab of a patio.

      Travis was nothing she’d expected. He was a wounded hero, and while she wasn’t foolish enough to think she could fix him, she could love the man he was now. If only for a little while.

      Even as the thought solidified in her mind, she knew it was silly. She couldn’t love him. Maybe the idea of him, but it was too soon. They didn’t know each other. And yet, she couldn’t deny that her heart hadn’t beat this hard for anyone in her life. Not even the man she’d thought she might marry.

      “Come on, Wendy, pick up,” she muttered.

      A hand wrapped around her, covering her mouth. Something pricked her neck before she could strike out.

      Bliss tried to draw breath, to cry out for Travis, but her muscles refused to work— even her lungs were hard to manage. Her legs gave out, and she hit the concrete. Overhead, the stars twinkled down at her, broken only by the large silhouette of a man.

      “You took what belonged to me,” he said.

      Oh God…

      Bliss tried to lift her arm, to cry out, but her vision hazed. The last thing she saw was Daniel Campbell’s face before everything went black.

      

      
        TO BE CONTINUED

        

        Find out what happens next in Dangerous Attraction: Part Two!  And sign up for my newsletter to receive a heads up when the next Aegis Group installment comes out.
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        It was supposed to be a no-strings, harmless, shortlived, get-the-SEAL-out-of-her-system fling.

        

        The men in Jillian's life don't stick around and she's come to grips with that. Yet, when one week turns to two and Teo shows no signs of moving on, she can't help but get her hopes up.

        

        Teo just got out of long, committed relationship with the military. He has no intention of settling down, no matter how delicious Jillian tastes. 

        

        Except... maybe it's his retirement or perhaps the holiday cheer, but he can't get the curvy, brunette coffee shop owner out of his head. And he did promise her a fling...

        

        Lucky for her, a SEAL never does anything half-assed, especially when it comes to making a woman scream with pleasure.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      “You've been coming in here three times a week for months.”

      Teo recognized Jillian Moore's voice and glanced up from his computer screen. The gorgeous coffee shop owner had a wide smile that kicked him in the gut and an ass that wouldn't quit. 

      Right now she stared at him with electric green eyes that he was reasonably sure were aided by contacts...not that he'd ever ask. A delicate brow was raised in silent question.

      “You keep track of all your customers?” he asked, secretly pleased that she'd been paying so much attention to him and his habits. Weeks ago she'd stopped asking what he wanted.

      He'd step through the door, the bell would ring, she'd glance up from behind the counter and greet him with a sincere hello and a warm smile. That smile was his favorite part of the day. Then, even if there were other customers to be waited on, she'd fit in his cup of coffee and pop a muffin in the toaster oven.

      Between taking care of her other customers, she'd stop by his table, drop off his coffee, ask how he was and then move along. Always smiling, sometimes humming, and looking cute as hell in her vintage pinup dresses. 

      “Only the cute ones.”

      Her bald honesty caught him by surprise. It seemed that so many people were cagey or evasive these days. A straight shooter was refreshing and the fact that she looked like a Hollywood starlet from the fifties certainly didn't hurt.

      “Thanks.”

      “You must really like my muffins.”

      His eyes widened. Did she really expect him to admit that?

      The smirk curving her lips said she knew precisely what he was thinking.

      “What can I say? I love a good blueberry muffin.”

      Her lips twitched. Damn he loved that ruby red lipstick. Would she taste as good as she looked? Suddenly it was damn important to find out. He was tempted to tug her onto his lap and do just that. But the bell over the door rang, pulling her attention away.

      “Glad to hear it,” she said before greeting the newcomer, a regular named Lester. Then she was back at it, making her rounds, offering everyone a smile and making their day a little brighter.

      “What are you going to ask Santa for this year, young lady?” Lester, who had to be pushing eighty, asked Jill as he waited for his coffee.

      Teo leaned closer, eager for her answer.

      Jill laughed. Damn, Teo loved that sound. So light and effervescent, it went straight through him every time, warming him from the inside out.

      “Same thing I wish for every year, Lester. A white Christmas.”

      Her answer seemed to surprise the old man.

      “Really? You want snow?”

      “I want snow,” Jill said simply.

      “Not jewelry or clothes?”

      “Nope. Just snow.”

      Teo, and it seemed Lester too, was charmed by her answer. As Lester made his way to the door, Jill caught Teo’s eye. She sent him a warm smile and then turned her attention back to her work.

      Lust sizzled through him. Well, if that didn't beat all. The sexual tension was thick enough to cut with a knife, just the way he liked it. His attraction to the sassy brunette had been instant, but his sister had warned him away from the lovely coffee shop owner.

      He hadn’t asked her out, but that hadn’t stopped him from claiming a table several times a week and getting to know her. Reya’d been right on two accounts. Jill was dedicated to her young business, something he’d come to admire and three months ago he hadn’t been in the right headspace to act on his attraction.

      Now that he felt like he had his shit together, he wasn't about to blow his chance to accept the invitation in her eyes.

      Leaving the SEALs had been tough, just as he'd expected. But readjusting to civilian life had been different, harder, and noisier. Hanging out with his sister and Dylan was an absolute delight. The normalcy of Sunday afternoon cookouts with family and friends was a dream, but the nightmares always came at night.

      He hated feeling like he wasn't doing his duty; but honestly, his sanity had been close to snapping. He'd been running at full tilt for well over a decade and a half. Dylan had told him to learn to enjoy the quiet time; they'd earned it. His friend was right, of course. But going from a hard, demanding training schedule and life or death situations to a coffee shop in the burbs was well...weird.

      Jill's smile wasn't the least bit weird; it was charming and welcome, open and sunny. He craved that mouth, that smile, her sweet voice greeting him.

      Sure, he had a coffee maker at home and he could buy four hundred muffins for ten bucks at a wholesale store, but what she offered was more than good food. He liked the routine of coming here. He enjoyed being a regular and getting to know other regulars. There was something soothing about having a table that felt like his own, a place that he was always welcome, somewhere he didn't worry about getting shot.

      “Can I get you anything else?” Jill asked.

      Teo'd learned long ago to trust his gut and right now, as he stared into Jill's crystal green eyes, his gut was telling him to make his move or he'd regret it forever.

      “I don't want to sound clichéd,” he answered.

      Those twin dark brows lifted.

      He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the small round table. Her gaze shifted, tracing his muscles.

      That's right sweetheart, have a good long look.

      He'd worked damn hard to be strong mentally and physically. He wasn't above showing off to get what he wanted and right now, he wanted her, straddling his lap, feeding him muffins.

      Maybe that was a bad idea and a little voice asked if it was too soon. He wasn't ready to start dating.

      Another voice asked, “Who's talking about dating?” He was reasonably sure that the voice belonged to his cock. Naughty bastard.

      “Would you like to have dinner one night, Teo?” she asked, her eyes full of mirth. Holy shit she was ballsy. He almost swallowed his tongue as he tried to form an answer. There was really only one answer.

      He glanced down at the watch on his right wrist. “What time do you get off?”

      There went that sexy eyebrow again. He retraced his words.

      “Work,” he amended. Her mind seemed to be as dirty as his. But he had a damned good excuse. Being surrounded by so much testosterone since turning eighteen meant there weren’t many curse words he didn’t know and at this point, he had a filthy mind.

      “I'm busy tonight. Hosting a party—”

      “Invite me,” he said, deciding that where she was concerned, it paid to be as bold as she was.

      In the past, he’d played it fast and loose as young guys tended to do. But he’d learned to dial himself back a notch. Women worth keeping around weren't used to his zero to sixty lifestyle.

      But this one...she was something else. Like no one he'd ever met before and even though he knew promise in a woman's eyes, he wanted to know more about her.

      What made her tick? Why had she decided out of all the jobs in the world to open a coffee shop? Was she ticklish? How did she take her coffee? And why did she always wish for snow for Christmas?

      “Girls only, hot stuff.” She actually looked disappointed to tell him that. Her gaze dipped to his forearms again and then traced his fingers. Without missing a beat, she took out the old-fashioned pad and paper that she kept around as more of an accessory than a practical device. He'd never seen her write anything down before; orders went from a customer's lips straight to her memory and then the computer behind the counter.

      She slid a slip of paper across the table and placed the container of sugars on top of it. “It's on the house today.”

      Then she was back at it, making her rounds, smiling at her customers, refilling coffee while laughing with Tracy and Celeste.

      Teo played it cool and watched her for a moment longer before laying his hand on the paper and sliding it toward himself.

      Her note, as he'd come to expect, was short and sweet.

      Call me. Followed by her phone number.

      He hid his smirk behind his coffee cup, which he drained. So she was busy tonight; that gave him time to plan. And if there was one thing a SEAL was good at, it was planning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Jill touched up her lipstick as she waited for her friends to arrive. An uncommon and unwelcome tendril of anxiety curled through her. She'd never hosted a Blush Shoppe party before and she was a little worried what the other women would think. They were her friends and some of them were even employees, but if there was one thing she knew, you could never tell how open minded someone truly was.

      Cassie, the Blush Shoppe rep, was unpacking her wares, leaving Jill to fret. She was pretty sure she'd never look at her dining room table the same way again. Two dozen bottles of massage oil, lickable body dust, soaps, and lube were joined by a rainbow of sex toys. Everything from fuzzy handcuffs to anal beads graced the pale pink satin tablecloth. 

      Jill just hoped she didn't scandalize all the women she knew and loved. She was as ready as she was going to be, though. Freshly showered after a long day, coiffed in a favorite style. Apple cider was warming on the stove, she had an assortment of tasty and festive treats available, and Michael Bublé was crooning I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas through the speakers.

      At the knock on her door, she smoothed her hands down the cherry print fabric of her favorite vintage dress. She adored the way the belt shrank her waist and the full skirt made her lower legs look extra dainty. Her black stilettos gave the ensemble a modern vibe, making her feel perfectly dolled up.

      What did Teo think of her old-fashioned outfits? Was she too costumey?

      Tracy, Celeste and Gizelle stood on the small deck just outside her door and she waved them inside. Sharon and a few friends she'd made at the local business meetings weren't far behind. The only access to her apartment, which sat over the coffee shop, was the rear door and staircase. Baby Campbell and Reya Canales were getting out of a red Mini Cooper below.

      Baby, one of her best customers, waved. Jill waved back and called down “Come on up!”

      A few more employees and some of her longtime friends finished filling up her tiny living room. It warmed her heart to see such a good turnout. There’d been a time when she’d counted her friends on a single hand.

      After she'd hugged everyone (she was a hugger), and poured everyone a glass of wine, she settled on one of the kitchen stools she'd picked up second-hand. Like all of her favorite things, it was vintage and the chipped yellow paint was original.

      Every time she glanced at Reya, she thought of Reya's brother Teo. The hunk had been lighting up her dreams the last few months and today she'd finally worked up the courage to ask him out. He was light years out of her league, but she didn't think her coffee was that great which meant he kept coming around for another reason.

      Maybe he really did have a thing for blueberry muffins. She laughed to herself.

      “What's on your mind?” Tracy asked.

      “Oh, you know.” Jill wiggled her eyebrows.

      “Ahh... Him. When are you guys going out?”

      Tracy popped a handful of homemade trail mix into her mouth.

      “I don't know. He asked about tonight but—”

      “But you're peddling sex toys tonight,” Tracy supplied.

      Jill's cheeks colored. She wasn't sure why; she reviewed sex toys and had for years. She was intimately familiar with the items dotting her dining room table. But after all these years, she still cared what other people thought and it pissed her off. She was too old for that shit. If they abandoned her because she knew how to please herself, too damn bad. They obviously weren't very good friends to start with.

      “Whoa. You all right boss?”

      Jill's vision cleared and she refocused on the dark skinned beauty at her side. “Absolutely. Anyway, I gave him my number. I hope he calls.”

      He'd caught her eye from the first moment he’d stepped through the door of her shop and his deep voice was absolutely hypnotic. It did funny things to her insides. Plus, he had incredible manners, always tipped well, and his hands no doubt knew their way around a woman's body.

      She had wet dreams about those hands. So big and capable looking with blunt-tipped fingers, short nails, and gorgeous hazelnut skin.

      “He'll call. He can't keep his eyes off you. Bet he can't keep his hands off you either.” Tracy snickered and Jill smiled, feeling collected again.

      She made small talk with a few other people before tapping a fork against her wine glass.  A dozen pair of eyes turned her way.

      “That was totally cheesy,” she admitted, smiling at everyone. “Thanks so much for coming tonight. I'll admit I'm a teensy bit nervous. I've never hosted a peddling party before.”

      Everyone laughed and she felt more at ease.

      “This is Cassie, a rep from Blush Shoppe. I'll let her take over. Hopefully, you’ll be able to check a few people off on your Christmas list.”

      Luckily, Cassie was warm, charming and experienced at this type of party. It didn't take long before everyone was laughing, wine disappeared from glasses and she saw everyone scribbling notes in the brochure. 

      Jill couldn't help but wonder what Teo would think of the Sinfully Strawberry body butter or if he'd like the Come With Me cock ring. Every single item on the table made her think of him. She'd reviewed several of the products in the past but hadn't experimented with a partner. And let's face it, Teo was the first man to get her motor revving in a long time. She’d had a fling here and there since her ex almost bankrupted her. But as a whole, she stayed away from men she could fall for.

      Burn me once…shame on me.

      

      “Well, that was a success,” Cassie said as she packed up her samples.

      There was about one glass of wine left, maybe a plate of cookies and in Jill’s book that equaled a good party.

      “Oh good. I’m glad you thought so.” She knew what it was like to be a small business owner, to celebrate every sale.

      After everyone had left, she slipped off her shoes, loaded dishes into the dishwasher and checked her cell phone for messages. A number she didn't recognize popped up above a text bubble.

      

      I know you're having a party, but I was thinking about you and your fantastic blueberry muffins.  - Teo

      

      Her heart beat a little faster with every word. Was he for real? Who texted on the same day? Unless he was as smitten with her as she was with him.

      

      Party just ended. I'm cleaning up.

      

      After sending her reply, she added his name and number to her contact list. She didn't have to wait long before another text popped up.

      

      Have a good time?

      

      She smiled as she pondered her answer. Anytime she was with her friends was bound to be fun, but they'd really surprised her. Baby Campbell had been one of her first customers after her shop had opened and they'd become fast friends. The petite blonde had kept the party lively and Jill had really appreciated her zest for the products.

      

      Oh yeah. Love hanging out with my girlfriends. 

      

      Owning her own coffee shop had been her dream for over a decade and now that it was finally a reality, she realized exactly what she'd given up to be her own boss. While many of her friends had been getting married and starting families, she’d been scrimping and saving.

      Luckily she had amazing employees whom she could trust and depend on. And friends who’d stuck by her. Now her dream was a reality and better than she’d ever expected. She’d become an integral part of the community.

      Teo’s next question made her giggle. 

      

      What exactly do you do at a girls only party?

      

      She pulled her lower lip between her teeth as she settled onto her sofa. The streets of downtown Roseville were quiet and she loved the peaceful view of the ancient crepe myrtle trees draped in twinkling white Christmas lights.

      

      Wouldn't you like to know?

      

      It couldn't have been a full minute before another message popped up.

      

      I would. As it is, my brain is making up all sorts of things. 

      

      Jill smirked. Three months ago Reya and Dylan had rented her shop for the evening to throw a welcome home party for Teo. Admittedly, Jill wondered what Teo had done for the Navy. She had a pretty good idea, given what she knew about Dylan. Teo had to be in his mid-thirties based on his air of experience and the wrinkles that framed his eyes when he shot that killer grin at her. 

      

      I'll give you a hint. It involves lotions, potions, and handcuffs.

      

      A minute ticked by. A gust of wind made the trees dance and the warm glow shimmered through her cozy living room. Then, when she was about to become disheartened, the phone buzzed.

      

      Should I be worried or turned on?

      

      She laughed and her fingers sped over the virtual keyboard.

      

      I would think turned on. I hosted a Blush Shoppe party. Tupperware is so last century.

      

      A few heartbeats later, her phone rang and Teo's name splashed across the top.

      “Hi,” she greeted, her grin spreading.

      “A Blush Shoppe party?”

      She laughed at the curiosity in his voice.

      “Yeah. I'm sure Reya went to a makeup party when she was younger. It's like that but with body butters and toys and things.”

      She could tell his mind was racing along and that her vague “and things” would undergo further scrutiny.

      “That's a thing now? And women go to them?”

      “Sure do.”

      “You're right,” he murmured. “That does turn me on. Did you buy anything?”

      “Not tonight.  I did get a prize for hosting the party, though.” She wasn't sure why she'd admitted that; to keep him talking she supposed. She could listen to him read a phone book and be perfectly content.

      “Are you going to share with the class?”

      She nibbled the inside of her lower lip. “Edible body butter.”

      Silence.

      “It's like a lotion,” she ventured. “You massage it into your partner’s skin and can lick it off.”

      The silence was interrupted by a low moan. “That sounds interesting. What flavor?”

      “Sinfully Strawberry.”

      “Mmmm... You have my attention.”

      “Is that right?”

      The pause was so long she thought they'd been disconnected. But the call timer on her phone continued ticking upward.

      “Still there?”

      “Yeah.” He sounded far away and lost in thought.

      “What's on your mind?”

      “I want to see you.”

      So she wasn't the only one interested in exploring their chemistry. Thank goodness! Ignoring the little voice of warning in the back of her mind, she said, “So come over.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Teo made it to Jill's Java Hut in record time. Roseville's tree lined streets were deserted, quiet and pretty as a painting. The quaint downtown was about the farthest thing he could imagine from the war-torn countryside of Afghanistan or the jungles of South America.

      He parked around back as Jill had suggested. The wind sliced through him and he was glad for the leather jacket Reya had given him two Christmases ago.

      He took the stairs up to the second floor two at a time, the cold wood groaning under his two hundred and ten pounds. It'd never occurred to him that Jill lived over her coffee shop, but he liked the old-fashioned vibe of the shop owner living upstairs. The scenario suited her and it soothed something in him, knowing that she didn't have to go far when she stumbled into work each morning before the sun hit the horizon.

      He rapped his knuckles against the door and it opened a split second later. Jillian's wide green eyes met his and she gave him a smile that almost knocked him over backward.

      What was it about this woman? Why did he feel so bewitched whenever she smiled at him? It was a reaction he'd never felt before... giddiness, sheer pleasure, making him happy to be alive and on the receiving end of anything she had to offer.

      “Come in,” she said, taking a measured step back.

      He stepped across the threshold, unable to take his eyes off her stunning figure. The dark dress cinched tight at the waist, cupped her breasts until they threatened to spill over and accentuated her legs. The small, red cherry pattern brought a smile to his lips and he let out a low whistle.

      She grinned, her ruby red lips stretching wide past perfect white teeth.

      Years of training had him pulling his gaze away just long enough to survey his surroundings. It wasn't that he expected danger lurking around the corner, but old habits die hard.

      The loft-style space was large and open with tall windows at the other end. Old wooden floorboards had been polished with use and ancient brick walls gave the space a cozy if somewhat cold feeling.

      She didn’t have up any Christmas decorations yet, which surprised him. He’d imagined a fully decorated tree, yards of garland, hundreds of tiny twinkle lights all in a vintage style. But the air smelled of cinnamon and spice and a duo was singing “Baby, It’s Cold Outside” on the stereo. He had to agree with the sentiment of the song. However, he really did want to stay.

      “Can I get you something?” she asked.

      Damn, he loved her accent, somewhere between Southern and Midwestern. And her laugh...he couldn't go home until he made her laugh. He loved that she had such a friendly relationship with her employees. They were always cutting up, making the coffee shop a relaxing place to be.

      “What's on the menu?” he asked, turning back to her. She laughed softly and stepped forward. Music to his ears.

      “Whatever I've got.”

      “You included?”

      Her grin turned sassy. “Perhaps.”

      He managed to keep his hands to himself as she stepped around him. But after watching her flit around her coffee shop in those curve-accentuating dresses, he ached to touch her. And try out that edible body butter she'd mentioned.

      She headed toward the kitchen which took up a section of the left wall. For some reason, he expected to see a vintage refrigerator, not a stainless steel monstrosity. But then, Jill constantly surprised him, which was just one of the many reasons he loved visiting her shop.

      “I've got wine, coffee, orange juice, and zero beers.” She peered around the refrigerator door at him. “Sorry.”

      “Coffee sounds great.” He stepped in between the peninsula and the refrigerator door, blocking her exit. “It's cold out.”

      He gave a mock shiver and her eyes raked over him. “Is the big, bad SEAL chilly?”

      “If I am, will you warm me up?”

      Her green eyes sparkled in the overhead light. “You're flirtier than I thought.”

      “Would you rather I ignore you?” he asked.

      “Like you did at your welcome home party?”

      He was transported back to the first time they'd met. Reya and Dylan had rented out her space, invited everyone he knew and thrown one heck of a party. But she was right, he'd ignored her with all his might.

      “That's because I took one look at you and got a hard on.”

      She gasped and her brows jumped up.

      Truth be told, he'd been hard because of her every day since.

      After eying him for a long moment, she turned to the stove and grabbed a tea kettle.

      “Can I ask you something?” She filled the kettle and popped it back on the stove, her movements swift and sure.

      “Anything.” He leaned a hip against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Why haven't you ever asked me out?”

      He mulled over his answer as she turned to the far set of cabinets, raised up on her tippy-toes and stretched for something.

      Reya’s words as they’d been leaving for his welcome home party came back to him. “And no hitting on Jillian. She’s working her butt off to be successful. This business means a lot to her and she doesn’t want any distractions, especially of the male variety. Got me? Don’t turn on your charm and mess that up for her.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. It’s that Latin bad boy look you’ve got going on. You make girls swoon. I remember high school.”

      “But I’m charming?”

      Reya snorted. “In your own way, I guess. Ladies seem to like it.”

      “All right. I won’t be charming to your friend the coffee shop owner.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But there’s nothing I can do about my bad boy good looks,” he quipped, leaving his sister laughing.

      “Had to get my head on straight,” he said simply.

      Nodding, Jill placed a French press next to the stove. He loved watching her hands as she worked. They were so different from a SEAL's but just as practiced. Small, sure and he'd be willing to bet, strong too.

      “Is it on straight now?” she asked, turning back to him as the water heated.

      Now that she’d asked him out? Heck yeah. He’d kept up his end of the bargain with Reya. Well…mostly. It wasn’t his fault that Jill had asked him out, was it?

      Teo nodded. Plus, now that’d he’d closed on the farm his life was moving forward.

      “Have a cookie.” She pushed a plate across the counter top. 

      He took a bite and settled onto an old, yellow bar stool while he waited and watched. Damn she was gorgeous, her movements poetry in motion and for a guy who’d practically failed Lit class…well, he still knew artwork when he saw it.

      He'd admit it. He was a leg man. Okay, and a boob man. Hell, he was an ass man too. Fuck. She was the trifecta.

      Though he’d seen and talked to her dozens of times, being in her personal space was so much more intimate. He liked seeing her with her hair down, so to speak.

      “You're staring,” she said, not looking over at him.

      “Can't help it. You're the prettiest thing I've seen in a long time.”

      That earned him a grin.

      “So tell me about yourself, Teo. I know you’re a Navy man, you’re buying a house, you have a sister who’s crazy about you. You love blueberry muffins.”

      She emphasized “love.”

      “You like your coffee black. You read the news online, but I never hear you talking politics. You seem to have a handful of close friends. What don’t I know about you?”

      She had him pretty well pegged.

      “What you see is what you get.”

      For the most part.

      Jill poured him a cup of coffee and placed it in front of him. Then she braced her forearms against the countertop, laced her fingers and stared up at him as if he were an open book.

      Dammit to hell. The position stuck her ass in the air and put her cleavage on display. The mischievous quirk at the edges of her ruby lips said she knew just what she was doing to him.

      But she couldn't possibly know how much he wanted to stalk around behind her, rip her panties off, hold her hands down on the weathered wooden counter and fill her from behind. Over and over, until she screamed out his name.

      Teo blinked, coming back to the here and now. Maybe, if everything went just right, he could convince her to serve him in the nude. Oh yeah, he liked that idea.

      “You were in the Navy. How long?”

      “Since I graduated high school.”

      “Wow.” She poured herself a glass of orange juice and then resumed her position. He'd been sure she'd reach for the wine bottle. An interesting choice, which he tried not to over-analyze.

      “And you? How long have you owned a coffee shop?”

      She prickled, stood, reached for a cloth and wiped down the countertop as if it was suddenly the most interesting thing in the room. Instinct told him there was a story there, pain too.

      “Not that long, but I've worked in one since I was sixteen. It's always been my dream.”

      Did she have any idea how seductive her lips were? He'd never really had a particular type of woman he was drawn to (legs, boobs, ass, remember?), but looking at her now with her hair swept up in such a polished do with her bright red lipstick...

      Teo wanted nothing more than to smudge that lipstick and mess up her hair.

      “There’s a story there.”

      Her expression softened. “I like the rhythm of a coffee shop, the sense of community, the food, the cozy atmosphere.”

      “Me too.”

      “But I get to see the same folks every day, offer them a little something to make their day better.”

      He understood what she was saying. In her own way, people relied on her and she became a linchpin in people’s lives. She was building a community with her employees, her customers, the town. Her excitement and obvious love for her job were infectious.

      His fingers itched to cup her face, tug her lips against his, sink his fingers in that glossy dark mane until he left her breathless and disheveled.

      The thought must have registered on his face because she sighed and swayed toward him.

      “Come here.”

      Tossing the dishcloth aside, she stepped around the island. Her high heels echoed in the silent space.

      “Closer,” he murmured when she didn’t close the distance between them.

      She took another step.

      “How’s this?” She smirked at him.

      An arm’s length away wasn’t going to cut it. He spread his legs and patted his left thigh.

      “Closer.”

      That last step brought her within touching distance. The scent of her perfume mingled with that of his coffee.

      “Perfect,” he said, sliding a hand around her waist.

      She was everything the last decade and a half were not. Pure sweetness, beauty, softness and light. Everything he'd been missing, denying himself. And now he was finally out of the service. At a loose end and yet, able to indulge himself.

      He'd start with Jillian.

      She didn't utter a protest as he pulled her between his legs and slid his other hand around her waist. She was so warm beneath his fingers and from where he was sitting, he had a perfect view of plump cleavage that made his mouth water.

      “You're gorgeous,” he murmured, not wanting to break the spell.

      Teo slid his hands up her sides, palms skimming the outside curve of her breasts, across her collar bones, trailed his thumbs up her throat before finally cupping her cheeks. Her breath caught and her lips rounded into a perfect little O.

      Oh hell, if that didn't send his mind straight to the gutter.

      She licked her lips. “Thank you,” she stammered. “You're pretty gorgeous yourself.”

      “I'm a man.”

      Men weren't gorgeous.

      “So?” she countered, brows raised in challenge. Damn, she was adorable when she was feisty. “You have these crazy dark lashes that are the envy of every woman who works for me. And your hair—”

      She squinted up at him thoughtfully.

      “So dark and rich, I'm betting it's not out of a bottle. And you have this whole rugged, who cares how I look? vibe going on. Seriously, it's sexy. Not to mention the whole scruff thing? You wear it like a badge of honor. Yes, Teo. You are a gorgeous man.”

      Her husky admission sent his pulse into overdrive.

      “What are you doing to me, woman?” The question was soft as he studied her lips. Fuck. He could just imagine them wrapped around his cock, leaving a perfect red ring on his skin.

      “I imagine,” she whispered, sounding every bit as breathless and needy as he felt, “the same thing you're doing to me.”

      “Is that right?”

      He closed the distance and brushed his lips against hers. Once, twice. Her hands braced against his chest and then slid beneath his leather jacket. He tightened his grip on her as he kissed her, memorizing each breath, every moan.

      Her fingertips plucked the T-shirt covering his chest and he leaned into her touch. Damn, she was something else.

      He let her come up for air for just a moment, just long enough to look into her eyes and see the excitement there. He'd been fascinated by the jewel-like green but this close he couldn't make out contacts. He only saw pure, saturated color that stole his breath.

      Her lipstick was smudged. He grinned. Time to work on the second part of his mission.

      Teo tugged her closer. He locked his thighs around her hips, holding her to him. Then, unable to wait a moment longer, he kissed her again.

      She met him with equal passion, making love to him with her mouth. Her tongue teased his lips and his cock rubbed the seam of his jeans. He squirmed atop the barstool, eager for a better position, for freedom and relief.

      But he met her thrust with a parry of his own. They dueled, back and forth, until he lost track of time.

      “You taste like coffee,” she whispered.

      He nipped her lower lip and then soothed the ache with his tongue. “And you taste like sugar and oranges.”

      Her arms wrapped around his neck and suddenly he wasn't close enough. He needed to feel more of her. Standing, he kicked the barstool back with his heel and slid a palm straight down her spine. Jill pressed against him, the rolling movement of her hips driving against his cock.

      He groaned deep in his throat and she pulled back just far enough to smile up at him.

      She gyrated against him again. “Feel good?”

      “Too good. Stop it or the show will be over way too quickly.”

      Those two perfectly plucked brows, dark as her hair, lifted with mirth. “Is that right? I didn't know you were going to put on a show.”

      He kissed her, wiping the smirk right off her sexy, smudged lips. Then he sank his right hand into her hair and tugged gently. A bobby pin fell, pinging off the wooden floor. A careful swipe with his fingers sent two more to join the first. Ribbons of her ebony hair cascaded down over his hands. She made a sexy little growling sound that sent a spike of desire up his spine.

      Fuck. She was hot. And vocal, so delightfully vocal.

      Her hands slipped beneath the collar of his jacket and pushed until it bunched around his shoulders. He let his arms drop and the leather slid to the floor. Her hands touched every inch she'd just uncovered.

      Teo resumed his mission, drinking from her lips, teasing her with his tongue until she was a writhing mess. Hot, needy breaths peppered his face as she kissed him all over.

      “Tell me what you want, Teo.”

      “You.”

      “Good. For how long?”

      That had him straightening to his full height. He’d just gotten out of a long commitment with Uncle Sam. He wasn't sure he was looking for long term and she hadn't struck him as the type either. But then, she was obviously setting down roots.

      “I'm busy,” she continued, showering his chest with kisses. “My shop is finally turning a profit and as much as I like you, I can’t let anything sidetrack me. I need casual. So if that's what you—”

      “Kiss me.”

      She smiled and stretched up, her arms twining around his neck again.

      “So you're good with a fling?” she murmured when he scooped her up.

      “Sounds perfect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Jill had never felt so small or secure as she did right now. High against Teo's chest with a strong arm supporting her back and the other beneath her knees...she shivered. He carried her as if she weighed no more than a bag of coffee beans.

      His years of service had obviously created one hell of a physique and she couldn't wait to see it and feel it. Excitement hummed through her, a constant wave that had her so amped she was sure her panties were already wet.

      She'd used bookcases to box in a bedroom area in the far corner of the loft and without direction, he navigated the space easily. Depositing her next to the bed, he kept her steady with his hands on her hips.

      “These dresses you wear…” he muttered, trailing his thumbs back and forth.

      “Yes?”she asked.

      “Sexy as hell.” He jerked her hips against his where she felt the long, hard length of his desire.

      “Glad you think so.”

      She loved the fit of more vintage style clothing. It wasn't just that the prints were fun and flirty, it was the way they accentuated her.

      She slid her thumbs beneath the hem of his T-shirt. His skin was warm, begging for exploration.

      “And your legs—” He sent a palm down the back of her left thigh. She shivered against him, lifting the leg at his request. “How do you keep your calves in such 'drive-me-crazy' shape?”

      She grinned as she hooked her leg over his hip. The warm glow from the lights on the trees outside the window danced over him. Everything was more romantic beneath Christmas lights. 

      Except this wasn't about romance. It was about need and fulfillment and orgasms.

      She knew, by the way his fingers danced over her dress, that he was going to make her come. Hard. There was just something so knowing and talented about how he touched her, almost like he'd been doing it for decades.

      “I love to walk,” she answered, pleased that he liked her legs.

      “Walk?” He queried as his hands slid around her back.

      “Hmm huh.” She pushed his T-shirt up. “That's one of the reasons I wanted to open Jill's Java Hut in downtown. So I could walk the neighborhood.”

      His fingers toyed with her zipper, sliding it down inch by inch, revealing her skin to the air. Though her loft was cozy, it wasn't always warm. The building was old, historic and the brick seemed to let the December chill in at times. She trembled, as much from the coolness in the air as the anticipation flowing through her.

      She tugged his shirt as high as she could and he did the rest, revealing muscles she'd only dreamt of.

      “Wow.”

      He shot her a feral grin, those midnight eyes sending her stomach into a flutter. In the three months since they'd first met, she'd had far too many fantasies about the man in front of her. Real life was way, way better.

      “Like what you see?” he asked.

      She liked that he didn't preen, simply stood there, shirtless, available, watchful and waiting. He was a study in perfection, each muscle defined and perfectly toned. His tawny skin was covered with a light dusting of jet black hair, and an assortment of scars. Some large, some small, some new and some old.

      Jill circled him slowly, touching him with her fingertips, memorizing every delicious inch. She wanted to know his story, the story of the bullet wound near his left hip, but this was a fling. It wasn't the time to ask what the inky black stars tattooed across his back meant.

      “You can ask. I can hear your brain thinking.”

      She laughed.

      Finishing her circle, she stopped in front of him and ran her hands up his chest. “We'll talk later.”

      He jerked her against him and made quick work of removing her dress. Before she knew what was what, he had her flat on her back in her bra and panties.

      He groaned. “I had my suspicions, but— Wow.” He stared down at her with so much lust in his eyes she was surprised she didn’t combust.

      “I take it you like red lace?”

      “Honey, at this point, on you, I might want to marry it.”

      She laughed at his needy tone, his delicious words sent a shiver of delight over her skin. Admittedly, she’d selected the matching bra and panty set with him in mind. The sheer fabric and delicate design made her feel especially feminine.

      He was way too sexy as he bent down to remove her shoes.

      For such a big man, he moved with a grace that made her tingle. And he was definitely big...if the bulge behind his zipper was any indication; she was in for a real treat.

      “A bellybutton ring, huh?”

      His dark eyes locked on the small gold hoop in her navel.

      “I used to have a diamond stud in my nose, but I'm trying not to run my customers off. Really freaked them out. With the bellybutton ring, no one sees it but me.” She took a deep breath and released it slowly. Why did she have to ramble when she was nervous?

      The mischievous smile that curved his lips upward made her stomach clench.

      “And me...”

      Gulp.

      “Well—yeah.”

      He rained a circle of kisses around her bellybutton that sent another wave of shivers over her skin. How did he know all her secret pleasure spots? Not that she'd taken a survey, but she didn't know anyone else who loved to be kissed right there.

      “Now...about that body butter you promised,” he murmured in that dark, delicious voice that reminded her of the finest chocolate.

      He traced lazy patterns over her stomach and she had trouble forming thoughts since her brain was overloaded with sensation.

      “Buffet...dining area.”

      He stood quickly. Through the open bookcases, she saw him stalk across her loft to retrieve the jar. He returned just as quickly, open tub of Sinfully Strawberry in hand.

      The heated look he sent her way made her wet and needy. Then, as if to tempt her, he took a long sniff and groaned.

      “Did I mention I love strawberries?” he asked, kneeling next to the bed.

      He placed the jar next to her and then gripped her legs. After a quick tug that scooted her ass closer to the edge, he spread her thighs. His warm skin branded her.

      “As much as I adore this ensemble, it’s gotta go.”

      Teo's talented fingers made short work of her bra, teased her nipples as his lips nibbled her through her panties. She felt alive and naughty and for a split second had the presence of mind to shut the curtains. But she quickly lost that train of thought as a cool glob hit her left nipple.

      He used the goop like finger paint, drawing designs across her skin.

      “Mmm...” The sound came deep from her chest, pure pleasure and he hadn't even tasted her yet.

      Anticipation zinged through her and she flexed her fingernails into the bed linens.

      She loved the look of intense focus on his face, the way his dark eyes zeroed in on his prey. He cupped her breasts together and leaned over her. She felt very much like a bunny in a trap and he was the big bad wolf. Strong, gorgeous, cunning with the power to make her feel helpless and yet powerful.

      How did he manage it?

      The second his tongue curled around her nipple she lost all track of time and place. He feasted on her, from one nipple to the other. Back and forth, faster and faster, licking her clean as he drove her wild.

      His big body held her down and she enjoyed how solid he felt, how he took what he wanted and gave her so much pleasure in return. Her breasts had always been ultra-sensitive, to the point she could come just from oral stimulation. Teo seemed to pick up on that and he continued his sweet torment until she wiggled beneath him, her entire universe centered on the two tips.

      Her nipples felt positively hot with pleasure, the delicious friction from his tongue keeping them hard and at attention.

      Just went she thought he was going to finish her off, he trailed his tongue straight down her belly, played with the hoop in her bellybutton and then yanked her panties down her legs and zeroed in on her clit.

      A harsh gasp hissed through her teeth at the first contact with his tongue. Fingers tight in her sheets, she lifted her hips, offering herself to him. Over and over, he flicked that singular spot that drove her higher.

      Then he paused just long enough to smear the butter over her freshly waxed mound.

      “Is this safe for...everywhere?”

      “Mmm huh.”

      She smiled at how wanton she sounded. Unable to form coherent thoughts or sentences... Yep, he was a keeper.

      No. This was a fling.

      He massaged her outer lips with two firm fingers.

      Yep, just a fling.

      Up and down, back and forth until his fingers got closer and closer together, almost pinching her labia in a masterful sensation that made her wetter, needier.

      Just a wild, oh-my-gosh, wonderful fling. And if he kept that up she'd never let him out of her bed.

      The body butter did amazing things to her smooth sex. It seemed to amplify every touch, easing the way for his capable hands. 

      He didn't seem in a rush to continue, in fact, the slow, methodical movements seduced her. Having someone spend so much time and attention on that singular part of her made her grateful for wax jobs. She chewed her lower lip, every nerve ending on red alert.

      Just when she thought she couldn't go any higher, he blew a steady stream of warm air against her clit. Alternate sensations of fire and ice swept through her. She lifted her hips, eager for more, for his tongue, something inside her.

      “You make the best sounds,” he murmured just before ducking his head. “I wonder if you taste as sweet as you look.”

      She caught a glimpse of his midnight hair between her thighs and then his tongue teased her clit. Jill was lost. Sunk. Her head dropped back and she cupped her breasts, massaging the aroused flesh. The tips were puffy and tender from all the attention he'd given them.

      She owed him the master of all blow jobs because he was taking her places no sex toy ever could. And let’s face it, she had a cabinet full of the world's best pleasure devices so she would know.

      He switched his point of attack, greedily licking away every trace of body butter. Holy smokes he was thorough. She didn't think he'd left a crevice untouched but then he speared her.

      A harsh sound erupted from her throat and heat swept across her skin. He echoed the sound and the vibration sent her spiraling higher. She was pretty sure her brow was glistening and her feet were about to cramp her muscles were so tight.

      “Pinch your nipples.”

      She submitted to the dark decree, gasping at the added sensation.

      And still, he sent her higher until she was gasping for air, her body so tight she trembled. And just when she was about to beg he sent her hurtling through space.

      “Teo!”

      He moaned against her delicate flesh and she came again.

      When she finally came down, she was pretty sure her brain had exploded. Something had exploded. There was no way that something that powerful, that blinding—

      “Damn, you're gorgeous.”

      She sent him a satisfied grin and quirked a finger at him.

      “And for the record, you do taste as good as you look.”

      “Mmm...that's the body butter talking.”

      “No,” he said, crawling up until he kissed her lips. “It's all you.”

      Feral grin in place, he stood and shucked his jeans, toed off his shoes and then shoved his boxer briefs to the floor. He made short work of slipping on a condom and took an eager step toward the bed. Her breath caught as she took in the long, deep purple cock pointing at her like a torpedo.

      The analogy made her giggle.

      “What's so funny, coffee lady?”

      She reached for him and when he was nestled between her thighs, she wrapped herself around his extraordinary torso.

      “You have an impressive cock,” she purred in his ear.

      He grunted, his ribs knocking against hers. “Just what every guy likes to hear.”

      She smiled against his cheek, savoring the feel of his big, hard body pressed against hers. The cock in question branded her inner thigh.

      “So why were you laughing?”

      “I was making nautical references in my head.”

      He nipped her earlobe and growled, “Share.”

      “It reminds me of a torpedo,” she quipped and he joined her for a laugh.

      “This torpedo wants to explode inside you.”

      That sent her straight over the edge into uncontrollable laughter and luckily, he was right there with her, even tickling her sides. She laughed until she gasped for air, and tears streamed down her cheeks.

      Then she was flying. As if he practiced the maneuver daily, he rolled until she was on top, straddling his hips, giggling down at him.

      “Too corny?” he asked, a sexy grin stretching his lips.

      Man-oh-man was he handsome. That five o'clock shadow, midnight hair and really, his lashes should have been illegal. And then there was his body.

      “Not at all. Besides, I started it.”

      Despite her eagerness to feel him deep inside, she took a moment to trace the grooves of his six pack with her fingertips. He had a happy trail to end all happy trails. And she now knew what lay at the end of that particular path.

      Moaning, she lifted up and reached for his cock.

      His breath hissed through his teeth. Pure need was etched on his face as he watched her guide the tip to her entrance. His hands tightened on her hips and she felt all his muscles tighten as she sank down slowly. One inch, two, then lifting away only to return.

      “This is the part where I tell you—” She paused as she finished the slow glide downward. He stretched her tender tissues and she moaned, breathing deep, as her body adjusted. “You got more than your share, mister.”

      “All the better to fill you up with, my dear.”

      He reached between them and thumbed her clit. The tight circles brought another rush of moisture to her already slick channel and soon she was moving. Up, down, adjusting the angle of her hips so she could take advantage of all his magnificent inches.

      With one hand braced against his rock solid abs, she cupped a breast with the other.

      He uttered a curse and her eyelids popped open to see him staring at her fingers as she played with her nipples.

      So he was a boob man.

      At least something good came out of— no, she wasn't going there.

      She picked up the pace, thrusting harder until she felt wild and out of control. Just a ball of need, an itch that needed scratching and he was the only one who could reach it. Her breasts bounced and he slid a hand up to cup the free one.

      A bobby pin hit her shoulder and then the sheaf of hair it'd been holding cascaded down her back.

      “You're so sexy,” he ground out, his hips thrusting up to meet hers.

      “Ditto that, sailor.” He was the sexiest thing she'd ever seen. So big and powerful in her bed, so much passion on his handsome face. It was a sight she could get used to.

      Wanting to prolong the pleasure as long as possible, she slowed to a stop and just smiled down at him. As if sensing what she was up to, he sat up, wrapping his arms around her. She welcomed his warmth and his kiss. Arms around each other, tongues mating, they rocked back and forth.

      Somehow the position was more intimate, their bodies connecting. It was alternately divine and scary. As if sensing her apprehension, Teo took control and rolled her onto her back without pulling out.

      “You're really good at that,” she said between kisses.

      “It's all the sit-ups.”

      He then proceeded to prove what incredible shape he was in. Abs, ass, hips...he had stamina like she'd never experienced before. And he managed to touch places inside her that no one else had ever found. There was no doubt in her mind she was being thoroughly, brilliantly fucked by a man who was a master at it.

      Sweaty, straining, running up one mountain toward an orgasm only to be flipped over onto her stomach, she chased another. And still, he didn't let her come.

      Frustrating, glorious man.

      She shimmied her hips, waving her ass at him. His groan was so deep, so reverent she couldn't help but smile through her exhaustion.

      Then he was filling her again. She was going to be sore tomorrow, but she would never forget tonight.

      “Harder.”

      His muscular body pressed against her, flattening her against the mattress and then he gave her exactly what she wanted. Long, hard thrusts that scooted her atop the blankets until her head was at the corner of the bed and she was holding on for dear life.

      She let him know just how good it felt, just how much she was enjoying herself and thanked her lucky stars that she didn't have any neighbors. Otherwise, she was sure she'd get some lingering looks tomorrow.

      “Ready to come, gorgeous?” He rained kisses over her shoulders.

      “Yes.” The word hissed between her teeth.

      He pulled back just enough to rock her back on her knees. The rest of her was so limp, she rested her cheek against the mattress.

      His warm, work-roughened hand slid around her hip and found her clit. She sighed. Once again it seemed like he had a Jillian Road Map.

      His thrusts turned shallow, no less intense, but hyper-focused on her G-spot. By the time he pressed a thumb against the ring of nerves in her ass she was mewing like a kitten. He pushed deeper and gently pinched her clit.

      “Now.”

      The gruff, needy word sent her spinning. She saw stars, cried out and quaked so hard she was sure the bed would break. At the same time, he stilled inside her. The deep sounds of satisfaction rumbling from his chest were the best thing she'd ever heard.

      When they finally collapsed beside each other, staring into each other’s eyes, Jill realized she'd met her match. Built like a tank with an engine that wouldn't quit and a cock that rocked her world, yes...she'd met her match.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Teo sat on the edge of Jill's bed, a cup of coffee in each hand and watched her sleep. After their sex marathon, she'd taken out the remaining bobby pins to let her hair free. Now the dark tresses snaked across her pillow.

      Hands pressed together like she was praying, she snuggled deeper. She was beyond beautiful. So innocent and lovely and...naked.

      Down boy.

      He'd given her a hell of a workout last night, but she hadn't complained. Just the opposite in fact. His chest puffed up with pride. As he watched her sleep with the sheet caressing her hip, he was tempted to put the coffee down and snuggle up behind her.

      He couldn't remember the last time he'd stayed in bed all day. Did she have plans? Did she ever take a day off? Her staff seemed thoroughly capable and they'd opened her store this morning.

      No one had batted an eye when he'd shown up so early, ordering two coffees to-go.

      Jill stretched out a hand as if she were reaching for him. Finding the bed empty and cool, she paused and then rolled onto her back, giving him a view of her amazing tits. He'd seen enough in his day to know that hers were fake and he wondered why. She didn't seem like the type. But then, he'd only known her for three months.

      There was plenty to learn, except, he was just getting on track with his business. His time was going to be dedicated to his dogs twenty-four/seven. They were keeping things casual, which, if he was honest, he wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. But she hadn’t booted him out into the cold in the middle of the night, so he considered that a good sign.

      “Good morning,” he said, keeping his voice soft so he wouldn't startle her.

      She smiled before she opened her eyes.

      “Good morning.”

      She blinked up at the ceiling and then she took a deep breath. “Is that coffee?”

      She sat up, not bothering with the sheet. Considering how thoroughly he'd investigated her gorgeous body last night, he was relieved that she wasn't suddenly shy.

      “Yep. I asked Tracy what you like.” He handed over the mug. “Drink up before it gets cold.”

      She took the cup with a grateful expression. “What time is it?”

      He opened his mouth but then closed it again. He'd been in the military so long that he forgot civilians told time differently. “Seven thirty,” he amended.

      Her eyes went wide and she practically tossed the coffee aside. He caught it before it teetered off the nightstand.

      “I’m so late.” She started to bound out of the bed, but he put a hand on her shoulder.

      “They have everything under control.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I believe Tracy’s exact words were ‘we’ve got her covered and she better not show her face till noon.’ ”

      Jill sighed and her spine lost some of its rigor. “They’re the best. I don’t know how I’d survive without them.”

      “You can get them a fruit basket for Christmas,” he murmured and handed her the coffee again. She took a big sip and sent him an appreciative smile.

      “Thanks for this. I’m good for nothing until I’ve had at least a cup.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” he said.

      “I was an army brat,” she announced, a knowing twinkle in her luminous green eyes. “I speak military time.”

      Just one more reason to adore her.

      He took a hearty sip from his cup, pushing that line of thinking away.

      “What are your plans for the day?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I could go in to work... But it seems I’ve been ordered to stay away.”

      “Or?”

      He sat his cup on the stack of old suitcases next to the bed.

      “Or I could seduce you into the shower with me.”

      He leaned across her lap, bringing her within kissing distance. She was something else. Not the least bit shy or prudish. Her free nature was refreshing.

      “I like option B.”

      She grinned and sat her coffee cup next to his. “I have to warn you, though. It's the world’s smallest shower.”

      He brushed his lips over her shoulder and she trembled. “That's okay. Just means we'll be closer.”

      She made that delicious moaning sound deep in her throat and twined her arms around his neck.

      “Are you sore?” he asked and then trailed kisses up her jaw.

      “A little. It was completely worth it, though.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      He was glad to hear that. Somewhere after he'd gone down on her he'd lost his mind and fucked her like an animal. He had no idea how long it'd gone on, but it had to have been at least an hour. The best hour of his life.

      “You know you're a god in bed.”

      He pulled back, brows raised. He'd never had any complaints, but... “You're really good for my ego.”

      “I don’t think it needs any help.” She laughed, pecked him with a kiss and then scooted from beneath his arm. “Give me a minute.”

      While she disappeared into the bathroom, he picked up his coffee cup and studied the items on the bookshelves. Pictures, mugs, a pair of baby shoes dipped in copper.

      The space right outside the L-shaped bookshelf was devoted to her clothing. Two racks lined one wall. At least three dozen pair of shoes were displayed beneath and an ancient vanity sat against the other wall. She was eclectic and quirky. He liked that. He liked how she always surprised him.

      He'd studied her for three months and never once suspected she had the most gorgeous tattoo across her lower back. Or that bellybutton ring. And the fact that she shaved her pussy...

      Down boy.

      “What'd you do with the body butter, sailor?”

      He pivoted and took in the curvy bombshell standing in the bathroom doorway. Sweet Mary—

      “I'll get it.”

      

      An up close and personal shower turned to breakfast. Teo was amazed that there was no awkward morning after vibe between them. Just an easy going camaraderie and heated looks.

      Breakfast turned into a game of Scrabble on her coffee table. He knew he should bug out and get back to the farm. There was a ton of work waiting for him. Kennels to build, fences to run, a house to set up. Work went slower when hands weren't as plentiful. He was unaccustomed to working without his Team.

      But watching Jill strut around her loft in fuzzy socks and clingy workout pants was better than being outside in the cold, smacking his thumb with a hammer. Besides, Dylan'd offered to help out this weekend.

      She settled on the opposite side of the coffee table, leaned against it with both arms which only plumped her breasts.

      “You're cheating already,” he announced as he set up the board.

      “How's that?”

      He loved how easy going she was, how she didn't take offense and knew that he was kidding.

      “You're distracting me.”

      One of those perfectly plucked brows quirked up. “Oh yeah?”

      She glanced at her tiles, rearranged a few and then a slow smile curved her lips.

      Ugh-oh. He was starting to recognize that smile.

      “What do you say we make the game a little more fun?”

      “How?”

      A gust of wind shook the old windows and they both looked outside to see the leafless crepe myrtles quivering in the cold. The Christmas lights danced in the daylight, as did the wreaths adorning each of the streetlights.

      “Naughty words are double points.”

      His gaze snapped back to her. Then he huffed out a laugh. “You are one big surprise.”

      “Yeah?”

      He leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees to study his tiles. “Yeah. I like it.”

      “Good.”

      “Let's do it. You get to go first.”

      “Perfect.” She purred the word and started laying down tiles.

      Breast.

      He felt his brows hike north.

      “You're a boob man,” she quipped and jotted down her points on a notepad.

      “What makes you say that?” he asked, studying his tiles again.

      “You're always staring at mine.”

      He grunted; she had him there.

      “Well, yours are exquisite.” Especially in those little sundresses she'd worn back in September. The thin material had left little to the imagination.

      “Mine aren't real,” she said, her voice soft and dejected.

      “Doesn't mean they're any less spectacular.”

      He laid down the word brook.

      She counted up his points and wrote the number down. But then, instead of taking a turn, she stared at him.

      “What?”

      “Most guys ask why I got implants.”

      “I'm not most guys,” he said quickly—perhaps more sharply than he'd intended.

      “No. You're certainly not.” There was something wistful, almost dreamy in her tone. Her gaze turned thoughtful.

      “Besides, if you want to tell me, that's your business.”

      “I was super flat,” she said, studying her pieces again. Over and over she rearranged them, checked the board, chewed her lower lip as she thought.

      Free from makeup, hair down, and wearing casual clothes, she was something else. Pure, perfect, innocent. Thoroughly charming.

      “Fuck”, she said and laid out her tiles. “Double points.”

      He got the impression there was more to the story and she had more to say so he kept quiet and put together his next word.

      “It was an ex-boyfriend's idea,” she murmured as she watched him.

      He glanced up from the board. She had her chin propped in the palm of her hand and seemed lost in thought.

      When Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer came on the radio she brightened a bit.

      “An ex’s idea?”

      She shrugged. “I complained about it one too many times I guess. He convinced me to go for it, that he'd support me, nurse me back to health and all that. At least he was honest about that part.”

      Teo put down his next word.

      “Nice. Double points.”

       ”Are you sad you had it done?”

      She shook her head immediately. “No. I like that my top matches my bottom.”

      He cocked his head trying to figure out what she meant.

      Jill laughed softly. “I have wide hips, I know that. And I have a caboose. But when I was flat up top, I looked disproportionate and it was hard to find dresses that looked good. My tops were a size small and bottoms were a large. Major PITA.”

      He laughed at her exacerbated expression. “Well, you look great.”

      “Gracias. It's the boobage.”

      “It's your smile.”

      They sat there for several long moments, staring at each other. He was completely mesmerized. When had he ever been mesmerized by anything?

      Except the connection with her was so strong, so natural and magnetic.

      The spell dissolved when she looked away.

      “Hoof.” She laid down the word. Triple word score too.

      “Nice.”

      Being with her was nice. A dream really. A reward even…for all the hours of training, planning, fighting and living on too little sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      “So where's Mr. Handsome today?” Tracy asked Monday afternoon.

      Jill smiled at Tracy’s nickname for Teo. It was hard to believe that they’d been burning up the sheets for almost a week. So much for getting the SEAL out of her system. They couldn’t seem to stay away from each other.

      “Building a dog kennel I guess.” He had lots of building projects on his to-do list.

      Tracy frowned as she made a caramel mocha in a to-go cup. “Why?”

      Jill restocked sugar and honey packets in the fix-it-yourself section. “Because he's going to breed and train working dogs.” She couldn't wait to see the farm. Even though it was only five minutes outside of town, she hadn't had a chance to visit yet but Teo made it sound picturesque.

      They’d discussed his time in the SEALs and his work with the K9s that made house pets seem so ordinary. When he talked about the dogs and his plans for them, how they’d protect people and sniff out bad guys, he had a youthful exuberance that was contagious. She found herself excited to meet the dogs and see them work. It all sounded so amazing.

      “Cool.”

      “It is cool. Did you know—”

      “Don't look now,” Tracy interrupted in a faux whisper. “Lover boy's here.”

      “You mean, Lover Man.” After a dozen orgasms, he'd proved he was all man. Hard, strong, powerful.

      Jill's heart thumped out a happy rhythm when Teo walked in. He looked like her teenaged fantasy in his dark sunglasses and a black leather jacket. 

      “That's quite an endorsement.” Tracy smirked, her brown eyes alight with mischief.

      Jill called out a greeting and then turned back to Tracy, mouthing the words god in bed. Tracy snickered as Jill poured Teo a cup of coffee.

      She couldn't help it. After a hot date to an up and coming local restaurant, an evening in snuggled on her couch, and way too much time in her tiny shower, Jill was thoroughly smitten.

      It was amazing that she'd spent most of her free time with the man since that first night he'd come over and she was still so excited to see him. But there was no denying the giddiness bubbling through her veins.

      As she was skirting the counter to deliver his coffee, Dylan Harper came through the door and shot her a smile.

      Two SEALs in such a small space should have been illegal; they certainly sent her pulse skyrocketing.

      “Afternoon Dylan. Black coffee?” she asked as he sat across from Teo.

      “Please. Thanks.”

      “Thank you,” Teo said, sending her a private smile.

      Mercy me. She fanned herself as she circled the counter. A sizzle of awareness swept over her shoulders and she was sure that Teo was watching her every step. She'd become accustomed to that special awareness as he watched her move through the loft.

      “Amazing gracious,” Tracy hissed beneath her breath. “Fine. Fine. Fine. Think they'd date a sista?”

      Jill grinned at her right-hand woman. “Dylan's practically engaged and I'm not sharing.”

      “Do they have a friend?”

      “Maybe. I’ll ask.”

      She wasn't about to admit that she was trying her hardest to keep things casual with Teo. But what woman in her right mind wouldn't be thinking of a future after such an explosive weekend? He'd offered to help her get the Christmas tree for the shop. And then he'd strung lights in the window, put a bow on the top of the tree, taste-tested a new peppermint mocha she was thinking of offering.

      And he hadn’t stopped there. He’d surprised her with a little tree for her loft. They’d made love beneath the shimmering lights, breathing in the fresh Frasier.

      For a man who'd so readily agreed to a fling, he sure was sticking around. Something no other man and her life had done for more than a week. Well, except for JackAss. But he'd only been around long enough to talk her into a boob job and then steal all her savings.

      But she wasn't going to think of that walking-talking-turd right now. She had coffee to fill and muffins to heat.

      The bell over the door dinged again and Jill greeted the newcomer. She recognized the woman from the movie crew who'd swept through a few weeks back. A burst of cold air came in with her.

      “Welcome back,” Jill greeted as the curly haired woman approached the counter. She’d hoped that the crew would need hot beverages and snacks, but word was they had hired a catering company.

      “Thanks. Can I get four coffees to-go? And do you do pending coffee?”

      Warmth suffused her. “We certainly do. Thank you for asking.”

      “Great. Four of those.”

      Jill rang up the order while Tracy poured the coffee. Then she used a Sharpie to put a black dot on the bottom of four to-go cups and set them aside. She'd learned early on that chaos reigned behind the counter and the black dots came in handy when cups were moved in the daily shuffle. It was nice that her customers wanted to help provide a hot drink for those who were less fortunate.

      “How's the filming going?” she asked, making conversation.

      “Good. If you hear explosions this evening, don't be alarmed.”

      “Yeah, they sent out a notice about that.” Jill secretly wanted to cut out of work early to watch the action. It wasn't every day that a movie was made in her town.

      “Let's just hope the weather holds,” the woman said as she added cream to one of the cups. Tracy offered her a cardboard carrier and then the woman was on her way.

      “Go on. I know you're dying to catch a glimpse of what's his name,” Tracy said, waving Jill on.

      “His name is Fletcher Erickson,” Jill chided. Tracy didn't keep up with Hollywood, a fact Jill had come to terms with months ago.

      “Would you guys like anything else?” she asked Dylan and Teo. A midnight brow lifted and Teo shot her a smirk that said he'd like a side of her.

      She did her best to keep a neutral expression in place.

      “No, thank you,” Dylan said.

      “A muffin would be great,” Teo said, but the glimmer in his eye said he wasn't talking about blueberry pastries.

      Forcing her shoulders back, she straightened her spine and called out the order to Tracy.

      A half hour later, the guys stood and Tracy hip checked Jill. “Go. We've got this.”

      “Are you sure?” She hated being short staffed. Customers didn’t appreciate it either. But then the place had been dead all afternoon. Whether it was the brutal cold snap or the movie keeping people away, she wasn't sure.

      Celeste came through the back with Jill's coat and scarf. Tracy produced another flat of coffee with little creamers and sugar packets.

      “Okay, I'm going.”

      In front of her shop, Teo and Dylan stood on the sidewalk talking about something. She bundled up, grabbed the coffee and tossed her apron at Tracy.

      “Incorrigible,” she muttered beneath her breath, but shot her friend a grin as she exited.

      The cold air stole her breath. Teo must have felt her gaze because he turned his attention to her almost immediately.

      His smile was warm and welcoming, chasing away the chill.

      “I was going to watch a movie get made. Wanna come?” she asked them, glancing from Teo to Dylan.

      “I'm going to head home,” Dylan said. “You two have fun.”

      “We will,” Jill assured him. She and Teo had lots and lots of fun when they were together.

      Teo seemed to mull over the offer, glancing toward his truck and then back at her. He wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as she’d expected. Maybe he had plans to keep.

      “You don’t have to come,” she said quickly, covering the awkward silence. “I’ve just always wanted to see a movie made.”

      “I have time,” he said, but checked the rugged watch on his right wrist. “Aren't you going to be cold?”

      He glanced down at her legs. It was like she wasn’t even wearing tights, he made her feel so naked.

      Gracious he was handsome. And thoughtful. He took the caddy of coffee and slid his other hand around her waist. She had to admit, his big body did a great job blocking the wind.

      “Eventually. But I like it. Makes me think it might just snow.”

      “I didn't see it in the forecast.”

      She tucked her hands in her pockets and soaked in the spectacular atmosphere. Roseville was really coming to life these days. They had an art gallery, a bakery, two new clothing boutiques and an ancient but lovely jewelry store. A realtor had moved in last month and the word in the wind was that some sort of financial something or other would be making the move at the first of the year.

      “Doesn't mean I don't hope for it.” She smiled up at him.

      “Ahh, an optimist.”

      “Guilty as charged.” It was her optimism that had kept her soul alive during her darkest hours.

      They made their way down the block and headed for the crowd. An assortment of town folk clustered at a roped-off barrier; beyond that were crates and wires, and lighting equipment.

      A swarm of people ran in all directions despite the cold. She and Teo joined the throng.

      “It's like a behind-the-scenes special,” she gushed, watching for Fletcher. “That’s my favorite part of a DVD.”

      After a few minutes, she flagged down a crew member and offered the coffee. “Courtesy of Jill's Java Hut.” She pointed toward her shop.

      “Thanks. It's cold as balls,” the young guy said and took off.

      She and Teo stared at each other before busting out laughing. “He's obviously never been up north.”

      “Or Afghanistan,” Teo added grimly.

      Every so often he said something like that and her heart ached for him. He was one of the lucky ones, he’d assured her. Alive, in one piece and for the most part, unharmed. But she knew that his darkness lurked deep.

      He moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “You make a great heated blanket,” she murmured.

      Someone shouted out instructions and the activity on the street increased.

      “Quiet,” a man shouted over a megaphone. Then he called, “Action.”

      Jill was enraptured. It was so amazing to see all the pieces come together and yet, what she saw in front of her was a tiny portion of a movie. A man with a gun dressed in a long coat stalked away from a black car. He paused, held a cellphone to his ear. She couldn't hear what he said, but she’d recognize Fletcher anywhere. There was only one man who had that swagger.

      He put the phone away and sauntered toward the camera. Then he pulled something from his pocket and—

      The explosion startled her even though she'd been warned. Hunks of car sailed through the air and Teo's arms tightened around her waist.

      A collective gasp went through the crowd. Once they called cut she turned in Teo's arms. “That was amazing.”

      He was amazing and when he looked at her like that she felt like the leading lady in her own movie. Handsome SEAL and the small town business owner. She could see it. An unlikely romance perhaps but those made the best stories.

      “Excuse me, are you Teo Canales?” a voice called from behind her. She twisted back to see a short brunette smothered in a bright blue parka.

      “I am,” Teo said.

      “Boomer says hello.”

      There was a beat of silence and then a man on the far side of the burning car waved a hand. He was big, brawny and wore a black sock hat.

      Teo huffed out a laugh.

      “Small world,” Teo said. “We were in boot camp together,” he told her. To Parka Girl, he said, “Tell him Superman said nice explosion.”

      Parka Girl grinned and trotted off.

      “Superman?” Jill teased.

      She felt him shrug.

      “I'd heard he was into special effects and stuff.” Warmth infused his voice. One thing she was coming to realize was that Teo made friends wherever he went. She found his easy going nature sexy as hell.

      He seemed completely at ease anywhere, with whomever he met. That innate confidence was enviable.

      They watched for a few minutes longer and then Parka Girl came back. “He'd love to get together but as you can imagine, it's a busy day for us.”

      She handed over a piece of paper. Teo studied it for a moment and then tucked it in his pocket. “Tell him I'll call him.”

      Parka girl nodded and ran off. Jill was starting to think that everyone ran everywhere so they could stay warm.

      The sun crept toward the horizon, casting a soft glow over the town she'd grown to love. She snuggled closer to Teo’s big body and had no trouble imagining herself walking these streets for years to come.

      “Let's head back before you turn into a Popsicle,” he murmured.

      “Okay. Would you mind helping me with something at the loft? I could use your muscles.”

      “They're at your disposal,” he murmured, his voice dripping with innuendo.

      She was glad he seemed to be over whatever funk he’d been in.

      “Great! Let's go the long way. I love looking at the decorations.”

      He held her hand as they navigated the streets, making a long loop through the cozy neighborhoods. The movement helped warm her, but she had an even better idea in mind. Him, her, the teeny tiny shower in her loft and a tank full of hot water.

      “So Dylan and Reya are having a Christmas party next week,” he said. “Want to go?”

      Wow. He was making plans for them? They’d gone way past casual. Staring up at him now, she couldn’t remember all her reasons she didn’t want a steady relationship. Teo didn’t ask her for money, he didn’t try to charm her into doing what he wanted, her business was still in the black and according to Tracy, they could run things without her.

      What had she been so afraid of?

      “Sure.” That'd give her enough time to make sure she had plenty of staff. “Sounds fun. I love Reya.”

      “So do I.”

      “You have to say that. You're her brother,” she teased.

      “Don't tell her, but he's going to pop the question.” He turned down the alley behind her shop.

      “Is that what you two were talking about?” No wonder he’d been in an odd mood. “That's so exciting! She's going to be thrilled. What'd you say?”

      It occurred to her that he might not want his best friend marrying his baby sister. Men were weird about that kind of thing. Except, she'd love to have a big brother who was protective of her.

      It had to be better than having a sister who hated the very air Jill breathed.

      “I'm thrilled.” He followed her up the stairs to her loft. “It was my idea to get them together. My scheme worked.”

      He sounded a little like an evil mastermind just then, but she let him inside anyway.

      “You don't strike me as a matchmaker.”

      “I'm not,” he said as he took his coat off and hung it on one of the hooks by the door. “Usually.”

      “There's a story there.”

      “Maybe. What do you need help with?”

      “Oh. Right?” She waved him toward her bedroom area. “I'd like to move the pie safe to this corner.”

      She gestured with her hands toward the antique cabinet.

      “It's really light,” she promised, moving the little table she used as a nightstand out of the way.

      “No problem.”

      Before she could help, he'd picked the thing up and carried it the three or four steps into the corner.

      “Perfect.” Now all her toys would be within reach. She scooted the little table back and was pleased to see that the cabinet's doors would open over the table top.

      “Thank you for that.”

      “Glad the muscles could be of service.”

      He crowded her against the pie safe and swooped in for a kiss. She was coming to associate coffee with his kisses. Perhaps that was her fault.

      An odd buzzing sound filled the room and Teo pulled back. His dark brows drew together. “What's that?”

      “Umm...” Oh!

      She spun toward the pie safe.

      “Umm...”

      “Everything okay in there?” he murmured, sounding amused.

      “Sure.” Did she just open the door and reveal everything or... Oh, what the hell? It was just a fling, he'd probably be gone in a week anyway.

      Except for the party at Dylan and Reya's.

      She turned around, hands flat against the pie safe. He looked like he was about to burst out laughing.

      “What's so funny?”

      “That you're hiding your naughty collection.” He had the grace to look sheepish for a moment. “The door was open the other day so I had a peek.”

      “I review them,” she explained.

      That made his brows jump up.

      “For who?”

      “Well, it started out for one company and then I started posting the reviews to a blog and now all sorts of different companies send me...um... things.”

      “You have a cabinet full of vibrators and you can't say the word?”

      He stalked closer again.

      “I can say vibrator.”

      “How about nipple clamp?”

      He'd seen those?

      Teo chuckled softly, reaching around her for the two latches that kept the pie safe doors closed. With a flick of a wrist, he had them open.

      She sucked in a breath and turned.

      “Well?” he prodded. Only, it wasn't just his words doing the prodding.

      He opened the doors and she backed up, flush against him.

      “Nipple clamps,” she murmured.

      “Now, who's making all that noise?”

      He slid a hand around her middle, just beneath her breasts. She watched as he reached into the cabinet and rooted around until he pulled out a remote controlled egg.

      “Well, well. What do we have here?”

      Jill was glad she hadn't opened the curtains that morning because she was pretty sure she was about to end up naked.

      “How did this one rate?” he asked, rubbing the egg against her nipples.

      It was almost too much, him behind her, the vibration, a perfect day.

      “Really good.”

      He trailed it down her tummy.

      “Why?”

      She swallowed hard.

      “Strong vibrations. It's wireless. Easy to clean.”

      “I'll keep that in mind,” he murmured and then nipped her earlobe.

      He continued south until he was at the hem of her skirt. Oh my. He trailed the egg up the inside of her thigh and then pressed it through her tights and panties, teasing her clit. Her hips bucked and her ass pressed against the hard ridge of his cock.

      Jill gave in to the sensations sweeping through her. He hadn't stopped kissing her neck and caressing her breasts. She loved the fact that he wasn't the least bit shocked by her collection or her odd little hobby. If the rock hard pipe in his pants was any indication, he was thoroughly turned on by it all.

      She undulated her hips in time with his movements. A moan bubbled up her throat.

      “Now I'm going to wonder,” he said against her neck, “what you've got under your skirt. Do you wear these gizmos to work? What if I carried the remote in my pocket?”

      The picture he painted was so vivid she almost stumbled off the cliff into bliss. Almost.

      “So close,” she breathed.

      “Good.”

      He moved the egg away and she sagged forward. Luckily his arm caught her around the waist, keeping her upright. She dragged a steadying breath into her lungs.

      But then he was back, burying the egg inside her panties until it rested between her pussy lips. Then he reached into the pie safe and grabbed the remote.

      “You hungry?” he asked oh-so-cooly.

      As if he hadn’t just put a vibrator down her panties. As if he hadn’t just teased her nipples to life.

      Her jaw dropped.

      How—what—

      Jill's brain was mush thanks to her almost-orgasm. He wasn't going to make her come yet? Cruel, gorgeous...oh she'd make him squirm.

      “Yeah. I'll whip something up.”

      He made a sound of pleasure. “Can't wait.”

      The expression on his face was raw and hungry, like a wolf looking for his dinner. The analogy suited him to a T. He'd been a predator since the moment they'd met, his eyes following her every move, his easy going charm pulling her in.

      How was she going to survive with her heart intact?
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      Teo realized his mistake as a glimmer entered Jill's gorgeous green eyes. He could tell she'd been moments away from an epic orgasm and he'd stolen it. His strategy was to make her want more, want him and things only he could give her.

      But then she straightened her spine and strode into the kitchen as though she didn't have a vibrator shoved down her panties.

      He'd meant to tempt her, but she opened the refrigerator and started pulling out ingredients. Ground beef, onion, bell pepper. She completely ignored him as she filled a pot with water. Then she browned the meat as if he wasn't even there. Not a word. Not a peep.

      Once again he was seduced by her movements, her hands. He now knew firsthand how talented they were.

      “How can I help?”

      “Turn on some music?”

      Since she seemed to love all things Christmas, he turned on the local station that was playing carols. She started humming along, swaying as she stirred.

      Without further instruction, he settled on the barstool and gave her his undivided attention. The only woman who'd ever really cooked for him was Reya. But this was intimate and if he was honest, pleasurable.

      Homey. That was the word he was looking for, something he'd lacked in his life.

      He waited until she’d finished chopping veggies before he turned the vibration up a notch. She gasped.

      “You're very naughty, Mr. Canales.”

      “It's your fault,” he murmured. “You inspire me.”

      “I have a job for those strong hands of yours.” She turned toward him, a playful pout gracing her ruby lips.

      “Oh yeah?” He liked the sound of that. “Will I work up an appetite before dinner?”

      She gave an unladylike snort that he found endearing as hell. It was a direct contradiction to the elegant pinup look she had going. “Hardly.”

      She slid three cans and an opener across the counter.

      “Well, at least I'm good for something.”

      He loved that he could be himself with her. There was no pretense with her. What you saw was what you got and that was a refreshing change from the women he'd dated in the past. Sure, she took a while to get ready, but her look was different from day to day and worth the wait.

      Plus, he loved watching her primp in front of her vanity mirror. There was nothing sexier than watching her roll on thigh high stockings and buckle her sexy little shoes, knowing that he'd get to take it all off later.

      “You're good for lots of things,” she assured him and dumped the contents of the cans into the pot.

      “That just needs to simmer for a half hour.”

      “Does that mean you have nothing to do for the next thirty minutes?” He circled the island.

      “Fifteen. I'll need to boil the water or there won't be any pasta to—”

      He cut her off with a kiss and pulled her hips against his. The egg was vibrating away and he could tell that the added pressure was just what she wanted.

      He flattened a palm against the base of her spine keeping her pelvis pressed tightly against his. With his other hand, he teased her nipples through her top, delighting in her throaty gasps. She had the most sensitive breasts he'd ever had the pleasure of fondling. Too bad they didn't have more time to play.

      “I've been wanting this since the moment you delivered my coffee this afternoon. This skirt's driving me wild.”

      She laughed softly as his hands slid beneath the full skirt. His fingertips skimmed her thighs and then tugged her tights down.

      “You're like a walking, talking fantasy.”

      He paused just long enough to spin her toward the island and press her hands against the counter.  Then he was back to work, stripping her panties. He nudged her feet apart with the toe of his boot. She dropped her head back and moaned.

      Yes, this was exactly what he'd been dreaming of.

      “Hold your skirt up,” he ordered and teased her clit with the egg. Another delicious little gasp escaped her lips and her hips tipped forward.

      Like the rest of her, her pussy was lovely. Eager and pink, flushed with desire. Her clit practically begged for his tongue and he was happy to have a taste.

      With her ankles trapped by her tights and panties, she had very little mobility and he loved knowing that her attention was divided between pleasure and not falling.

      Maybe Dylan was right and Teo did have a bit of a sadist in him.

      But he made sure she enjoyed herself and didn't fall. Kissing, licking, spreading her labia so he could deepen his sensual assault. She moaned and mewed the whole time.

      Her moisture coated his fingers and he slid the egg inside her channel. The vibrations made her tremble against his tongue. For the second time in an hour, he worked her into a fervor. And as soon as she started panting for release, he pulled the egg out by the string and stood.

      “Teo—” She growled his name.

      He shoved his jeans and boxers down, slipped on a condom and spun her toward the counter, not having enough time to finish removing her shoes or stockings.

      “This isn't going to last long, sweetheart. Bringing you to the brink twice and tasting you on my tongue has me on edge.” He grabbed his dick and swept the tip between her nether lips, gathering her moisture.

      She purred. Honest to goodness purred.

      Then she shoved her hips back, enveloping his cock in her hot wetness. He pushed her skirt higher, ignoring all the fluff and layers as he watched her fuck his cock as if he was a toy.

      Damn he loved how she used him to gain her pleasure. They were equals in that. He'd let her play a little bit more, all the while, holding back.

      “Teo...” This time, his name was a delightful mix between a cry and breathy neediness.

      He kneaded her ass cheeks once, twice, then clamped his hands around her hips and gave her what they both needed. Release. Completion. Explosive ecstasy.

      He drove into her until her torso was flat against the counter, her hands gripping the far edge for dear life. 

      All at once, her inner muscles tightened around him and her body went tight as a bow. She moaned against the butcher block and he couldn't help but give in to the orgasm rushing up from his balls. He slammed home one final time and froze, locked inside her.

      As he came down from the heavens, he collapsed against her back and took a deep breath.

      She moaned softly.

      “Amazing,” he agreed. Somewhere in the last week he’d forgotten about his promise of a fling. Snuggled inside her now, he didn’t want to retreat. He didn’t want to stop seeing her. He didn’t want her making love to anyone else.

      He was in trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Teo tried to clear his head, but a green eyed beauty lingered there. He couldn't close his eyes without seeing her. Even when she wasn't with him, he found himself wondering what she was doing, if she was thinking of him. Did she miss him the way he missed her?

      He'd whacked his thumb three times yesterday while he'd been lost in thought and had the ugly, blue bruise to prove it.

      Jill had kissed it better.

      “You gonna take the shot or stare at the target all day?” Dylan asked.

      “Maybe he's forgotten how to shoot,” Boomer added. “Let me show you how it's done, buddy.”

      The brick-house of a man to his left picked his gun from the table and aimed down range. Three blasts rent the air and Teo watched the bullets hit the middle of the paper target.

      “Not bad,” Dylan called.

      Teo took a breath, aimed his weapon and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit the outside edge of the target.

      He let out a curse.

      Boomer gave a long, surprised whistle. “Messed up in the head.”

      “Something,” Dylan agreed.

      Teo never shot that poorly, not even his first time holding a gun. There’d been an instant connection between him and his weapon. It was an extension of his arm and he’d been naturally gifted. To see his bullets so far from the center was a rude awakening.

      Teo pushed all thoughts of Jill out of his mind and pulled the trigger slowly. The bullet hit the center of the target.

      “Superman's still got it,” Dylan said, warmth in his voice.

      Teo let out the breath he'd been holding for what seemed like a week. Right. He could do this. Just like the SEALs, he had to focus. Controlling his breathing, he emptied his mag, dead center of the paper.

      “And still making the rest of us look bad,” Boomer added, gruffly.

      “You just happen to be better with big explosions,” Teo said. And then to Dylan, “You were right. Does feel good to get back out here.”

      It was a mild December day, the sun was warm on his back and the weight of a gun in his hand felt natural. Normal, something he'd struggled to feel for months.

      There was nothing normal about training yourself to be ready for any situation, to not flinch in the face of danger, and then come home and shed that training like an old coat.

      But somehow these men had done it. Dylan was happy and in love with Teo’s sister. Boomer seemed thrilled with his job in the movies. Over beer and burgers they'd caught up, talked about all the hot movie stars he'd worked with. The traveling sounded wearing, but SEALs were used to that. And the best part was, Boomer was making good money by using his generous housing stipend on an old RV. He could retire young if he wanted, but Teo knew the man thrived on a challenge.

      “So what was that first shot about?” Dylan asked as they made their way back toward the parking area.

      “He's just rusty,” Boomer ribbed.

      “Just got things on my mind.”

      “Dogs?” Dylan ventured a guess.

      “Nah. I'm betting a woman. Women mess with yer mind, man.”

      And no one knew that better than Boomer.

      “Whoa, he's right,” Dylan said. “You're clenching your jaw.”

      “Before you girls get into all that emotional shit, I'm out. Nice seeing you guys.”

      “You too Boomer. Let's do it again before you leave town,” Teo said, recovering his manners for a moment.

      “Sounds good.”

      They shook hands and Boomer climbed behind the wheel of a big-assed truck.

      “So what's eatin' you?” Dylan asked, putting his bag in the backseat of his truck.

      “Jill.”

      “I figured as much. What's the problem? She too into you?”

      Teo climbed into the passenger's seat, put his seatbelt on and huffed out a sigh while Dylan circled the truck. Once he'd started the engine, he turned toward Teo expectantly.

      “No. She wants to keep things casual.” Or so she said.

      “I don't follow.”

      “Me either. We agreed to a fling, but shouldn't a fling be over by now?”

      The problem was, Teo didn't feel like his infatuation with her was burning out, if anything, it was getting hotter.

      “I guess. So what's the problem? Are you ready to move on?”

      Teo let out a sigh and ran his fingers through his hair.

      “Part of me says to run hard and fast. Get out while I can. It's all so fast. I just got my life back and now I'm spending it all with her.”

      “What does the other part say?”

      Keep her close for as long as possible. Don’t let her dodge their connection or act like she was too busy with work. They were both busy. Hell, he’d be insanely busy once he actually had dogs to train. But he couldn’t imagine working the dogs and going into an empty house every night. Maybe he was crazy for even thinking it, but in his mind, Jill was waiting for him at the end of each day. Smelling like coffee, looking like a fantasy.

      He pushed the thought away before he got a hard on.

      “Nothing. Let's go. I'm hungry.”

      Dylan was quiet for so long, Teo shot him a glare.

      “You're in love with her.”

      “No, I'm not.”

      “Keep telling yourself that man.”

      

      Jill was glad Reya had suggested an afternoon of shopping. After a long morning behind the counter, a little retail therapy was just what the doctor ordered. They roamed the aisle of her favorite vintage shop in Little Five Points.

      The shop was decked out in old-fashioned Christmas lights and holiday classics crooned through the speakers.

      Jill found an amazing red dress. It'd be perfect for Reya and Dylan's party.

      “Oh, I want to steal that,” Reya murmured. She strode over with several tops draped over her arm.

      “I saw it first,” Jill teased. She'd need to try it on, but she was almost certain it'd fit. And if it was close enough, well, that's why she kept her sewing machine on standby.

      “So how are things with Teo?” Reya asked as they made their way to the fitting booths.

      “Good,” Jill said though the truth was he'd seemed distant the last few days. “How does he seem to you?”

      Reya shrugged and pulled back a curtain. “I haven't talked to him since Sunday. Why?”

      “I think he's got a lot on his mind.” At least she hoped that was the case. Maybe it was something she'd said?

      “We all do. It's the holidays,” Reya said from the next stall over.

      Jill stripped out of her dress and unzipped the red number. She loved the silky fabric; it was so different from the usual cotton she wore. The subtle sheen gave the ensemble a very dressy look which was perfect for parties.

      Reya was right. Jill had plenty on her own mind. Christmas shopping, her coffee shop, visiting with her mom for a few days. There was a lot to squeeze into one short month. Add to that, a social life and Teo...she wouldn't change a thing, really.

      And she certainly wouldn't change a thing about this dress. She smoothed her hand down the skirt. The matching, extra-wide belt made her waist look extra tiny. The sweetheart neckline did great things for her boobs and the skirt was so graceful. And she simply adored the cherry red color. Definitely a keeper.

      “You're right,” Jill said as she put her own clothes back on. “I know he's busy at the farm. Starting a business is a lot of work. I'm sure he's just preoccupied with all that.”

      And boy didn't she sound like a girlfriend. Except Teo wasn't her boyfriend, he was her fling.

      And if you believe that, a voice in the back of her mind whispered, I've got a bridge to sell you.
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      “Your brother is something else,” Jill told Reya as she helped her arrange the buffet for the Christmas party.

      “What'd he do now?” Reya didn't sound the least bit surprised that her big brother was up to something.

      “He must have aced the kidnapping course during training. Did you know he whisked me away to the mountains Friday? Hotel room. Sleigh ride through a Christmas tree farm, the whole bit.”

      Jill was still glowing with pleasure over the night she'd spent in his arms in front of a cozy fire. Her loft was sorely missing a fireplace.

      “Wow. When'd my brother get so romantic?”

      Reya eyed Teo.

      “Don't look at him. He'll know we're talking about him,” Jill insisted.

      “Honey, they're SEALs. They have a sixth sense about things like that.”

      As Reya'd been surrounded by them, dating one for months, Jill took her word for it.

      “He must have used those magical powers on my staff. All I know is they ran the show and didn't bat an eyelash as he whisked me away from work. He even packed my suitcase.” Not that she'd spent the majority of her time clothed, but still. “What kind of a man does that?”

      “One who wants to surprise you?”

      Jill stared openly now. He wore a midnight colored sweater, held a glass of beer in one hand and had the other shoved in his jeans pocket. “He's too good to be true.

      “Has he taken you to the farm yet?” Reya asked, moving toward the drink table. They had another twenty minutes before everyone else was supposed to show up.

      Jill had offered to set up a hot chocolate station and now she was extra glad because it gave her something to do. Keeping her hands busy kept her mind from asking silly, repetitive questions.

      “Yes,” Jill answered, smiling. “It's adorable. The little old farm house and that barn. I'm so in love with it.”

      He'd purchased a giant wreath at the Christmas tree farm and hung it over the barn door. She loved that the barn was visible from the road and had suggested he get a spotlight so that folks out looking at Christmas lights could enjoy the display. The silvery green needles against the old, red wood were picture-perfect.

      “I'm so glad that he's local. Settling in. No. I'm happy that he's alive and doesn't have PTSD like so many others. But—”

      Jill squeezed Reya's hand. “I get it. My mom was in the army. After my dad left, she was it. I was always so thankful when she came home to us.”

      “Teo was my rock. Even when he was halfway around the world, he made time for me. That's just who he is.”

      “Speaking of rocks… are you ever going to let me get a good look at that ring?”

      Reya grinned and held up her hand, then she stepped closer. “Can you keep a secret? I’m dying to tell someone.”

      “Of course!”

      Reya glanced over toward the men who were in deep conversation about something and then leaned in to whisper in Jill’s ear. “Dylan asked me in June.”

      Wha— Jill’s jaw dropped. Reya nodded.

      “I wanted to keep things quiet until Teo got home.”

      “But… Dylan asked for Teo’s permission the other day.”

      Reya nodded. They turned toward their men.

      “We figured that was a good way to make sure he was okay with it. Really okay.”

      “Trust me,” Jill murmured. “He’s thrilled, his exact words by the way, that he got the two of you together.”

      Reya simply beamed at they stared at her ring for a few moments longer.

      A companionable silence fell between them as they fussed over the table. Tiny marshmallows? Check. Whipped cream? Check. Chocolate syrup, cinnamon, peppermint sticks? Check, check, check.

      “I'm so glad he found you,” Reya murmured. “I was so afraid that he'd come home and be a bachelor forever.”

      Jill was touched by the compliment but afraid to ruin Reya's illusion. Teo wasn't looking for love and Jill wasn’t sure that was in the cards for her. Besides, she was happy filling her days with work and lots of friends.

      “I just wish he wasn’t going out of town this week. I’m surprised you weren’t able to stop him. I see the way he looks at you.”

      Jill’s brows hit her hairline. He was going out of town? How did he look at her?

      “You have to know,” Reya murmured. “He’s crazy about you.”

      If only…

      “What are you two lovely ladies talking about?” Teo asked, stalking up behind her with panther-like silence.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” she teased.

      “You,” Reya added.

      Jill shot her a look.

      Teo seemed to ignore his sister.

      “Dance with me,” he murmured against Jill’s ear, spinning her by the hips to face him.

      “I'm not done—”

      “Reya can handle it,” he assured her.

      Teo handled Jill with ease, rocking her around in the small space between the living room and dining room.

      “Reya said something about you going out of town,” Jill murmured, hoping she didn’t sound whiny.

      Teo nodded. “I was going to tell you tonight. My flights are finalized.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Research trip to Belgium.”

      Wow. That was really far.

      “I’ll be back before you leave for your mom’s.”

      She nodded. It wasn’t like they’d made Christmas plans, in fact, she’d specifically avoided mentioning seeing him then. But it was harder and harder to deny the feelings in her chest, telling her to make plans. Throw caution to the wind. Forget about a fling and embrace her future. Hold on to him with both hands.

      “Maybe I’ll see you on Christmas? You could come with me to Reya and Dylan’s,” he said.

      Gosh, he sounded so confident. Full steam ahead. That was a heady sensation.

      “Sounds great,” she said with a smile.

      “Have I told you how much I love this dress?” he asked, sliding his hand dangerously low at the small of her back.

      “Only three times,” she murmured, thoroughly enchanted. He was like Prince Charming come to life. Tall, dark and oh-so-handsome. Not to mention romantic. Who would have thought the big, tough SEAL would be a closet romantic?

      He leaned in close and whispered in her ear. “I can't wait to take it off later.”

      She laughed, loving that he was as sex-crazed as she was. And that he was always thinking about getting her alone and naked. A girl could get used to this kind of attention.

      It was Jill's turn to lean in close and whisper sweet nothings in his ear. Or in this case, naughty nothings. “I have a secret.”

      “Oh yeah?” He straightened to look down at her upturned face, brows lifted in question.

      She trailed her fingers through his hair and pulled him back down.

      “Blush Shoppe sent me crotchless panties.”

      Teo froze and then a low growl rumbled from his chest.

      “The mistletoe is over there,” Reya said after clearing her throat. Jill glanced over to see her friend pointing toward the hallway.

      “We'll keep that in mind,” Teo said, recovering more quickly than Jill could even hope to do.

      Luckily, a knock at the door broke through her lust. Soon the house was busting at the seams with people. Jill recognized Boomer from the movie shoot, Baby and Joe from Teo's welcome home party and Trevor Wyatt because JackAss had been a big fan of the guy.

      Her hot chocolate bar was a hit. Teo made ample use of the mistletoe, and by the time he took her home she was having real trouble remembering why she'd agreed to a fling with such an incredible man.

      And since he didn't seem to be in any hurry to end their tryst, she found herself hoping for a different miracle this Christmas.

      That he might just stick around long past the New Year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Jill paced across the living room and back to the kitchen. She wasn't a pacer by nature, but Teo Canales had her wound in knots. Why hadn't she heard from him yet?

      And why was she so worried?

      A car cruised along Main Street and she watched if for a moment, her heart beating faster for a split second as she hoped it was him.

      But he'd said he'd call when his flight landed. And that was hours ago. Her willpower was waning. But she didn't want to bother him.

      And she was sick of her own company. She'd been rattled all day. This morning she'd broken her favorite compact, sending powder all over the bathroom and then after lunch, she'd dropped a mug. Nothing could withstand the kitchen tile and the mug had shattered into a billion pieces, alerting everyone in the coffee shop that she was having an off day.

      Jill didn't have off days. She prided herself on a simple life that was steady. Perhaps she was boring because she had a budget and shopped second-hand. Her one big risk was this business and that made her extra careful with her relationships, especially after JackAss. She didn't get her hopes up and yet...

      With Teo she had. Her hopes were sky high. Somewhere in the last three weeks she'd started wishing for him for Christmas. Forget snow.

      She sank down onto her second-hand sofa and stared out the window at the cozy town. No snow, just sweet little brick buildings, shivering trees, and an abundance of Christmas decor.

      She scurried for the phone when it rang, her heart beating triple time. Her best friend's name flashed across the top of the screen and she sighed, half thankful and half disappointed that it wasn't Teo.

      “Hey Bridge,” she greeted.

      “How's paradise?” Bridget asked.

      Even though they were a thousand miles apart, they kept in touch.

      “Not very blissful I'm afraid. I've fallen for him.”

      “What's wrong with that? It's about time you found someone. And you know I mean that in the nicest way possible.”

      Jill did. They'd known each other for almost twenty years and their fifteen-year-old selves had had everything worked out. How they'd marry, have kids, Jill would open her coffee shop, they'd have cookouts on the weekends, their children would eventually grow up and fall in love. Then she and Bridget would be planning weddings together.

      But it hadn't worked out that way. After JackAss had stolen her savings, it'd taken her another six years to save up money for her shop. Jill hadn’t stored a password on her computer since.

      Bridget had married, had kids, and moved to San Antonio whereas Jill was still single, had moved to Georgia after high school and was childless.

      “I don't see it working out. I was so tired from our conversation two nights ago that I was half an hour late opening the shop. I've been a mess all day. Love doesn't agree with me.”

      “I don't think that's it,” Bridget said, ever patient.

      “Don't get me wrong, he's an amazing guy. But is he going to stick around? No one sticks around.”

      “I stuck around.”

      “True. But you're one of a kind.”

      Kind of like Teo, her heart whispered.

      “What do you like about him?” Bridget asked.

      “We get along so well. We complement each other. He surprises me. He’s so thoughtful and helpful.”

      “And what don't you like?”

      Jill frowned. “I—” No one was perfect. “I don't like that he said he'd call me today and he hasn't.”

      The silence was glaring. “That's it? Honey, Jamie leaves his socks everywhere. It took me five years to train him to put the toilet seat down. He can't budget worth a damn. And he's too easy on the kids. I hate being bad cop. We all forget to call from time to time.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe his flight was delayed.”

      “I, ugh, I sorta stalked his flight. That's how sad I am. Pathetic. I'm tracking a flight on my phone. They have this app and—”

      “He's probably just taking a nap.”

      “You're probably right.”

      “What do you think is going on, J? He found a hot French girl and now he's cheating on you?”

      “No,” Jill scoffed. But now that she mentioned it...

      “You don't sound very convincing.”

      Jill strode into the bathroom and grabbed a makeup removal wipe and swiped it across her forehead. She was tired of waiting around. She'd turned down a party with a great group of friends and if she wasn't going out, she'd rather be comfortable in bed or on the couch. There had to be a movie playing tonight, right? Twenty-five days of Christmas and all that.

      “I don't want to feel like this, Bridge. Worried about him. How do you stop worrying about Jamie?”

      “He's a grown man. He can take care of himself. It helps that I have a tracker on his cell phone.” Her friend laughed.

      Jill sighed and went to work removing her lipstick.

      “So if you're not worried about him cheating, what are you worried about?”

      “His health?” Jill said with a shrug. “That he's safe and just... all the stuff you normally worry about someone—” you love. She left the words dangling because saying it out loud made it too real.

      “I never knew you were such a worry wart.”

      “I don't like it,” Jill insisted. She'd been worried all week and she knew she didn't have a reason to. It was silly and irrational and as Bridget had reminded her, Teo was a grown-assed man. A Navy SEAL for goodness sakes. He could probably swim half the Atlantic and live on a deserted island and be perfectly content.

      Oh, what was the point? She was in love. A crazy, reckless emotion that she'd craved above all others and it'd totally blindsided her, leaving her weak and helpless.

      “It'll get better,” Bridget promised. “As soon as you hear his voice you’ll feel better.”

      But that was just the beginning. The week-long separation had given her time and distance to think, not just miss him. As much as she worried about him, she worried equally about her heart. Last time she’d become embroiled so quickly, fallen hook line and sinker for a con artist. But this time…

      What she felt for Teo was so much more. It’d destroy her if he walked away. She had no idea how she’d come to feel so strongly so quickly. A part of her thought she’d lost her mind.

      But it was what it was.

      Except…

      She could change it.

      “You're right. Things will be better because I'm going to turn it off. I'm going to stop worrying about him right now. He can call me when he feels like it. It was only a little fling. I got him out of my system, right?”

      “The sex maybe, but you're forgetting something.”

      “That I love him? I'll get over it. I've done it before.”

      “Oh, honey. You got over Je—I mean, JackAss because you didn't really love him and he certainly didn't love you.”

      “Understatement of the century,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Don't give up on love, now. Not when you've found it.”

      “What makes you think he loves me? He agreed to the fling, remember.”

      “So did you. But you fell in love with him. Why couldn't he fall in love with you?”

      “I hate it when you make sense,” Jill said, tugging the zipper of her dress down. More than that, she hated being twisted up over a man.

      She hated feeling raw, exposed and vulnerable. She hated the idea of getting stomped on again and this time she knew it'd be so much worse. Men didn't stick around in her life. Her father hadn't. Dates didn't like how long it took her to get ready, even if they did like the end result. They liked her for sex but not as a wife. They didn't like her single-minded determination to open her own coffee shop.

      She wasn't going to change for any man, but Teo sure did tempt her to try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      Jill decided it was best to ignore Teo's calls and texts. She needed a few more days to gather the courage to break things off with him. And as luck would have it, she was supposed to leave for her mom's house which would give her time away to get herself together.

      Talking herself out of being in love with Teo Canales hadn't worked. Maybe being away from her loft where she saw him everywhere she looked would do the trick.

      Three days later she realized she'd been kidding herself. She couldn’t stop thinking about him. His voice played like a broken record in her mind. She was handling the whole thing badly, letting fear get the best of her.

      Thinking that she could just get away and everything would be all right had been silly. Her mom stuffed her with cookies, her sister, Stephanie, gave her the cold shoulder and she couldn’t stop wishing that she was back in her loft with Teo.

      Her mom had not so subtly tried to set her up with a friend's son during the Christmas Eve party. He’d taken one look at her cleavage and seemed unable to look at anything else. There was no amount of eggnog that would make him attractive to her. He talked too much, didn’t seem to have a censor, and his hands looked soft. To make matters worse, Stephanie was shooting Jill with eye-daggers. Again. Some things never changed.

      Christmas Eve was supposed to be fun, pleasant. They always opened a present before they went to bed. They’d wake up early, snuggle around the Christmas tree then Jill would drive home and spend the afternoon with friends. That was the plan.

      After two awkward hours, she made a radical decision.

      It might upset her mom, but she couldn’t stay here a minute longer. Her mom was cuddled up with her new Beau, Stephanie would obviously rather Jill was gone. No one would miss her so she went back to the room she shared with Stephanie and packed her stuff.

      “Running away? Is Ralph not to your liking?” Stephanie asked from the doorway.

      Jill was supremely tired of trying to make nice with such a despondent personality. And the fact that the personality was attached to her own sister was harder to accept. But she'd put up with it since their father had left and dammit, she was a grown-assed woman. She shouldn't have to deal with it anymore.

      “Actually, I'm running away from your toxic attitude.” And Ralph.

      She might as well have slapped her sister, the way Stephanie's head jerked back indicated she had in a way.

      “I don't know what I ever did to you, but I'm tired of being your punching bag. Ralph's all yours.” Jill slung her purse over her shoulder and made her escape, surprised that her sister remained silent.

      Jill held back her tears the whole way home. It was the middle of the night when she stumbled up the rickety old stairs to her loft. The porch light illuminated the clouds made by her breath. The evergreen wreath rattled as she shut the door and flipped the lock. She stripped down, not bothering with her hair or makeup, stumbled into bed and let the tears go.

      Years’ worth of frustration over her sister's abusive attitude flushed out via her tear ducts. Years of tension over never feeling like she fit in, of struggling to make ends meet, to make her dreams come true poured out of her.

      She cried for all the things, the relationships she'd denied herself, the pain overcoming so close to her dream once and losing it, of being so stupid to trust a man. She cried because she loved Teo more than she thought she could love a man and she was terrified of the whole situation.

      She'd known he was different from the first moment they'd met. She hadn't just been seduced by his good looks and delicious voice, she'd been intrigued by the man and the interest in his eyes.

      She loved the way he watched her as she got ready, never complaining about how long it took her to do her hair. She loved the way he surprised her in the bedroom, embraced her tattoos, piercings and love of sex toys. She loved the way he could discuss almost any topic and was always thoughtful and respectful. She loved feeding him, walking with him, hanging out and making love with him. Somewhere in the four months she'd known him, she'd begun to need him, to crave his presence.

      Was it any wonder she was so unhappy over being separated from him? Maybe he was the one who’d stick with her, build a life with her. And she was ruining everything!

      

      When Jill woke, her eyelids felt like they were made of sandpaper. She heard an engine rumbling in the distance and wondered who was awake so early on Christmas morning. She squinted at her phone and found it was actually almost nine.

      “Bah humbug,” she said aloud.

      Her phone beeped and vibrated. She sat up as she read Tracy's message.

      

      Merry Christmas! Be careful when you come back this way. It's snowing!!!

      

      Snowing? It was supposed to be cold today, but she hadn't seen any chance of snow in the forecast. Georgians weren't lucky enough to get a white Christmas.

      Nevertheless, her heart beat a little faster and she hopped out of bed, slipped into her favorite robe and threw open the curtains. Sure enough, silver flakes drifted by her window. A layer of white covered the sidewalk below.

      She couldn't believe her eyes.

      Snow on Christmas.

      What were the chances? She stood back and watched the peaceful flakes.

      Well, she'd finally gotten snow for Christmas. Too bad she couldn't enjoy it like she would have a year ago. Now she sorely missed Teo. Maybe Reya'd been right and he was crazy about her. But she'd blown him off for days and he probably wouldn't trust her again.

      Jill pressed her face to the cold glass and looked up and down the street she called home.

      That was weird. She'd never known snow to stop abruptly but at the corner of Main and Butler it tapered off. She glanced the other way.

      “Huh.”

      Frowning, she bundled up, grabbed her phone and headed out the door.

      Instead of snow she found Teo standing on her staircase, hands tucked in the pockets of his leather jacket.

      “Merry Christmas,” he said, his expression completely unreadable.

      “Merry Christmas.”

       Her heart thudded at the sight of him. He was like her ultimate fantasy come to life.

      “I've missed you,” he said, moving up one step.

      Had it really been over a week since she'd seen him? It felt like an eternity.

      “I—”

      “Would you like to play in the snow with me?”

      Her brows rose.

      She glanced around at the same barren landscape she saw every day. There wasn’t a flake in sight. “I don't understand.”

      “Come on.” He held out a hand and she took it. He led her down the stairs, around the corner, and onto Main Street. Her boots crunched in the snow and a flake landed on her cheek.

      She giggled softly, giddy.

      He bent down, scooped up a handful and packed it into a snowball before handing it to her.

      “Turns out that Boomer was shooting a snow scene for the movie last week. He was willing to stick around town for a good cause and he’s incredibly good at his job.”

      She squeezed the snowball and watched it crumble. Her pulse thumped in her ears.

      “I thought he blows stuff up.”

      “He’s into all kinds of special effects. Explosions, fog, wind, rain…snow.”

      “A good cause?” she asked, surveying the block of Main Street that was straight from her white Christmas dreams. A fantasy come to life and Teo was responsible.

      She shivered, and not because of the chill in the air.

      “You've always wanted a white Christmas and I wanted to make your wish come true.”

      Jill closed her eyes, sure she'd wake up when she opened them again. But when she did, she was still standing there, nose cold, hand in hand with Teo.

      At the far end of the street, a little girl in a pink coat tugged her father down the sidewalk. Even from here, Jill could see the girl's exuberance.

      “How'd you make this happen?”

      “Boomer's got connections.” Teo shrugged as if it was no big deal to close off a section of Main Street, on a holiday no less, and engineer a white Christmas. It was a huge deal. It couldn't have been easy.

      “It's amazing,” she murmured, taking in the snow tipped crepe myrtles and frosted wreaths. Even the windows of her shop were snowcapped.

      “Merry Christmas, Jillian.” Teo pulled her close and brushed his lips across hers.

      “I can't believe you're here,” she murmured when he let her up for air.

      “Where else would I be?”

      “But it was a fling and I broke things off with you.”

      He frowned down at her and for a brief moment she had an idea of what he might look like when in full intimidation mode.

      “No. You stopped answering my calls and started avoiding me.”

      “It seemed like the best thing to do.”

      “To protect yourself?” he prodded gently. “What about giving me a chance?”

      “You wanted a chance?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Why?”

      “I thought it was obvious.” His hands massaged her lower back. “I'm crazy about you.”

      “Crazy, huh?” she said with a smile. She felt like tap dancing. He was too good to be true. And yet, there he was, right in front of her, kissing distance.

      “Crazy, addicted, in love.”

      Faux snowflakes continued to fall around them, cocooning them in a little bubble of Christmas bliss. It was hard to believe any of it was real, the man, the scene around her.

      “Wow.”

      “That's it?” he asked, the corner of his mouth turning up. She rose up on her tiptoes and kissed the sexy little crease.

      “My Christmas wish came true. That's never happened before.”

      He frowned, misunderstanding her because he didn’t have all the information he needed.

      “Somewhere in the last few weeks I stopped wanting snow for Christmas and started wishing for you instead.”

      He closed his eyes, his thick black lashes brushing his cheeks. Then he blew out a sigh, sending a cloud of cold air swirling around them. “Thank God.”

      He pulled her against him and hugged her tight. She slid her hands beneath his leather jacket and clung to his hard body. Tears prickled her eyes. He was so wonderful and this…this was the most amazing gesture. Her nose tingled as she tried to control the waterworks.

      “This can't be real,” she murmured, more to herself.

      “Why not?”

      “It's just so fast.”

      “I've thought the same thing a dozen times.”

      She tipped her head back so she could look at him. “It doesn't scare you?”

      He raised a brow that said he wasn't scared of anything. She heard the sounds of kids playing in the snow. It sounded as if someone was having a snowball fight further down the block.

      “I'll admit I was a little worried, but I'm over it. As Reya says, when you know, you know. And according to her, we Canales fall in love quickly.”

      Jill couldn't stop the flush his words brought. In love. He'd said it twice. She could hardly believe her ears.

      “We’re not in any rush. Maybe we fell in love fast, but from here on out we can move at our own pace.” His confidence seeped into her. “Now, what do you say we make snow angels before we go inside?”

      Was he for real? Somehow of all the things he could have said and done, that wouldn't have made her list.

      “Sounds wonderful.”

      They flopped down in front of her shop, waved their arms up and down, swiped their legs back and forth and laughed the whole time. Then he bounded up, pulled her into his arms and she smiled down at their handy work.

      “One more present for you.”

      He jerked the back of her coat and tossed a snowball down her shirt.

      Jill squealed and spun away. Laughing, he dodged left.

      “You!”

      “Snow was your wish, honey. I'm just giving you the full effect.”

      She stooped down and gathered a ball of snow, lobbing it at him. Then it was on. They hid behind light posts, the mailbox, even the paper box, throwing snowballs until her fingers were frozen and her lungs burned.

      “Truce,” he called from behind a tree.

      “How can I trust you?” she called back.

      “Because I love you and I'm calling a truce.”

      Those words melted her and any resistance she might have had to him. He might be too good to be true, but he was here and he’d made two of her wishes come true. Her heart swelled with love, knowing that he was worth the risk.

      “I don't know SEAL. You're far better at warfare than I am.”

      He stepped from behind the tree, arms outstretched. Teo was a tricky one so she watched his hands until he was an arms' length away.

      “Are you sure you’re not trying to trick me, to slip past my defenses, so you can clobber me with snow?”

      “No tricks. I am however trying to slip past your defenses.” His dark eyes glittered in the sunlight. “But only so I can clobber you with love, Jillian Moore. How’s that?”

      “That’ll do.”

      “Good. Now can I take you inside? I’ve been missing you.”

      Evidently word had gotten out about the snow. Dozens of people crowded into the snowy block.

      “Boomer really outdid himself.”

      “You can think of the perfect thank you gift later.” Teo wrapped an arm around her waist and propelled her around the corner, into the alley, and up the stairs.

      Inside the loft with the door blocking out the world and the cold, Jill sank into Teo's arms. A chill clung to him so she pushed his jacket from his shoulders and dropped her arms to the side as he did the same to her.

      

      They communicated without words, stripping each other bare. When they were at last naked, he carried her to bed. He followed her down, drew the covers over them both and curled into her embrace.

      He wasn't sure what he'd done to deserve her, but he would work hard to keep her happy, to continue deserving her. Reya was right. When you find something special, you keep it. From mementos to friendships, the good ones were rare and worth nurturing.

      Jill ran a hand down his chest, traced his abdominal muscles and then wrapped an icy hand around his cock. He hissed out a breath.

      “Damn, woman. You feel like ice.”

      She made that husky little laughing sound that got him hard as a damn rock. “You'll just have to warm me up.”

      “Gladly.”

      With an arm around her waist, he scooped her up until she was splayed on top of him. Touching her everywhere he could reach, he used the friction to warm her skin.

      “Mmmm. I think I'll keep you,” she murmured, drawing lazy designs on his shoulder.

      “Good, because I wasn't going to give you any choice.”

      “You weren't?”

      “Nope. There are times to retreat. Any warrior knows that. But there are times to press forward.”

      “And this is one of those times?” she asked though she didn't sound like she needed convincing.

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      “How did I get so lucky?” she asked.

      “You smiled at me.”

      “That was it?” She sounded incredulous.

      He nodded.

      “Then you asked if you could get me something to drink and even though I was trying my best to ignore my attraction to you, you kept coming back all night long, waiting on me, making me feel special. And then I got to know you and you kept flashing that smile at me. And I fell in love with your laugh to the point that I craved it. You're bewitching. It's no wonder I've drunk more coffee in the last three months than I have in my entire life combined.”

      “You’re probably the reason I’m in the black,” she said with a laugh.

      He trapped her hand beneath his. “That’s all you, honey. Your brains, your staffing, your marketing, the way you set up your shop, how you greet everyone who walks through your door. Your success is all thanks to you. No one else.”

      “Thank you for that,” she murmured and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      Before he could deepen their kiss, she pushed away and slithered down his body. He held his breath and she tossed the covers up so that she was completely hidden.

      Her fingertips skimmed his thighs, over his knees, down his shins and back up his calves. His breath swooshed out and he sucked in another.

      “Jillian,” he groaned as she took him in hand.

      Her skin was warm again, soft and her hands were so strong as she stroked him. She cupped his balls and thumbed the soft underside of his cock, teasing the sensitive spot that would send him zero to sixty.

      Just when he started to sweat, she took him into her mouth.

      “Holy—”

      Her tongue took over, swirling around the head before she sucked him deep, all the while, massaging his balls. Teo threw an arm over his eyes and focused on his breathing. He couldn’t shoot off, not yet. Not today. Today was special.

      Her other hand joined the fray, continuing where her mouth left off with every up and down stroke. She was way too good at that.

      “Okay, uncle,” he cried.

      Her head popped out from beneath the comforter.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “Vixen,” he said.

      “Which reindeer are you?” she purred. “Dasher? Prancer? Cupid?”

      It was rare to see her hair so deliciously messy and ready for his fingers.

      “Hold that thought,” he murmured, scooting out from under her. He jogged back to his clothes, retrieved a condom and then dove back into bed.

      With the fluffy white comforter over his head, he stared down into her laughing eyes.

      “Definitely Prancer,” she declared, spreading her legs to make a spot for him.

      He rolled on the condom and slid his hands up her thighs.

      “I’m ready,” she told him. “Surprisingly, I’ve been ready since you put a snowball down my shirt.”

      Teo couldn’t help but laugh. “Kinky.”

      He slid a palm over her pussy, up her mound, across her breasts and back down. She sucked a breath between her teeth as he dipped his middle finger between her nether lips.

      “So smooth and wet and warm.”

      “Mmm huh.”

      He fingered her, stretched her with one, then two, and finally three fingers all while brushing her clit with his thumb. She lifted her hips, trying to create a rhythm, but he wasn’t about to let her come yet. He wanted to be face to face, wrapped in her arms when they came together.

      “Teo—” she ground out.

      “Yes, Vixen?”

      “Now. Need you now.”

      “Are you sure?” He teased her clit again.

      “Stop toying with me!”

      He chuckled at the dire expression on her lovely face. So intense, her jaws ground together in need, her chest rising and falling erratically as she hung in limbo.

      “You’re the one who’s been toying with me, sweetheart. Driving me crazy for weeks, making me want you and miss you and need you. But you’re right.” He pulled his hands away and settled between her thighs.

      “Enough talking,” he whispered against her lips.

      “Mmm huh,” she agreed, wrapping her legs around his hips. The position opened her to him, guiding him in like a funnel.

      He drove home with a single exquisite thrust that almost made him lose it. She felt too good, so snug. Being in her arms, having her legs locked around him, moving in perfect harmony with her was like nothing else in the world.

      Transcendent. Perfection.

      He didn’t want it to end. He didn’t want to leave her loft or the soft cradle of her body.

      “Love you,” she panted.

      “Ditto.”

      He plunged and out until they were both crying out, a symphony of breathy groans and sweet moans. And as her body tightened and her core milked him, he knew he’d finally found the home he’d only dreamt about.

      Side by side, coming down from another incredible high, he looked out the window at the snow. He was a lucky son of a gun. He’d survived when so many hadn’t. He was relatively unscathed and now, when he’d least expected it, he’d found a woman who took his breath away.

      With a contented sigh, he pulled her closer and kissed her forehead.

      “Thank goodness Dylan and Reya picked your coffee shop for my welcome home party,” he murmured.

      “Thank goodness, indeed.”

      

      
        THE END

        

        Boomer’s story is up next. Sign up for my newsletter to be notified when it’s available. Did you miss a book in the series? Check out the Girls’ Night and SEALs of Roseville series page.
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      Hunter Dex tugged his girlfriend down onto his sweat-slicked body and gave her a deep, searing kiss that he hoped told her just how amazing he thought she was. She melted into him and he felt himself rising to attention all over again.

      “Wow,” Serena breathed, sliding off his naked body. “That was incredible.”

      “Give me another minute and we can have a super fun repeat,” he rumbled, circling her wrist with his fingers.

      He didn’t miss how her breath stopped as she caught her lower lip between her teeth. She was insatiable, and he was happy to serve her in that regard.

      In every regard.

      They’d been dating for six weeks and with each passing day, he just found himself wanting more and more Serena Bradley in his life.

      “That’s hard to say no to.” She gave him an apologetic smile. “But I warned you when you came over that I have work to do. And I still do, no matter how good you look in my bed.”

      She knew how to work him, that was for sure. He grinned and flexed his pecs. “Look good, do I?”

      She just laughed and patted his arm before moving across the room and pulling on her robe.

      He watched the sweet curve of her ass disappear behind silky black fabric and sighed. Can I hang around and soak up your awesomeness? “I get it. Will you be up all night?”

      Serena was an artist. She did a bunch of different things, all amazing, and from time to time she took off to parts unknown with her makeup case. She’d done that disappearing act twice since they started dating.

      When he’d arrived tonight, she’d been working on a mask. Too heavy to practically wear, the sensual piece of art would be hung on someone’s wall.

      Soon, apparently.

      “Not all night,” she tossed over her shoulder. “If you want to stay over…”

      He wanted all right. He followed her out of the bedroom, tugging on his boxer briefs. She lived by herself in a small bungalow she’d inherited from her grandmother, so there was little chance of being disturbed, but Serena had never wandered around naked and he got a vibe from her that she’d find it strange if he did.

      As much as he liked this woman, she was still an enigma in many ways.

      “Love to,” he said as she settled at her drafting table in the spare bedroom-turned-art studio. “Can I order delivery?”

      She nodded, already not paying full attention to him. “Something with rice?”

      “Done. Can I plug my phone in somewhere? The battery was low when I arrived.”

      “Mmm,” she mumbled. Her eyes were narrowed, concentrating hard on some delicate detail on the mask. “Laptop’s in the living room. There’s a cable attached to it.”

      He watched her for a minute, cataloging the way she held her breath as she loaded her paint brush with thick, inky blackness, then exhaled carefully as she applied it to the mask. He knew that type of control well—he used the same breathing pattern when he was behind a rifle. It was a good way to trick oneself into thinking what you were about to do was no big deal, but the creations that came out of this studio were definitely a big deal.

      She didn’t talk a lot about her work, either the masks and paintings she created, or the elaborate make-up artistry she flew around the country for, either.

      Client confidentiality—another thing they had in common, although Hunter’s client was the United States Navy. More lord and master than client, really. He’d been a SEAL for nine years. He’d recently transferred from the east coast teams to the west coast, and the last thing he thought he’d fall into after arriving in San Diego was a serious relationship.

      Not that Serena had given him any clue that was what she wanted.

      But their connection…in less than two months, she’d taken ownership on a piece of his heart—real estate he didn’t even know was up for sale.

      They’d met almost by accident. He’d been invited to a bar by some of his new Team 11 teammates, and since he was still new to the area, had gotten the address wrong and walked into an art gallery instead.

      Best mistake he’d ever made.

      He’d blown off his friends that night with an apologetic text, and chatted up the beautiful artist instead.

      When he returned the next night, she invited him back to her place—at the time, he’d thought the bungalow was artsy and eclectic, like the one-night stand he’d stumbled into.

      Now he looked around her cozy living room and saw a shared future together.

      Jesus, he needed to go blow something up. His estrogen levels were getting dangerously high. Next thing he knew, he’d be suggesting a weekend of antiquing.

      Flopping on her couch, he grabbed the laptop from the coffee table and plugged the as-promised attached charging cable to his phone. Then he opened the laptop and typed in her password.

      He got half-hard remembering when she’d told it to him, curled up in his lap late one night a few weeks earlier.

      He’d needed to check his email, but she’d been curled up in his lap and his phone had been all the way over there.

      “You can use my computer,” she’d murmured sleepily, her lips rubbing against his neck. He’d pulled the coffee table closer and opened it up.

      “Type in your password, beautiful.”

      “You do it. No laughing. It’s freakygrl2.”

      “Freaky girl?” He’d palmed her ass and shifted between her legs. A condom had been equally as far away as his phone, and she’d been tired, so he’d restrained himself from making her prove it.

      The truth was, she was sensual and earthy, but freaky?

      He shook his head. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but underneath her artist exterior he’d found a sweet, warm, caring woman.

      The marrying kind of woman.

      Now he typed in that same password, chuckling to himself as her browser popped into sight. She’d been reading an article about raising chickens in an urban environment.

      Real freaky, beautiful.

      He clicked over to another tab, leaving that article for her to read later, half-wondering if his future might include chicken feed, so it took him a second to realize what he was looking at on the new screen.

      Then he blinked. Twice.

      Blush Shoppe, the website cheerily called itself in a pretty logo in the top left-hand corner.

      Right above the picture of a butt plug.

      Blink.

      Hunter told himself to close the computer. He even guiltily looked over his shoulder toward the studio, because snooping was so wrong. But then he didn’t close it. He scanned the page, taking everything in. She hadn’t added anything to her shopping cart. Maybe someone else had sent her the link, like… haha, look at this pretty glass butt plug with a flower in its base?

      His dick flexed and he shifted the computer. Not the time, buddy. He pressed the heel of his hand hard into his crotch, but his cock misunderstood the message and filled further with very interested blood.

      God damn it. Squeezing his thighs together, he glared at the screen and hit the Back button to return to the last viewed page on that tab in the browser.

      Holy hell. A glass dildo, this one matching the plug. And before that, other similar sets, but the pink ones with the flowers were the nicest. They suited Serena best.

      His sweet, studious, future chicken-raising Serena.

      Hands shaking, he returned the browser to how he found it and abandoned his plans to order in. He returned the computer to the coffee table, stood up, and stalked into the bedroom.

      “Delivery will take forever at this hour,” he called out, shoving his arms into his shirt. “I’m gonna run out and grab something.”

      

      — —

      

      Serena wasn’t sure how much time had passed since Hunter had hollered something about going out, but when she looked at the clock and it was nearly eleven, and her stomach was growling, she realized it had been a while.

      She rinsed her paint brushes and pushed her chair back from her drafting table. The mask was nearly done. She still had two make-up sketches to do before bed, but she could do them in the living room while they ate something and watched late night TV.

      Grabbing her sketchpad, she wandered into the living room, where she dropped it on the coffee table next to her laptop. Hunter was definitely still out. She looked around for her phone, tracing her steps back to the bedroom when she couldn’t find it. She was on her second lap of the small house when the front door opened and she heard Hunter’s heavy footsteps in the entrance way.

      He stopped short when he saw her standing in the hallway. “Hi.”

      “Hey, you,” she said softly, swishing her robe loosely around her bare legs. Hunter brought out the playful girl inside her, let her shuck off the stressed-out small business owner and just be…simple. “I’m almost done my work. I’ve got a few sketches to do, but—”

      She cut herself off as he dropped the brown paper bag he was holding on the table and crossed the room in three easy strides, picking her up on the fourth step and crashing his mouth down over hers on the fifth—right before he pressed her against the wall and rocked one of his powerful thighs between her legs.

      His usually soft lips were firm and demanding, pressing her mouth open so he could ravage her with his tongue. His hands found the edge of her robe and yanked, baring her quickly over-heating skin.

      Who was this man? Hunter was an eager, talented lover, and a strong, capable man, but he’d never dominated her like this. Her heart slammed against her chest as he lifted her higher, effortlessly holding her against the wall as his mouth closed over her nipple. He sucked her flesh hard against his tongue, his teeth scraping her skin.

      Yes, please. She whimpered and closed her eyes, and for a second, she felt his hesitation. She held her breath.

      “Tell me you want this,” he rasped against her skin.

      She jerked her head roughly. “Yes.”

      His fingers tightened on her hips and she rocked her pelvis, but there was nothing to rub against—he was holding her against the wall and levering himself away from body. His grip grew nearly painful as he pulled at her other nipple with his mouth, sucking it to a matching, aching point like the other. She welcomed that pinch, wriggled against it, hoping he’d leave bruises.

      She never wanted to forget this moment. Whatever brought it on, it was a gift to a part of her she kept locked tight, the part that wanted to be ravaged.

      Back and forth he went until she was wound tight, swollen and desperate for relief. And still she swallowed her pleas for what she wanted next, because that same dirty girl hiding inside hoped he’d just somehow know what she needed.

      The way he set her back down and pinned her against the wall was promising. His hands blindly finding her wrists as he kissed her again, sucking her lower lip into his mouth until she felt the corresponding tug deep in her belly.

      And then the doubt broke through the surface. “Hunter?”

      He stilled—his hands were still on her wrists, pressing her hands above her head and against the wall. “I thought—”

      “Don’t stop. Just…” She squeezed her eyes shut.

      “You’re so sexy, Serena.” His voice rubbed into her skin as he shifted against her. One hand still pinning her wrists to the wall, the other rustling between them.

      He was undoing his belt.

      She swallowed hard.

      “Do I tell you how crazy you make me? All the dirty things I imagine doing to you?” She shook her head and he groaned. “I should. But I don’t know if you want to hear them.”

      Oh God, she did.

      He nipped at her jaw, his breath hot as his lips found her ear. “And you haven’t told me all the dirty things you want me to do, either.”

      It was true. But they’d fallen so quickly into something good, they’d zoomed past that point where one tested out a potential partner for boundaries and willingness to be dirty. They’d settled into fun and happy.

      She shook as he traced the curve of her ear with the tip of his tongue.

      “What do you want me to do here, beautiful?”

      Did he really want her to answer that? “Uhhhh…”

      “That’s not an answer. Do you want to come? Do you want me to eat your delicious pussy? Or turn you around and fuck you into the wall?”

      Was both an option? “Yes.”

      “Both?”

      She nodded. “I…yes, both. I want your tongue. I want you to lick me.” God, saying the words made her way too hot already. “And then I want you to bend me over and fuck me from behind.”

      He pressed harder against her, hip to hip, his erection sliding sloppily against her wetness. “Your wish is my command.”

      He dropped to his knees and parted her folds with his fingers, and a rush of moisture slicked the tops of her thighs. He groaned as he dove in, licking and sucking it all up before settling his attention on her clit and the sensitive surrounding tissue. Around and around he went, circling her bundle of nerves until she was shaking, standing on the precipice. His fingers teased her wet entrance, holding back from actually penetrating her—maybe he knew that if he did, she’d come all over his hand like a shameless hussy.

      “Please, Hunter,” she begged, rocking her hips shamelessly against his face.

      “Say it, beautiful. Your wish is my command but you gotta say it.”

      “Make me come,” she crooned, banging her head against the wall.

      He latched on to her clit and sucked greedily at the same time as he slid two fingers into her pussy and curled the tips in a come here motion. No kidding, come here. As in, come right here, right now, on fucking command.

      The orgasm started in her belly and swirled outward with amazing force, exploding all of her senses. Her sight dimmed and her skin went hot, then cold, and then hot again, all prickly and desperate for more of his touch.

      He delivered, stroking her thighs and her hips and her belly, and up to her breasts, cupping her heavy flesh in his hands as he kissed his way up her body—then spun her around and growled in her ear. “Hands on the wall. Don’t let go.”

      Don’t let go? There was nothing to hold on to. She was standing through some vague miracle built of muscle memory and locked knees. Holding on was beyond her capabilities at the moment.

      And still her sex spasmed, little jolts that said she had no idea what she was getting into, but oh my God, did she ever want more.

      Now his hands stroked down her back. He paused at her waist, then jerked her back a bit, folding her body more in half.

      He squeezed her bottom, spreading her wider than was decent.

      Oh God. Another flood of moisture leaked from her.

      His thumbs stroked the very top of the cleft between her ass cheeks, then lower. “Still want me to fuck you?”

      She nodded, a gasp shaking loose from her chest.

      His fingers ghosted over her rear hole and she clenched in surprise. What was he doing?

      Then his touch was gone. She whimpered, and he murmured something she didn’t catch. Before she could unscramble the sounds in her head, she felt him again. His right hand curled around the front of her thigh and—ahhhh—he fisted his cock against her wetness, sliding all the way inside her as she cried out.

      That first stroke always took her breath away as her body adjusted to him. But from behind—and bent over this much, with her sex still swollen from the first climax—was something else. He nailed every sizzling nerve ending, every bump and soft nubby spot inside her, and by the time he bottomed out, she was halfway to coming again.

      “I love you,” he gasped, his voice rough and barely there as he said three unexpected, beautiful words. They were the only sound in the room, besides the slap of their hips. He slammed into her again and her hands skittered across the wall, uselessly grabbing for purchase. “I love you, Serena. You’re mine.”

      “I’m yours,” she repeated on the end of a moan. She was going to come again. She’d barely recovered from the last orgasm, and he was churning her desire up for another explosion.

      “I adore every last bit of you. Remember that.”

      “Hunter!” With a strangled scream, she lost control, and he followed her into it, curling over her body, his hips stuttering against her backside as his release pulsed inside her body.

      His breath was hot against her back. His arms solid around her. She let out a shaky exhale, then tapped her hand against the wall. He loosened his grip and she tested her legs. Nope. Not moving anywhere for a second.

      He slipped out of her and lifted her into his arms, carrying her to the shower.

      Without a word, he turned on the hot water and set her down on her feet, then joined her.

      She stood there, silently, waiting for the steam to rise. Maybe it would clear the daze in her head.

      “Are you—” he started.

      “I’m fine,” she whispered. But was she? He’d said…

      She couldn’t even think it.

      But he apparently didn’t have the same problem.

      “It wasn’t just the sex talking.” He turned her gently and tipped her head back, under the shower head. His fingers—that had fucked her raw and probably left bruises on her hips—now moved gently through her hair.

      She closed her eyes, mostly for the water, but a little bit because they’d only been dating for six weeks and tonight was so far out of character for Hunter, she didn’t know what to believe.

      “Hey,” he whispered, brushing a kiss against one closed eyelid, then the other. His lips were wet and his words half-obscured by the spray of water around them, but in that moment, he was back.

      Her big, sweet, funny man.

      Who had just ravaged her, most amazingly so, and then told her he loved her.

      “I love you,” he said, his lips tentatively pulling into a smile. She blinked up at him. “Maybe should have told you that already. Or not yet. I don’t know. Never said it before.”

      “Oh,” she whispered. “I liked it.”

      “Good.” He turned her around and leaned past her, picking up her shampoo. Her heart hammered in her chest as he lathered up her hair, his fingers massaging into her scalp, then spreading the extra bubbles down her shoulders and back, his hands stopping to rest on her hips.

      With a sigh, he tugged her back against his front and pressed his cheek against her temple. “Should we talk about the sex?”

      “I liked that, too,” she said, her voice cracking. All of it. “Hunter…”

      “Shhh.” He lifted the shower head off its hook and started to rinse off her shampoo. “You don’t need to say anything.”

      Oh, but she did. She had so much to say, so much inside her, but she didn’t know if he’d like any of it.

      If he didn’t, it would break her heart.

      So she closed her eyes and nodded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Hunter left the shower first, on the pretense of getting her robe from the living room floor.

      He really needed a minute to sort himself out. He’d never, ever, ever lost control like that. He could have hurt her, for God’s sake. He didn’t even know where that had come from. That she had a secret dirty girl side wasn’t a problem for him at all—that she hadn’t given him any glimpse of it in the six weeks they’d been dating made him wonder why, but he was a patient man. In theory.

      But he’d gone out for food, and while he waited for the order to be filled, he’d done some…research.

      He’d planned to talk to her about it like a grown fucking man, but then he’d come back and she’d done that little swishy move with her robe, and flashed some thigh, and he was a goner.

      How fucking awkward was it to explain to your girlfriend that her perfectly reasonable sex toy browsing history had turned him into a total deviant?

      And again he was hard for her. He could still feel the plump flesh of her ass under his hands, and hear the gasp she made as he rubbed his thumbs over the that sensitive skin.

      When she came out of the shower five minutes later, her pale skin all dewy soft and her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders in damp, sexy curls, he was waiting for her. He wrapped her in a towel, then exchanged it for the robe, holding her close the entire time.

      They ate quietly together, then she held his hand as they moved back into the bathroom to brush their teeth. He watched as she smoothed cream over her face, and at the first yawn, he hustled her into her room.

      “Let’s get tucked into bed,” he said gruffly.

      She just nodded and laced her fingers back into his.

      He’d pulled on boxers, his regular sleeping attire, but she didn’t stop at her dresser as she usually did. Instead she stumbled to the bed, dropping her robe on the floor as she crawled under the covers buck naked.

      In a flash, he was under there with her. She curled up into his side and he pressed a silent kiss to her forehead.

      Before he could figure out the next thing to say—maybe you’ve said enough for one night, Romeo—she let out a small, fluttery sigh, and her hand relaxed on his chest.

      Well, damn. She really had been tired.

      Tomorrow. They’d talk more tomorrow.

      

      — —

      

      Three weeks had passed and somehow they hadn’t talked.

      They’d fucked—a lot. Nothing kinky, but there was a new, naughty edge to Serena’s natural sauciness. She bit her lip more and called him sir impertinently. Wore his t-shirts with nothing underneath, and then asked him for help getting something down from up high. Wiggled her ass in his direction.

      All things he approved of.

      But she wasn’t saying anything. Other than “please, sir”, which made him harder than he’d have thought possible. He wanted her to tell him what she wanted, because the last thing he wanted to do was ask her about anal play and get it wrong.

      On one hand, he knew it wasn’t that big a deal. Guys talked about it, and the internet had been educational.

      But on the other hand…he hated not being confident. Not being able to read her. And most importantly, not knowing if it was actually something she wanted to do.

      So he kept quiet. But when he used her computer again, he couldn’t help but check her browser history.

      He felt terrible about it for a solid minute, until he saw that she’d returned to the Blush Shoppe website. Freaky girl indeed.

      Right.

      He needed to bite the bullet and be the brave one.

      Creative problem-solving was his job. Usually in the form of figuring out impossible infiltration routes to a terrorist camp or finding a way to survive when trapped halfway up a mountain surrounded by insurgents, but coaxing the woman he’d fallen for to share a desire for something pretty up her ass?

      So while she was gone on another top-secret makeup assignment—this one a photo shoot in Lake Tahoe, she’d been able to tell him at least—he’d done some online shopping.

      Now he was standing outside his apartment door, staring at a nondescript brown cardboard box.

      Hot. Damn.

      He grabbed it and let himself into his apartment. In his pocket, his phone vibrated. One look at the screen had all his dirty thoughts working overtime. Serena.

      “Hey, beautiful. What’s up?”

      Her breathless voice filled his ear. “I missed my connection! I won’t be back in time for dinner, I’m sorry.”

      “Shit, that sucks for you. Where are you, LAX? I’ll drive up and get you.”

      “No, no. It’s okay, I’m rebooked onto the next one. And I’ve got my laptop, I can do some work. But I’m sorry that I won’t get to see you tonight.”

      “I’ll still get you when you land in San Diego.”

      She made an indecisive sound in his ear.

      He rolled his eyes, glad she couldn’t see him. “I’m picking up up when you get here, end of story. Text me your new flight number.” He grinned as she gave a little laugh of acceptance. One of his favourite things about Serena was that she’d never ask for anything, but was genuinely pleased when he offered. He’d always prided himself on being a nice guy, and he’d pick anyone up from the airport. It was the least he could do.

      But with Serena, it wasn’t anything like doing a friend a favour. It felt like…shit, he didn’t know. Good. Right.

      

      — —

      

      Serena had been wound tight since she left the Reno airport, forty-five minutes behind schedule, knowing she’d miss her connection and worrying the whole time that she’d get stranded in Los Angeles for the night. Bothered beyond measure that she wouldn’t see Hunter.

      It had been five long nights away from home and she craved his touch. His murmur in his ear and his solid weight behind her as they slept.

      She had a Christmas present for him in her bag, a watch that had called to her from a shop window in the airport. She’d gotten a ridiculous tip from the movie star who she’d been working on for the Japanese perfume commercial, and for the first time in a while, she was flush.

      It felt like a bit of a cop-out, buying Hunter an expensive gift instead of giving him the three words he’d shared with her so selflessly. But if she was being honest with herself, how she felt about him was huge, but she wasn’t sure it was love.

      Not yet.

      Not when she still kept secrets from him.

      She carefully rolled her carry-on makeup case toward baggage claim, her arm and back protesting with every weighted tug. Having Hunter pick her up was a selfish move when she was dead on her feet like this. Maybe she should pull out her phone and call him, tell him she’d just get a taxi instead.

      “Beautiful.”

      Too late. Her heart leapt sky-high as she turned to her right and he gave her a slow, panty-melting smile. He was leaning back against a pillar and he looked impossibly good. Long, muscular legs, his thighs stretching his jeans just enough to make her mouth water. Grey t-shirt stretched across his chest, fluttering loose over his abs, and when she got close enough, she was certain it would smell like fabric softener.

      She’d never gotten wet over Downy before Hunter. Now it was her favourite scent.

      He moved toward her like a panther. Liquid movement, his gaze keen and fixed on her. She held her breath as he skimmed his fingertips along her jaw then exhaled in a rush as he brushed the barest of kisses against her mouth.

      “Hi,” she whispered shakily.

      “You look exhausted,” he muttered, his brow pulling together. “How many bags do you have coming?”

      “Two.” She rolled her cheek against his palm and closed her eyes. She was feeling better already.

      He took the handle for the makeup case from her and she opened her mouth to protest, but he moved it gently and when he replaced the hard plastic handle with his own hand, squeezing her fingers with similar care, she bit her tongue. He rewarded her with a pat on her bottom once they arrived at her baggage carousel.

      He righted the makeup case on its base and told her to wait with it. She watched as he grabbed a luggage cart. An unnecessary few dollars, but the look on his face said he didn’t want to hear an argument over that, either. She pointed out her suitcases and he swung them off the moving belt with ease. He asked if the biggest one could go on the bottom— “Nothing fragile in here?” — and then again if he could put the makeup case on top.

      “I can pull it.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked, was it?”

      She stuck her tongue out at him and he arched one eyebrow. Oooh, bossy. She laughed, but a tremor of desire shook her core, too. It shifted things inside her that had long been dormant.

      “Let’s get you home and into a bath.” That look on his face—it was perfect. If he’d just hold it a hair longer…if it translated beyond moments like this, beyond the scorching sex they’d been having lately, to the rest of their relationship, she’d think he might truly understand her. That she could, in fact, tell him everything she desired without fear of judgement or rejection.

      But when he looped his hand through hers and gave her a big, sloppy grin as he pushed the cart to his SUV, she sighed to herself. It didn’t matter, really. He was absolutely perfect just the way he was.

      It was time she set aside her secret desire that the perfect boyfriend and the perfect Dom might one day be the same person. She’d found the former, and he would never be the latter.

      And if she was going to fall in love with him, truly and without reservation, it was time to bury the part of her that wished it were otherwise so, once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Hunter bounced in the doorway to her studio like a kid at Christmas, which he sort of was—they were two weeks away from the holidays, but he’d told her over breakfast that morning, the day after she got back from Tahoe, that he wanted to give her present to her early.

      “It’s not your only present. I’m still going to fill your stocking on Christmas Day.” A few weeks before, they’d discovered that they’d both be essentially alone on Christmas, although Hunter had a dinner planned with friends, and Serena usually served dinner at the Men’s Mission in downtown San Diego. But she’d tentatively suggested maybe they spend the morning together, and Hunter had been all for it.

      Of course he had been. He was all for everything. The most agreeable man in the universe.

      “And this way we can start the holidays sooner—officially like.”

      “Okay, if you want to. And conveniently,” she added, feeling mighty proud of herself, “I already have your present.” She didn’t have any wrapping paper, but she could make something up in her studio while he was at work.

      “Tonight, then?” He’d given her a wicked grin that made her toes curl.

      “Tonight.”

      Now it was time, and she was dithering in her supply closet, looking for exactly the right ribbon. The watch wasn’t that big of a box, really, but she didn’t have any holiday bows, so she needed something that would still look festive and special enough for the ten seconds he saw it before opening…

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she muttered at herself.

      “A problem?”

      She glanced back at him over her shoulder. “Yeah, I’m being ridiculous.” Taking a deep breath, she spun around and held out the silver-wrapped cube. She’d painted the paper herself at lunch time, drying it with her hair dryer. The fat, paint-splattered silver script read Hunter Is My Favourite Christmas Elf over and over again. She’d carefully wrapped it so all the tape was tucked away on the bottom, and in delicate red ink—the only colour on the entire gift—she’d written, Love, Serena.

      Not quite “I love you,” but getting there.

      Maybe she’d be more keen to say it if he said it again. After that first night, he’d used the l-word many times, but never in that particular chain. More like, “I love the way you move/smell/feel/laugh/concentrate…”

      Yeah, she knew he liked her a lot. The feeling was plenty mutual. He was amazing. They could start a mutual admiration society for the ages.

      But she’d only said those particular three words, in that exact order, to one other man. And he’d scorched her heart so badly it was a miracle she could feel anything. If she said them again, it would be on a solid foundation.

      When. She’d get there with Hunter. She could feel it.

      “It doesn’t have a ribbon, because I couldn’t find the right one, but… here you go. Merry Christmas.” She handed over the box, and took it with a surprisingly tender smile.

      “And this is for you,” he said, holding out a box of his own—a rectangle about the size and shape of a tissue box.

      She reached for it and he lifted both presents above his head.

      “No fair, Hunter!” she laughed. “You’re nearly a foot taller than me.”

      “We should open them in your room, I think.” He winked at her and turned on his heel. She couldn’t do anything but follow, not that she was complaining.

      Maybe his present was romantic. They’d talked about going out with his friends to a bar, but she wouldn’t care if they stayed in, either. “Is that a hint?”

      “Maybe.” He wigged her present in the air. That just meant that he was wiggling his entire body, which distracted her from caring about where they did this, because a dancing Hunter was a hot Hunter.

      Hell, all versions of Hunter were hot. She groped his butt because it was fine, then jumped on his back, loving that he barely stumbled at the sneak attack.

      Kissing his neck, she tried to leverage herself up his back and onto his shoulders, but he dumped the presents on the bed before she could get to them and before she knew it, she was flat on her back being pressed against the bed by six-foot-four-inches, two-hundred-ten pounds of laughing, sexy man.

      “Desperate for your present?” he breathed against her lips.

      She grinned. “Maybe.”

      “I hope so.” He gave her an intense, thorough look, his hazel eyes almost liquid gold in the warm lamplight. “I should tell you about the present, you know. It’s…I…um…”

      She giggled and nipped at his jaw. “Wow, really?”

      “Hush.” He gave her a mock-stern look that evaporated her panties. “I stumbled across them, let’s put it that way. But when I found them, I was…pleased.”

      “Okay.”  She smoothed her hands over his shoulders. If they didn’t get to gift opening quickly, she was going to start touching him inappropriately and his present might just be an orgasm instead. “You go first.”

      He pulled her up to sit in the middle of the bed, facing him between his spread legs. He pulled her calves up and over his thighs, so they formed a kind of human pretzel, with the presents perched between their four legs on the bedspread.

      Everything was done with equal parts care and enthusiasm. That was Hunter in a nutshell, and—

      She looked up from the presents and cupped his face. Five o’clock shadow rubbed against her palms. Green-gold eyes glinted at her happily.

      “I love you, Hunter.” She bit her lip, then burst out laughing. “Wow. That was easier than I thought.”

      He grinned right back and caught the back of her neck as she tried to pull away. “Come here, freaky girl.” He parted her lips with his, kissing her softly but thoroughly. The man could devastate with his mouth when he wanted to. “I’m happy if you’re happy.”

      “I’m so happy right now.”

      “Then open your present.”

      “You go first.”

      They argued back and forth twice before she won by pointing out that his gift was on top, because it was smaller, and ergo, meant to go first.

      Before he ripped into the present he took his phone out and documented the gift wrap with a photo. Then he carefully peeled it back and as soon as he saw the watch, he groaned with delight.

      She knew that sound, intimately. He really liked the watch. She was totally proud of herself for choosing it.

      And then it was her turn. He’d gone with store-bought wrapping paper, the nice stuff with a decent weight, and his tape looked like it had been cut with scissors, not ripped off a dispenser. The ridiculous little details that only an artist would notice. She commented on both points, because maybe he made those choices with her in mind, and she wanted to recognize how considerate he could be.

      Inside she found exactly what it had looked like while wrapped—a tissue box. Covered in notes written in black marker. With a curious quick glance up at his face, she followed the instructions on the box.

      

      Step 1: Kiss Hunter

      

      Step 2: Remember that he loves everything about you

      

      Step 3: Look inside

      

      The objects inside were wrapped in tissue paper. Solid, she thought the first one might be a candlestick or a small statue…until she pulled the tissue paper off.

      A glass dildo. Heat rushed to her face. “Oh.”

      “Keep going,” he murmured. She looked at him again, quickly, then reached back inside the box. What else did he get her, lube?

      No, the second thing was hard, too. Smaller.

      As soon as it was in her palm, she knew what it was. The heat intensified in her face, too, because she suddenly knew exactly what this one looked like, without pulling off the tissue paper. The dildo she’d only looked at briefly, but they were a matching set, and she’d come back to look at this thing more than once.

      This glass…butt plug…holy shit, she could hardly even think the words…had been something she’d stumbled across when she visited the Blush Shoppe website to get condoms and lube when she started dating Hunter.

      She’d heard about the site on a commercial shoot, and everyone knew that drugstores ripped you off.

      It wasn’t that she was a stranger to sex toys, exactly. But she’d never bought them for herself, and it had been years since anyone had bought them to use with her.

      “How…” She peeled back the the tissue paper. Yep, definitely the same one she’d been looking at. Oh, it was so pretty in person. Smaller than she thought, although that wasn’t a bad thing. The glass warmed in her hand, smooth all over, and she squirmed unconsciously in her spot.

      Remember that he loves everything about you.

      “Where did you get this idea?” She meant for the question to be light and teasing, but her voice wavered and she couldn’t get her gaze all the way up to meet his. Her eyes locked on his neck and she watched him swallow, the muscles and tendons moving beneath his tan, firm skin.

      “Last month when I used your computer to charge my phone…”

      She gasped and jerked her eyes up. The look on his face destroyed her. “The night you…”

      He’d never looked more serious. He was only in his early thirties and he usually looked younger than that, but now little lines popped out at the corners of his eyes, his mouth.

      She reached out and traced the line of his lower lip. “Hunter?”

      

      — —

      

      He reached up and grabbed her wrist, holding her fingers against his lips. There was no point backing down now, he’d given her the sex toys. And she might be freaking out, but her pupils were dilated and her nipples were doing their damnedest to slice through her thin t-shirt. He kissed her fingertips before hooding his gaze and drawling, “The night I fucked you senseless against the wall?”

      She nodded hesitantly. Shit, this wasn’t how he thought this would go. “Why didn’t you just tell me that you saw it on the screen?”

      “You were so damn sweet,” he admitted roughly. “I don’t know. We’d just started dating. And then I saw that and thought…freaky girl, huh? What exactly were you hiding? And when I got back with the food, I lost myself a bit.”

      Her cheeks were bright red.

      He leaned forward and kissed her cheek, then found her ear. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re my freaky girl.”

      She shuddered against him. Damn. He eased her back onto the bed and stretched out beside her, stroking his palm up and down her side. He couldn’t help but move against her, show her how hard he was for her, but he kept his kisses soft.

      Persistent and dirty, but soft.

      “Did I guess wildly wrong?”

      She shook her head.

      Hot damn. “Good. Then what’s with the blushing?” And the shaking, and general freaking out, but he wasn’t going to name those.

      “It’s a long story,” she finally said, relaxing against him. Her fingers tugged at his shirt and she slid her cool, clever little hands over his abs.

      “We’ve got all night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      The last thing Serena wanted to do was bring down the excitement of their first Christmas gifts with a possibly off-putting conversation about kink and power and trust with her boyfriend who loved her so hard…and knew absolutely nothing about any of that.

      So she looked him straight in the eye and lied, at least by omission, ignoring the awful tug in her gut. “I grew up in a crazy religious family. I have some skewed perspectives of what should stay inside one’s head, never spoken of.” She could see his doubt writ all over his face. Yeah, she hadn’t exactly been a prude since they’d gotten together. “I’ve had a decade of learning otherwise, of course, but there’s—” vanilla and then there’s kink, but would using those words give her away? “Regular dirty and extra dirty.”

      “And when I turned on the extra dirty, you liked it.”

      Loved it. Her heart leapt into her throat as she nodded.

      “So what else don’t I know about?”

      He was too smart for her. She sighed. “God, Hunter, you don’t really expect me to list all the random things that have turned me on, do you?”

      He gripped her chin again—speaking of things that turned her on—and gave her a stern look. “Yes, I do.”

      “I like this,” she whispered. If he was already doing it, no harm in letting him know it made her breasts ache, right? “You being bossy and…”

      He stroked his thumb over the ridge of her jaw. “This, too? Holding your gaze like this?” She tried to nod and he held her head in place. “Use your words.”

      “Yes.” Sir. “I like it when you grip my chin like that. It…” She might be a submissive, but she was still a healthy adult woman capable of teasing her boyfriend and pushing back. “It makes me wet. Stern does it for me in a big way.”

      He searched her face. “I’m not always stern.”

      “And I’m not a one-trick pony.” She wound her arms around his neck and pulled him close. Talking about her long-hidden kinky tendencies was pretty far outside her comfort zone. Seducing Hunter? That was smack in the middle of it. “I was just thrown by your gifts. Let me pause right now to say, again, that I’m falling in love you. It started the day I met you and every day, every part of you makes me tumble faster. I love you when you’re goofy, and I love you when you get all excited. And I love it when you get all macho and demand things of me, too. But whether or not you do that doesn’t impact on how much I adore you.”

      He let her kiss him, let her shift beneath him until her softest parts were rubbing against his hardest parts, but her SEAL wasn’t easily distracted. As soon as her hands wandered close to his fly, he captured them and dragged them back up to the safe zone.

      The conversation zone.

      He pinned her hands to the bed on either side of her body. “But do you want me to do that—this—more often? Do you like it when I’m in charge?”

      Too damn smart.

      The problem was she wanted him to want it. It didn’t work if wasn’t real. And telling him what she wanted would be too much like topping from the bottom. How to explain all of that without ruining what they had?

      “Is that the wrong question?” Her heart skipped a beat. He held her gaze as she nodded slowly. Then he grinned. It was the predatory smile of a hunter who’d picked his prey. Hunter rocked his forehead against hers as he looked deep inside her, then he seared a scorching kiss against her lips before rising up on his knees. “Stay there.”

      Direct orders worked. She closed her eyes and held very, very still.

      Less than a minute passed before he’d returned from the living room. He climbed right back on top of her and whispered for her to open her eyes. He wiggled two foil packets in front of her face. A condom and…lube. Well, then. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I want to play with your presents a bit. I promise to be gentle. Got a problem with my plan?”

      Nope. She beamed up at him.

      He dropped the accessories somewhere nearby on the bed and stretched out on top of her. She loved the weight of him, how he melted her into the mattress with just enough pressure to make the world go away. His knees nudged her legs apart and he let her rub against him as he took his time moving in for a kiss.

      He brushed her hair away from her ear, then traced the curve of her lobe with his fingers, tugging gently at the bottom. “Pretty earrings,” he whispered, his breath hot against her skin as he lowered his mouth to her neck. He sucked at the skin there, below her ear, then lower still, finding her collarbone with his tongue.

      His nose traced up her neck to her jaw, then he held her gaze as he fit their bodies together and moved in for a real kiss—and when he claimed her mouth, it was like flipping a switch.

      From man to machine. No, still man, just…now he was a trained predator, intent on making her his. Oh yes, she wanted him to hunt her down. Trap her and devour her, just like he was doing.

      This time, he didn’t stop to ask if she wanted this. He kissed—no, kissing wasn’t the right word—he fucked her mouth, his tongue a silky, powerful tool of arousal that he used without mercy.

      When she was rocking beneath him, spun out on his taste and touch already, he lazily rolled her onto her stomach, then pulled her pants off, taking her underwear with them.

      His palms skated across her ass before gripping her hips and hauling her up onto all fours with a chuckle. He traced a line up her spine with one finger, sliding her t-shirt across her overheated skin, but he didn’t follow it with anything else. He just bared her to his gaze, and made her wait.

      Each passing second heightened her arousal, and when he finally touched her again, on her hip, she jumped from the rawness of it.

      “Easy,” he whispered, kneading her ass, then tracing the invisible line where her bottom ended and her leg began. He followed that curve right between her legs and pressed right into her wetness. He gathered that proof of just how much she liked this and stroked further, finding her clit.

      She jumped again, like a nervous filly, desperately in need of breaking.

      His other hand settled in the small of her back, but even that wasn’t enough. She arched against his touch, restless and feverish for more.

      “Patience…” But no, she had none. Asking for him to take charge had been a mistake. “I know you need it, beautiful. Shhh. Hold still for me and I’ll give it you.”

      Closing her eyes, she willed herself to stillness. As soon as she stopped moving, he filled her roughly with two fingers that easily slid through her folds and into her depths because she was slick and hungry for him. The pads of his fingers pressed into that fleshy spot inside that would normally make her scream, but tonight she swallowed that reaction and channeled it back into the loop.

      He murmured praise as he stroked her again, and again, she trembled and breathed through the heightening sensations.

      His hand twisted, suddenly touching her more places all at once. Deep inside her, a reel started spooling. Loose at first, wobbly. Then something caught and the tightening began. This would normally be when she’d start working against the feeling, digging deep to get herself off with Hunter.

      This time, she just kept breathing. Not fighting for it. Not fighting against it. And the spooling continued. Tighter. Tight, tight, tight…past the point she’d think possible, to a new, aching high that he held her at, stroking her right on the cusp, until he leaned over her and bit her shoulder gently.

      With a shudder and a gasp, she went flying, nerves whipping around inside her like fishing line on speed. Sharp, glorious sparks lit up her extremities and down her back, through her belly and deep into her core. Against her back, his solid strength anchored her as she dragged shallow breaths into her lungs and squeezed her hands against the blanket to keep upright.

      “Good girl. Jesus, you’re pretty when you come.” He gave her a satisfied look as he shoved her gently onto her back, letting her collapse. “Stay here.”

      Like she could go anywhere after that orgasm.

      He jogged into her bathroom, then returned with a washcloth rolled up inside another washcloth. He set them aside, then lowered his head to kiss her still quivering belly. “Fucking pretty, Serena. And such a good girl when you’re quiet like that. You get a reward.”

      She’d bet a shiny nickel it was pink glass and about to be covered in lube.

      He laughed and nipped at the soft skin below her navel. “I can hear you thinking.”

      She made a noncommittal sound in the back of her throat.

      “Ready?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He ripped open the lube packet at the same time as he kissed his way over her mound, finding her still sensitive clit with the tip of his tongue before slowly licking his way lower. Then back up again. Leisurely. Teasingly.

      And then his finger was there, where they hadn’t gone before, and it felt—oh—it felt good. He was just touching her, not even pressing, but the cool gel promised that soon he would.

      She knew how to do this. It had been a long time, and the situation was completely different, because she loved Hunter and trusted him and knew he’d make this good for her.

      That would be a first.

      But the mechanics of it, she had those down pat. Tentatively, she pushed those muscles out a bit, flaring around the tip of his finger.

      His responding groan was almost enough to make her come right on the spot.

      More mind-reading was at work, clearly. “I don’t want you to come this time.”

      “That’s a big ask,” she said with a weak laugh.

      “I bet you can hold off until I’m inside you, right?”

      That made her flutter from the inside out. “Yes.”

      “Good. I’m starting to get the appeal of being bossy,” he said as he deftly slid his finger right inside her. She gasped. Distraction technique for the win.

      He held his hand there, waiting for her to relax around him, then he stroked that single finger slowly, in and out, in and out. He added a second, stretching her gently with each pass, but as soon as she started rocking against him, he pressed his other hand to her belly and gently withdrew.

      “That’s enough,” he rumbled.

      The cool, smooth press of glass against her bottom was her first warning they were stepping it up a notch.

      She’d always wondered what this toy would be like.

      It was…different. Intense. Unyielding.

      And ooh, the burn as it slid inside, the widest part of it bigger than his fingers had been.

      With a pop, it settled into place.

      He rose above her and if the eroticism of the actual act hadn’t turned her into a mess of emotions and desire, the look on his face would have done it—his heavy gaze didn’t move from between her legs, and his lower lip was pulled between his teeth. He slowly reached for the washcloths he’d brought back from the washroom and lovingly wiped away the excess lube before pressing her legs together. He climbed off the bed and held out his hand.

      What the heck?

      “Serena…” He lifted one eyebrow.

      “Hunter!” She reached for his hand, but when he tried to pull her up, she resisted.

      “Come on.” He smiled at her like he knew something she didn’t.

      “I…” Could she get up? Would it fall out? She tentatively rose to her knees, then climbed off the bed, an with each shift, the plug made itself known. But it didn’t fall out.

      It kind of turned her on.

      “Oh.” She smiled and rubbed against him. He was still fully clothed, and she was just wearing her t-shirt. That needed to change. “This feels good,” she whispered in clear invitation.

      He ignored it and tugged her over to her dresser. He pulled open her underwear drawer and rifled through her lacy things before settling on a black cotton thong with a pretty substantial t-bar. He pressed them into her hand and kissed her forehead. “Put these on.”

      She did as instructed. Maybe he just wanted to extend her torture a bit.

      That could be hot.

      The key point was that she trusted Hunter and he wouldn’t push her out of her comfort zone.

      

      — —

      

      Hunter leaned back in the booth at the sports bar and tugged Serena into his side. Apparently he was a monster, and since she’d given him an inch, he’d taken a mile.

      This control thing was fun.

      He had a ziplock bag with a washcloth in it in the pocket of his cargo pants in case it got to be too much for her. But every so often, when his teammates were absorbed in the hockey game they were watching, he checked in with her, and each time it was the same.

      “You okay?”

      “Mmm hmm.” Her cheeks would pink up immediately and her blink rate slowed. She even held her breath.

      “Good girl.” He got such a rush out of praising her like that. This time he leaned in and brushed his mouth against her ear. “I can’t wait to feel it inside you when we get home. I’m going to take you at the front door.”

      Her shoulders shuddered, but she just looked up at him and nodded. Eyes wide, mouth red. He kissed her, not caring if anyone noticed that he cared more about his woman than the game. Half of them were married or engaged anyway. They all got it.

      He just hadn’t known that he would get it, just like this. Boom, he was in love. In the blink of an eye, his entire paradigm had shifted, and now it was Serena all the time.

      Across the booth, Quinn Parry and Lt. Jason Steyner were debating the merits of flying somewhere for a few days.

      “What about you guys? Since our seventy-two hours of leave is right before Christmas, don’t tell me you don’t want to go to Vegas.” Quinn leaned across the table and grinned at Serena. “Nathan Meyer’s girlfriend is a flight attendant. She thinks she can get us on a standby flight for cheap out of LAX. And if she can’t, we can road trip it.”

      Hunter started to shake his head, but then he looked down at Serena. If she could spare the time off work, it might be interesting to see what Sin City brought out in her.

      “What do you think?”

      She smiled at him. “Whatever you want.”

      He held her gaze for a moment, then nodded, not taking his eyes off her face for a second. “Count us in, Quinn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      “You can bring work with you,” Hunter said, still talking about Vegas as they walked from his truck to her front door.

      Like Serena cared about a trip right now. It sounded like fun, blah blah blah. More importantly, she’d been turned on for three hours, the plug making her constantly aware of her ass being full and her pussy being pitifully empty.

      Hunter had turned her into a crass, sex-starved lunatic, and now he wanted to talk about a trip with other people? Heaven help her.

      “Are you distracted by something?” he asked, his voice practically vibrating with laughter as her hand shook trying to get the key in the lock. He took over, opening the door and picking her up in one fluid motion.

      “My keys—” she gasped.

      “Will wait a minute.” He spun them around, pressing her back against the front door. His fingers were under her skirt, pulling her thong aside before she’d caught her breath. He groaned as he rocked his hand against her wetness. “All night like this?”

      She nodded and banged her head gently against the door. “And you kept talking about Vegas!”

      “I think I’ll make you wear the plug then, too.” A whimper slipped past her lips and he grinned. “Oh yes, definitely.”

      “You’re so mean,” she whispered.

      “And it makes your pussy slippery as fuck. I could just slide—” He circled her entrance “—right in.”

      “Yes.” She rocked her hips, eager for his fingers, his cock…anything.

      “I don’t have a condom…” He brushed his lips against hers. They’d talked about this when they agreed to be exclusive, but he’d kept using them even after they both went and got check-ups.

      “Please, Hunter.” She chased his lips, sighing when he gave her the heady, mind-spinning kiss she’d been aching for all night. “Just us. Just like this.”

      He kissed her again as he freed his erection, then lifted her up. As he cupped her bottom, his fingers pressed against the flat base of the plug, tweaking all those nerve endings. She was crazy close already.

      She braced her arms on his shoulders as he fit them together. It was different without the condom, and he held her against the wall, his fist around his cock, blocking all but the very tip of him from sliding into her. She relaxed her weight onto him and he groaned as another inch of bare, throbbing heat made contact.

      “Come on,” she purred, suddenly feeling like she had all the power. “I want more of you.” She traced his lower lip with her tongue, loving the way he tensed around her. “I want all of you, Hunter.”

      “I’m going to come so fast,” he muttered. “Give me a minute.”

      “You’ve been keeping me primed all night, baby. I’m not going to need even a minute.”

      With a guttural cry, he jerked his hand out of the way and sank into her, all the way to the hilt. Her eyes widened as she felt his solid length move the plug inside her. All of those muscles contracted, squeezing him and the glass tormenter in her bottom, tugging on the nerves and her clit and, as promised, getting her pretty close to coming already.

      Clinging to him, she rocked her hips, easing him out of her—and then he slammed back inside. Half a doze more times they danced like that, Serena teasing away, Hunter claiming her in the most elemental way. Each thrust was more intense than the last, until he pinned her to the wall and just ground against her.

      “God, I can feel it,” he whispered.

      “It’s so much,” she panted. “It’s good, though.”

      “Better fucking be,” he ground out, jerking his hips up into her again. He trailed his mouth down her neck, sucking little marks here and there. She hoped she’d see them in the morning. She never wanted to forget this. “Cause it feels fucking fantastic for me. Oh, God, Serena.”

      He squeezed her ass cheeks apart, holding her wide open as he lost himself, rocking hard, and she tumbled first, spasming all around him as he spilled himself deep inside her for the first time.

      “I love you,” he whispered as she clung to him.

      “I love you, too.” Her words weren’t even a whisper, though, just brushes of her lips against his shoulder. He’d wrung everything out of her and that was all she had left.

      

      — —

      

      “So…last night was fun.”

      Hunter glowered at Quinn across the small secondary base gym they were using for PT. He didn’t like his friend’s tone. “What do you mean?”

      “Whatever you were doing with Serena at the bar. She was panting for it. What did you have her wear, a remote control vibrator or something?”

      “None of your fucking business.” Hunter’s first reaction was to keep going and tell Quinn where he could jam such an inappropriate question, but if it was obvious…shit. Because while it had been hot as hell to keep Serena amped up like that, it would be less so if other people could notice.

      “Fair enough.”

      Hunter chewed on his lip. There was something abut the way Quinn said it, like it truly was no big deal…and that his inquiry hadn’t been a jackass comment, but something else. Something Hunter didn’t quite get.

      “How could you tell?”

      Quinn laughed. “Your girlfriend is a classic submissive, man. Probably nobody else would see it, don’t worry.”

      A what? No, Hunter knew what that was. But Serena wasn’t… “You got it wrong.”

      “Okay.”

      “Serena’s not—” he cut himself off.

      Because maybe, yes, Serena was like that. Maybe. Deep down. But he didn’t know for sure because, damn, she wouldn’t tell him. And even if she could…What would that mean?

      What was the term?

      Hunter was as vanilla as bad-ass SEALs came. He liked to fuck, but he liked to laugh and tease and have his girl ride him just as much.

      And the thought of hurting Serena…nope. That would never happen.

      Was he getting in over his head?

      He frowned at Quinn, who shifted uncomfortably, like he was pretty sure Hunter might deck him if he said the wrong thing. “Tell me more. How could you tell?”

      “She’s…shit, man, don’t mind me. I’ve got a big mouth and a dirty imagination.”

      “Stop imagining shit about my girlfriend.”

      “Never started, I promise.”

      Hunter paced away, but he could still feel the other man looking at him. “Stop it.”

      “So I take it you’re not someone who knows what a flogger is.”

      He snorted. “I know what it is. I have no desire to use it.”

      “Not for everyone. Are you…” Quinn laughed. “Look man, I’m just going to say it. Are you kinky at all?”

      No fucking way was he answering that question. He gave Quinn an incredulous look and moved toward the free weights.

      “I might be able to help you.”

      “Changed my mind. This conversation is not happening.”

      “I’m just saying I know some stuff…and hey, I’m putting myself out there by admitting this, too, right? You can trust me.”

      Hunter knew what Quinn meant. He glared back over his shoulder. “Not now.” Then he huffed a breath. “Not here, anyway. Maybe we can get a drink after work?”

      “Sure man. Whatever you want.”

      “And not a word of this to Serena in Vegas.”

      Quinn shrugged. “Your sub, your rules.”

      “She’s not my… Okay, whatever. My rule is that we stop talking about this.”

      “Got it. Come spot me?”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s not a big deal, man.”

      Maybe not to Quinn.

      Hunter, on the other hand… he needed to do some research.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      Serena folded a second black dress into her carry-on suitcase. She was also taking leather leggings and a barely there halter top, and jeans and a few t-shirts for when she wasn’t happily slutting it up for Hunter’s enjoyment. She looked at the wooden box on her bedside table and blushed.

      Right on command, Hunter let himself into the house and called out her name.

      “I’m in the bedroom packing!”

      She listened as he moved through the living room, her pulse picking up as he got closer. She was almost breathless by the time he loomed large in the doorway. “Hey.”

      He turned her into a terrible flirt. She fluttered her eyelashes at him and laughed gently as he gave her an exaggerated once over before chuckling himself. But the low rumble didn’t do anything to douse the flames. If anything, the connection they had was stronger because they could laugh at themselves, laugh at the ridiculous heat between them.

      And now their shared secret. She waved her hand at the box. “I assume I should pack those things?”

      He prowled closer, crowding against her back. “I should make you wear the plug on the plane.” She meeped at the thought of having to explain that to a TSA agent. His next chuckle was right against the sensitive skin at the base of her neck as he pressed her forward over the bed. “Hands down. Ass out.”

      She gasped as he flipped up her skirt.

      “Serena, you’ve been holding out on me.”

      “No…” she lied, breathless with excitement.

      “Is this where some other asshole would spank you for lying?”

      She closed her eyes and nodded.

      “I’m not like that, beautiful.” He traced the line of her thong, from one hip, curving across the top of her cheek, and down into her crease. “I don’t get off on punishing you.”

      She couldn’t breathe. Oh, God.

      “I get off on watching you come, though. And I’ve been doing some research. Do you know what a forced orgasm machine is?”

      Holy shit. She dropped her face to the bed and groaned.

      Hunter didn’t say anything.

      He didn’t do anything, either.

      Her breath still ragged in her chest, she slowly twisted her face to the side. Nothing.

      She pulled away from him, and he held on tight.

      “Jesus, Hunter!”

      He laughed and picked her up, dumping her further into the middle of the bed, then crawled after her. “Scared you?”

      “Turned me on a little, too.” She gave him a serious look. “So you did some research?”

      “Last week, after we went out with our glass friend there in your ass, Quinn called you my submissive. After I threatened to kill him, he talked me down and convinced me that maybe I should know a few things about dominance and submission, and other stuff.”

      She covered her face with her hands, peeking out at him through her fingers. “You can’t even say the other things!”

      “Bondage, discipline, sadism, masochism.” He winked at her. “Bondage has its appeals, maybe.”

      Taking a deep breath, she wiggled closer, needing to feel his arms around her. Heady relief coursed through her as he instantly wrapped her up tight in his body. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you myself.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. Your sexual history only pertains to me in so far as how it affects our sexual future, together, and so far, I think we’ve done just fine.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “But if there’s something I’m not satisfying for you… If it’s something I can give you, I will.”

      She closed her eyes and remembered the feeling of being completely full as Hunter fucked her, butt plug in place. “Nope. You’re everything I’d ever want. More than I’d ever dreamed possible, too.”

      “That’s high praise.”

      “It’s the truth.” A deep breath filled her head with the subtle scent of him. Spicy wood and man underneath it. She kissed his neck, his jaw, his lips. “Oh Hunter, you’re everything to me.”

      “The next time you have a fantasy like that, you should tell me about it, got it?” He squeezed his large hand over her shoulder and she nodded. No more secrets. “Now tell me more about how submitting to the big, bad Navy SEAL turns you on, because I’ve got some ideas…”

      

      — —

      

      It turned out that Emme Ryan, another SEALs’ girlfriend—fiancée, Serena realized, since the woman wore a sparkly engagement ring; leave it to men to get that wrong—not only knew when flights would be pretty light, and could get them on as travellers with her to Vegas, but she got Hunter and Serena upgraded to business class as well.

      “This is pretty swanky,” she whispered to Hunter.

      “You’ve never been upgraded before?” He stretched out his legs in front of him.

      “You have?”

      He shrugged. “Perk of the uniform, maybe. And let’s be honest. They take one look at me and know that I’m going to be shaking the next seat in front of me every time I move my knees.”

      “That’s seriously cocky. Are you saying that it’s my pixie-esque height that keeps me back in economy?”

      “I’d never suggest anything negative about your perfect size.” He winked as she winged caramel corn at him. “But you do fit better back there…”

      An hour later, barely enough time for a single glass of champagne, they were descending into Vegas. When they walked out into the surprisingly chilly Nevada night, a limo was waiting for them.

      There were six of them in total. Nathan and Emme, Quinn and Jason, and Hunter and Serena, who was regretting her thin cardigan. She had a thicker sweater in her suitcase, but everyone else seemed fine in what they were wearing and she didn’t want to be whiny.

      Hunter glanced at her and shrugged out of his jacket.

      He was a mind reader. She smiled as he wrapped it around her shoulders and once they were bundled into the limo, she buried her face in the leather. When she looked up, Emme and Quinn were both looking at her with very different looks on their faces.

      Emme winked, like she could see that Serena was hopelessly underwater in the new love sea. And she’d happily leave her to drown, because she knew just how awesome it was.

      Quinn, on the other hand…his look was more appraising. Knowing.

      She sat up a little straighter and glanced at Hunter. He didn’t look at her, but he lifted his voice and brought Quinn into the conversation he was having with Jason about helicopter tours.

      “Shit, people pay for those?” Now he looked at her and winked. “We get those for free all the time.”

      “Someone would have to invade the Grand Canyon for us to get this one for free, though,” Jason said.

      “Shut up, man. You’re being far too reasonable.” Hunter pointed to the champagne in the built-in bar. “Quinn, open that shit up. We’re on vacation for three days, and when we get back, it’s Christmas. We don’t need to think about bad guys or helo rides or anything but good ol’ American fun for the next seventy-two hours.”

      Serena snorted, then shrieked as Hunter hauled her into his lap. He reached inside his jacket and palmed her breast for a second before tickling her side gently. Her breath caught in her throat.

      Good old American fun indeed.

      She couldn’t wait.

      

      — —

      

      Since Emme had hooked them up with cheap flights, Hunter had splurged on a suite at the Wynn for him and Serena. The others were all staying at the Flamingo, and they ribbed him for being extra fancy as they all piled out first, but when they arrived, he knew it had been worth it.

      The entire strip was done up for the holiday season, but there was something truly magical about the lobby at the Wynn. Christmas light-covered trees lined the lobby and heavy boughs of greenery festooned every available perch. Caroling bells pealed gently and Serena did an adorable hip-wiggle as they waited to check in that made him want to move to the North Pole for year-round holiday cheer.

      But on the other hand, California meant bikinis, so maybe not.

      The  suite was a glorified room, but it had a decent sized sitting area as well, so they could have people over too. Once he said that thought out loud, Serena insisted on hanging all their clothes in the closet and stowing their suitcases away, which ate into his first-round-of-many Vegas sex-scapades, but she made it up to him in the shower, and they were barely fifteen minutes late meeting everyone at a midnight show halfway between the two hotels.

      Jason had already arranged table service, and shots were shoved into their hands as soon as they sat down. Hunter waved off any more after the first two, but on top of the champagne they’d already had, everyone seemed to be buzzing just fine.

      Including Serena, whose cheeks were pink and eyes were bright.

      “Having fun?” he asked her as they watched half-naked dancers twirl on stage.

      “Uh huh.” Her eyes got really big as the entire line of dancers started doing high kicks. “Man, they’re…flexible.”

      They were indeed.

      “It’s okay, baby.” She rubbed against his arm. “You can look. I think they’re hot, even though girls don’t really do it for me.”

      Hunter’s blood started pumping. Why’d she bring that up? Was it a clue? “So I should put away my threesome fantasy forever?” he teased.

      The tip of her tongue swiped her upper lip, leaving a wet streak behind. He leaned in and rubbed at it with the pad of his thumb.

      “Just kidding, beautiful,” he whispered. She didn’t have anything to worry about in that regard.

      “Too bad.” Her eyes darkened and she licked his thumb—just a little. Just enough to get his dick hard and make him forget they were in public.

      “Yeah?” he frowned. “But you just said…”

      “Never mind.” She laughed and gave him a glassy smile. She turned to everyone else and clapped her hands. “Who wants to go dancing?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      One minute Hunter had been leading Serena to the bar at a dance club near the south end of the strip, because she needed water, and the next his hand was empty. He spun around just in time to see her deck some guy twice as big as her.

      Jesus Christ.

      He shoved that guy back to the ground, then pulled her in tight to his side as he held his hand out, stopping the jerk’s friends from getting involved.

      “We don’t need any trouble, right? But seriously, he needs to stop drinking if he thinks grabbing my girlfriend is a good idea.”

      “Little woman has a fist on her, woohee!” They laughed and backed off, and Hunter rolled his eyes.

      “What, were you surprised I could take him?” Serena jabbed him in his side.

      “Nope. Slightly guilty that I let him grab you in the first place,” he said gruffly.

      “You still came to my rescue.” She ran her hand over his abs. “My hero.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Are you not having fun? We could go to the casino instead. Or just back to the room. Honestly, I’m up for whatever.”

      “No, you wanted to dance. Let’s dance.”

      “Okay.”

      But she didn’t move to the floor, not even after he passed her the overpriced bottle of water. Instead she sipped it, slowly, leaning against him as she watched the bodies twist and flow.

      Hunter could outfit himself just fine on a dance floor, but as they watched a couple nearly get to third base in front of them, he wondered if she wanted something dirtier.

      That’s what Vegas was all about, of course.

      He rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “You want to dance like that?”

      “Hmm? No.” But her eyes didn’t leave the dance floor. She moved on to watching another couple, two guys this time, and the way she shifted back and forth against him told him in no uncertain terms that she was definitely enjoying the show.

      “You sure?”

      She shook her head. “Not with a creepy stranger.” She perused the dance floor, her fingers absently rubbing back and forth over her mouth as she watched the crowd move. “Hey, Quinn has some decent moves. Let’s go dance with him!”

      “Us?”

      She gave him a duh, yes, us look. “I’m not dancing with someone like that without you right behind me.” She leaned in and brushed her lips across his jaw. “My hero, remember?”

      “And if you get turned on out there?”

      “That too. You’re also my sex machine.”

      They bumped into Nathan and Emme as they tried to navigate across the dance floor, and the other couple announced they were heading back to their hotel room.

      Jason was nowhere in sight, so Hunter pulled out his phone and fired off a text.

      An answer came back just as they reached Quinn, who was dancing with another couple and flashed them a quick, easy grin.

      “Who were you messaging?” Serena asked in his ear.

      “Jason. He found a friend for the night.”

      “Ah.” She spun around, rubbing her back against his front. He spread his legs and bent his knees so he could grind against her ass.

      Huh. So it was in fact that simple. He kept his hands on her hips and let her move to the beat, and pretty soon, they were dirty dancing. He was no Patrick Swayze, but it was damn hot and nobody was pointing and laughing.

      The couple that Quinn had been dancing with moved away and he turned around, swaying in front of Serena. Then he looked at Hunter. “May I?”

      “You want to dance with Quinn, beautiful?” It wasn’t his call.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “You want me to?”

      Oh. She thought it was. “Sure.”

      “That’s not yes,” she said, giving him a saucy look. “You want to share me tonight, Hunter?”

      That was where he should have shook his head and tossed her over his shoulder, but he didn’t, because the thought of amping up her pleasure on the dance floor didn’t spark jealousy.

      Far from it.

      She rolled her hips against the proof that yes, he wanted to share her tonight. Here. Where it was safe to admit that his woman deserved all the world’s pleasure, but since some of the world was super creepy, he’d have to wrangle what pleasure could be found at hand from trusted sources.

      Quinn Parry, who knew all about Hunter and Serena, was as trusted as they came.

      So Hunter stroked his hand down Serena’s arm, squeezed her hand, and held it out to Quinn. “Absolutely.”

      

      — —

      

      Quinn could dance. He barely touched her, really, but he knew just how to rock her back against Hunter, to help her make the moment as erotic as possible for her boyfriend who was a bit out of his depth but trying—and succeeding—to live in the moment.

      Every so often he’d pull her into the space between the two men and spin her around, his arms ghosting around her, but he always returned her to the safety of Hunter’s hands.

      So when he looked at them after another half hour of dancing, his mouth shiny and his eyes flashing, and asked, “You guys want to get out of here?” she didn’t say no, even though they’d probably hit their limit for fun for the night.

      She should have stopped pretending that Hunter knew what he was doing, knew where the lines were—for fuck’s sake, they hadn’t even had a conversation about limits.

      She knew they should. He didn’t.

      But she hadn’t, and now they were standing outside the club, and Quinn was opening the door to the limo they had hired for the night.

      “How much more time do we have with you, buddy?” Hunter asked the driver.

      “An hour, sir.”

      “Then take us on a tour, okay?” He handed over a folded bill, and as soon as they were inside the limo, he pulled Serena into his lap.

      Quinn settled on the far couch, pulling back into the shadows.

      Hunter just held her at first, but she could feel his heart pounding a mile a minute in his chest.

      “You wanna open the sun roof?” she whispered against his cheek. His stubble caught on her lips, like little hooks trying to snag under her skin and keep her close.

      You’ve got me hooked already, mister.

      “Yeah.”

      The only evidence that Quinn was watching them, listening to them, was the mechanical whirr of the roof hatch sliding back and the night sky coming into view.

      So a whisper wasn’t private.

      Nothing was private, and Hunter’s hand was creeping up her skirt.

      She licked her lips and arched into his touch. “You wanna wait until we get back to the hotel?”

      “You don’t.”

      “I never want to wait for anything with you.”

      “Then let me get you off.”

      It didn’t take much. She could feel Quinn’s gaze on her bare legs. Was he watching the flex of Hunter’s arm, too? The bulge of his bicep as he fit two of his fingers inside her and rocked them back and forth, his thumb working her clit, until she cried out.

      Her skirt slid dangerously high on her thigh as she curled into Hunter’s chest.

      He didn’t tug it down again.

      What was happening?

      She turned her face toward the opening in the roof. The over the top lights of the strip, now with a special Christmas touch, flitted by. More of the same through the windows, those obscured by the tinting.

      Hunter stroked her hair.

      Faintly she heard the driver ask where to go to next.

      Hunter hesitated, then said they’d stop at the Flamingo first, and the Wynn last.

      They were dropping Quinn off—without asking him where he wanted to go.

      And still Hunter held her in his lap.

      “Night,” Quinn said quietly. She felt him brush past her leg as he climbed out, then it was a painfully quiet five minutes to their hotel. Hunter righted her skirt as the driver came around to open the door for them, then he followed her out, but whatever special moment the night could have been was now over.

      He pulled the room key from his pocket and tapped it between his fingers as they waited for the elevator. When the doors swished open, he pressed his hand against the small of her back and ushered her into the car.

      When they arrived on their floor, he only made it five feet away from the elevator before slowing to a halt and pressing the room card key into her hand.

      “Go on ahead,” he said, his voice strained.

      The tension that had been building since her orgasm at his hand, by his bidding snapped inside her. “Where the hell are you going?”

      “Go on to the room, Serena.”

      “No.”

      He scrubbed his hand against his jaw. “What the hell good is you being a submissive if you don’t do what I fucking say?”

      She blinked at him, then threw her hands in the air. “That’s not how it works!”

      “I don’t know how it works!”

      “I never asked you to!”

      He paced away from her, ignoring a trio of guests that scurried around them with a worried look. “What the hell are we doing?”

      “Besides making a scene?” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Having an epic fight, I guess.”

      “I need a drink. Go to bed, and I’ll be up in a bit.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Right, because I’m going to do what you say, just like that. Did it ever occur to you that I might need a drink, too?”

      “You’ve had enough tonight.”

      Oh no, he did not just— With a growl, she stomped her foot and grabbed his hand. “So have you. We’ll have coffee, then.”

      The elevator didn’t show up fast enough for her liking, so she jerked him toward the stairs and then took off down the flights, going faster and faster until she was practically running at the bottom. Fuck.

      She loved him. He loved her. This was stupid and had gotten all mixed up, but it was just a fight.

      So why did it feel like her heart was going to explode?

      “Stop. Beautiful, hold on.” He pulled her back against him, his words echoing around them in the concrete stairwell. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re a bastard, Hunter.” She resisted him as he turned her, but when had she actually been able to say no to him? Her great mistake had been thinking that went both ways. Not that he’d needed to say yes to her drunken three way suggestion. Fuck. It was just a stupid idea, and he’d started it by copping a feel in the first limo ride and being all lip-touchy at the burlesque show, and then the ride back…

      “Yeah. I didn’t play fair tonight. I thought—” He cleared his throat. “Well, I was wrong.”

      “Were you?” She shook her head. “What part were you wrong about exactly?”

      “I’m not going to apologize for being possessive of you.”

      “I’d never ask you to. I’d never ask you to share me in a way that threatened how much I am yours.”

      “Then we don’t have a problem,” he said gruffly.

      “The hell we don’t! I’m going to cut you some slack because you don’t know about the technical terms like aftercare and subspace, but you’re a good person who has always taken care of me after sex, so why would tonight be any different? Am I dirty or tainted or something because you got me off in front of your friend?”

      He reared back like she’d slapped him. “Of course not. Me wanting space to think is no reflection on you.”

      “Well it sure as hell feels like I’m being punished.”

      “Shit. No, no, no, beautiful. You’ve got it all wrong.” He cupped her face, agony writ all over his. “I just need to figure out what’s in my head, that’s all.”

      “But if what’s in your head is judgement of me, I need to be able to defend myself!”

      “It’s not. I promise.” He didn’t let go of her, but his gaze dropped, in stuttering jerks, like it was hard for him to look at her.

      Her heart cracked all over again. “Hunter, do you feel guilty about tonight?”

      He froze.

      She reached for him, touching his waist, his chest. “Think for a minute, without any rules…what did you want to happen tonight?”

      “I didn’t want anyone else to touch you.”

      “I’m yours,” she affirmed quietly.

      “Mine.”

      “But you touched me in front of Quinn. You shared me with him, at least that much.”

      “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “But did you want to in the moment? That’s all that matters.”

      “I don’t want Quinn to touch you.”

      “By himself,” she said quietly, suddenly sure of this. “But are you sure you don’t want to be the puppet master of someone else touching me?”

      The slightest hitch to his slow, deep breaths proved that at the very least, she was on the right path. But it was late and there wouldn’t be any more exploration of Hunter’s secret kinky side tonight.

      She sighed. “Come on. Let’s go get that coffee—to go. Then we can tuck into bed and watch middle of the night episodes of CSI.”

      He laughed. “Vegas in Vegas? How meta.”

      “Right? I bet they have an entire channel dedicated to it.”

      He kissed her then, briefly and sweetly. He didn’t say anything else, but he didn’t let go of her hand the entire way to get coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      The next day dawned far too early. Serena closed her eyes and buried her face in Hunter’s warm chest.

      She thought he might be asleep, but after a beat, he tightened his grip on her.

      “I’m sorry again about last night,” he said roughly, his voice raw.

      “We went to bed together.” She kissed his chest. “That’s all that matters.”

      “I think it’s possible that I know just as little about relationship stuff as I do about being a Dom.”

      She laughed. “Oh, baby, you think too hard about this.”

      “I want to be what you need.” He said it so seriously, so stoically, that she stopped laughing immediately.

      “You are. Stop thinking about this being about sex and think about it like dishes. Imagine that I’m someone who needs the dishes cleared from the table right away, and stacked just so in the dishwasher. If you don’t do either of those things, that’s not going to be deal breaker. But I appreciate your efforts to try harder.”

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said last night.”

      “Yeah?”

      He didn’t continue right away, just stroked his hand up and down her spine. Then he huffed a nervous laugh. “That’s it. Just thinking.”

      “Okay.”

      “Hungry?”

      Yeah, she was. They hit the buffet for breakfast, then lost fifty bucks in the casino before Serena declared that gambling wasn’t for her. When she dragged Hunter to the mall instead, he rolled his eyes, not seeing the difference—until she bought new lingerie.

      Then they retired to the hotel room and explored just exactly what the emerald green set looked like on, and had spectacular vanilla sex, of the loud and dirty variety.

      It was perfect.

      Dinner ended up being fast food on their way to a last minute show they got tickets for, a pop singer who was way better than either of them expected. She did a devastating version of Silent Night for her encore, and it brought down the house.

      As they spilled out onto the sidewalk again, Hunter pulled her into his arms and kissed her more deeply, more thoroughly than he had all day. He poured a lot she didn’t quite get into that kiss. It tasted like adventure and resolve, like he’d spent all day thinking, secretly, and now he had a plan.

      When he turned her around and pointed to a limo, with Quinn leaning against it, she realized that’s exactly what he had.

      A crazy, crazy plan.

      “I want a redo, beautiful,” he rumbled in her ear. “You trust me?”

      Did he trust himself? That’s what really mattered. “To the moon and back.”

      

      — —

      

      Hunter had texted Quinn during intermission, and his friend had been totally cool about both the apology, which was twenty hours too late, and the evening’s new plans.

      He’d just said to meet them at the theater. The limo…that was a fancy touch.

      But he liked it. Another chance at doing this right.

      Because for all of Serena’s confident chatter about kink being like doing the dishes, Hunter knew in his soul that it wasn’t the same thing. Now that he’d had a taste, he knew that sharing these private fantasies, that exploring them together, bonded him and Serena on an elemental in a way that orderly household chores never could.

      He guided Serena to the limo, his left hand possessively resting on her hip. With his right, he reached out and shook Quinn’s hand. “Thanks, man.”

      Quinn snorted. “My pleasure.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Serena jeeped. He stroked his hand lower, covering the sweetest, softest part of her ass. “Yours, too.”

      “Oh, goodie,” she whispered, glancing up at Quinn from beneath her lashes. A look passed between them, two people who knew more about this than he did, and Quinn nodded at Serena.

      His friend cleared his throat and opened the door, chagrining the driver.

      Whatever. Tonight was all about breaking the rules. Shattering them to pieces, really.

      Hunter ignored the flight response that wanted to take hold inside him.

      He wasn’t afraid of anything, not when it came to Serena.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      They’d gone for a too-short ride up and down the strip, then the driver dropped them at the Wynn—Hunter’s order.

      He’d held Serena close as he lazily invited Quinn up to their room without hesitation.

      She’d created a monster.

      “Drinks?” she asked demurely as they entered their suite.

      Hunter laughed and curled his hand over the nape of her neck, pulling her in for another dirty kiss. He’d given her plenty of these in the limo, but it still took her breath away to be consumed like this in front of his friend.

      “Later,” he said roughly, leading her to one of the couches.

      She gasped as he settled her in his lap, then turned her almost immediately to face their guest. Her skirt rucked up nearly to her hips and any second now, Quinn would see she wasn’t wearing any panties—because Hunter had stripped them off her in the limo.

      She wasn’t sure if she should press her thighs together, or spread them wide open. Just the thought of the latter made her wet all over again. The thought terrified her, and she twisted her head, pressing her face into Hunter’s neck.

      “I’ve gotcha, beautiful,” he said, pressing a hand low on her belly. “And Quinn looks like he’s dying for a bit of a show.”

      A moan slipped out of her mouth. Her head and her body were on two very different pages. Maybe this was a disastrous idea. Great in theory, dangerous in reality.

      “Having second thoughts?” He kept going, his voice level and calm, even with a hint of heat.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. She breathed in, the spicy, woodsy scent of his cologne grounding her. She was in Hunter’s arms. His hands were on her thighs now. His voice in her ear. But she needed to hear him say he wanted this, too. It wasn’t enough that he was delivering her fantasy. If this was just for her, she wanted to keep it at dirty talk and flirting, and have her body just be for Hunter.

      “I’m not. Does that help?” He rocked his erection against her ass. “Feel that? That’s how hard I am at the thought of Quinn seeing how wet you get. You’re fucking gorgeous, and I want to share you with him tonight.”

      Her clit tightened to the point of pain as he talked. Pressing her thighs together against the ache, she shifted restlessly, which just moved her against his arousal—and that didn’t help. “I don’t want to be reckless,” she whispered.

      “Yes, you do,” he laughed in her ear. “It makes you drip. Let’s show Quinn just how reckless you want to be.”

      Serena blinked, lifting her head enough to see Hunter’s friend. He was sprawled out on the opposite couch, his arms spread wide across the tops of the cushions.

      He gave her a slow, hungry smile, then shifted his gaze to Hunter. “I’m game for anything. Or nothing. Your rules.”

      Part of her wanted to protest that it was her body, her rules, but she couldn’t because even as that thought flicked through her brain, she was sagging back against Hunter in relief. Yes. If he set the rules, there’d be no risk of going too far and losing him. Not that she wanted to go far at all, actually. Right now, what she wanted more than anything was Hunter inside her, above her, his words filling her with reassurance that they were okay. That she was still the woman he could see himself growing old with.

      “My rules?” Hunter laughed again, tightening his grip on Serena. “Everything you do is about making her come. Use your fingers, lick her beautiful pussy. Use a condom if she asks you to fuck her. And if she wants to suck your cock, no coming.”

      Did she want that? Her fantasy had always been two men inside her at once. But to suck another man? She shook her head.

      Hunter pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “Okay. No blow jobs.”

      Quinn nodded, an easy, knowing look on his face. “Sounds good. Maybe she should start off on her knees for you, then.”

      “You want that, beautiful?” Hunter whispered in her ear. She nodded and he turned her so she slithered off his lap and onto the floor. He hung on to her skirt as she moved, baring her ass fully to his friend. When she whimpered, he cupped her face in his hands, blocking everything else out. Just him and her. “You’re so gorgeous. Quinn has such an raging hard-on right now, and I should hate him for it, but I don’t. I don’t. This is fucking hot, it’s just tonight, and it doesn’t change a thing about who owns your heart, right?”

      “I’m yours,” she whispered. She tried to bury her face in his lap, but he held firm.

      “Mine.” He squeezed her jaw, just enough to make her gasp, her lips parting. He grinned. “And I want your mouth on my cock.”

      Like the greedy sex slut she secretly was, she pushed up on her knees, rising up enough to circle Hunter’s erection with her hand and then cover it with her mouth. He jerked against her tongue and she swallowed him deeper, eager for his unique scent to fill her senses and brand her from the inside out. His.

      Twisting her hand as she stroked up and down, she set an easy pace. This was just the appetizer. She still wasn’t quite sure how the whole sharing thing would go down, but—

      Oh.

      There were hands on her hips. Her bare ass. Her thighs. And they weren’t Hunter’s.

      When she faltered, he wove his fingers into her hair and urged her down again. “That’s it. Swallow all of me. Jesus, your tongue, Serena. Fuck yeah.”

      She blinked up at him, but his eyes were shut. Had he closed them so he didn’t have to see Quinn behind her? But then he spoke again, and made her throb. “Is she wet, Quinn?” His voice rasped with desire. “She gets so slippery, it’s all I can do to keep from jizzing in my pants when I touch her at first.”

      “I was waiting for permission,” Quinn said, his voice still lazy, but now that he was right there, right behind her, it had a sexy edge to it. A slice of dirty boy that promised he knew exactly how sharing went.

      “You have it, man. You know the rules. Make her come.”

      Quinn’s touch was different than Hunter’s. More practiced, less urgent. Because he doesn’t love you. That eased the worry in her heart. What she had with Hunter couldn’t be touched by this, because this was just sex. Dirty, awesome sex. Their connection was on another level, and it cocooned this sex, it made this moment hotter, but mostly still for Hunter and Serena.

      Quinn was doing them a favor, that was all.

      Although when he opened his jeans behind her and his erection landed heavily on her ass, she reconsidered that maybe it was a mutual favor.

      Dirty sex for all.

      Especially Hunter.

      She swallowed him deeper, moaning around him as he bucked his hips and found the sweet spot in her throat that felt incredible—for him. Her eyes were watering and she was trying to figure out the right rhythm for breathing.

      But then Quinn’s touch was on her again, his fingers finding her clit, her entrance, and playing both in a lazy pattern that got her endorphins running again, and suddenly the orchestration didn’t matter.

      They’d take care of that. She just had to breathe.

      

      — —

      

      Hunter couldn’t get over how hot it was to have Serena stretched out on all fours between him and Quinn. His friend was turned on, sure, but he was respecting the rules Hunter had laid out. It didn’t take long for Serena to start writhing on Quinn’s hand, and Hunter realized that as she got closer to climax, her throat relaxed.

      Holy fuck.

      Threesomes for the win.

      He chased his own release as her vocalizations devolved into a gorgeous melody of muffled cries, and as soon as he’d jetted his come down her throat, he leaned over and pulled her into his lap.

      She cried out as he fit his sensitive cock in the space between his belly and her back, then pressed her down, urging her to relax against him. He spread her legs and nodded to Quinn.

      “Again.”

      His friend grinned, as he should. Licking Serena was a fucking gift.

      It was a bit weird to see Quinn’s head bobbing between their legs, but holding Serena as she built to a second orgasm was perfect. Hunter stroked her skin, cupping her breasts and slowly rolling her nipples between his fingers as she shamelessly rocked against Quinn’s face.

      “Good girl,” he whispered, then sucked her earlobe into his mouth.

      When she cried out and wrapped her legs around Quinn’s head, Hunter kissed down her neck, biting her shoulder. He couldn’t get enough of her.

      And he knew what he wanted next.

      “Quinn.” His voice was hoarse with desire and he didn’t care. He was shameless, too. “We need two condoms, man. And lube.”

      His friend pulled everything they needed out of his pocket. When Hunter raised one eyebrow, Quinn just laughed. “What? I’m an optimist.”

      “Clearly.”

      Serena groaned and twisted onto her side. “This is your version of the forced orgasm machine, isn’t it? Two Navy SEALs?”

      “Sorry, beautiful.”

      She shuddered. “Again?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “Okay.” She smiled weakly up at him, and for that second, Quinn wasn’t in the room. It was just the two of them and his heart was fucking full.

      He pressed his lips against hers, delving deep with his tongue. Tasting and giving, loving and needing. She returned it all, scrambling up on her knees to straddle him as they kissed.

      Her wet heat surrounded him before he could think about what they should do next. So much for him giving her orders, but that wasn’t really his bag anyway.

      This was exactly right—her riding him with abandon, the endless kiss.

      Her third orgasm gripping him like a velvet fist.

      He didn’t follow her this time.

      He had a different plan.

      “Again,” he said, this time with a wicked grin.

      “Seriously?”

      “I love you so much.”

      That did it. “Oh boy.” She nodded. “How do you want me?”

      Hunter wasn’t quite sure. He glanced past her to Quinn, who’d watched their furious coupling like that was a totally normal thing to just stand there and watch.

      Maybe for him it was.

      “How are we doing this?” Hunter asked.

      Quinn glanced at Serena’s ass. “Who’s…”

      “I’m taking her ass.”

      Serena shuddered in his arms. He tightened his grip. Mine.

      “Sounds good.” Quinn dropped to his knees and handed over a condom and a packet of lube. “Get her on you first. Facing me.”

      Serena knew what to do here as well, rocking forward so she braced her hands on his knees, then lowered back onto his cock after he quickly lubed her up.

      Hunter had never felt anything like it. Hot, tight, intense. He saw white spots at the corners of his eyes. “So good. Oh Jesus, Serena, your ass is incredible.”

      She breathed his name as she lay back against his chest, and he turned her head so they could kiss.

      “This is incredible.”

      She grinned at him. “Wait for what comes next.”

      Hunter had liked fucking Serena with the plug inside her. That extra rub had felt good.

      Quinn slowly fitting his sheathed cock inside her pussy?

      Hunter could only imagine how it felt for her to be full to bursting like that, but even for him it was mind-blowing. For a guy who’d never, ever been turned on by another man, the feeling of a cock sliding into Serena, against his own cock, separate by a thin bit of her body…he got it now.

      This was an out of body experience.

      “Gonna come,” he muttered. “Holy shit, I’m gonna…”

      “Breathe,” she whispered. “And move.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Never could,” she said softly.

      Quinn was the first one to move. As he pulled out, Hunter pressed in a bit further, then they reversed their positions, and he didn’t come, he didn’t let himself, because it was sublime and even as his balls drew tight and begged to explode, he needed to keep feeling this.

      Between them, Serena moaned. Her eyelids dropped shut and her lips parted, panting hard as they pushed her relentlessly toward orgasm number four.

      Quinn was the first to groan that he was there, then Serena threw her arms back around Hunter’s neck, holding on tight as she arched into her release. Only then did he let himself get taken over the edge as her core clenched around him, as Quinn pulled out, giving Hunter that extra bit of room to bury himself deep inside her and explode.

      The aftermath was quiet.

      Quinn moved into the bathroom and cleaned up, then started filling the tub. He returned to the living room and Hunter and Serena hadn’t moved far. They watched as he righted his clothes, then Hunter held out his hand. When Quinn took it, Hunter pulled him in for a bro-hug, post-threesome style, and kissed the man on the cheek, because fuck. “That was awesome,” he rumbled.

      Quinn winked. “Can I kiss the lady goodbye?”

      “Definitely.”

      Quinn brushed his lips against Serena’s. She cupped his cheek and whispered her thanks. He nodded and headed for the door.

      “Quinn?” Serena called out, yawning.

      “Yeah?”

      “Breakfast buffet tomorrow?”

      “Sure thing.” With a wave, he was gone.

      Hunter carried Serena into the bathroom and together they sank into the oversized tub. He washed her hair, then she drifted to the other end and they slid their legs together, her feet rubbing against his belly, his tucked under her bottom.

      “So that was okay?” She asked with another yawn.

      He laughed. “Didn’t you hear me tell Quinn that was incredible?”

      She gave him a lazy, satisfied smile. “It always is, isn’t it?”

      “With you and me? Absolutely, beautiful.”

      
        

        THE END
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          About THE NAVY SEAL’S HOLIDAY FLING

        

      

    

    
      
        He’d saved her life. She’s about to blow up his world.

        

        When former Navy SEAL Liam Ryan rescues pleasure toy rep Jill Bekele from a ticking time bomb (literally), they find themselves pitted against a terrorist determined to destroy the holiday season.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

        Ballybeg, County Cork

      

    

    
      Liam Ryan slung his duffel bag into the back of the rental car and forced down the lid of the trunk. An icy wind whipped around him, replete with the scent of seaweed and the taste of salt. Man, he was going to miss Ireland. After a six-month stint working as an undercover operative, he’d grown to love the country of his ancestors. But now that he’d completed his mission and wrapped up loose ends, it was time to get home to the good old U.S. of A.—and just in time for the holidays. He was due to spend five whole days with his favorite girl.

      With a big smile plastered across his face, Liam slid behind the wheel and fired up the engine. He’d been afraid the gunshot wound he’d sustained during his last job would prevent him from flying home for Christmas, but his doctors had given him a clean bill of health yesterday. He booked his flight the instant the white coats had left his hospital room.

      Liam had just reached the main road from Ballybeg to Cork when the insistent vibration of his phone alerted him to an incoming call. His face split into a grin when he recognized the number on the display.

      A small, tentative voice sounded down the line. “Daddy?”

      His heart clenched as he pictured Meggie’s huge blue eyes and wild black hair with the self-inflicted bangs. God, he missed his little girl.

      “Well, hey there, Miss Meggie. How are you doing? How’s Barnabus?”

      His hand went to the hideous necklace she made him for his birthday. It was felt daisies and a one-eyed fluffy duck dangling off the end like a man in a noose.  Liam wore it with pride.

      “We’re both good,” his five-year-old daughter said, drawing out the final word of the sentence in that adorable way of hers. “Are you really coming home for Christmas?”

      “I told you I would, baby. I’m on my way to the airport right now to catch the night flight to JFK.”

      “Mommy says I shouldn’t get my hopes up,” she said in a small voice, “in case you don’t keep your promise.”

      The sadness in her tone slayed him. Liam swallowed a diatribe against his ex-wife and kept his tone even. “Have I ever broken a promise to you, baby?”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “I won’t this time, either.”

      Thanks to his career, he’d missed so much of her life already. He was going to make the best of their time sailing around the Florida Keys. Once the New Year rolled round, he’d be off on another mission, destination unknown.

      A pang of guilt hit him in the solar plexus. How long would the next job take? Undercover ops didn’t exactly allow for a typical father-daughter relationship. Seeing a child for a week two or three times a year just didn’t cut it. Maybe it was time he got serious about looking for a desk job, however much the notion of a staid nine-to-five existence made his skin crawl.

      “I’ll collect you on the twenty-fifth and we’ll have five whole days together. Just you, me, and the sea.”

      “Can I bring Barnabus? He’ll be sad if I leave him all alone.”

      Liam refrained from mentioning that the dog would hardly be alone if he were left with Meggie’s mother, stepfather, baby brother, and a shitload of servants. “Of course you can bring Barnabus.”

      “Whew! I’d be real sad without him.” She paused and Liam could practically hear the wheels in her little head turning. “Will he need his own doggie life jacket?”

      He chuckled. “I’ve already bought one for him.”

      In the background, he could hear his ex-wife urging Meggie to end the call.

      “I have to go now. I miss you, Daddy.”

      “I miss you, too, baby. I’m sending you lots of kisses. See you in a few days.”

      After she disconnected, Liam felt that hollow sensation he always had when he finished a call with his daughter. Despite what his ex thought, he adored Meggie. He wanted to be good dad, even if he’d sucked at being a good husband. Why had he allowed Amy to demote him to the role of sperm donor with visitation rights? She’d thrown a fit when he showed up with Barnabus last Christmas. A mongrel rescue puppy didn’t match Amy’s designer lifestyle or her investment banker husband’s Shih Tzu.

      Shortly after ending the call with his daughter, he passed Cork City and headed toward the motorway. He was approaching the turn onto the M8 when his phone rang again. The name Cash Kincaid flashed on the display. Liam smiled as he hit connect. “Hey, man. You afraid I’ll forget your duty-free whiskey?”

      His former brother-in-arms and new boss was brusque and to the point. “We have a situation.”

      A prickle of unease settled between Liam’s shoulder blades. A glance at the GPS told him he was still a two-hour drive away from Shannon Airport. “Go on.”

      “A series of bomb threats have been issued to cities across the globe, all targeted at a U.S. sex toy manufacturer. One of the cities threatened is Cork.”

      “What’s that got to do with Trident Securities? Unless influential strings are pulled, local law enforcement isn’t going to let me get involved.”

      “Influential strings are being pulled. The caller claims to be the Ghost.”

      Liam let loose a string of expletives, hit the brakes, and swerved his car around to retrace his route. “What do we know?”

      “The C.E.O. of Blush Shoppe Enterprises got an email saying bombs had been planted in five stores. One of them is in downtown Cork. I’ve sent you the coordinates.”

      “Blush Shoppe?” Fuck. Wasn’t that the company Jill Bekele worked for? Liam’s pulse pounded at the thought of his former girlfriend threatened by the Ghost. He pressed the gas pedal and sailed through a red light. “The bomb squad?”

      “On their way. Once we establish if the threat is legit, you’ll liaise with our contact in Irish intelligence. Officially, a multinational task force has been established to capture the Ghost and bring him to justice. Unofficially, the agencies want him dead.”

      “And they’ve hired us to do their dirty work.” Liam phrased it as a statement not a question.

      Cash’s laugh rumbled over the line. “Someone’s got to do it and it won’t be the suits.”

      “I need to be stateside by the twenty-fifth. I promised Meggie—”

      “You’re the only person who’s ever eyeballed the Ghost,” Cash cut in. “We need you on this job.”

      Liam’s hands tightened around the wheel. The Ghost represented the only failed mission of his Navy SEAL career. It still rankled. And now the asshole was threatening to hurt Jill and derail his holiday plans with Meggie. “I’m not breaking a promise to my daughter. I’ll do what’s needed today and then pass the job on to someone else.”

      “There is no one else,” Cash said with a sigh. “All the guys are away on jobs and you’re right on site.”

      “Right on site with two busted ribs and ten days leave due.” Liam gritted his teeth. “I’ll give you twenty-four hours max, Cash. And you’re responsible for rearranging my flight home.”

      “Deal,” his boss replied. “I owe you one, man.”

      “Did our supernatural friend elaborate on the reason behind the bombs?”

      “Yeah. The usual shit. Blush Shoppe is encouraging immorality and extra marital affairs, especially with its new same sex couples line.”

      Liam swore beneath his breath. The Ghost, a terrorist with a skewed view of morality, had made it his mission to bring the world’s sex industry to a screeching halt. This involved murdering strip club owners, adult movie producers, and politicians with a penchant for prostitutes. The politician angle was what had landed him on several governments’ shit lists, including Uncle Sam’s.

      “Okay. I’ll be in touch when we have more intel,” Cash said briskly. “Stay safe.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Liam drawled.

      Traffic was heavy when he reached the quays, and came to a complete stop on MacCurtain Street, a couple of blocks from the Blush Shoppe store. People from nearby stores and businesses had crowded onto the pavement to get a better look at the action, including a purple liveried doorman from the Sheldon Hotel, Cork City’s answer to the Plaza.

      Liam hopped out of the car and peered ahead. The police had set up a roadblock and the area in front of the store was deserted except for the Emergency Response Unit guys. He’d pull the car over to the side of the road and sprint the rest of the way.

      He was about to slide behind the wheel again when something in the corner of his eye snagged his attention. A man wearing a hooded sweatshirt, baggy pants, and sneakers ambled down the sidewalk. His features were concealed by the angle of his hood, but there was something about that deliberately casual walk that struck Liam as…wrong.

      Without breaking his stride, the young man walked past the preoccupied doorman and took the steps up to the mistletoe-festooned entrance of the Sheldon Hotel. When he reached out a hand to open the door, Liam’s blood turned to ice. Perfectly illuminated by a streetlight was the intricate vine tattoo that Liam had last seen supporting the barrel of a gun. A gun that had been aimed at his heart.

      The Ghost.

      Abandoning his car, Liam raced across the road and took the steps up to the hotel two at a time. Inside, he scanned the marble-floored lobby but could see no sign of the man. And then a sign caught his attention.

      Blushe Shoppe Launch Party, Oliver Plunkett Conference Room, Second Floor

      Oh, fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        The Sheldon Hotel, Cork

      

    

    
      As Jill Bekele scanned the crowd, a tingle of excitement fluttered in her belly. The marble-floored conference room at the Sheldon Hotel was packed from pillar to pillar. The majority of the audience was women, but Jill was pleased to see a few men sprinkled throughout the throng.

      She took a deep breath and addressed the crowd. “Thank you all so much for coming tonight—pun intended.”

      The audience laughed and a few whistles pierced the air.

      Jill focused on one or two people at a time and ignored the nervous sweat sliding down the back of her evening gown. “I hope you enjoyed our presentation of Blush Shoppe’s winter line-up. We strive to provide products for every body shape, lifestyle, and sexual preference.”

      There were more cheers from the crowd.

      Jill beamed and held up a glossy brochure. “We’re especially proud of our new made-to-measure line. Have you ever experienced an otherwise great vibrator that isn’t a good fit for the distance between your clitoris and vagina? With our Luxe products, you never need to worry about this again. Our dedicated staff will measure you in one of our discreet fitting rooms, and your new sex toy will be ready within seven business days. If you have any questions about the Luxe line or any of our other products, my staff and I are happy to answer them.”

      Jill signaled to her assistant, Marie, who immediately rallied the other Blush Shoppe employees and began distributing gift boxes to the audience.

      “We’re giving out goodie boxes to everyone. Inside, you’ll find a few surprises, a copy of our new catalog, and an order form. If you wish to place an order before you leave this evening, you can go behind the velvet curtains over there—” Jill gestured to a row of curtained off cubicles at the side of the room, “—and fill out your order form in privacy. After you’ve filled it out, pop the form into the cubicle’s letterbox. With the exception of the made-to-measure line, we promise to deliver all orders placed tonight by the twenty-fifth of December.”

      The crowd cheered and clapped, caught up in the excitement.

      “And now there’s nothing left to be said but to eat, drink, and be merry. On behalf of Blush Shoppe, I wish you all a wonderful festive season.”

      The applause was deafening. Jill breathed a sigh of relief. Public speaking was not her strength but this evening’s presentation had gone perfectly. The crowd was enthusiastic, much laughter was had, and hopefully, many orders would be placed for Blush Shoppe products. Her boss would be pleased. And if her boss was pleased, Jill’s new position as manager of Blush Shoppe Ireland’s flagship store would be secure.

      The instant she stepped off the podium, her friend, Olivia, grabbed her arm. “You look ready to faint.”

      Jill’s hand fluttered to her ruby necklace. “Were my nerves that obvious?”

      “Not during your speech. You were wonderful. But the moment you finished, you turned deathly pale.”

      “With my skin tone, I don’t think pale is possible,” Jill said dryly.

      “Pale for you.” Olivia examined her face intently, and then gave a decisive nod. “A reapplication of blusher is called for.”

      Before Jill could open her mouth to protest, Olivia slipped her arm through hers and propelled her in the direction of the ladies’ bathroom.

      The bathrooms matched the opulence of the rest of the hotel. The sink area had tiny spotlights that could be adjusted to give the perfect lighting for applying make-up.

      Jill adjusted the skirt of her deep red wraparound evening gown, touched up her blusher, and reapplied a careful coating of her new favorite lipstick. Her skin color was a blend of her Irish mother’s pale freckles and her Ethiopian father’s rich black tone. Finding shades that suited her dark skin was difficult in Ireland, and she tended to order her cosmetics online.

      At the next sink, Olivia was performing magic with a mascara wand. “Your launch party is a huge success. Who knew the women of Ireland were this desperate for a manufactured orgasm?”

      Jill laughed and capped her lipstick. “And to think of all the teasing when I started selling Passionate Pleasures products on the side.”

      Olivia grinned. “You’ve come a long way since Passionate Pleasures. Blush Shoppe is a definite step up. And now you’re the manager, not merely a part-time sales rep.”

      “Mum thinks I’m mad to take a risk on a new company. She wanted me to stay at Tyler’s, but I was on the cusp of a promotion. If they’d given it to me, I’d have guilted myself into staying at a job that bored me senseless.”

      Olivia’s scarlet lips curved into a smile. “Purveyor of sex toys has a much better ring to it than soft drink quality control manager. Besides, Blush Shoppe is already well established in other countries. There’s every reason to expect it to be a success in Ireland.”

      “With all the delays opening the store, I wasn’t sure we’d manage to launch before Christmas. As it is, we’ve opened at the last possible moment to avail of the holiday rush.”

      “But you succeeded.” Her friend gave her a reassuring smile. “You’re going to make Blush Shoppe the premiere supplier of sex toys to the south west.”

      “I’ll certainly give it my best shot.”

      Jill slipped her make-up bag into her purse and they made their way back to the conference room.

      The launch party was in full swing. Now that the formal part of the evening was over, the attendees were enjoying wine and aperitifs in the posh surroundings of the Sheldon Hotel.

      “I’ll admit I’m terribly selfish,” Olivia said, linking arms with her, “but I’m delighted you’ve moved home. I missed you when you were working in Dublin.”

      “I’m glad to be back.” She lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “And it has the added advantage of being far away from Ratfink.”

      They both laughed.

      Actually, Jill had barely thought of her ex-boyfriend—Richard a.k.a. Ratfink—since she’d moved back to Ballybeg. Their on-off relationship was finally over for good and she had no regrets.

      Olivia gasped and squeezed her arm. “Oh my goodness. Look who just walked in. It’s that fickle French chef you shagged over the summer.”

      Jill’s heart did a slow thump and roll. “Jean-Baptiste is here? I thought he’d gone back to France.”

      Olivia shook her head. “Oh, no. He came into my café the other day with Darko Dunne. I almost swooned when he told me my cooking was delicious. He’s looking especially gorgeous now that he’s shaved his beard.”

      Jill’s breath came hard and fast. While she had no regrets regarding the demise of her relationship with Ratfink, she was still smarting with humiliation over her fling with Jean-Baptiste. “How dare he show up to my party? What’s he planning to do? Buy a vibrator for his new girlfriend?”

      Olivia’s eyebrows shot north. “It’s not like you to get so irate.”

      “Jean-Baptiste was the first man I slept with after splitting up with Richard. I was stupid enough to believe it meant something to him.”

      “You went out with him a few times over the summer, right?”

      “We went out for six weeks but I only saw him on the weekends.” Six passion-filled weekends that ended abruptly one Sunday morning when Jean-Baptiste received a mysterious phone call. “Then he took off like a bat out of hell and I haven’t seen or heard from him since he made a half-arsed attempt to apologize two months later.”

      “Well, you’re about to see him now,” Olivia said, straining to see over the crowd. “He’s making a beeline straight for you.”

      Jill’s eyes widened at the sight of the man running toward her. Jean-Baptiste had indeed shaved his beard. He’d also replaced his unruly shoulder-length tresses with a military buzz cut. And there was something different about his eyebrows…

      To her amazement, he halted in front of the alarm box, grabbed a large dildo from a display table, and smashed the glass. Bells pealed throughout the room, bringing the reverie to an abrupt halt.

      Jill’s confusion morphed into anger.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, marching toward him. “That dildo is one of Blush Shoppe’s premium products. Are you trying to wreck my party?”

      “Fuck your party,” Jean-Baptiste said in an American accent. “We need to evacuate.”

      Jill blinked. This man looked like Jean-Baptiste, albeit with less hair, but where was his sexy French accent? She opened her mouth to voice her confusion but he cut her off at the first syllable.

      “There’s a bomb in the building, probably in this room. We need to get everyone out. Tell your guests to move fast, but not panic.”

      The urgency in his voice silenced her objections. An icy prickle spread down her spine. The man must be mad. But what if he were telling the truth?

      She turned to her guests and spoke in a carrying voice. “May I have your attention please? The hotel is having a fire drill. Please leave your belongings and follow me.”

      Despite a few grumbles, everyone obeyed. With a minimum of fuss, they filed down the sweeping staircase that led to the hotel lobby, confident that they would soon be back to their champagne flutes and sex toys.

      The protests began in earnest when they stepped outside into the chilly December evening. “If it’s just a fire drill, you could have given us time to fetch our coats,” one lady said in a strident tone. “After standing out here in the cold, we’ll all be sick for Christmas.”

      Jill turned to Jean-Baptiste and placed her hands on her hips. “What the hell is going on? What did I ever do to you to deserve this? Did you deliberately sabotage my launch party?” She jerked a thumb up at the windows of the conference room. “If you were going to play games, you could have had the decency to let us get our coats before ordering us outside in the freezing cold.”

      “There was no time,” Jean-Baptiste said, scanning the crowd. Jill followed the direction of his gaze but could see nothing unusual. “I had to get you out before the bomb detonated.”

      “Why did—?”

      In that instant, a blast ripped through the second floor of the hotel, shattering the windows of the conference room they’d just evacuated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Liam let out a string of expletives. He’d hoped the bomb threat was a hoax, but the instant he’d laid eyes on the Ghost, he’d known it was no joke.

      Beside him, Jill gasped and began to shake. “Oh my God. There really was a bomb.”

      Liam closed the space between them and put his arms around her. She was so shocked by the explosion that she didn’t protest. He pulled her close and inhaled the familiar scent of her perfume. He’d missed this. He’d missed her. “You’re safe,” he whispered. “Everything will be all right.”

      In the distance, sirens wailed, growing closer by the second. Jill pushed back and stared at him, her beautiful dark eyes wide. “How did you know about the bomb?”

      “Lucky guess.”

      Her nostrils flared. “Bollocks. You’ll have to come up with a better explanation when the police question you.

      “My God,” he said with sharp exhale. “I only discovered the Blush Shoppe launch party by chance. Like the emergency services, I was headed for the store.”

      She took another step back, adding distance between them. “Who are you? What happened to your French accent?”

      Liam sighed and extracted his wallet from his jacket pocket. He flipped it open and handed it to her.

      She examined his identity card and then scrutinized his face. “Liam Ryan, securities operative. What does that mean?”

      He placed a finger on her lips. “Not so loud. When I met you, I was working undercover.”

      She thrust the wallet back at him and crossed her arms over her chest. “So you introduced yourself as Jean-Baptiste, French chef, and intrepid sailor. You told me all about your little sister, your mother’s illness, and your dream of sailing around the world. Were all your stories blarney?”

      “I told you the truth insofar as I could, but I left out a few facts.”

      She snorted. “You don’t bloody say. You let me practice my halting school French on you. That must have given you a good laugh.”

      “I’m sorry, Jill. I never wanted to hurt you. Let’s talk later, okay? I owe you an explanation, but the police have just arrived and I need to talk to them first.”

      Her glare burned holes into his skin. “You do that, Mr. Ryan. And unless you’re planning to pay for it, you can give me back that dildo.”

      Liam blinked and stared at the huge purple dildo he was still clutching in one hand. “Uh, sorry. Forgot I still had this.”

      He handed it to Jill with a grin, then turned and jogged over to the police. He recognized a couple of the Emergency Response Unit guys from the incident on Inish Glas a couple of weeks previously, including their commander. “Hey, Inspector Tobin,” he said.

      The red-haired man squinted at him and then broke into a smile. “Jaysus. If it isn’t the Navy SEAL from Inish Glas. How are ya?”

      The two men pumped hands.

      “What brings you to Cork City in the middle of chaos?” Inspector Tobin teased.

      “I’m the person who called emergency services with the bomb alert.”

      Inspector Tobin’s forehead creased. “That was you? How did you know there was a bomb in the hotel?”

      “I didn’t know for sure until it detonated. Long story short, the guy who issued the bomb threats against Blush Shoppe is a terrorist who goes by the moniker of the Ghost. I encountered him during my time as a SEAL. I believe I’m the only person who has ever seen his face. When my boss called me and ordered me to drive to Blush Shoppe, I got stuck in traffic along the quays. I witnessed a man who looked like the Ghost entering the Sheldon Hotel. I followed him, saw a sign advertising the Blush Shoppe launch party in a second floor conference room, and the pieces slotted into place.”

      “Your quick thinking averted total disaster,” Inspector Tobin said solemnly.

      “I’m glad to have been of service, but I’m worried about what the Ghost might be planning next.”

      “You have no idea where he went after he entered the hotel?”

      Liam shook his head. “By the time I reached the lobby, he’d disappeared. My guess is he planted the bomb and got the hell out.”

      “You searched for him?”

      “My primary concern was evacuating the hotel.”

      The policeman scratched his beard. “Will your boss be arranging a permit for you to work with us?”

      “He’s already put the steps in motion.”

      “I can give you emergency clearance in the meantime.”

      Liam raised an eyebrow. “So quickly?”

      Inspector Tobin’s expression turned grim. “Your boss told you about the bomb threats to five shops in five different cities?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The bombs were placed in buildings connected to Blush Shoppe, but not the retailers themselves. The Ghost’s bomb warning was a lie. He never meant to warn anyone. His goal was to kill innocent people and he succeeded.”

      Liam’s limbs turned to ice. “The other bombs detonated?”

      The man nodded. “They were placed in Blush Shoppe warehouses in Paris and Berlin, in a delivery truck in Chicago, and in a cargo plane carrying Blush Shoppe wares at Manchester Airport. The death toll worldwide is expected to exceed two hundred and fifty.”

      Liam swore in English and in French.

      “But thanks to you,” Inspector Tobin continued, “Cork’s casualties will be kept to a minimum.” The older man nodded to the hotel. “I’m waiting for confirmation from the manager, but it looks like the hotel was fully evacuated before the blast.”

      “I hope to God that’s true,” Liam said with feeling.

      “We’re calling a meeting in an hour back at HQ. I’d like you to be there.”

      “I’d be honored.”

      The policeman slapped Liam on the back. “Good lad. Sergeant Lally will drive you there in his car.”

      Lally, a squat muscular man in his mid-thirties, inclined his short neck in acquiescence. “Want to head now?”

      “Can you give me a sec? I’d like to say goodbye to someone.”

      Lally nodded. “Sure. I’ll wait for you by the post box.”

      “Thanks, pal.”

      Liam maneuvered his way through the throng to where Jill was standing with her friend, Olivia. Both women were shivering and wore blankets around their bare shoulders.

      “Who knew I’d ever be grateful to a nun?” Olivia said through chattering teeth when he approached. “The nuns who run the homeless shelter on the quays provided blankets for those of us without coats, and hot drinks for everyone.”

      Jill regarded him with an expression of pure granite. “You’re being hailed as a hero, Mr. Ryan.”

      “I need to liaise with the Emergency Response Unit. We should be done in a few hours. Can I call by your house later? I’ll call you when I’m on my way.”

      Jill jutted her jaw. “What do we have to talk about?”

      “As you said earlier, I owe you an explanation. Let me give you one before you throw me out on my ass.”

      Olivia quirked an eyebrow. “Oh, let him come over, Jill. I’m dying to know why a US Navy SEAL has been running around Ireland incognito.”

      “I’m a former Navy SEAL,” Liam corrected. “My actions are not affiliated with the US military in any way.”

      Not officially affiliated with the US military, at any rate.

      “A Navy SEAL did you say?” said a strident voice behind him. “The punters will love this. Did you really smash the alarm box with a dildo?”

      When Liam whirled round to see who had spoken, he was blinded by the flash of a camera.

      “No pictures,” he snarled. “If any photos of me appear in whatever paper you work for, you’ll have to answer to my boss.”

      Cash had no jurisdiction in Ireland, and even less over the media, but a photo of Liam appearing on the news was the last thing he wanted. While Liam was the only person to have ever eyeballed the Ghost, the Ghost had also seen him. He couldn’t run the risk of the Ghost recognizing him from a photo.

      “Freedom of the press, Mr. Ryan.” The journalist smirked and backed into the crowd.

      “Fuck.” Liam ran a hand through his tightly cropped hair. “He must have overheard you say my name. My boss will go apeshit if my photo is splashed all over the news.”

      “Don’t blame me for your lies.”

      “Jeez, Jill. I’m not blaming. It’s just…” He trailed off before he revealed classified information.

      Jill treated him to an icy glare, her arms folded under her fabulous breasts. “Fine,” she said crisply. “I’m intrigued. Come by my cottage later. I deserve an explanation, and I expect it to be the truth.”

      Liam inclined his head. “Okay. I’ll call you when my meeting is over.”

      On impulse, he leaned down and kissed her cheek, relishing the softness of her skin beneath his lips. “À bientôt,” he murmured.

      Jill’s stern expression faltered and he could see she was struggling not to laugh. “You are a prick, Liam Ryan. Now go and play hero. You might as well enjoy your moment of glory because I intend to give you a right bollocking later.”

      He winked at her, nodded to Olivia, and melted into the crowd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      By eleven o’clock that night, Jill had cleaned and tidied her cottage and scrubbed the stone floors until they shone. She’d baked four batches of muffins that she’d never eat, reorganized the linen cupboard, and arranged her books in alphabetical order.

      The cleaning frenzy was an effort to calm her nerves. It hadn’t worked. She held her hands in front of her face and watched them tremble. Hot tears stung her eyes. She forced air into her lungs and tried to stay calm.

      On the drive back to Ballybeg, Olivia had switched on the radio. According to the news, over two hundred people were feared dead in four cities across the globe. That Cork wasn’t among them was only thanks to the mysterious Liam Ryan.

      Jill slumped onto the floor and surrendered to the tears. She could have been killed. She would have been killed, along with everyone else at the Blush Shoppe launch party. Despite the lack of concrete information on the news report, the international retail business targeted had to be Blush Shoppe. But why? Why would anyone want to murder employees of a sex toy manufacturer? A religious fanatic? A lone nut with an aversion to vibrators?

      Whatever the reason behind the attack, no one deserved to be murdered. Her heart broke at the thought of all those families left without their loved ones, of all the children whose holiday season would be forever tainted by the atrocity.

      On the kitchen counter, her mobile phone began to vibrate. Jill struggled to her feet, grabbed the phone, and hit connect. “Hello.”

      “Hey, Jill. It’s Liam. The meeting just finished. I should be at your place in around thirty minutes.”

      “Okay,” she said in a voice thick from crying. “See you then.”

      She rang off before he could respond. Whatever Liam had done to her last summer, he’d saved her life today. He’d saved everyone in the conference room. Jill was no bomb expert but even she could tell an explosion of that magnitude would have left few or no survivors.

      After she rang off, she finished mopping the floor and jumped in the shower. She stood motionless in the small cubicle and allowed the hot needles to massage her skin. Damn the man. Jill dumped shampoo onto her hair and lathered it vigorously. Why did he, of all men, possess the power to make her blood hum? He was a liar and a fraud. He’d used and discarded her without a word of explanation. And yet he’d saved her life this evening.

      Why had she agreed to talk to him? Curiosity? While she was dying to know why he’d been masquerading as a French chef, she was furious with herself for wanting to spend time with the man.

      Because that was the real reason she’d agreed to see him this evening. Since his pump-and-dump stunt over the summer, he’d been on her mind far more frequently than she cared to admit. Their fling had meant something to her. He was the first man to make her feel alive, to truly bring her pleasure in bed. She’d always wondered why her friends made such a big deal about sex when she found it ho-hum at best. The first night with Jean-Baptiste—Liam, she supposed she should call him—she’d finally understood what the fuss was all about. Her cheeks burned at the memories and her heart rate kicked up a notch. He’d shown her how much fun sex could be and proved once and for all that her ex-boyfriend was wrong: she wasn’t frigid or disinterested in sex—if she was with the right man.

      Fifteen minutes later, she was clean and dressed and ready to face her visitor—more or less.

      When the bell chimed, she adjusted the skirt of her corduroy dress and wrenched open the door, determined to treat him with cool reserve. Her resolve melted the instant she laid eyes on him.

      Liam wore casual blue jeans and an open necked shirt, revealing a hint of the intricate Celtic tattoo that circled his neck. His gaze roamed over her body, sending a searing heat up her cheeks and down to parts of her anatomy that really should know better.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said in his low, husky voice, now tinged with an American rather than a French accent.

      Jill narrowed her eyes and stepped to the side to let him enter. “Don’t try to flatter me.”

      A slow-burn smile spread across his handsome face. “No flattery needed. I speak the truth.”

      “That must be a novelty.”

      His smile faded and his expression grew serious. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you the truth. I shouldn’t have started dating you, but I was lonely and—”

      “And I was willing and available,” she finished for him.

      “That’s not what I was going to say.” He pulled a bottle of red wine from inside his jacket. “Want a glass of vino while we talk?”

      She opened her mouth to refuse but then caught sight of the label. It was a Californian Cabernet Sauvignon made by one her favorite wineries. He’d remembered her preference. Her treacherous heart beat faster.

      “Okay,” she said. “A glass of wine, an explanation, and then you leave.”

      “To use the beloved Irish phrase, fair enough.”

      He was grinning now, drawing attention to the adorable dimples in his cheeks. Infuriating man. Was her urge to slap him or to kiss him stronger? It was hard to tell.

      “Take a seat while I open the wine,” she said and gestured toward the living room.

      Her mother had renovated the cottage when she’d bought it a couple of years previously as an investment property. The original idea had been to lease it to holidaymakers looking for a quieter location than the center of town, but when Jill moved back to Ballybeg after a year in Dublin, her mother gave her the lease at a bargain rate in return for the cottage’s upkeep.

      During the renovations, the wall dividing the two rooms downstairs had been knocked to form one large room. The door to the kitchen had been removed and a cute little archway now divided the kitchen from the open plan living area, giving Jill a perfect view of Liam.

      While she uncorked the wine bottle and fetched glasses, she watched him out of the corner of her eye. He was more handsome without the bushy eyebrows and beard, although she missed his tousled shoulder-length hair. His new look didn’t dim his sex appeal. Far from it. The grumpy slouch she’d associated with Jean-Baptiste was gone. This man moved with the lithe stealth of a skilled predator.

      She carried the glasses into the living room and handed him one. When his fingers brushed against hers, she drew in a sharp breath and prayed for self-control.

      “Sláinte,” he said, taking her off guard. She clinked glasses on reflex.

      While Jill took a seat on the sofa, Liam stayed upright, pacing in front of the window like an impatient panther.

      “Okay,” he said in a husky tone that sent an electric awareness shooting through her veins. “Let me preface this by saying that I never meant to hurt you. I fucked up big time, but not for the reasons you think.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “And what do I think?”

      “That I used you for sex and disappeared rather than break up with you properly.”

      “A-plus for astuteness,” she drawled, swirling the wine in her glass. “I understand the undercover part…sort of. But why turn on the charm only to bolt a couple of months later? If you weren’t interested in seeing me anymore, all you had to do was tell me. How would that have compromised your undercover operation?”

      Liam ran a hand over his short hair. “Here’s what happened. I work for a private security firm. We fix…situations…that government agencies can’t be seen to involve themselves in.”

      “Black ops,” Jill supplied in an icy tone.

      He grimaced but didn’t deny her assertion. “I was sent to Inish Glas to track down and trap the leader of an international human trafficking gang. We knew they’d been active on Inish Glas before Darko Dunne moved out there, and we figured the gang was using another small island in that section of the Celtic Sea to trade sex slaves kidnapped on the Ivory Coast. I spent my weekends sailing around the islands, checking for signs of illegal activity.”

      “Did you catch the gang leader?”

      He nodded. “Eventually, but not under the circumstances I expected. The operation is classified and that’s really all I can tell you.”

      Jill crossed her arms over her breasts. “Was it on one of those weekend jaunts that you decided to cut ties with me?”

      Liam shook his head. “Totally different scenario. Back in July, I got word that my little sister, Katy, was in Ballybeg as part of a diving expedition. I couldn’t risk running into her and having her blow my cover. At the time, she thought I was still in the Navy.”

      Jill frowned. “Wait…was that the dive down to the wreck of the Lusitania?”

      “That’s the one. My sister is an underwater archaeologist. Before going into academia, she was in the Navy.”

      “You both went into the military?” Jill frowned. “How did your parents feel about that?”

      “I neither know nor care what my dad thinks. I haven’t seen him since I was a kid. As for Mom, she was okay with it. The Navy paid for our college education and gave us opportunities we’d never have had if we’d stayed civilians. The US military isn’t perfect, but I have no regrets about my years serving Uncle Sam.”

      “Where did you learn to speak French? You did that quite convincingly.” Jill failed to hide the note of asperity in her voice. “So much so that you ‘helped’ me improve my skills.”

      “That wasn’t fake. I speak French like a native. My mother is from France and I grew up bilingual. She also taught me to cook. Anyway, I stayed on the island until I was sure Katy had left Ballybeg. We had no telephone or internet access on Inish Glas at that time, and I couldn’t call you on the satellite phone my boss had given me.”

      Jill exhaled sharply. “You have a neat explanation for everything.”

      “What more can I say? I needed to avoid Ballybeg while Katy was here. I knew she’d see past the beard and fake eyebrows. I couldn’t risk her blowing my cover. I came to see you the moment I heard she’d left.”

      “And I slapped you across the face in front of everyone in McCarthy’s pub.”

      “Yeah, you did,” Liam said with a bark of laughter.  “It hurt.”

      Her lips twitched. “Good. You still should have called me.”

      “I know. I should have cleared it with Cash—my boss—or found some other way to contact you.” He stopped pacing and looked her straight in the eye, pinning her in place with the intensity of his stare. “Look, I’m flying back to the States right after this case wraps up—or I hand it over to someone else. Where do we go from here?”

      “We go nowhere. If you’re leaving the country, I see no point in rekindling…whatever it was we had.”

      That slow-burn smile again. Her tummy performed an acrobatic flip. “What we had was a good time and great sex.”

      Her heart beat faster. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

      “Not really.” He grinned. “Well, maybe just a little.”

      She laughed in spite of herself. “There are a lot of modifiers in that sentence.”

      “Okay. You’re sexy, funny, and I like being around you. But you’ve had a hell of a shock today and I don’t want to take advantage of the situation.”

      Her lips twitched. “Not willing to take advantage of the fact you saved my life?”

      His face turned grave. “No, Jill. That was pure dumb luck, not skill. I was in the right place at the right time.”

      “Thank goodness you were,” she said in a solemn tone.

      He sat beside her and took her hand in his. The sensation of his skin against hers made her blood hum. “I’m sorry I hurt you, Jill. After the night in the pub, I should have tried to talk to you again.”

      “You did try. I ignored your letter.”

      “I should have tried harder.”

      “What would you have said? The truth? Or a lie to make yourself feel better?”

      He had the good grace to flush. “I wouldn’t have told you I was working undercover. My mission wasn’t yet over.”

      She removed her hand from his. “See? You’d have fobbed me off with yet another lie.”

      He sighed. “I had a job to do, and that job required me to play a role. For what it’s worth, I was always me when we were together, despite the different name and accent. What we had was real. Maybe that’s why I didn’t make more of an effort when you didn’t respond to my letter. Forming an attachment while undercover wasn’t a smart move.”

      She gave a low laugh. “And what do you define as ‘an attachment’?”

      “Feelings. Emotions. What we had wasn’t just sex.”

      She took a sip of the wine and absorbed his words. Did she believe him? The undercover story was outlandish, but the head policeman at the bomb scene treated him like an old friend. “The police took a brief statement from me and Olivia before we were allowed to go home. I couldn’t tell them anything. I’m the manager of Blush Shoppe’s Cork store and we didn’t receive any threats.”

      “Rebecca Sampson, Blush Shoppe’s founder and CEO, received an email around an hour before the Paris bomb detonated,” Liam said. “The sender is a known morality terrorist who goes by the name the Ghost. He said Blush Shoppe stores in five cities would be targeted. Rebecca contacted the authorities as soon as she read the email, and they got in touch with my boss.”

      “What on earth is a morality terrorist?”

      “The Ghost refers to himself as a moral judge. He targets people working in the sex industry, and those who pay for their services or avail of their products.”

      Jill shuddered. “That’s crazy.”

      “Totally.”

      Jill fell silent for a minute, sipping her wine and mulling over what he’d told her. The entire scenario was preposterous, but the bomb had been very real.

      She turned to him and noted the chiseled jaw that had been less apparent when he’d worn a beard. “Is there anything else I should know about Liam Ryan, Man of Mystery?”

      A shy smile suffused his face. He took out his phone and showed her his screensaver. “This is my daughter, Meggie.”

      The photo was of a sweet little girl of four or five holding a black puppy. She had her father’s dimples and dark eyes but her hair was a rich auburn.

      “She’s adorable.”

      “She’s the best,” he said with a beam.

      “Where’s her mother? I’m assuming you’re no longer together.”

      “We’re divorced. Karen left me for an investment banker with an apartment overlooking Central Park and a holiday home in the Hamptons.”

      Jill winced. “Ouch.”

      “It was for the best. By the end, we were going through the motions for Meggie’s sake. That’s no way to live.”

      “Were you not rich enough for her?”

      “SEALs earn decent money but nowhere in the same league as her new husband.” He shook his head with regret. “No, the military lifestyle was the problem. Karen struggled with postpartum depression after Meggie was born and I was no help. Two weeks after the birth, I was deployed for six months overseas. By the time I came back, Karen had found another shoulder to lean on. I don’t blame her…” He paused and gave a rueful laugh. “Okay, the infidelity part stung. But I let her down when she needed me the most and there was no coming back from that.”

      “You were doing your job,” Jill said softly. “She knew you were in the military when she married you.”

      “Right, but I don’t think she realized how hard the separations would be.”

      “What’s the custody situation? Do you get to see Meggie?”

      “Not as often as I’d like. That’s why I left the Navy a few months ago and started working in the private security sector.” He scrunched up his nose. “I thought I’d have more control over my assignments and get to see Meggie more often. I didn’t reckon on my first job taking seven months to wrap up.”

      “Will you see her over the holidays?”

      “That’s the plan. When my boss called, I was on my way to Shannon Airport. I’m due to spend the holidays with my mom and then have a five-day vacation with Meggie in Florida.”

      Jill whistled. “I guess that’s on hold now.”

      “Not if I can help it,” Liam said grimly. “I might need to bail on Mom but I’ve told Cash I need to be home by the twenty-fifth. Meggie is expecting me and I won’t let her down.”

      “Then you’d better hope you track down whoever is responsible for the bombs before then.”

      They fell silent for a moment, each lost in contemplation. Finally, she asked, “Why do the police think the bomber is in Ireland? The news report indicated that Cork is the main focus of the manhunt.”

      Liam’s steady gaze met hers. “Because I saw him.”

      Jill gasped. “You saw the bomber? How did you know it was him?”

      “I encountered the Ghost on one of my missions as a SEAL. I’m supposedly the only person who has ever eyeballed him. Unfortunately, he also eyeballed me.”

      Her hand flew to her mouth. “Are you in danger?”

      “I don’t know. The media have been told not to mention my name.”

      “The tabloids won’t care. If they can sell an extra paper, they’ll print whatever garbage comes their way.”

      He grimaced. “Why do you think I was pissed at that photographer?”

      “I know the guy. His name is Dermot Dean. He works for a rag of a tabloid called the Daily Echo. They’ll print anything if they think it will sell copies, and a photo of the man who saved the day definitely fits the bill.”

      “We’ve got to hope the injunction I’ve applied for comes through in time. The last thing this investigation needs is my face splashed across the media.”

      “Do you really believe this Ghost person would recognize you?”

      “I don’t know but it’s not a risk I want to take. He’s not dealing with a full deck and I don’t want him looking up my family.”

      The hair on the nape of her neck stood on end. Jill wrapped her arms around herself and shivered.

      “Do you have someone to stay with you tonight?” Liam asked gently. “Or somewhere to go?”

      Jill shook her head, unable to stop the trembling. “I’ll be fine.”

      He put down his glass and slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Do you want me to call someone? Olivia, maybe? Or your mom?”

      Yes, a voice in her head shouted.

      “Olivia’s stepson has the ’flu. I can’t risk getting sick when we’re so busy at work.”

      “What about your parents? Could you stay with them?”

      She shook her head. “My dad is dead. It was just me, Mum, and my little sister when I was growing up.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. What happened to your him?”

      “He died in a car crash when I was ten.”

      “That sucks.”

      She shrugged. “It was a long time ago. Shit happens, we deal with it, and get on with our lives.”

      “That’s all any of us can do.” Liam leaned in and kissed her forehead. “You’re beautiful, Jill, both inside and out.”

      “As for Mum,” she continued, “she’s spending Christmas with my sister in Spain. They asked me to join them but I couldn’t get away.”

      A crease formed on his brow. “Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own?”

      Jill swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Of course.”

      Liam removed his arm from her shoulders and stood. She felt oddly bereft without his warm touch on her skin.

      He pulled a car key from the pocket of his jeans. “I guess I’d better make tracks.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll find a room in the city. If I can’t, there’s a camp bed at the Emergency Response Unit’s HQ.”

      Jill took a deep breath and stood to join him. As if in a trance, she ran a finger across his strong jawline, pausing on the cleft in his chin. “Stay with me, Liam. I don’t want to be alone tonight.”
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      Liam released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He hadn’t wanted to leave Jill alone. Not tonight. Not with a maniac on the loose. He’d asked if she could have police protection, but Inspector Tobin and his team had dismissed Liam’s concerns. They seemed convinced that the Ghost was targeting Blush Shoppe in general rather than specific employees. With finite resources and a ticking clock, they preferred to concentrate their efforts on the manhunt, in addition to placing a guard in front of the Blush Shoppe store.

      Liam pulled Jill close and inhaled the scent of her freshly washed hair. What was her shampoo? Vanilla? “I can sleep on the couch.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. If you’re staying, you can share my bed.” She drew a finger down the back of his neck, sending a shot of lust coursing through his body.

      “I don’t want to take advantage of the situation,” he said through gritted teeth, desperately trying to conjure up unerotic images but failing to see anything in his mind’s eye but the memory of her naked body.

      She drew back and raised her huge dark eyes. “I might be frightened but I know exactly what I want. You used me before. I intend to use you tonight.”

      “Jill, I—”

      She placed a finger on his lips to silence him. “Are you going to refuse?”

      Her finger meandered from his lips, down his neck, and paused at the pulse at the base of his throat.

      “No,” he said hoarsely.

      Her catlike smile made his heart beat faster. “Excellent. You can help me try out one of Blush Shoppe’s new products.”

      Liam’s mouth went bone dry. “You want to use a sex toy?”

      She threw her head back and laughed. “Why are you so shocked? I work for a company that manufactures and sells sex toys. Don’t you think I put my staff discount to good use?”

      He licked his lips. “In that case, I guess we’d better see what the Blush Shoppe catalog has to offer.”

      “Apart from the dildo you became intimately acquainted with earlier?” she teased and tugged him toward the wooden ladder that led up to her loft bedroom.

      Liam had visited the cottage on several occasions over the summer, and had fallen foul of the low ceiling more than once. Tonight was no exception.

      “Ouch,” he said after he whacked his head off a low beam.

      “Still haven’t gotten the hang of my bedroom, I see.”

      “No,” he mumbled, rubbing his sore head.

      “Too injured to have sex?”

      He caught her eye and she grinned.

      “Hell, no,” he said.

      He placed a hand on her hip and slid it beneath her blouse. The skin beneath was soft and silky smooth. He heard her intake of breath and the small moan when he circled her navel with a fingertip. “You definitely need to loose the clothes,” he murmured. “I prefer you naked.”

      Jill slid a hand down to cup his left buttock. “I prefer you without clothes, too. Nice to know we’re on the same page.”

      Liam pulled the clip from the back of her hair and let it spring free. “I love your hair.”

      Red tinged her cheeks and she patted it down. “I hate it. My classmates teased me for having pubic hair on my head. My sister and I were the only mixed race kids at our school.”

      “Your classmates were wrong.” He ran his fingers through her hair, marveling at its texture. “Your hair is gorgeous. Some people see ‘different’ and equate it with ‘wrong’. Those people are idiots.”

      “Yes, they are.” Jill found the buttons of his shirt and began to undo them. When she’d tugged his shirt off, she gasped at his bandages. “What happened to you?”

      “Injured on the job,” he said lightly.

      “That looks painful.”

      He shrugged. “Two busted ribs and a flesh wound. I’ll be fine.”

      Uncertainty clouded her dark eyes. “Are you sure you’re up for sex? I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “We might need to get creative with the position.”

      “That’s won’t be a problem,” she said with a smile, running a fingertip over his biceps. “Your tattoos are true works of art. Do they date from your time in the Navy?”

      “Yeah.” He indicated the one of Neptune and his trident. “This was the first I got done, right out of boot camp. And Ceto, Goddess of the Sea, was my reward for completing BUD/S.”

      “BUD/S is the training you did to become a Navy SEAL?”

      “It stands for Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL, the first stage in the training program to qualify as a Navy SEAL.”

      “Is it hard?”

      He gave a bark of laughter. “It’s hell. I nearly quit three times.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Pride. I told everyone I knew when I was accepted into the training program. No way was I going to admit I couldn’t hack it.”

      “Crazy man.”

      “Right now,” he murmured against her ear, “I’m a man who’s crazy about you.”

      “Right now, you’d say just about anything to get into my pants.”

      Her low laugh tickled his chest and made his heart rate quicken. “You might not know much about me, but you have me nailed. So what’s the sex toy I’m supposed to try out on you?”

      “You get to choose.”

      “You have so many?”

      She flashed him a wicked smile. “Perk of the job.”

      When Jill walked across the room, he was riveted by the gentle sway of her hips and the way it drew attention to her tight little ass. She slid a box out from underneath her bed and flipped open the lid.

      “Whoa,” Liam said, eyes widening. “That’s some collection. What do they all do?”

      “Most of them are a variation on a theme, clitoral stimulation being the goal.” She poked her tongue between her teeth. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything just for men.”

      “No couples toys?”

      Her teasing grin made him want to grab her and kiss her senseless. “I might have one or two.”

      “I’m teasing. I’d like to use one that will bring you pleasure.” He chose a pink vibrator from the box and pressed a switch. “Holy fuck. This thing can move.”

      “Not as fast as this one.” She selected a purple silicon bat.

      “What the hell is that? A weapon of mass destruction?”

      “It’s Blush Shoppe’s patented Magick Wand. The world’s most powerful cordless vibrator with eighty settings and twenty-five speeds to choose from. It also comes with a downloadable app so that it can be operated from afar.”

      “Why would one do that if it’s right there?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Use your imagination. It’s meant for long distance sex.”

      “Uh, okay.” He picked up the wand. It was heavier than he’d expected. “Does anyone need so many settings?”

      She poked her cheek out with her tongue. “Probably not but it helps to justify the price tag.”

      “How much does it cost?”

      “Two hundred euros.”

      He whistled. “That’s insane.”

      “It also comes in a solid gold and platinum version. They cost over thirty thousand euros a pop.”

      “People spend that much money on a vibrator?”

      “Rich people with more money than sense do.” She took the wand from him and tossed it back in the box. “We don’t sell too many of the gold ones, but they sure look good in the catalogue.”

      “In other words, they make the other products seem like a bargain.” Liam picked up a weird little O shaped device and examined it carefully. “What does this one do?”

      “Oh, that’s the Cleopatra. It simulates cunnilingus.”

      He blinked. “Why would you want to fake oral sex?”

      She crossed her arms under her breasts. “Why do you think?”

      “Oh–kay.” He let the device drop back into the box.

      He rooted around, letting her explain what each device did and how popular it was with Blush Shoppe’s clientele. Then he paused, gaze riveted on a rainbow colored tail. “What the heck is this?”

      “It’s a butt plug.”

      He turned it over in his hand, still transfixed by the tail. “What the fuck?”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of butt plugs?”

      “Sure I have, but this looks like one of my daughter’s toy ponies.”

      “That’s the whole idea.”

      “And I thought I’d seen it all.” Liam scratched his stubble and picked up the oral sex simulator again. “All right. Let’s see what my love rival can do.”

      “We need to get naked first.”

      “I’m working on it.” He reached for the buttons of his jeans and undid them, aware of her interested gaze. Watching her watching him was making him hard.

      After he’d removed the rest of his clothes, he stood before her, butt naked.

      Jill cocked her head to the side. “Not bad.”

      “You wouldn’t kick me out of your bed on a cold winter’s night?” he teased.

      “No, I think I’ll keep you around on this particular winter’s night.”

      “Now it’s your turn to get naked.” He let his gaze rove over her curves. “Need help with the zipper?”

      “No, but I’m guessing you’d like to undo it all the same.”

      She turned her back to him and he placed one hand on her shoulder and let the other unzip her purple dress. When the zipper was fully open, Liam eased the dress off her shoulders, down her torso, and past her hips until it pooled onto the floor.

      Jill stepped out of the garment and turned to face him, hands on hips.

      Liam whistled. She wore matching bra and panties the exact shade of her dress, plus black stockings. “More Blush Shoppe products?”

      Her lips curved into a come-hither smile. “Of course.”

      “You’re a walking ad for the place.” He reached out and toyed with her bra strap. “Pretty as this is, it needs to come off.”

      “Go right ahead. See if you can do battle with a bra strap.”

      “I consider myself an expert at bra removal.”

      “Another skill they taught you at SEAL school?”

      He gave a low chuckle. “I’d already picked up that particular talent before I joined the Navy.”

      Liam unhooked her bra and pushed down her shoulder straps, revealing two pert breasts. He sucked in a breath. “They’re even prettier than I’d remembered.”

      “You’ve thought about them?” she asked, half coy, half surprised.

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve thought of them every damn night since the summer.”

      She stared at him in disbelief. “Yeah, right.”

      “Jill, I didn’t mean to hurt you. When I heard Katy was in Ballybeg, I panicked. I couldn’t risk running into her in the pub or a café.”

      “I know. We’ve already been over this.”

      “Doesn’t mean I feel any better about hurting you.” He drew her into his arms and kissed her. “You were supposed to be a fling. I never meant to get emotionally attached.”

      “But you did,” she said softly. “And so did I.”

      He pushed her hair back from her forehead and kissed the bridge of her nose. “Then let’s make the best of the time we’ve got.”
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      Jill squealed when Liam picked her up and carried her over to the bed. This time, he was careful not to crack his head against the ceiling.

      They hit the bed with a bounce. When he trailed kisses from her neck to her breasts, she shivered in anticipation.

      “You are so beautiful,” he murmured and his warm breath made her nipples pebble.

      “I can’t decide if your French or your American accent is sexier.”

      “I can use whichever one you want.”

      “I want the one that’s real,” she said, tracing his tattoos.

      He brushed a rebellious tuft of hair back from her forehead and stared down at her, his eyes darkening. “American it is.”

      And then he lowered his mouth to her breasts. The sensation of his lips on her nipples was pure bliss. Her breathing quickened in time with her heart rate. He tugged on one brown nipple playfully, and then the other. When he moved downward to her belly, she gasped. “Don’t stop now.”

      “Oh, I don’t intend to stop.”

      Liam ran a palm over her stomach. When he touched her navel with his tongue, she drew in a sharp breath.

      “Your bellybutton is the perfect shape,” he said. “Just like the rest of you.”

      He continued to trail kisses in a downward direction, eventually reaching her thighs. Each kiss was a promise and a tease rolled into one, exquisite but leaving her aching for more.

      “Time for the toy?” He reached into the box and extracted the Cleopatra. “I hope I can get it to work.”

      He pressed the device onto Jill and hit a button.

      She jerked back. “Ouch. Steady on.”

      “Too strong?” Liam frowned at the device and fiddled with the controls. “How’s this setting?”

      “Ooh.” She settled back against the pillows. “Now that feels good.”

      While the toy buzzed, Liam’s mouth meandered to the tender flesh of her inner thighs. The sensation of his stubble against her soft skin sent an electric awareness shooting through her veins. Jill ran her hands over his short hair, exploring the contours of his head. “I miss your longer hair.”

      “I don’t.” He grinned up at her. “It itched.”

      “It was a wig?”

      “Yeah. I was worried it would come off when we were having sex, but I guess I used enough glue to make it stick.”

      “My goodness,” she murmured. “I never noticed.”

      “Shh. Right now, the only thing you should be noticing is what that device is doing.”

      “Frankly, I’m more interested in what you’re doing.”

      His laugh made her skin tingle. “Want to toss the device?”

      “If tossing the toy is synonymous with you taking its place, then yes.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Liam switched off the vibrator and flung it onto the floor. When he claimed her clit, Jill pressed her head back into the pillow and moaned. She was still mad as hell at Liam for disappearing, but the man knew how to pleasure a woman and she was not averse to allowing him to satisfy her.

      Liam used his tongue to devastating effect, bringing her closer to the edge. Whenever she neared climax, he paused, only to renew the torture a moment later.

      “You’re enjoying teasing me,” she gasped. “Why don’t you just let me come?”

      He kissed her inner thighs and ran his thumbs over the backs of her knees. “Don’t you want me inside you first?”

      Her breath caught in her throat. “Yes, but hurry up.”

      He grinned and climbed off the bed to locate his wallet. When he’d rolled on a condom, he joined her on the bed again and showered her with kisses.

      Jill spread her legs and wrapped them around his hips. By the time he entered her, she was close to climax, but his slow thrusts prolonged the sublime torment.

      “You are an amazing woman, Jill Bekele,” he whispered against her neck.

      “And you are a shameless flatterer, Liam Ryan.”

      For the next while, neither of them spoke, each thrust bringing them closer to the edge. She ran her hands over his strong shoulders and back, down to his toned backside, and over his balls.

      His every movement increased the pressure building inside her. As the pressure mounted, her heart rate accelerated and her breathing grew shallow. When her orgasm hit, Liam silenced her cry with a kiss. He kept up the pressure, hitting his own peak seconds later.

      When it was over, they collapsed against the pillows.

      “That was spectacular,” he said groggily. “Even better than I’d remembered.”

      He pulled her close and kissed her forehead. Jill put her head on his chest and listened to his heart’s rapid beat.

      “You’re better than my box of toys.”

      This made him chuckle. He ran his fingers through her hair, stretching the tight curls. “I’ve missed you, Jill. So damn much. I don’t want tonight to be the end.”

      “But you’re about to go back to the States and I’ve barely begun my job at Blush Shoppe.”

      He kissed her knuckles. “Let’s not worry about the details tonight. Just know I want to be with you, however and wherever we swing it.”

      “We barely know one another,” she said, tracing the lines of his sea goddess tattoo. “At least, I barely know the real you.”

      He propped himself up on an elbow. “What would you like to know?”

      “What was it like being undercover? Did you enjoy living a—” she paused, searching for a neutral phrase.

      “Did I enjoy living a lie?” He flashed her a rueful grin. “It was fun for the first couple of weeks, but pretending to be someone else wore me down. I liked the cooking part of being a chef, and the guys on the island are good people. I can’t say we became friends, though. I had to keep up my grumpy chef act and speak in broken English.”

      “Sounds difficult. I don’t think I could keep up a pretense for so long. Did you train for undercover work as a SEAL?”

      He shook his head. “That’s not what SEALs do. The undercover business was pure chance.”

      “Really?” She gazed at him curiously. “How did you fall into undercover work?”

      “A friend who’d left the Navy started his own private security company. When I said I was thinking of getting out of the military, Cash offered me a job. He had a guy lined up for the Inish Glas mission, but the man’s mother died the day before he was due to leave. I was a last-minute replacement.”

      “Because you could cook and speak French?”

      “Exactly.” He leaned back against his pillow and pulled her close. “The worst part was being away from Meggie. The job was never meant to drag on for months. At the time I met you, I honestly thought I’d be leaving in a couple of weeks, and you made it clear you weren’t after a relationship.”

      “I wasn’t,” she admitted. “I’d just broken up with my on-off boyfriend. But after our one-night stand turned into several weekends, I did feel I deserved more from you than a vanishing act.”

      “I know, Jill. I tried to talk to you after my sister left and you brushed me off each and every time. I didn’t want to stalk you, and I couldn’t have told you the whole truth even if you had agreed to talk to me. The job I was on only wrapped up last week.”

      She exhaled a sigh. “I’m sorry but this is a lot to take in. Between the bomb at the hotel and you suddenly being someone else…”

      “I’m the same person you met last summer,” he said softly, “just with a different name and accent.”

      She opened her mouth to argue the point but was interrupted by the insistent vibration of her phone. Olivia’s name flashed on the display. Jill glanced at her bedside clock and frowned. “If Olivia is calling me at one o’clock in the morning, it has to be important.”

      Jill hit connect and pressed the phone to her ear. “Hey, Olivia.”

      Olivia got straight to the point. “Have you seen the news? Your face and Liam’s are splashed all over the media.”

      Jill leaped off the bed and fired up her laptop. Sure enough, the website of the Daily Echo featured a photo of her and Liam outside the Sheldon Hotel under the lurid headline, ‘Navy SEAL Saves Sex Toy Seller from Crazed Christmas Bomber’. The story named both of them and mentioned that Jill lived in Ballybeg.

      “Motherfucking journalist,” Liam swore, reading the story over her shoulder. “Does he not realize he’s just put both of us in danger? What if the Ghost sees that story and decides to make his insane agenda personal?”

      “Thanks for letting me know, Olivia,” Jill said in a shaky voice. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

      “Take care of yourself,” her friend said. “Contact the police and demand protection.”

      Jill hit disconnect and sagged onto the bed. An icy fear spread over her body, leaving her limbs cold and numb.

      “We’re moving you to a hotel,” Liam said, and placed a finger against her lips. “No arguments. I’ll call Inspector Tobin on the way. Now pack a case and let’s go.”
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      An hour later, they’d checked into the hotel Inspector Tobin had booked for them. Two plain-clothes policemen had been placed outside the room to guard them for the night.

      “Tobin still doesn’t think you’re in danger,” Liam explained, “but he agrees with me that it’s wise to be cautious.”

      “What about you? Aren’t you in danger, too? Your name and face are also plastered over the internet.”

      Liam gave her one of his killer slow-burn smiles. “An element of danger is a job prerequisite. I’ll be okay.”

      The room the hotel had reserved for them turned out to be the honeymoon suite. Jill’s eyes widened as she took in the bed strewn with rose petals and the huge hot tub in the bathroom. “We’re posing as newlyweds?”

      Liam laughed. “I don’t know what tale Tobin spun the hotel manager, but we’re booked in as Mr. and Mrs. Richards from Chicago.”

      “Won’t the hotel staff find the guards posted outside our door strange?”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Apparently, we’re traveling with bodyguards and have booked the entire floor. The hotel manager owes Tobin a favor.”

      “Right,” she said and rolled her eyes. “What did they do with the guests on this floor?”

      “No clue. That’s the hotel’s problem.” Liam began to massage her shoulders, easing the knots of tension out of them with surprising skill. “I didn’t expect to spend the rest of the night with you in a luxurious hotel, but since we’re here, why not make the best of it?”

      She leaned back and looked him in the eye. “Are you thinking of the hot tub?”

      A wolfish grin suffused his face. “Of course. I can’t get in with my wound but you sure can. And then I can play with you.”

      “It’s the middle of the night,” she said, trying to be sensible.

      “Are you going to be able to sleep?”

      She shook her head. “Probably not. Unwinding in warm water sounds like pure bliss.”

      “Then that’s what you’ll do.”

      Ten minutes later, Jill sank into deep, rose-scented bubbles and sighed. “Bliss doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

      Liam was sitting at the side of the tub, dangling his legs into the warm water. He handed her a glass of the red wine that he’d found in the minibar and clinked glasses. “Cheers.”

      “Sláinte.” Jill took a sip of wine. “You chose well.”

      “The bar had an impressive collection. I guess they go all out for the honeymoon suite.”

      She inhaled the sweet scent of the bubble bath and stretched her legs. “It’s weird to be relaxing in a hot tub while there’s a lunatic killer on the loose.”

      “Don’t think about it,” Liam said, his expression grave. “The guards are posted outside, and I won’t leave you alone tonight.”

      “I want you to distract me.”

      He leaned down and nipped her ear playfully. “With pleasure.”

      She put her arms around his legs and snuggled against him, feeling his toes tickle her back. “I’m sorry it took an explosion to bring us back together.”

      “So am I. But now that we are together, I want to make the most of the night.” He placed his wine glass at the side of the hot tub and slipped his hand down between her legs. “You’re wet.”

      “You don’t say,” she replied in a dry tone.

      The sensation of him stroking her sensitive flesh soon sent a shiver of anticipation through Jill’s body. She arched her back and her breasts peeked out of the water.

      Liam slid a hand upward and massaged her nipples. She felt hot, wet, and achy with need. Turning, she took the tip of his shaft into her mouth and teased it with her tongue. When she gripped him with her fist and began to pump and suck simultaneously, he groaned.

      “You’re killing me, Jill. I want you so damn much.”

      “So take me,” she whispered. “Take me now.”

      She pulled herself out of the tub and straddled him, feeling the tip of his erection rub against her belly.

      He nuzzled her neck, trailing kisses down to the pulse at the base of her throat and teasing her skin with his stubble. “Just as well I came prepared.”

      He reached behind him and grabbed a foil package.

      “I also came prepared.” Jill grinned and grabbed a box from the side of the tub. “You get to try out Blush Shoppe’s one and only waterproof couples’ toy.”

      “You guys make underwater sex toys?”

      “We’re prepared for all sexual eventualities.”

      Jill extracted the bright blue toy from its box. Once Liam had put on the condom, she slipped the rubber ring over his shaft. “Once you’re inside me, the clitoral stimulator will be in the perfect position.”

      “Uh…okay.” He did not sound convinced, but allowed her to guide him inside her and flip the switch on the vibrator.

      “Whoa,” he said, eyes widening. “It’s vibrating me, too.”

      She grinned. “That’s the whole idea.”

      When he deepened his movements, she gasped and rode him harder. He thrust slowly at first, gradually gaining momentum. The twin sensations of him being inside her and the vibrator almost broke Jill’s control.

      Her breasts rubbed against his chest and he lowered his head to capture a nipple with his mouth. She ran her hands over his shoulders and down his arms, marveling at his muscles. While she kneaded his buttocks, he kissed her neck, her throat, her breasts.

      Then he began to thrust in earnest. Jill angled her pelvis to allow him deeper penetration. He pounded into her, rubbing the vibrator against her clit with each thrust. The pressure inside her mounted until she could bear it no more.

      When she came, she cried out, one wave of pleasure rolling into another. And after he came a moment later, they collapsed together against the side of the tub, gasping.

      “That was amazing.” Liam caught her mouth in a kiss.

      She put her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. He tasted of wine and peppermint gum—two of her favorite flavors rolled into one.

      When the broke the kiss, Liam stared into her eyes, melting her from the inside out. His look was intense, the levity of earlier put on hold. “I don’t think you should go to work tomorrow.”

      “Don’t you mean today? It’s nearly four o’clock in the morning.”

      “Today, tomorrow, whenever. I’m due to liaise with Tobin and his team at eight. I’d feel a lot happier knowing you were here with guards outside the door.”

      “I know you would, but I’ve had time to think. I don’t intend to be intimidated by a terrorist. I’m grateful for the police protection tonight, but the Blush Shoppe CEO is insisting that all the stores stay open, including ours. How can I expect my staff to show up for work if I don’t?”

      “Their faces weren’t published in the media.”

      “You said Tobin’s team have guards outside the shop, right?”

      Liam nodded.

      “So there’s no reason why I can’t go to work. I’ll go crazy if I’m cooped up in the hotel room all day, worrying about the store.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “I can’t stop you from going to work, Jill. I’m just saying I think it’s a bad idea.”

      “No offense, but are you sure the guy you saw entering the Sheldon was the Ghost? Maybe you thought it was because he was on your mind. You said you didn’t see his face.”

      “I saw his tattoo. And if it wasn’t him, a bomb exploding a few minutes later was one hell of a coincidence.”

      “But the Ghost can’t have shown up in person in the other cities he attacked. Why Ireland? Does he have Irish connections?”

      Liam shook his head. “We don’t know. It’s possible. He’s a blue-eyed Caucasian, average height, brown hair. No distinguishing facial features. An average guy with an average appearance. The only noticeable mark is a vine tattoo on his left hand.”

      “He obviously knows his way around explosives. Could he have had army training or something similar?”

      “We suspect he’s had military training, either as part of the official armed forces or as a paramilitary. As far as we know, this is the first time he’s hit Ireland. There’s no particular reason to link him to the country except for the fact that I saw him in Cork. And I did see him, Jill. One thing I learned in the Navy was to hone my instincts and trust my gut.”

      “Why did he go to the Sheldon in person? Why not one of the other cities?”

      Again he shook his head. “You’re asking me questions I can’t answer. The bombs in the other cities were planted in advance and used timers. The one in the Sheldon was detonated by a cell phone.”

      Jill ran a hand through her hair. “I can’t believe they printed our names. Do you really think the Ghost will make his mission personal? Has he ever done so before?”

      “Yes. That’s why I’m concerned about your safety.” Liam’s expression was grave. “I can’t give you many details about my previous encounter with him, but it was during a hostage rescue attempt. The Ghost had taken umbrage at an influential individual’s use of prostitutes and took him hostage.”

      “Did you rescue the guy?”

      “No.” He averted his gaze and a muscle in his jaw tensed. “It was my one failed mission during my time as a SEAL. And now the media handed you to him on a platter. I don’t want you to become a target.”

      “If that arse of a photographer hadn’t been so greedy, neither of us would have been put at risk.”

      Liam sighed. “He was doing his job. Under normal circumstances, naming us wouldn’t have done any harm, but we’re not dealing with normal here. The Ghost has an agenda and a tendency to hone in on individuals who personify everything he stands against. You’ll go nowhere without police protection, understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “If the police tell you to duck, you do it without question. If they tell you to stay put, you do your best statue impression. Got it?”

      “Yes. I am going to the store. I need this job and I’m not letting a terrorist intimidate me.”

      Liam focused on her face as if memorizing each detail. “I can’t decide if you’re incredibly brave or totally stupid.”

      “I prefer brave.”

      He drew her into his embrace and kissed her. When they broke apart, he smoothed back her hair. “We should try to get some sleep, even if it’s only a couple of hours.”

      As if on cue, Jill yawned, making them both laugh.

      “If I’m snuggled up with you, I think I can manage a snooze.” She ran her palms over his chest and down between his legs. Her smile widened. “Or maybe not.”
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      A couple of hours later, Liam was thankful for his military training in dealing with sleep deprivation. He’d still need coffee to deal with the day ahead, but he was bearing up better than Jill.

      “I feel like my eyes have been sandpapered,” she moaned as she pulled her red Toyota Yaris into the space she rented in a parking garage near Blush Shoppe.

      “Do you have a coffee machine at work?” he asked when he shut the passenger door.

      “Allegedly. It specializes in brown sludge.”

      He slipped his hand over hers. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone. I wish I could stay with you today.”

      “I won’t be alone, Liam. I’ll be in a shop surrounded by assistants and customers. Plus we’ll have guards right outside the door.” She squeezed his hand and gave him a bright smile. “You need to go and help Inspector Tobin and his team.”

      “I don’t know how much use I am to them, actually. With my busted ribs, I’m no good in the field. All I’ve done was provide a description of the Ghost.”

      “That’s a lot. I’m sure they’re grateful. And for all we know, the Ghost has already left the country. It’s easy to do here on the coast, especially if he can sail.”

      The same idea had occurred to Liam, but it brought him little comfort. The Ghost had enjoyed a five-year run of successful attacks, always evading capture at the last second. As far as Liam was aware, the bomb at the Sheldon represented the Ghost’s first failure. A terrorist as arrogant as him would not take kindly to having his carefully laid plans screwed up.

      He escorted her out of the parking garage and down the street to Blush Shoppe. Two burly policemen flanked the entrance, looking incongruous under the mistletoe that hung over the door. The sight of their bulletproof vests and machine guns should have given Liam a sense of security, but only served to increase his growing sense of dread.

      Jill slowed her pace, elongating their remaining steps to the store. “Today is Christmas Eve. It’s your last chance to fly home in time to collect Meggie.”

      His grip on her hand tightened. “I know. Cash booked me a seat on an evening flight out of Shannon. Whatever happens, I’ll try to see you before I go. If that’s not possible, I’ll call you.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Liam. You can phone me when you’re in the U.S.”

      “I meant what I said last night. We’re not over. I don’t know how we’ll make it work but I’m willing to give it my best shot.”

      She lowered her long eyelashes. “It’s hard to maintain a long-distance relationship. And with your job…”

      “The moment I’m wheels down, I’m handing in my resignation at Trident Securities and looking for a job in New York.”

      Jill frowned. “Doing what? You’ve had years of excitement and travel. Do you really want a regular nine-to-five position?”

      “I’ll figure something out. Yesterday was an eye-opener for me. I can’t keep working a job that has me gone most of the year and never knowing when I’ll see my daughter. It’s not fair to Meggie.”

      She drew to a halt and stood on her tippy toes to kiss him. “You’re a good father.”

      “I try,” he said, picturing his little girl’s adorable face, “but I can do better. My ex is right on that score.”

      He pulled Jill into his arms and kissed her thoroughly. “Have a good day at work and stay safe.”

      She slipped out of his grasp and smiled at him over her shoulder. The morning sunlight shone on her face, illuminating her high cheekbones and generous lips. “Bye, Liam. Don’t be a stranger.”

      And then she walked through the doors of the store and disappeared from his sight.
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      Despite her brave words to Liam, Jill was shaking inside. But the instant she walked into the Blush Shoppe store, her breath caught. “Oh, my.”

      Many of the women who’d attended the launch party the previous evening were lined up inside the store, laden with goods.

      Tears welled up in her eyes. “Thank you so much for coming. I was expecting the shop to be empty today.”

      “Oh, no,” said one woman with curly black hair. “We’re not letting a terrorist win.”

      Jill and her assistant, Marie, and the other shop girls quickly got to work. All day long, the shop was packed with customers, some of whom wanted to be measured for a custom Luxe product, others who wished to have their purchases gift wrapped in Blush Shoppe’s signature red and gold colors—perfect for the festive season.

      The hours flew by. When closing time finally rolled round, Jill was relieved. Her back ached and her nerves were frayed from constantly being on the alert. She was putting on a brave face for her staff and the customers, but the stress and lack of sleep was taking its toll.

      At six o’clock, she let her assistants leave for their Christmas festivities and tallied the accounts. She glanced up from the cash register. The policemen were still at the entrance, one bouncing on his heels, clearly impatient to go home for his dinner.

      Her mobile phone buzzed. Her heart leaped when she saw that it was Liam’s number. “Any news?”

      “They’re still searching but they think he’s already fled the country. I spent the day looking through footage from surveillance cameras around Cork City to see if I recognized him.”

      “Did you see him?”

      “No. The cameras opposite the Sheldon are broken.” He paused and she felt his hesitation down the line. “I have to leave for the airport in a few minutes. I don’t think I’ll be able to see you before I fly.”

      “That’s okay,” she said, feeling a sinking sensation in her stomach. “Have a safe flight.”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow, okay? And Jill…I…really care about you.”

      A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “And I care about you. Now go get on a plane and make your daughter happy this Christmas.”

      He laughed and blew her a kiss down the phone.

      After she hung up, she felt empty. An unfamiliar sense of loneliness weighed on her shoulders. For the first time since she’d cheerfully turned down all offers to spend Christmas Day with various friends and relatives, she regretted not taking one of them up on their invitation. The day of rest and a good book that she’d been so looking forward to no longer appealed.

      She swallowed past the lump in her throat and gave herself a mental shake. At least she was alive. Unlike those poor people who’d lost their lives yesterday, she had the luxury of spending a lazy day in front of the TV.

      After she’d finished the accounts, she locked everything up in the small safe at the back of the shop and fetched her coat. She was just wrapping her scarf around her neck when an apparition appeared in the stockroom door.

      A large man loomed in the dim light, holding a baton in his hand.

      Jill screamed and leaped back, stumbling over a display table of vibrators and landing hard on her left ankle. Pain shot up her leg. When she tried to stand, her left foot refused to bear her weight. Gritting her teeth, she hopped over to the main cash register, and grabbed a decorative paperweight containing Blush Shoppe business cards. She hurled it at the intruder and heard a grunt as it hit him on the head.

      The policeman at the door burst into the shop the same moment the shape bounded forward, swearing and calling her every bad name under the sun.

      Jill stepped back, landed on her bad foot, and crumpled to the ground.

      One of the policemen tackled the intruder, who flailed around, spluttering protests. When the policeman hit him with a stun gun, the man jerked and then went limp.

      A broad grin spread across the policeman’s face. “Got him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Two hours after the Ghost’s dramatic capture, two plain-clothes police personnel drove Jill home to Ballybeg.

      “Sure you’re okay, Ms. Bekele?” Sergeant Walsh asked.

      Jill gave a weak nod, still struggling to regain her composure after the incident in the shop. “I’m fine, thank you. There’s really no need for you to stay overnight.”

      The policewoman smiled. “Inspector Tobin insists. We won’t invade your privacy, but we’ll be right outside the door if you need us.”

      “All I need at the moment is a hot shower and sleep.”

      The policeman driving—Garda Toomey, if Jill remembered correctly—eased the vehicle to a halt outside her cottage.

      “Bit isolated out here,” he said, eyeing the fields surrounding Jill’s home.

      She shrugged. “Not really. My nearest neighbor is only a few minutes’ walk down the road. I prefer living on the outskirts of Ballybeg rather than in the town center.”

      Garda Toomey killed the engine. “If you give me your house key, I’ll check that no one is lurking inside.”

      Jill slipped her key out of her pocket and handed it to him.

      After the young policeman had gotten out of the car and ambled up the path to Jill’s house, she turned to Sergeant Walsh. “I hope you two don’t freeze out here tonight. You’re welcome to come inside if you get.”

      “Don’t worry about us,” the policewoman said. “We’ll be grand with the car heater on. I bet your boss is glad to have the case wrapped up before Christmas—no pun intended.”

      Despite the bad joke, Jill laughed. “I imagine both our bosses will be celebrating tonight. This has not been positive publicity for the Blush Shoppe brand.”

      “Sure I heard the shop was packed today,” the woman added. “I’m betting Blush Shoppe will do just fine.”

      Privately, Jill agreed with her. The cynical part of her thought the Irish launch couldn’t have gone better—aided and assisted by the Ghost.

      Garda Toomey returned to the car and handed Jill her key. “No one’s there and everything looks fine. I’ve locked and bolted the back door. Make sure you do the same with the front.”

      “Will do. Thanks for the lift.”

      When Jill let herself into the house, she could have sworn she smelled a man’s aftershave.

      Liam…

      But no, it must be Garda Walsh’s.

      After she locked and bolted the door, she sagged against it and squeezed her eyes shut. He’d be at the airport by now, waiting to board his plane. Would she ever see him again? Was last night just another pretense? Her heart soared at the memories. Even if it was all an illusion, just another act like he’d played with Jean-Baptiste, she had no regrets.

      Jill shrugged off her coat and climbed the ladder to her loft bedroom, wincing each time she placed her weight on her bad ankle. A hot shower was what she needed, preferably with her favorite rose shower gel.

      She hooked her phone up to its charger and grabbed clean clothes from her wardrobe.

      In the bathroom, she turned on the water, letting it get nice and hot, and stripped out of her clothes. When she stepped under the jets and the needles hit her tired skin, she sighed in pleasure.

      Pure heaven.
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      When Liam stared through the one-way mirror at the Emergency Response Unit’s HQ, icicles formed on his spine. “That’s not him,” he said hoarsely. “That’s not the Ghost.”

      “What?” barked Inspector Tobin. “Of course it is. The man’s already confessed.”

      Liam shook his head. “I’m telling you, it isn’t him.”

      Tobin swore in a language Liam assumed to be Gaelic. “Fine. Go in there and question him yourself. Why is he saying he’s the Ghost if he’s not?”

      “I don’t know,” Liam said. “Lust for notoriety? A loose screw? Does he have a vine tattoo on his left hand?”

      “The man is covered in them. He’s got a vine or a snake or something trailing down his arm. Are you sure you got a good look at the Ghost’s tattoo?”

      “I’m certain. It was a vine.”

      Tobin ran an impatient hand through his wild red hair and thrust open the door of the interrogation room. He ushered Liam inside. “Go ahead and question him. If we’ve got the wrong fella, we’re well and truly fucked.”

      The man in handcuffs raised his head when Liam entered. He examined his new visitor carefully.

      Liam returned the favor. The man who claimed to be the Ghost was as nondescript as the guy he’d eyeballed in France. Same average height, average build, average face. As Tobin had mentioned, he sported several tattoos, one of which snaked down onto his left hand—literally.

      “That is a snake, not a vine.”

      The prisoner snorted. “Of course it’s a fucking snake, man.” He yanked the sleeve of his shirt up to reveal the rest of the tattoo. “It’s Saint Patrick ridding Ireland of snakes.”

      “Who are you?” Liam demanded. “Why did you break into Blush Shoppe?”

      The man shrugged. “A mate in my local pub had the catalog. He said they stocked solid gold vibrators. I was to break in and nick a few and we were going to flog them on the black market. Solid fucking gold. Who pays thirty thousand euros for vibrator, I ask you?”

      “If you’d read the catalog properly, you’d have seen that they don’t stock them in the stores. The gold versions are special order only.”

      The man moved his gum from one cheek to the other. “You’re not serious? I broke in for nothing?”

      “It would appear so. Let me get this straight. You didn’t go to the Blush Shoppe store to attack Jill Bekele?”

      “Who the hell is she?”

      “The woman who threw a paperweight at your head,” Liam said, indicating the lump on the other man’s forehead.

      “That bitch. I’ve had a splitting headache ever since she whacked me with the paperweight.”

      Tobin looked as if he was about to explode. “Did you or did you not blow up the Sheldon Hotel yesterday?”

      The prisoner regarded him through bloodshot eyes. “I doubt it. I was in my local pub in Cobh the entire evening. You ask Tommy the barman at Dingle’s pub. He’ll back me up.”

      “Then why the hell did you say you were the Ghost?”

      “I don’t know what I said. I was hit on the head by that mad cow and then electrocuted by one of your eejit officers.”

      Liam slipped his phone out of his pocket and hit Jill’s number. It went straight to voice mail. “I don’t like this. I’m going to Ballybeg to check on Jill.”

      “She’s grand,” Tobin said, waving a dismissive hand. “I sent her home with two plain-clothes detectives. They’ll take good care of her. Go on and catch your flight before it’s too late.”

      Liam shook his head. “No. I’ve had a bad feeling all day. I can’t leave until I know Jill’s okay.”

      Tobin sighed and got to his feet. “Go on, then. As for me, it appears I still have a terrorist to hunt.”
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      Jill was shampooing her hair when a noise froze her heart. Pulse pounding, she turned off the water in the shower and listened.

      Nothing.

      Had she imagined it? She began to massage her scalp but didn’t switch the water back on. Yeah, she was hearing things. After the insane twenty-four hours she’d just experienced, plus the lack of sleep, she was bound to be jumpy.

      Her heart leaped in her chest. There it was again. Someone was moving about downstairs. Had the police changed their minds about coming inside? But she’d bolted the doors, both front and back, just like they’d told her to.

      Jill removed shaking hands from her soapy hair and stepped out of the shower. When she landed on her bad foot, she bit her tongue to silence a yelp. She edged her way out of the shower cubicle and gasped.

      Words were scrawled across the floor-to-ceiling bathroom mirror. They must have been there before her shower but she hadn’t been able to see them until the mirror steamed up.

      Corinthians 6:15

      Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself? Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them with a prostitute? Never!

      Her breathing grew labored. The Ghost. Why hadn’t she brought her phone into the bathroom? It was still on her bedside table, hooked up to its charger. She inched out of the bathroom, trying not to make a noise.

      Someone was climbing the ladder up to her bedroom.

      Jill sidled over to her bed. On the bedside table was the Cleopatra sex toy Liam had used on her the previous night. And then she had an idea.

      Heart pounding, she dropped to her knees and reached under her bed for her box of sex toys. She flipped the lid and reached inside. Her fingers closed around the Magick Wand and a pair of pink fluffy handcuffs.

      The person on the ladder was getting closer.

      Taking a deep breath, Jill extracted her makeshift weapons and waited.

      When fingers appeared on the uppermost rung of the ladder, she reached out and whacked them with the Magick Wand. A surprised grunt was followed by a shout. Her uninvited guest fell from the ladder and landed with a yowl. Jill grabbed her mobile phone and hit the number for emergency services.

      He was coming up again, shouting this time. When the strange man climbed into her bedroom with his eyes blazing and his fists clenched, Jill knew she was in serious trouble. Oh, fuck.

      He reached for her phone and hurled it against the wall. Then he reached for her.

      She sidestepped him with more luck than finesse and used every ounce of strength in her body to strike him across the head with the sex toy. Stunned, the man took a step back and whacked his head against a low beam, just as Liam had done the night before. Clutching his head, he slumped to his knees.

      “What the fuck are you doing to me?” he moaned in excellent but accented English.

      Jill wasted no time. She hit him again and again until he lay prostrate on the floor. When she was certain she’d knocked him out, she seized his wrists and secured them with the handcuffs. Then she rooted through her box of tricks, located leather restraints, and used them to bind his ankles.

      Downstairs, someone banged on her front door. “Jill? Are you in there?”

      “Liam?” she shouted. “I’m coming.”

      She scrambled down the ladder and hobbled across the living room to the front door. She slid the bolt to the side, turned the key in the lock, and threw herself into his arms.

      “Jill,” he murmured, stroking her soapy hair, “Thank God you’re okay.”

      “How did you know I was in trouble?”

      “Someone shot the two police officers outside in the car. I’ve already notified emergency services.”

      Jill covered her mouth to stifle a scream. Sergeant Walsh and Garda Toomey were dead?

      “The Ghost is up in my bedroom. He broke into my house and wrote a Bible quote on my bathroom mirror.” The words tumbled out in a mad jumble, sounding crazy even to her ears.

      Liam moved past her and scrambled up the ladder. “Whoa. What the hell went on up here? A Blush Shoppe product demonstration?”

      “I’ll have you know that Blush Shoppe products make excellent weapons. I took him out with a Magick Wand.”

      “Are those…pink fluffy handcuffs?”

      “Yes.”

      Jill shivered, realizing she was still wet and naked. She reached for her coat on the back of the door and the hairs on the nape of her neck stood on end. A red backpack lay on her sofa. A red backpack that definitely hadn’t been there before she went upstairs to have a shower. “Liam?”

      He came back down the ladder, frowning. “Yes?”

      She pointed to the sofa. “Is that your backpack?”

      His gaze fixed on the red backpack. “Oh, fuck.”

      He sprinted across the room, grabbed Jill by the waist, and ran out of the house and down the lane. Police sirens sounded in the distance, and flashing lights followed a few seconds later.

      And then Jill’s house exploded in a fiery inferno.

      [image: ]

      The debriefing after the Ghost and Jill’s house were blown heavenward stretched into Christmas Day. While no positive I.D. had been made, international intelligence agencies were of the opinion that the Ghost was a lone wolf with a past affiliation to a Russian religious cult. Liam wasn’t entirely satisfied with this conclusion, but then neither was anybody else. A terrorist with a name and a clear motive was easier to classify and analyze than a nameless lunatic.

      When Liam and Jill were finally allowed to leave the Emergency Response Unit’s HQ, Liam called Meggie via video chat in the lobby. She was adorable in her red Christmas dress and matching Santa hat. She’d even tied a lopsided red bow around Barnabus’s head.

      “I miss you, Daddy.”

      Tears stung Liam’s eyes as he watched his little girl blow him a kiss. “I miss you too, baby. I’ll be with you as soon as I can. Enjoy your Christmas.”

      When he ended the call, Jill slipped her arms around his shoulders. “I’m sorry you won’t make it home in time to collect your daughter.”

      “So am I. I hate disappointing Meggie, but staying in Ireland meant saving you.”

      In the background, a man cleared his throat. Darko Dunne, Liam’s former boss, appeared in the doorway of police HQ, grinning from ear to ear. “Ballybeg gossip tells me you’re in need of a plane.”

      Liam’s eyes widened at the sight of his former boss. “What are you doing here?”

      “Without Jean-Baptiste’s culinary skills, Christmas dinner on Inish Glas wasn’t particularly appealing—” Darko winked at Liam, “—so Muireann, James-David and I opted for a restaurant in Cork City and invited her family. We heard the whole story of your adventures from Muireann’s Aunt Bridie.”

      “Yeah.” Liam flashed him a rueful grin. “My plan to make it home for Christmas didn’t quite work out.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” Darko’s expression grew serious. “I owe you after your help on the island. When do you need to be in the States?”

      Jill reached across and squeezed Liam’s hand.  “Now. He missed the last possible connection to make it to home in time to collect his daughter for their Christmas vacation.”

      A grin spread across Darko’s tanned face. “I can help with that. I keep a private jet at Cork Airport. It can be staffed and ready to fly in one hour.”

      Liam’s heart leaped. “Seriously? That would be fantastic.”

      “And I can drive you to the airport.” Jill glanced at her watch. “If we leave now, you’ll be home in time to collect Meggie.”

      “I need to get back to the restaurant,” Darko said, “but I’ll call my pilot on the way and set everything in motion.”

      Liam shook his hand. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate the gesture.”

      “No problem. I hope you enjoy the holidays with your daughter.”

      After Darko left, Liam took Jill into his arms and kissed her. “I’ll miss you. I don’t want this to be a permanent goodbye.”

      Jill bit her lip. “It doesn’t have to be. The CEO of Blush Shoppe has offered me whatever position I want in her company. I suggested the store in Manhattan.”

      “Seriously?” He picked her up and whirled her around. “That is awesome news.”

      “What about you? Do you plan to be off on another undercover mission soon?”

      “No way. When I spoke to Cash this morning, I accepted a desk job at Trident Securities. They need a guy on the ground and Cash is itching to get back in the field.”

      Jill raised an eyebrow. “Will you be content with an office job?”

      “I’m thirty-five. I’ve led a life of adventure since I was eighteen. My main priority now is being able to see Meggie every weekend and you every day. Beyond that, I’m easy.” He pulled her into his arms and held her close. “I’m serious, Jill. I’ve put my job first for too long. That was the mistake I made after Meggie was born, even if I didn’t realize it at the time. I took the position with Trident Securities after I left the Navy because I wasn’t sure I could hack it as a civilian.”

      “And you think you can now?” Her voice was low, tentative.

      “Absolutely. Seeing the woman I love in danger put it all in perspective. I don’t care what I do to earn money as long as I can spend time with the people I love. That’s what matters in life after all. I don’t want to be one of those guys who turns around and realizes his kids are grown and gone and he barely knows them. I don’t want another failed marriage. Next time I tie the knot, it’s forever.”

      Her lips curved into a smile. “Might you have a woman in mind?”

      “Visit me in New York and you might find out.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’ve never been more serious in my life. I’m taking Meggie to Florida for five days, but I’ll be back in New York for New Year’s Eve. Do you want to ring in the New Year with me?”

      Jill threw her arms around his neck and he inhaled her sweet scent. “Yes, Liam. Yes.”

      

      
        THE END

        

        Catch up on the Ballybeg Bad Boys with The Rock Star's Secret Baby—Darko and Muireann’s story is available now!  And sign up for my newsletter to receive a heads up when the next Ballybeg Bad Boys story, The Movie Star’s Forgotten Fiancée, comes out.
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          About TAINTED ANGEL

        

      

    

    
      Brody Clarke has one official job: keep the lead singer of Tainted Pearl safe. As her bodyguard, protecting her from her stalker and ensuring that she can complete the rest of the tour is his number one priority.

      

      Unofficially, he also needs to take care of her heart—and her body. He hates to see her work herself to exhaustion, so when the tour pauses for the holidays, he steals her away for a Christmas to remember in the mountains. This winter, the bodyguard with benefits is going to take things to the next level in the latest episode of the Tainted Pearl story!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          December 23

        

      

    

    
      Jane sought him out as she left the stage for the final time that night. He was always right there. Waiting. Her rock. Her protector. Her bodyguard—with benefits.

      Had it really only been three months since Brody had been brought in to keep her safe from her wacko stalker? It seemed like he’d been around forever. He just…belonged.

      She often wondered—usually late at night when everyone else was asleep—what happens once her stalker gets caught. She had to admit she was falling for Brody. Hard. And it was stupid as fuck. She was nothing but a job to him. Yeah, it was a job with a fuck-buddy thrown in—but still just a job. And when this one was over, he’d move on to the next.

      She brushed that depressing thought aside. She’d get while the getting was good. And right now, it was fucking awesome.

      He wrapped a large towel around her shoulders and brushed his lips lightly across hers. A promise of what later would bring. She was self-conscious about being a sweaty pig after a performance and avoided physical contact until after she’d had a chance to freshen up. She loved that Brody was mindful of her feelings—always careful not to cross that boundary.

      “You’ve got twenty minutes to get showered and dressed. Off we go.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just do as I tell you, and all will be revealed.”

      She had a serious love-hate relationship with his bossiness. She hated being ordered around by anyone, but holy fuck, if it didn’t always end up with her writhing in ecstasy.

      “Just a little hint?” she asked as Brody ushered her back to her dressing room.

      He grinned at her. “Nope.”

      She didn’t bother to ask again. If there was one thing she’d learned during their short time together, it never, ever paid to pester.

      She showered and dressed with plenty of time to spare. Brody was waiting for her as she opened the bathroom door. “Good girl. I’ve already got you all packed up, so let’s get a move on.”

      Jane pointed to her laptop and phone, which still sat on the small table in the corner of the room. “You missed a couple of things.”

      “I don’t believe I did. Everything you will need is already in the car.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I’m in charge. Now let’s get going.”

      She was willing to put up with a lot from this man, but not this. “If I have to, I can forego my laptop, but I will not be without a cell phone. What if something happens?”

      “In the highly unlikely event your attention should be required between now and when we have to get on the bus, they can call my cell and I’ll decide whether it is worthy of your consideration.”

      “I don’t fucking think so. Nobody decides what is and isn’t worthy of my consideration but me.”

      “Look, sweetie, you’re exhausted and stressed out. You need a complete break, and I’m going to make sure you get it. Just trust me.”

      “But what about Biddy?”

      “Biddy will be just fine. She’s got plenty of support and will manage just fine without you for a few days.”

      “Dammit, Brody, I am not leaving here without some means of communication.”

      Oh god, now the man was wearing that do-not-fuck-with-me look, and it made her want to rip his pants off and jump his ass. Arrogant bastard probably knew exactly what it did to her, too.

      “You’re not?” He marched over, and in one smooth move, threw her over his shoulder and started smacking her ass.

      She squirmed and kicked her legs, but he barely seemed to notice. “Put me down, you miserable piece of wank-fodder.”

      “Keep going, babe, I hadn’t planned on giving you a nice juicy spanking before we leave, but we’re well ahead of schedule, so if that’s what you need...”

      Like she wasn’t wet enough for him already.

      ***

      Brody looked over at the woman in the passenger seat. She was so fucking gorgeous. He’d had a little crush on her for years, and when her manager called the agency, desperate for a bodyguard, it was no hardship to cut his vacation short.

      True, things hadn’t gone well when they first met. Okay, that was an understatement of epic proportions, but the only thing that mattered was where they were now.

      He still didn’t like her stage-name, but they’d come to an understanding. As long as he only used her birth name when they were alone, he could call her Honey when they were in public. However, if he ever slipped up, she’d go back to insisting he call her Honeycunt the way she did when they first met.

      He checked his mirrors, watching for any sign they were being followed. It had taken some meticulous planning to get on the road without a paparazzi escort. Under normal circumstances, they were more of an annoyance, but Jane’s stalker didn’t need any extra help keeping tabs on her. The fucker managed far too well on his own.

      He hated that her stalker was so fucking slippery. He wanted Jane to feel safe. But Brody also had a selfish reason for wanting the little ass-wipe caught. He wanted to know, deep in his heart, Jane’s attraction to him wasn’t just because he just happened to be the guy standing between her and some fuck-nut psycho.

      So far things looked good. They didn’t have much farther to go. The cabin was only about a couple hours from the venue in Charlotte and being so late, traffic was relatively light.

      “Are we there, yet?”

      “Very soon.” He grinned and reached for Jane’s hand, placing it over his raging hard-on. “Don’t go to sleep on me. I’ve got big plans for you, baby.”

      She snorted. “I’ve heard it called lots of things, but ‘plans’ is a first.”

      “Don’t you worry about what I call it, just what I’m going to do with it.”

      She gave him a little squeeze and he had to force himself not to press his foot to the floor. According to the GPS, they were only a few miles from their destination. He preferred navigating by map, but with it being so late, and his need to keep Jane safe, he’d opted for the navigation aid. However, he’d drawn the line at the annoying voice and he’d disabled it first thing after picking up the rental car.

      When they arrived at the cabin, he looked over at Jane. She was asleep—still holding tight to his cock. He didn’t want to disturb her, she looked so peaceful. But until that stalker was caught, he needed her to move under her own power so he could be prepared for trouble. He gently stroked his knuckles down her cheek. “Wake up sleepy-head, we’re here.”

      After taking in his surroundings and feeling confident all was well, he escorted her into the cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Christmas Eve

        

      

    

    
      Jane woke to Brody’s tongue working its magic on her pussy. She’d had some spectacular oral in her day, but what this man could do was the stuff dreams were made of.

      She slid her legs farther apart and clutched at the sheets as she squirmed.

      His head popped up and he gave her a sharp smack right on her clit. She wondered if he knew how much she loved it when he did that. “Don’t move or we’ll be switching places and it’ll be your mouth on me.”

      As if that would be a hardship. She loved sucking his cock. Taking it deep. Sucking on the tip. Licking at it. She couldn’t get enough. Blowing him got her almost as hot as what he was doing to her right now. Almost.

      She concentrated on keeping her body still as his tongue took her ever closer to orgasm. She knew what was coming and it wouldn’t be her. He was the devil for denying her. Pushing her right to the edge, but not over. She loved and hated that, too.

      He’d keep her frustrated for hours, and just when she thought she might safeword, he’d let her come. And it was always, always worth the wait. Yeah, she’d remain still as death and suffer.

      It was more than an hour later when Brody finally stopped edging her, but he still wouldn’t let her come. What good was being on the receiving end of exceptional oral if it didn’t come with a happy fucking ending. She worked hard not to let her grumpiness show. She knew he’d make her come eventually, but she was feeling impatient and needy.

      Brody kissed the tip of her nose, then leaned over the side of the bed. When he popped back up, he placed a beautifully wrapped box on Jane’s lap. “I know it’s a little early…”

      She tried to hide her embarrassment at being caught unprepared. “Wow, thank you. I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait until we get back to the bus for your gift.” She gave him a pointed look. “You wouldn’t let me pack.”

      “Baby, this isn’t a tit for tat thing. Just go with it.”

      Not knowing how to respond, she just nodded and started opening her gift.

      Usually, she ripped her way into presents, but this time she wanted to savour the whole experience. She slowly pulled the end of the bright red ribbon until the bow disappeared. She carefully picked at the tape holding the pretty foil wrap in place until it fell away and revealed the box beneath.

      “I figured you would be the type to tear your way into a gift in the shortest time possible.”

      “Not today.” She shot him a cheeky grin and returned her attention to the box in front of her. The top was embossed with Blush Shoppe. No real clue there. She lifted the lid to an assortment of similarly wrapped packages. She wanted to continue drawing it out, but her impatience got the better of her. She picked up the first package and started ripping.

      Brody chuckled and relaxed against the headboard. When Jane finally got to the prize hidden beneath the wrapping, she was confused.

      “Snake-bite kit? Are we going somewhere I’m likely to get attacked by a snake? Oh, fuck, that son of a bitch hasn’t made a threat, has he?”

      “Calm down, baby, no snakes of any kind. I promise. Let’s just call it a pervertable and move on, shall we?”

      She looked into his eyes and saw only lust. Okay. No snakes. She shredded her way into another package and grinned. A girl could never have too many vibrators. She continued opening packages until the box was empty and the bed was drowning in a sea of Christmas wrap.

      In addition to the snake-bite kit and vibrator, her pile of booty included a set of wicked looking nipple clamps, a butt plug, a paddle with MINE debossed on it, and a beautiful set of black leather wrist and ankle cuffs.

      “Thank you, Brody. Nothing says Merry Christmas like a set of clover clamps and a butt plug.” What she really meant was, that paddle makes her feel almost like she could be more than just a perk of the job.

      He grinned and pulled her tight to him. “That’s exactly what I thought. Are you ready for some breakfast?”

      “Yeah, I could eat.”

      “Excellent. First, we need to get you appropriately dressed. No butt plug, no clamps, no service. Over you go. Ass up.”

      They’d only just started fucking each other in the last month, and up until the moment she opened that package, Brody hadn’t paid any attention to her asshole. Which had been perfectly fine by her—she had never really developed a taste for ass-play. She didn’t hate it, she just didn’t like it enough for it to even rank in the same postal code as her top ten list of favourite sex acts.

      Okay, he was an ass-man after all. She could deal. Everything Brody had wanted to do with her so far had left her feeling pretty fabulous, so, she flipped herself over and popped her ass up.

      She hid her face in her folded arms. Yeah, she could deal, but in her own way. She never got over the embarrassment she felt when a guy was that up-close and personal with her asshole.

      The lube was warm as it dribbled down her crack. Wholly unexpected, and not entirely unpleasant.

      Brody slowly circled her rim with his finger. Occasionally he pressed against the tight ring of muscle, slipping in a little.

      “Such a good girl. Take a deep breath and let it out. Try to relax and let me in a little more.”

      She inhaled, and as she breathed out, he slid is finger all the way in. Holy shit. It didn’t hurt. Actually, it felt kind of good. There was a first. Ass sex had always involved some level of pain—most of the guys she’d been with had a tendency to rush when given the opportunity to shove their cocks in her ass. They figured they were all the awesome just because they’d hit the target with a quick squirt of lube before piercing her bullseye.

      Brody leaned over and peppered kisses along her shoulder and up her neck. She loved it when he did that. He caught her nape gently in his teeth as he slipped his finger out and slowly back in. This time she pushed back against him, and it felt even better.

      Maybe there was something to this ass sex thing after all.

      “There you go, baby. Let’s try two, shall we?”

      Given she was going to have to take that whole freaking plug if she wanted breakfast, two seemed like a pretty good idea to her.

      He pressed a second finger in, and as she pushed back, he nibbled at her earlobe. Yup, another spot that had a direct connection to her clit. “You’re doing a great job, baby. Keep it up and we’ll have you dressed for breakfast in no time.”

      He slid his fingers out and she felt empty. He chuckled when she wiggled her bottom a little. “Patience, baby. We need more lube so I can make this feel good for you.”

      He eased one slippery finger back in, then added the second. He slowly increased the rhythm as he pumped them in an out of her ass and she met him thrust for thrust as her orgasm inched closer.

      And, then she was empty again. She bit back the disappointed groan, reminding herself that he always made it worth her while to suffer for a while.

      She heard the buzz of the vibrator and smiled. As Brody touched it to her clit, he pressed the tip of the butt plug against her. Wow, that was warm, too. She briefly wondered how he’d managed that, then she didn’t care. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly as she pushed back against the plug, rotating her hips a little as Brody slowly pressed it in.

      Just when she didn’t think she could take anymore, the plug popped into place. God, she felt so full. Just a little more with the vibrator and she would go off like a rocket.

      “Not yet, baby.” Brody, the fucker, took the vibe away. Damn him. How long was he going to deny her?

      He grabbed her hips and thrust his cock into her pussy. If she wasn’t full before, she sure was now. Okay, she’d done three-ways before, but they’d always just felt like the mechanics of fucking. No connection. This felt like Brody was everywhere.

      He kept one hand on her hip while he grabbed a fistful of hair with the other. He pounded hard and fast and then her world exploded into colour. He continued to plunge his cock into her body, faster and harder until came. He held her tight to him as he emptied himself into her.

      Fuck. “Please tell me you were appropriately attired for that event.”

      “I was. No risks, baby. I keep my promises.”

      If Biddy hadn’t managed to get pregnant from a single condom failure while wearing an IUD, Jane might not have been quite so panicked. Tainted Pearl was going to have enough trouble making room for one baby. Besides, Jane was better suited to the role of auntie than mother.

      Brody pulled out and gave her ass a smack before disposing of the condom. “Well, my good girl, you’re almost dressed for breakfast. Up you get.”

      He took her hand and helped her to her feet. “Stand right there.” He bent down and sucked hard on her left nipple while he twisted and pulled at her right one. God, she loved having her nipples played with. He pulled his head back until the nipple popped from his mouth. He pinched it and pulled it away from her body, then slowly let the clover clamp close on it.

      White hot pain shot straight from her tit to her clit and back again. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, that hurts.”

      “Red, or we continue.”

      She snapped her mouth shut. She was no where near red, but damn those clamps were intense.

      He did the same to the right nipple and when he let go of the clamp, the pain briefly took her mind off her other nipple.

      “On second thoughts,” he said as he grabbed her new wrist cuffs and fastened them, “I think we need these too.”

      He took her lips in a hungry kiss, then grabbed the chain that connected the clamps and tugged her along. “Breakfast time.”

      ***

      She looked stunning in her breakfast finery. Well, he could only see the clamps that adorned her gorgeous nipples and the cuffs on her wrists, but that was enough. If he’d had a view of the butt plug, he might not have been able to cook, let alone eat breakfast without fucking her senseless.

      He hadn’t planned to let her come until late tonight, but she’d responded to his fingers and the plug so beautifully, he lost every shred of self-control, rammed his cock in her pussy, and went to town. He’d only just had enough functional brain cells to make sure he got a condom on first.

      Her reaction to his gifts hadn’t been a surprise. He’d expected she’d take the sarcastic route. When her eyes darted over to the paddle and her expression softened, he felt a little more confident that she was developing feelings for him.

      In the meantime, he needed to keep her mind off that ass-wipe stalker. Nothing but fucking and food until they had to get back to the bus. That was his plan. And as far as he was concerned, an excellent one.

      He laid the plates on the table and tried not to smile as she squirmed. Every movement made the chains swing, which would make her nipples burn. Yeah, he knew what it felt like. He tested most toys on himself before inflicting them on others. Usually. He’d bought the snake-bite kit on a whim.

      Jane loved having her nipples sucked, and he figured she could have them both sucked at the same time while he worked on other parts of her delicious body.

      “Eat up, baby, you’re going to need all your energy for what I have planned.”

      “It’s really good. So, the box of goodies, how did you manage that?”

      “The wonders of online shopping. It’s amazing the stuff you can get delivered overnight.”

      “Overnight? Seriously? If you threw all this together at the last minute, you might find yourself hired to handle tour logistics.”

      “I didn’t exactly throw it together at the last minute. I’ve had it all meticulously organised for the last two weeks. The arrangements were all made last minute to ensure complete privacy.”

      Damn, he hated having to be so careful choosing his words, but he was determined not to keep that fucker out of her head. Time to change the subject. “How are you doing with the plug?”

      “Is that appropriate table conversation?”

      “Not usually, but then, it’s not generally considered appropriate table attire, either.”

      “Fine. The plug is fine.”

      He raised an eyebrow and shot her a lopsided smile. “You seem a little squirmy there.”

      “Well, you’d be squirmy too if you were sitting on a chair with your ass packed full of silicone.”

      Oh, this was going to be fun. “I can fix that easily enough.”

      “Excellent. Fix away.”

      “Stand up.”

      She rose from her chair and waited. He took a mouthful of food and smiled up at her.

      “Well? When are you going to fix it?”

      He finished chewing his mouthful and grinned. “What? The problem is fixed, you are no longer sitting on a chair with your ass packed full of silicone.” Every expression that crossed her face told him he’d pay for this. Some day, some how, he was going to pay. But it had been worth it to keep her mind occupied. Even if it was plotting her revenge.

      “Damn you, Brody. That was not funny.” She dropped down onto the seat and jumped back up again. “Ouch, fucking ouch, my nipples are on fire.” The laws of physics could be rather cruel to a woman with a metal chain clamped to her nipples.

      Time to dial it back. She’d taken that plug for him and if he ever wanted her to let him play with her asshole again, he’d best tread carefully.

      “You’re right. It’s not funny, baby. I’m sorry. What can I do to make it better for you?”

      “Take it out.”

      “Have you had enough breakfast?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Then it stays in. I was clear on that. You’ll wear the plug and clamps while you eat.”

      “Fine, I’m done.”

      “Lying doesn’t become you. And it comes with big punishment.”

      “But it’s not very comfortable when I sit.”

      “You have a safe word. Say red and this stops.”

      She glared at him. “I said uncomfortable, not unbearable.”

      “The sooner you finish your food, the sooner we start onto other fun things.”

      Jane sat gingerly on her chair and glared at him as she finished her breakfast.

      “Have I let you down yet?”

      “No, but you’re kind of close to the line right now.”

      “Close, but not across it. I did give you an orgasm I hadn’t intended you to have until much, much later. And from my end, it looked like you had a pretty good time.”

      “I will admit that orgasm may have made it onto my top ten list.”

      Of course she kept a top ten orgasm list. The woman had a top ten list for just about everything. Now his mission was to make it into all ten spots on that list. Along with any other list he could qualify for.

      “Of course my ego won’t leave me alone until I ask the question. Where did it rank?”

      She giggled. “Give me another one like that one and I’ll tell you where they both rank.”

      She wanted to play. Excellent. “Deal. But let’s sweeten the pot. If this one makes you scream, I want a chance to make it onto another list.”

      “Wow, ego much?”

      “Do we have a deal?”

      “Which list?”

      “What are my options?”

      “Are you looking sex or something else.”

      His ego and his cock were screaming sex, pick the fucking sex list at him, but his heart wanted something more intimate.

      “Something else. Something special.”

      She paused for a moment, then said, “How about my list of top ten romantic dates?”

      Fuck. This was Jane ‘Honeycunt’ Hunnicutt. Her idea of a romantic date could be anything from a walk on the beach at sunset to swimming with sharks. “Perfect. Do we have a deal?”

      “Deal.”

      Jane’s plate was empty and he was anxious to get busy. And the evil Dom in him could hardly wait to take those clamps off her nipples. There might be screaming involved, just not the orgasmic kind. Not yet.

      “Have you had enough to eat, or would you like more?”

      “I’m good. It was fabulous. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you enjoyed it. Now, up you get and bend over the table.” While she did that, he fetched a large wooden spoon from the caddy on the counter next to the stove. He kept his amusement to himself as he watcher her slowly lower her tits onto the wooden surface. When she was all the way down, he stroked her ass. “This sure is beautiful. Unfortunately, it’s looking a little pale.”

      He peppered each cheek with light strokes of the back of the spoon until he’d turned the whole area a nice shade of pink. Then he flipped the spoon around and gave her a few sharp swats on her sit-spot with the handle, leaving long red welts that contrasted beautifully against the pink.

      “Such a good girl, staying still and taking what I give you without a sound. I think you deserve a little reward.”

      He pulled his boxers down enough to free his erection. He rolled on a condom and positioned the tip of his cock at her entrance. “Hands behind your back, baby.” He clipped the cuffs together, then took hold of her wrists and used them for leverage as thrust into her as deep as he could go. He pounded into her until she was teetering on the edge, then he pulled out and whipped the condom off. He’d meant to come while fucking her pussy, but he didn’t want her to come yet, and he hadn’t had the pleasure of her talented mouth in over a day.

      “Up you get.” He tugged on her wrists as she lifted her upper-body off the table. “On your knees, it’s time for your reward.”

      She took the tip of him into her mouth and sucked eagerly as she did that thing with her tongue that drove him wild. Time to change things up. He wanted her to swallow his cock whole before he’d let her make him come.

      “Take it all, baby.” That was all the warning he gave before he held her head in his hands and held it tight as he gently slid into her throat. She could handle some fairly rough throat-fucking, but that’s not what he needed right now.

      He only made a few long, slow thrusts before pulling back and letting her take control. She immediately went back to doing that thing with her tongue, and it wasn’t long at all until he was shooting his load into her mouth.

      She beamed at him as she made a show of swallowing and he smiled back at her. “Yes, you are a very good girl.”

      He undid her cuffs and helped her to her feet. “I’m going to clean up in here, you go back to the bedroom. I want you tits-down, bent over the edge of the bed. Face turned towards the door, arms and legs stretched wide so your pelvis is flat on the bed. And that plug had better be where I put it when I get there.

      ***

      Jane walked carefully back to the bedroom. Who knew a bitty metal chain could wreak havoc on a pair of clamped nipples? Oh shit. He wanted her tits-down on the bed and she had no idea how long for. That was going to fucking hurt, but maybe not as badly as it did on the table. She didn’t even want to think of the ouch that was going to come when he took the clamps off. While this was her first experience with clovers, she’d been clamped enough to know what to expect when these babies come off.

      No doubt Brody did, too. Fucker. Yeah, Fucker alright—in the best sense of the word. He wanted to be on a second top ten list. Stupid man. He should be smart enough to know he’s made it onto virtually every list that really counts in her life. Hell, he even held top spot on of most of them. She sure as fuck wasn’t going to tell him that last orgasm had shot straight to the number one spot before he got a chance to push it to number two.

      As for the top ten romantic dates? He was already there, too. After whisking her away to spend their very short Christmas break in a nice cabin away from the crazy, he’s the whole reason it even exists.

      She lay down as gently as she could on the bed. Fuck! Bending over with that chain brought fresh hell to her poor nipples every time, but each new wave of pain made her clit throb and her pussy was leaking up a storm.

      Once she’d positioned herself, the pain in her nipples settled down. Unfortunately, with her legs spread that wide, she was having difficulty with the butt plug. She clenched her muscles as tight as she could, but if Brody didn’t turn up soon, she might lose the battle. And the butt plug.

      Then she started thinking about what exactly might happen if the plug fell out. She imagined it bouncing unpredictably all over the room. Then she started to giggle uncontrollably.

      She was trying so hard to obey. She was in exactly the position Brody had demanded of her, but damn, she was so close to losing that fucking plug. And she knew if she did, she’d have to sit up to watch what happened. How could she not?

      The more she thought about bouncing butt plugs, the harder she laughed and the closer she was to it becoming a reality.

      “What’s got you giggling so hard, baby?” Brody asked as he walked through the door.

      Thank fuck. She wouldn’t have made it if he’d waited much longer to show up. She took a deep breath to get herself under control before she answered. “Just my over-active imagination. See, I was good.”

      “Yes, you were. I still want to know what was so funny.

      “Trust me, it’s one of those had-to-be-here kinds of things. And you weren’t here.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t let that plug fall—”

      With that her fit of the giggles returned with a vengeance. The plug shot out of her ass and she laughed, then screeched from nipple pain as she twisted to see what it was doing.

      Brody howled with laughter. “You’re right, you had to be here.”

      When Jane got herself under control she was horrified. She’d lost the plug and she’d broken her position. She turned her face away so she could hide the tear that slid down her cheek, but Brody caught her chin and turned her back towards him.

      “Hey, what’s the matter?”

      Now she was actually crying. She hated how she had no control over her emotions when people she loved asked what was wrong. Fuck. Did she love him? Don’t think about it. “I lost the plug.”

      “Yes, you did.” He chuckled. “Spectacularly, I might add.”

      “And then I broke posi—”

      “Stop. I told you that plug had better be in place when I get here. And it was. Even if it wasn’t for long. As for breaking position? Come on, Jane, sex is supposed to be fun. Yeah, you and I do some kinky shit that includes a hefty serving of Dominance and submission, but the day I punish a sub for finding the funny in a truly hilarious situation? That’s the day I get my Dom card revoked.”

      “I’m not in trouble?”

      He snagged a tissue from the box on the beside table and handed it to her. “Of course not. But it’s going to feel like it when we get those clamps off. Are you ready?”

      Oh god, the clamps. They had to come off. Maybe she should just leave them there and let her nipples fall off after they’ve died from lack of blood. Not really an appealing alternative.

      She finished wiping her tears and her nose before throwing the tissue in the waste basket by the bed. “As I’ll ever be, I suppose.”

      “Good enough. Deep breath in, then out.”

      As soon as she started to breathe out, he released both clamps at the same time. What was supposed to be a sustained controlled exhale became a high-pitched whine that sounded almost like a police siren.

      She fought the urge to grab her tits and press them hard against her ribs. First instincts weren’t always right. She’d learned that lesson the hard way when it came to clamps.

      She closed her eyes and focused on getting through, one second at a time as the blood rushed back into her poor nipples.

      “Don’t get too comfy, baby. I’m not done with those just yet.”

      How could he not be done? What the fuck else was there to do. Unless he was going to kiss and suck them better. Yeah, that was always good. She loved having her nipples sucked. Her clit loved it too. That was probably the best thing about a three-way. Mouths on both nipples at the same time. It was good, but she’d happily take one nipple at a time if Brody is the one doing the sucking.

      Brody cupped her left breast in his hand and she mentally prepared for the bliss that was sure to follow. When the intense sucking feeling didn’t come from a warm, wet mouth, she looked down to see one of the suckers from the snake-bite kit attached to her nipple. The next thing she knew, her nipples were a matching set.

      “Pretty. Not my first colour choice, but they’ll do the job. Now, my sweet, we have a little problem. While you did do as instructed with the butt plug, it no longer seems to be where I left it. In fact, I’m not sure I managed to stay focused on it long enough to determine its final resting place. I promised you a screaming orgasm and that plug had a major role to play in making that happen. You lost it, I think it’s only fair you find it. Agreed?”

      This had a catch. Everything had a catch. But usually a good catch. “Agreed.”

      “Excellent. You will spend your search for your wayward plug on your hands and knees while I use this lovely paddle here to brand your ass as mine. Every five seconds, I will tell you to stop and I will give you a swat on each ass cheek. After one minute, you will get two swats per cheek. If you still haven’t found it after two minutes, I will bend you over my knee and spank you until I believe you have enough incentive to find it quickly.”

      He’d brought out the paddle. The only thing that could make her happier was if that paddle said BRODY’S instead of MINE. Maybe one day.

      She got to her hands and knees and scanned the floor as she crawled. Why did people need so much fucking furniture. It could be just about anywhere.

      “Time.” She stopped and he lit both sides of her ass on fire. As much as she liked the idea of being branded his, the reality of it while trying to carry out a task was not quite so pleasant. She should have spent the time he was spanking her looking around. Fuck.

      “Time.” Already? Five seconds wasn’t very long. He smacked her ass twice more. Scanning the room while getting paddled wasn’t working so well for her. How the fuck does a black butt plug go missing in a sea of fucking pearl grey carpet?

      Aha. There it was, under the far side of the bed.

      “Time.” She stopped and prepared for the next two whacks. At least these would be the last. And she was under one minute.

      As soon as he finished his strokes, she raced across the carpet as fast as she could crawl.

      She was just about to reach under the bed for the plug when he called time again. She was sure he was cheating.

      She waited for him to finish, then grabbed the plug and held it up in triumph. “Got it.”

      “Well done. Now go make it all nice and clean so we can put it back where it belongs. My girl wants a screaming orgasm, and what my girl wants, she gets.”

      She hurried to the en-suite and meticulously cleaned her new best friend. Brody was sitting on the bed when she returned, his cock already fully dressed. He stood and took the plug from her. “Ass in the air like it was last time we plugged it.”

      She climbed on the bed and buried her head in her folded arms again. She was still embarrassed, but Brody’s matter of fact approach made her feel a little less uncomfortable.

      Warm lube again. Nice. He wasn’t quite so slow with his penetration this time. He slid first one, then two fingers in quite easily. He pumped them a few times before the plug made its appearance. It was warm again, too.

      She rocked against it as he provided steady pressure. He didn’t bring the vibrator out this time around. She wondered if he’d forgotten, or if he was cocky, thinking he could make her come even harder than last time without priming her with power tools first.

      The plug went in more easily than the first time. And damn, it felt good, too.

      Brody slapped her ass. “Over you go. On your back, legs spread wide. He pinched the suckers on her nipples and the suction was so strong, she felt like she could almost come. “Yeah, that’s probably just about right. One more little thing. She watched as he applied a tiny bit of lube to the inside of another sucker and attached it to her clit.

      Holy shit. Her clit throbbed and it almost felt like it was going to pop out the other end of the thing. Then he squeezed it again and it took her breath away.

      He leaned down and licked her pussy. It felt like his mouth and tongue were everywhere. He tongue fucked her, then licked and tickled the area around her clit that wasn’t covered by the sucker. Apparently, her entire clit didn’t get swallowed up by that thing.

      She now had a new love-hate. Snake-bite kits. Who knew?

      He wiggled the plug in her ass while he continued to lap at her pussy. Damn, it was starting to really feel good. Then he stopped.

      He tapped her leg. “Up and over my lap. I want to paddle that ass while it’s got a plug in it. I want to see just how horny it gets you.”

      Yeah, he had her number, and then some.

      He laid five strokes on each cheek and she could hardly stay still by the time he was done. It was the same paddle as he’d used before, but there was something about being over his knee when he spanked her that made her so much hornier. It didn’t matter if it was a bare hand, wooden spoon, paddle, or crop, on her ass, he was guaranteed to have her soaking wet in no time.

      He slid a finger into her pussy and chuckled. “Yeah, right about where I expected. He squeezed the sucker attached to her clit one more time and it released. He leaned over sideways for moment, then whistled. “I’d love to suck on that, but you’ll be too sensitive right now. On your belly, baby. Legs spread.

      He climbed between her legs before settling his big body over hers. He slid is cock into her pussy, then reached around so his fingers were either side of her clit. He pumped his hips, bumping against the plug and her clit lit up.

      “Brody, I’m going to come right now, I can’t hold off.”

      “Go ahead, scream for me, baby.”

      ***

      For the second time since breakfast, Brody slid his spent cock from Jane’s pussy, careful to keep the condom secure. He’d seen first hand how hard pregnancy has been on Biddy, and there was no way he wanted to be any part of a similar fate for Jane.

      She was nowhere near ready for motherhood. He sure as fuck wasn’t ready for fatherhood, either, and he would do everything in his power to make sure neither of them ended up parents to an unplanned child. But if something did go wrong, there was no way he’d leave her in the fucking lurch. Not like that asshole who left poor Biddy high and fucking dry.

      He disposed of the condom and looked over at his sleeping woman. How did he get so lucky?

      His stomach growled and he checked the clock. They’d been screwing around for the better part of five hours. Time was moving too fast.

      He left Jane to sleep while he went to organised a very late lunch. Or was it a very early supper? He double checked that everything was set for their Christmas lunch the next day.

      He’d wanted to do a full-on traditional dinner for her. Turkey and all the fixings, but they had a gruelling tour schedule ahead and the bus was leaving early in the morning on Boxing day, so they had to return by evening on Christmas Day. Besides, every minute he spent cooking was a minute he couldn’t have his cock inside her.

      He gathered everything he needed to make an omelette. Fast and easy. If he were a real gentleman, he’d let Jane sleep until she was ready to wake up. But they didn’t get much privacy, and he wanted to take advantage.

      When the omelettes were done, he took the plates to the bedroom and set them on the bedside table. Breakfast for supper in bed. Unlikely to be the sort of thing that would make it onto Jane’s top ten most romantic dates, but it was perfect for the moment.

      He climbed into bed and nuzzled her neck. “Time to eat, baby. We need to keep your strength up.”

      Her eyes fluttered open and she gave him that smile so few people received. “Hey, you’ve been busy. I should take a turn cooking. It’s not fair you’ve been doing it all.”

      “Sweetie, you know as well as I do, it’s best you stay away from the stove.”

      “True. But I feel guilty that you’re doing it all.”

      “Hey, while I did this, you got some much needed sleep. And as far as I’m concerned, that was more important.”

      She smiled again, and his heart swelled. Somehow, he didn’t think she’d smile like that at just any old schmuck who got assigned as her protection. No, he was almost certain he was something more to her than an itch that needed scratching. Still, there was always that nagging little doubt.

      She sat up and he handed her a plate, then settled in to eat. It was a comfortable silence as they wolfed down their food, and he liked it.

      There was so much about being with Jane that he liked. Except the stalker bit. That he could do without. Yeah, that fucker might be the reason he’s naked in bed eating omelettes with Jane, but he did have a flicker of hope that if they’d met under more pleasant circumstances, the result would be the same.

      Jane got up from bed and took his empty plate. “You stay there and take a break while I do the dishes.”

      He looked that the determination in her face and didn’t bother to argue. “Alright, but make it fast, I feel my battery recharging.” He flipped the blanket down to reveal his rapidly inflating cock.

      “These can wait.” She set the dishes on the dresser and returned to the bed. “I think I’m still a little hungry, and that looks awfully tasty.”

      And, there was no way in hell he was turning down more head.
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      Jane resisted the urge to peek as Brody led her through the house. He’d made her promise to keep her eyes closed until he gave her permission to open them, and she might be a lot of awful things, but a promise-breaker wasn’t one of them.

      “Okay, you can look.”

      Jane’s heart melted. In the middle of the living room, Brody had set up a picnic. Complete with a plaid blanket and picnic basket. “Did you supply ants as well?”

      “Nope, that was would have been the discount picnic. I went for the deluxe, ant-free picnic. Come and sit down.”

      He’d obviously been very busy while she’d slept late. The basket was full of everything she could possibly want for a Christmas picnic. Thick turkey sandwiches with cranberry sauce, mince tarts, short bread cookies, and fruit cake— how the hell did he know about her love of fruit cake?

      They talked and laughed as they enjoyed their feast. When they’d eaten their fill, Jane leaned over and brushed a soft kiss on Brody’s lips.

      “This was absolutely beautiful. And so very romantic.”

      “Does it make your list?”

      She blushed hard. “Yes. Actually, you filled all ten spots during this trip.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty much the last thing I expected you to say.”

      “There are things you expect me to say?”

      He grinned. “Yeah. I was going to wait, but now seems like the right time because I have something I expect—want—you to say.”

      He reached into the picnic basket and pulled out a small box. The first thing to run through her head was, thank fuck it’s not a ring. That didn’t mean she never wanted a ring, hell, she’d been second guessing her place in his life from the beginning, but a ring now would have too soon for it to have any meaning she could truly take at face value.

      She took the box and opened the hinged lid. Inside was an elegant chain necklace.

      Brody ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m making a mess of this. Look, I know it’s too early for either of us to know how we feel deep in our hearts. But I want to give whatever it is we have an honest chance. I’d like to start with you to wearing my collar and see where that goes.”

      Talk about saying the unexpected. “Brody, wearing your collar means being your sub. It’s one thing for us to fool around with kink, Dominance and submission like we do, but accepting this is more than saying yes to going steady. It’s a power exchange and I don’t think either of us are ready for anything that serious.”

      “You’re right, and as much as I wanted you to say yes right away, I needed you to be cautious and show me you know and understand what it means.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “Baby, I bought that chain because it will look so sexy around your pretty neck. If it ever starts to feel like it’s my collar, then you come and tell me yes and we negotiate. But not before.”

      “Thank you.”

      He drew the chain from the box and fastened it around her neck. It might not feel like a collar just yet, but it felt like a hell of a lot more than just a pretty chain around her neck.

      Brody glanced out the window, then checked his watch. “Baby, I’m sorry, but it’s getting late and we need to get moving. We still have a good two hour drive ahead of us.”

      They cleared away the mess together and gathered their belongings. When they were ready to leave, Brody pulled out his phone and took a selfie so they could have a keepsake of their little cabin getaway.

      “I guess it’s back to the real world,” Brody said as he opened the front door. Jane’s stomach lurched, and it was all she could do to hold her lunch down when she saw the framed photo of the two of them asleep, naked on the bed right here in the cabin.

      
        THE END

      

      Jane and Brody’s story starts in Tainted Shadow (Tainted Pearl, Book 1) but the series begins with Tainted Pearl, Prequel. Sign up for my newsletter to receive a heads up when the next Tainted Pearl story, Tainted Secret, comes out.
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        Jinx Yoshida, manager of NYC’s sexiest nightclub, is always in control. That is, until someone tries to take down her club, and destroy everything she’s built.

        

        When Wyatt Calvert, ex Navy SEAL with a bum knee and mischievous grin, is called in to investigate the security breach at Glow, the job puts his skills to the test, and puts him at odds with Jinx.

        

        If they’re going to save the club, they’ll have to trust each other.

        Jinx isn’t interested in a man she can’t dominate, unless she can tame him under her ropes.

        

        Turns out, Wyatt likes ropes.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Jinx Yoshida, manager of Glow, New York City’s sexiest nightclub, leaned back in her tufted leather chair and put both six inch stiletto heels up on the edge of her desk like she owned the place. She didn’t. Her boss, Jack Calvert did, but that didn’t stop Jinx from protecting this fine establishment, and its people, like a goddamn guard lion. At the moment, the lion was on standby, ready to be unleashed if the next few moments didn’t go well. Jinx examined a cuticle with an air of practiced boredom, folded her hands together and raked her gaze ruthlessly over the ten o’clock appointment that was loitering in her office doorway.

      His back was to her. Had been, for going on two full minutes now. That was the first sign that this interview was probably not going to go well for him. Who shows up for a job interview and keeps their potential new boss waiting while they flirt with the office assistant? This guy apparently, which was strike number one against him on Jinx’s mental “what I look for in an employee” scorecard.

      It was a shame that Kristie, the assistant in question, wasn’t going to be conducting his interview. What with the flush in her cheeks, and the way she kept tossing those blonde extensions over her shoulder, it was clear the flirting was more than welcome. Jinx rolled her eyes. If she let this little scene play out much longer Kristie was going to lick all that cotton candy gloss right off her lips and she’d have to send this guy walking. That wasn’t ideal, since this was an emergency hire situation and he was imminently qualified for the job.

      They’d lost the club’s head of security the night before. He’d been fired, and discreetly escorted from the building halfway through a busy night. The rest of the security crew kept their shit together, kept doing their jobs even though nobody knew what exactly was going on. Not even Jinx knew.

      It was Jack’s call of course. As owner, he was totally within his rights to sack anyone, anytime. But he usually consulted Jinx first, trusted her to do her job, trusted the success and well-being of his club and its employees to her without question. This time he’d kept her out of the loop, and that bugged the shit out of her. She’d planned on cornering Jack this morning, get him to explain what the hell was going on, and why was he keeping her in the dark? But all her calls went to voicemail,  and when she’d arrived at her office in Glow’s management quarters, a folder was waiting on her desk with a Post-it note on it. Two words in Jack’s handwriting were all the explanation she was going to get for now. “Hire him.”

      “If you don’t mind.” Jinx cleared her throat, and smiled when Kristie jolted, then flushed a deeper shade of pink. “Let’s get started shall we? Thank you Kristie.”

      Kristie squeaked and nodded, then shuffled off down the hallway, bleached blonde tail tucked between her legs no doubt. The figure in the doorway turned abruptly, flashed a smile, tilted his head towards Jinx and did some sort of squinty eyed/eyebrow wiggle thingy that was one part James Dean and two parts ridiculous.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, sauntering towards her. “I saw the Hello Kitty coffee mug on Kristie’s desk and was asking where she got it.”

      “Big Sanrio fan are you?” Jinx asked.

      “Aw no.” He laughed, a low kind of velvety rumble that had the hairs on Jinx’s arm bristling. “Nah, I’ve got a buddy with a daughter that’s really into all that. Thought I’d send her something.”

      Jinx narrowed her eyes. Did he think he was charming? Was he trying to charm her? Was the squinty eyed smile and “aw shucks I just love kids” a shtick to get her blushing like Kristie? She didn’t respond, just picked up his folder from her desk and flipped it open.

      “Yeah that,” he said, stepping from the doorway into the room. “I know it’s just a formality, but hey you do what you’ve got to do. Whatever you want to know. I’m all yours.”

      “Thank you,” Jinx said, lifting her gaze to his, a sneer twitching at the corner of her lips. So he thought this was a done deal did he? The fact that it was, only irked her further. This “interview” was just Jack’s way of soothing her pride, of pretending like she actually had some say in who she was bringing into her house. Jack’s house, she reminded herself. He’d made that clear with his actions last night. Jack was changing the guard. He wanted this guy in charge of the Club’s security and he hadn’t seen fit to tell her why. God that bugged her, and dammit she knew she was being a bit of a brat about it but she couldn’t help it. This interview was a charade, and both she and the guy in the doorway knew it.

      “Mr. Wyatt Smith,” she said, trying to shake off her irritation. “Your resume is impressive.”

      It was too. All the right boxes were ticked, all his references checked out. Former Navy Seal, lots of security experience. Overqualified really as most nightclubs don’t have a practical need for special ops. On paper, he was perfect. In person, she was not so sure. The minute his shadow had fallen across the floor of her office her senses had tingled, and all internal alarms had gone off at once. Then, when he’d laughed, the guard lion had lifted its head. It was awake now, crouching at the base of her spine growling “something’s not right here.”

      Or, maybe the tingling was just hurt pride.

      Wyatt Smith laughed again, thrust his hands in his pockets and crossed her office in two long strides. Jinx watched with fascination as he took his time unfolding legs and arms into a comfortable arrangement. There was a term for it, the phenomenon she was observing right now. One of those hashtags her sister was so chronically fond of. When six-foot-something-ridiculous of hulking muscled man meat struts into your office, and claims the chair across from you like it’s the fucking Iron Throne - there’s gotta be a hashtag for that kind of bravado right?

      “Ms. Yoshida.” He grinned and thrust out his hand. “Hi there. Again, sorry about the Hello Kitty delay.”

      Jinx ignored the hand and narrowed her eyes. Standing, she picked up his folder and ran a finger down the first sheet inside.

      “Mr. Smith–”

      “Wyatt,” he said, grinning. “Or Wy even. That’s fine.”

      “Mr. Smith,” she repeated blandly.

      He shrugged, dislodging a lock of blonde hair so that it dangled low over one eyebrow. Brushing it away he did that squinty thing again, those sparkling baby blues projecting a mixture of humor, sincerity, and just a hint of awkwardness.

      Jinx smirked and squinted back. This guy was good, but he was not fooling her.

      She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. But there was something about him that had bugged her the minute he’d walked in. It wasn’t just the cockiness in his stride or the informality of his manner, there was something else. He seemed, familiar somehow, which was odd, because she never forgot a face. And yet…even his laugh… No, she still couldn’t place it. Her best move was to keep him talking. That way she could observe. Size him up.

      Perching on the edge of her desk Jinx arched one artfully groomed ebony eyebrow and tilted her head. She’d get the answers she wanted, one way or another. And if necessary, the lion would use its claws.
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      Dark brown eyes. So dark they were almost black. And big. Biggest he’d ever seen really. Prettiest too. Long lashes, some kind of fancy eye makeup that enhanced the almond shape nature had given her, and kind of made her look like a cat. She sighed and narrowed her eyes. Staring. Expectant.

      It was there, in her gaze, the first hints of recognition. She’d figure it out within the next ten minutes he guessed. Which was fine, and in the long run would make things much easier. But she was going to be all kinds of spitting mad first, which again, was fine, as long as it didn’t last too long, or get too violent. As he recalled, Jinx had a mean right hook and a fondness for rope.

      He’d told Jack this was a bad idea, that they could trust Jinx with the truth. Wyatt had checked her out thoroughly. She was clean, and definitely not a part of the massive security breach they’d discovered a few months ago. But, typical Jack, he wanted to do things his way, insisting that keeping Wyatt’s real purpose at the club a secret, was the best plan. Anything more he said, was ‘too dangerous for her”. Wyatt disagreed, strenuously. That was why even though he had strict orders from Jack to maintain his cover, he’d decided to blow it the minute he saw her face.

      “Mr. Smith?” She prompted, and he realized he’d been lost in silent tactical analysis a little too long.

      “Yeah. Mr. Smith. That’s fine too,” he said. “To be honest I don’t care much for either Wyatt or Wy.”

      Leaning back in the chair, Wyatt stretched his legs wide and hooked both thumbs in the top pockets of his denims.

      He was going for approachability. Show the subject some body language that says you’re comfortable, and they’ll start to feel the same. Except he wasn’t comfortable, because this freaking stupid retro-revival torture device some snotty designer had dubbed a “chair” felt like it had been punched out of one solid block of steel. Looked like it too. Ow. And now his knee was aching.

      “It’s a family name,” he continued. “It was special to my Mom. But there’s not a lot of Wyatt’s in Connecticut, so I got teased. Guess that’s why I never warmed to it.”

      “Hashtag manspreading,” Jinx said, her gaze largely unfocused but vaguely centered on the area of his crotch.

      “I’m sorry what?” Wyatt straightened in the chair.

      “What you’re doing Mr. Smith.” Jinx gestured to his legs. “That’s called manspreading. Laying claim to more than your fair share of available space because you are a man and you feel entitled.”

      “Sorry.” Wyatt drew his legs together and shifted forward. “I thought it was called sitting.”

      Shit. She did not like him.

      Regroup. Try again.

      “Well what about you? You don’t like your given name either? Right?”

      She stared at him, eyes narrowing scarily.

      “I mean, I assume your parents didn’t name you Jinx. Kind of heavy emotional burden to lay on an infant.” He laughed.

      Nothing. Still, she stared.

      Dammit. He was gonna have to ramp up the ole charm if he was going to have any hope of soothing the blow when she realized the epic dupe that was currently in progress. That meant going old school, dimples and, as his Mom used to say, “all the fine manners befitting of a gentleman”. Mostly dimples.

      “M’am I think we got off on the wrong foot here, I promise I’m not trying to spread any man–”

      “M’am?” He winced when she clapped the folder shut and slapped it on the desk. “M’am? Really? How old do you think I am?”

      “I dunno,” Wyatt scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I uh…” Stall for time buddy, he thought. No way you can answer that question correctly. Shit…what–

      “Nevermind. That doesn’t matter.”

      Her tone had him snapping his head up. It was bitter, with an edge of triumph. Something had just changed. If the climate in the room had been cool when he’d walked in, it was positively arctic now. That meant…

      She knew.

      He heard the deadbolt snick home before his hand had even reached the knob. There must be a remote switch or a button under that desk somewhere. If his stupid knee hadn’t been acting up Wyatt would’ve been out that door and blown the building before she could lock him in. Fucking crappy designer chair!

      “Sit. Back. Down.” The command was punctuated by a staccato crackle that had his memory flashing back to the last time he’d been hit by a taser. Two months ago, in this same office. How had he forgotten the taser?

      “That was you.” Wyatt said, raising his arms slowly and turning back to the chair. He’d meant it as acknowledgement, the first step towards getting everyone’s cards out on the table.

      “Absolutely,” she said, her tone so emphatic that he knew she’d taken him the wrong way. He was going to have to spar for a bit, see if he couldn’t back her down off of spitting mad to low simmer.

      Jinx came out from behind the desk, and stood just a few feet from him. She was slender, but curvy and taller than he’d realized. Feet planted shoulder width apart, long dark hair falling around her like a cape, she had both hands on the taser, and was wielding the thing like it was a lightsaber and she was Queen of the known universe…damn that was sexy.

      “I’d say we definitely need to just start this whole thing over.” Wyatt grinned, added a little wink, and waggled his eyebrows. Good ole charm. Tentatively, he held out his hand again. “Nice to meet you. Wyatt Sm-”

      Jinx tased him. She was not amused.

      At least this is more comfortable than that chair, Wyatt thought as he jerked to the floor, watching Jinx’s heels approach across the marble tiles. Click. Click. Click. A sexy death knell. When he stopped spasming, she poked him with the front of her shoe. Peekaboo pumps. Red glitter polish. Even her toes were hot.

      “What now?” he asked, looking up as she prodded him over with her foot. “Gonna call the cops?”

      “Ha! No, no cops. You’re not getting off that easy.”

      That was good. Jack did not want the cops involved at this point, not before they really knew what was going on. The cops would just fuck it all up.

      “Then…what?” he asked.

      “Shut up, or I’ll gag you.” Jinx snapped.

      “Yes Ma’am–”

      Jinx sneered.

      “Miss?”

      The sneer grew wider, got a little toothy. Okay Miss wasn’t gonna fly either.

      “Mistress?” he offered on a hunch.

      Jinx held up the taser and tapped the trigger just long enough to make her point. Bzzzzzzzzzt.

      Wyatt shuddered. “Right, shutting up.” His head plunked against the floor.

      Jinx walked back to the desk, picked up a cell phone and dialed.

      “It’s me. You’re needed here. Immediately.”

      There was a pause, and Wyatt wondered who “you” was. Maybe he’d been wrong about her, had missed something in his background check. Maybe she was a part of the security breach after all and some big bad men were about to show up and cut him into chunks. How long did he have till “immediately”?  If push came to shove, would his knee hold out? He sniffed, tasings always made his nose a little runny, and his thoughts a little, frenetic. Jack was going to be annoyed. Worst job interview ever.

      Click. Click. Click. She was back. Lightsaber at the ready.

      “Get in the chair. I’m going to tie you up.”

      “Ah, like last time. You’re sentimental. You missed me.” Wyatt looked up at her and grinned. Goddamn if those eyebrows didn’t waggle a bit again too. Fuckers had a mind of their own.

      Jinx tased him. Again.

      She seemed to like that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Wyatt smirked down at Jinx as she tightened the final knot across his torso, binding him to that blasted chair. “If you’ve got things to do, don’t let me keep you,” he said. “I can just, ya know, hang out here.”

      “You’d like me to leave I’m sure. So you can take that opportunity to escape as you did before.” Jinx glided back to her desk and perched on the edge, her taser still trained on his chest. “No, I won’t be letting you out of my sight this time Cowboy.”

      “Ew. Cowboy?” he said, rolling his eyes. “Because my name’s Wyatt? Wow that’s super original and I’ve never heard that before.”

      She didn’t respond, just crossed her feet at the ankles and leveled those beautiful black eyes on him. Whoa. That skin; creamy, pale, flawless. She really was exquisite. Legs for miles. Full pouty mouth, glossy with some kind of red stuff. He’d love to muss it up. Rub his thumb over those lips and smear it across her cheek.

      Jinx’s brow furrowed and he realized he was staring. Shit. What were they talking about again? Right. Cowboy. She still hadn’t responded. Never mind, he knew the answer.

      “Wyatt Earp wasn’t a cowboy you know,” he said. “He was a lawman. He arrested cowboys. Well the bad ones anyway.”

      “The magnitude to which I truly do not care, is astounding.”

      “Fair enough.” Wyatt nodded and then dipped his head so she wouldn’t see him wince.

      Thank god he was alone on this job, he could just imagine how his guys would’ve described this scene if they were here to rib him. “SWO Calvert’s attempts to build a rapport with the subject were met with ridicule and utter humiliation.” He had to change tactics. Whatever he said, she definitely hated his guts, but when he stuck with the flirting and teasing, she seemed to hate him…well, in a better way?

      “Hey is this the same kind of rope that you used last time?” he asked. “I didn’t get a good look, what with the pepper-spray and the mild concussion.” He flexed his biceps against the tension and strained forward a bit, testing the strength. “It feels the same. Slinky stuff. Sexy.”

      “Mmmm,” Jinx said, eyeing him with a frown. He bet it was all the wiggling he was doing. Either it made her deeply suspicious that he was trying to escape, or the “gun show” he was putting on was starting to get her hot and bothered. Probably the first. But, fingers crossed it was the latter.

      “It’s like a calling card or something then? A trademark?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Maybe a fetish even?” Wyatt grinned but stopped short of eyebrow waggling, that seemed to set her off to nuclear. “Yeah? You get off on tying men up?”

      “Wow, you’ve got me.” Her voice was low, almost monotone, but dripping with irritation. “Truly your powers of observation are formidable. The woman who just trussed you like this year’s Christmas Turkey has an affinity for bondage. That is shocking information. Quick call the tabloids.”

      “Damn.” Wyatt arched a brow and held her gaze, then squinted in challenge. “That was mean.”

      “And?” Jinx glared back at him and tilted her chin. Challenge accepted.

      There was something going on here. Something crackling in the air between them like she’d left that taser on, set to eleven. Whatever this was, it was interesting, and potentially useful. And just…fun.

      “Is sarcasm a fetish of yours too?”

      “Absolutely,” said Jinx. Rising from the desk, she crossed to him and drew the edge of the taser up the center of his chest. Slowly, navel to neck, over his blue button down shirt she trailed it; up, until the cold plastic caressed his cheek. “There’s nothing I enjoy more than a man with a smart mouth.”

      “Well honey, then I’m the man for–”

      “Shhhh.” Jinx grabbed his face and squished his mouth shut so hard he was making little fish lips. Kicking his feet together, she stood over him, straddled his lap, and hovered her lips at his ear.

      “You think this is a joke Cowboy? You think you can flirt with me and I’ll go all gooey and let my guard down? Well that’s not going to happen. Now, I have no idea who you work for or why you came back but I do know this; you’re the asshole who broke in here and stole from my employer. You made me look very bad. There is no way I’m letting you out of my sight and there is no talking your way to safety. So I suggest you sit tight, and and show a little respect, or I’ll smack the sass right out of that smart mouth.”

      “Oooooo,” Wyatt tried to speak, tried to throw that tough act right back at her, but it wasn’t working. Scrunched up lips made him sound like a duck gargling and not a bad-boy delivering a taunt. Damn, so much for winning her over with seduction.

      Jinx straightened, and examined him, the expression on her face something between distaste and amusement.

      “Ur tho thesxy when ur pithed off,” he said, little droplets of spit misting into the air as he spoke.

      Jinx’s lips twitched and that’s when he knew he had her. She was mad, for sure, but she kind of liked him too, she couldn’t help it. And that pissed her off more than anything else.

      “When did choo know it was me?” he asked, his speech a little clearer now that she’d loosened her grip.

      Letting go of his face, she gave his cheek a slap and stepped away, back to the edge of the desk.

      “I knew it was you within the first twenty seconds of that farce of an interview.”

      “Really?” He was more dubious than impressed. Last time she’d seen him, he’d worn a mask, twenty seconds his ass–

      “Yes, really,” she said. “Same build, same bearing, same blue eyes. I got a better look at you than you realize. It was stupid of you to come back here.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Why did you?”

      “I have a job to do,” Wyatt said. “And I won’t rest until it’s finished.” Their eyes met, and some small piece of truce seemed to be negotiated. A respite based on a common ethic. Even if she still thought they were on opposite sides.

      “So it was mostly the baby blues I bet?” Wyatt winked, and Jinxed grimaced at him in response.

      “No cowboy,” she said. “Don’t flatter yourself. It was mostly the manspreading.”

      “Oh for the love of god I swear I’m not manspread–”

      “Yes you are.” A voice spoke from the doorway.

      Wyatt turned his head and then blinked. Hard.

      “Do you have that thing set to scramble?” he asked, turning back to Jinx and glancing at the taser she still held in her hand. “Because I’m seeing double over here.”

      The woman that stood in the doorway was a perfect copy of the woman at the desk. Face, build, eyes, all the same. The only difference was the way they were dressed, and maybe something with the hair, he couldn’t quite tell but that looked a bit different too.

      Of course Wyatt knew exactly who the new arrival was. Aiko was Jinx’s twin and Wyatt had been working with her for a few days now, at Jack’s request. She was some kind of computer expert, a hacker that Jack had tightening up security and investigating the breach. He could’ve owned up to knowing her right then, set the record straight and maybe been rid of the ropes. Or perhaps she’d just tase him more. Since he wasn’t sure which way the winds were blowing yet, he kept his mouth shut.

      “Aiko?” said Jinx. “What are you doing here?”

      “Yeaaaahhh….about that,” Aiko said, crossing the room and dropping a large patchwork shoulder bag onto Jinx’s desk. “You’ve got to promise not to be mad.”

      “I will not.”

      “Fine then.” Aiko plopped into Jinx’s chair and propped her feet up on the desk. “I’m not telling you.”

      “Aiko, I sincerely do not have time for your shit right now.”

      “How about mine?” said a posh British accent.

      Wyatt whipped his head around and breathed a silent sigh of relief. A tall distinguished man with dark hair that was greying softly at the temples polished a pair of glasses with a handkerchief, and then set them back on his nose. It was Malcolm, Jack’s assistant or butler or boy-friday or whatever. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that if Malcolm was here, that meant Jack was close behind. Thank God.

      “Do you have time for my shit?” Malcolm asked Jinx, his tone lilting with amusement.

      “Malcolm. I always have time for you.” Jinx set the taser down (finally) and embraced Malcolm warmly. Air kisses on both cheeks Wyatt noted. She liked him. He kind of felt like pouting.

      “Well.” Jack Calvert strode into the room, and crossed his arms over his chest. Italian shoes, one hundred thousand dollar watch adorning the wrist of one manicured hand; Jack Calvert was a mogul that came from old New York money, and always dressed the part.

      “What a clusterfuck,” Jack said. “A simple interview, that’s all that was required. How you managed to turn this into a hostage situation is beyond me.”

      “Sorry Boss.”

      “I’m sorry Jack.”

      Whoops. Both Wyatt and Jinx responded to his reprimand at the same time. Honest mistake really. Jack was her boss too.

      Jinx turned her head slowly and stared at Wyatt. Pretty painted mouth opening and closing in astonishment.
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      “What did you just say?” Jinx demanded, a sense of dread creeping up the base of her spine. “Why did you just call him boss? You can’t possibly imagine you’ll get the job now?”

      “Okay,” Wyatt replied. A shade of sarcasm in his tone told her she was missing something, a vital element to this scenario. She had the awful suspicion that she was going to feel incredibly foolish in just a few minutes. And that thought had her digging in. Doubling down.

      “No, no, no,” she said, crossing to stand in front of him, pointing her finger at that smug grin. “Don’t okay me. You’re not getting a job asshole. You’re the guy that broke in here and ripped us off. You’ve been caught. I caught you, and you’re the hostage here. That’s what he meant.”

      “Whatever you say.” Wyatt nodded.

      “I do say. Cuz, you’re the one that’s tied up.”

      “True.” Wyatt nodded again.

      She wished he’d stop doing that. God it was so fucking annoying. The nodding. The smiling. She backed up to the edge of the desk and threw her sister a pleading look. One that said, “A little help here? What the fuck is going on?”

      “I’m just gonna swipe right till she gets it you guys,” said Aiko, ignoring her and instead directing her response to the rest of the people in the room. “Holler when you need me.”

      “Jack?” Jinx said. “Explain, or I’m out. If this is some kind of joke at my expense I’m going to be seriously pissed.”

      “No, no. Nothing like that.” Jack popped off the doorway and sidled up next to her. “Wyatt? You’ve made your point. You were right. We’ll include Jinx. Now, can we move on? I have a lunch appointment.”

      “Awesome.” Wyatt grinned, and leaned back in the chair. Muscles straining for one brief second against the ropes, he bit his lip, did a little wiggle and twist and before Jinx could stifle a gasp, Wyatt was up, jumping free and throwing a tangle of black ropes to the floor in triumph.

      “He did it again!” Jinx said, mouth gaping. “I cannot believe you did it again.”

      “I did. I totally did.” Wyatt bobbed his head solemnly.

      “How?” Jinx picked up the end of a rope and examined it. “Cut! You cut it! Same as last time! Goddamnit….c’mere.” She rounded on him, grabbed him by the waist and kicked his feet apart, stooping to pat down each leg.

      “Hello!” Aiko said, putting her phone away and sitting at attention. “This just got interesting. You two need us to give you a little privacy or what?”

      “Shut up,” Jinx said. “I’m pissed at you.”

      “Easy,” Wyatt said, sucking air in through his teeth when Jinx probed angrily around one knee. “Got a bum knee.”

      “Yeah right,” Jinx scoffed and continued her search. “Like I’ll believe anything out of your mouth.

      “I understand,” he said, “But I’m not lying about the knee. So please, ease up.”

      Wyatt’s black jeans fit snugly she noted as she smoothed her hands up over his thighs. Firm muscled flesh twitched softly under her palms as she searched. Warm, hard…

      “Hey now,” he said, capturing her fingers as they glided over his chest. “I’m ticklish, and I promise I’m not carrying.”

      “No, you’re not,” she agreed. Nowhere to hide anything, you wear your shirts so tight, she thought. It was a very nice shirt. Tailored. Pressed. It smelled clean and crisp and the color was a deep blue…like his eyes. Jinx glanced down and took a step back, hoping the heat in her cheeks wasn’t visible to anyone.

      Jesus, wtf was that? Really?

      Damn, Aiko was staring at her. Nothing gets by a sister. Twin sisters? Even worse. Aiko had seen her blush when she was patting Wyatt down and had assumed that meant Jinx had the hots for him. That meant that in about one point two seconds Aiko was going to get positively impossible.

      “So Wyatt?” Aiko asked, throwing a mischievous grin at her sister. “That’s a nice shirt. What kind of material is that?”

      “Huh? Oh, I dunno,” Wyatt said. Stepping back, he ran a hand down the front of his shirt, considering. “Just cotton I think. Or a blend or something.”

      “Interesting,” Aiko said, coming around to sit on the edge of the desk. “Are you sure? Cuz…I dunno–”

      “Aiko.” Jinx sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You are so immature.”

      “From here it kind of…,” Aiko continued, tilting her head as if she were seriously assessing a new exotic fabric. “Well it looks like boyfriend material.”

      “Jesus Christ. Five minutes younger and it may as well be a decade.” Jinx took a deep breath and leveled her gaze on Wyatt. “So how did you cut out of my ropes when you don’t have a knife on you? That’s impossible.”

      “Ah,” Wyatt said, holding up a finger. “I’d love to tell you but then I’d have to–”

      “Wyatt,” Jack said, cutting him off. “I’m begging you.”

      “Right. Sorry. Your lunch appointment. Okay so, here’s the thing–”

      “If I might interrupt?” Malcolm said, and Jinx realized she’d forgotten he was there. She’d forgotten Jack was there for that matter. The last few moments her worldview had been narrowed down to only two important points; she was irritated with her sister and even more irritated with this man. Wyatt Smith. The impossible cowboy with the too tight shirt and the too blue eyes and the ability to cut ropes with the power of his mind apparently.

      “You’re lunch appointment has cancelled for today Sir,” Malcolm continued. “Since you’re suddenly free might I suggest I secure a private room for the five of us at Thai Sun?”

      “I love that idea Malcolm,” Wyatt said before Jack could reply. “Some spicy Pad Thai would hit the spot. Bondage always works up my appetite.”

      “Oh for crissakes…fine.” Jack turned to the door and waved after them. “C’mon then, the lot of you. “My blood sugar is very low right now,” he said with a labored sigh. “So I either need to eat something, or I can fire you all. Jinx, if you want an explanation you’ll have to wait until I’ve gotten some curry in me.”

      “So it’s true then?” Jinx said. Confusion had given way to hurt, and a growing sense of betrayal. “Mr. Smith already works for you?”

      “Calvert,” Wyatt said, stepping towards her and offering the same hand he’d tried to earlier.

      Jinx stared at him, arms lifeless at her side.

      “Not Smith.” Wyatt reached down, slid his hand gently into hers and shook lightly. “Calvert. Wyatt Calvert, Jack and I are cousins.”
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      Jinx poked at her basil chicken and rice and stole another glance at the tall, blonde, muscular guy across the table. Wyatt cheerfully wound a healthy tangle of Pad Thai noodles around his fork, stuffed the mess into his mouth, caught Jinx’s eye mid-chew, and grinned.

      “So.” Wyatt chewed, slurped, swallowed. “We’re gonna be friends. That’s awesome.”

      “How do you figure cowboy?” Jinx sneered. “I heard Jack say we’ll be working together, I didn’t hear him say anything about friends.”

      “Aw c’mon.”

      “Nuh-uh. Don’t c’mon me. Two months ago you broke into my nightclub,” Jinx said, her eyes flitting to Jack on the use of “my”. She might feel like the club was her baby, but it wasn’t, it belonged to Jack. The fact that he was obviously keeping something important from her, only drove that home.

      “I didn’t break in,” Wyatt said. “I walked in, and turned off the alarm. I was able to do that because I had a keycard and the alarm codes. Jack gave them to me. I was there at his request.”

      “Well I didn’t know that. You were dressed like a burglar for chrissakes, and you sure acted like one when I caught you.”

      “I wasn’t expecting to be caught. It was off hours for the club and you were supposed to be on vacation anyway.”

      “She doesn’t take vacations,” Aiko interrupted. “Ever. You know what she did those whole two weeks? Watched Netflix and played video games, and snuck into the office to do ‘paperwork’ whenever she thought no one was there.”

      “Remind me to give you a raise,” said Jack, smiling. “And to witness you getting on the plane next time.”

      “You didn’t give her a raise after she foiled a burglar?” Wyatt said, gaping at Jack. “After she put her life on the line for your money man?”

      “No,” said Jinx her gaze flitting from Wyatt to Jack with interest. “He didn’t actually. Probably because he knew I wasn’t in any real danger.”

      “That’s right.” Jack nodded and reached for his water.

      “Jesus Jack! I didn’t know that! I thought you were being robbed. I thought the only thing between that, that…” she pointed at Wyatt, “villain, and the welfare of the club, was me. I put myself on the line for you.”

      “She did,” Wyatt agreed.

      “I pepper sprayed him.”

      “And tased me.”

      “And tased him.”

      “And hit me.”

      “And hit him,” Jinx said, stealing a glance at Wyatt while Jack sipped, staring back at the pair of them impassively.

      “And tied me up.”

      “And tied him up.”

      “And she liked it.”

      “And I–” Jinx stopped short, turned to Wyatt and glared. “I liked it? From the size of the tent you pitched in your jeans I’d say it wasn’t me that liked it–”

      “Don’t say it.”

      Jinx narrowed her eyes. “Cowboy.”

      “Oh damn, that nickname’s gonna stick isn’t it?”

      “Looks like it,” Aiko interjected.

      “Oh well, what can I say. Violent women turn me on.”

      “Violent women–” Jinx began.

      “Goodness,” said a voice behind her. “The atmosphere in here is leaden with ginger spice and sexual tension. Quick, someone open a window.”

      “Bryce!” Wyatt’s face lit up when he spotted the man, and when Jinx turned to get a look at him, she recognized him right away. Bryce Harrington, bestselling fiction author, looked just like his head shots. Lumbersexual, that was the word her sister had used to describe him. And Jinx had to admit he did kind of look like that, a lumberjack in a suit, rocking a man-bun and a face full of carefully cultivated scruff.

      “What a beard.” Aiko leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Thick and glossy, and artfully groomed, like a prize winning dog, or a bonsai tree.”

      Jinx stifled a laugh and observed the men, watching the three of them chat and clap each other on the backs. A band of bros.

      “What a delicious trio,” Aiko whispered again. “Which flavor is your favorite?”

      “Oh stop,” Jinx hissed back. “Have some professionalism.”

      “C’mon. Pick one.”

      Jinx twisted her mouth to hide her smile and then filled it with a forkful of basil chicken. She stole another glance as the men talked, deep in conversation now. Serious. Manly. Each of them in their own way. Jack, with his fancy suit and four-hundred dollar haircut was definitely hot, but too stuffy for her. Bryce, that sun-kissed bronze mane was impressive when he let it out of the bun, but long haired guys had never really turned her on, even one that had a way with words.

      Her gaze shifted to Wyatt. Blue eyes, great build, straight nose and bold jawline, now those were things she’d always liked. But he was kind of goofy. That, combined with the blonde hair, it was like he was a giant toddler.

      “Choose,” Aiko insisted.

      “Why?” Jinx turned to her. “Are you planning on seducing one of them?”

      “Nope.” Aiko popped a dumpling in her mouth. “Just curious. If you had to choose one, which would it be? Your taste in men is so hard to pin down.”

      “No it’s not, I like–” What did she like? Huh. She wasn’t quite sure. Her love life had been rather dry of late. Boring. That’s how she’d describe the kind of guy she’d been dating. Nice. Sweet even. Dependable, polite, and dead fucking boring.

      “What?” asked Aiko. “What do you like?”

      “You know…I have no idea.”

      “Well it’s time to find out.” Wyatt’s voice boomed across the table.

      “W-what?” Jinx stammered.

      “What this is all about. Why we’re here. Ya know, the cloak and dagger etcetera. The Fantasia Group!” Wyatt waggled his eyebrows and did some swoopy magician-ish movements with his hands.

      Jeez, for a minute she’d thought he’d overheard her conversation with Aiko, but no, he was just being…a toddler.

      “We are not going with that,” said Jack. “We are not calling our, whatever,” he circled one finger in the air, indicating the room, “whatever this group is, it’s not going to be called The Fantasia Group.”

      “Why not?” Wyatt pouted.

      “Because it sounds like a Disney film?” Bryce offered.

      “Sounds like? Is. There literally is a Disney film titled Fantasia,” said Aiko.

      “Yeah but they didn’t invent that word,” Wyatt argued. “It was a word before that, with it’s own definition and everything.”

      “It is indeed,” Malcolm said, speaking up for the first time since they’d arrived at the restaurant. “The term generally refers to music, specifically an irregular or fanciful composition,” Malcolm continued. “Something improvisatory in nature. Which I must say, is a rather good description of the new division and how it will work.”

      “What new division?” Jinx asked.

      “I’ve created an off-shoot of Calvert Consulting,” Jack explained, referring to the New York firm he’d built from the ground up into one of the most successful and influential in the city.

      It was partly due to Calvert Consulting’s success that Glow had been a hotspot since it first opened its doors. Everyone in the city knew that if Jack Calvert had a hand in something it was golden. As a consequence, Glow wasn’t just a place to have a good time and dance; business deals, careers, relationships and more were both created and destroyed in Glow’s VIP booths.

      “I saw a hole in what we do,” Jack continued. “A need for something a little…special. So I decided to handpick a group to satisfy that need. We’ve been operating informally for some time now, with just a few people, including Wyatt, Malcolm, and myself handling whatever issues might come up.”

      “Like what?” Jinx asked again as the men at the table exchanged looks. Silent communications - of what, she had no idea - but whatever it was, she was tired of it.

      “When a client has a project or a situation that can’t or shouldn’t be handled under our official banner, I assign it to our group,” said Jack. “Anything that requires complete discretion, extraordinary measures, and immediate action we handle it directly, ourselves, and we do it off the books. Whenever necessary I hire independent contractors to take care of specific aspects of the assignment. They sign strict confidentiality agreements and are told only what they need to know to get their part of the job done.”

      “Sounds like you’re talking about scandal management,” Jinx said.

      “Often, yes.” Jack nodded. “But we’ve branched out into other areas.”

      “Such as?”

      “Helping clients to avoid the scandal to begin with.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Jack waved a hand in the air. “That’s not relevant to what we’re dealing with now.”

      “Actually,” Wyatt interrupted. “We don’t know that yet, it may very well be.”

      “Alright that’s it,” Jinx said. “Enough dicking around. Lay it out Jack, all of it. If I’m going to be involved, which it sounds like I am, then just spit it out. I’m a fucking grown-up, I can handle myself, I can keep a secret and I can damn well go find a job somewhere else if you don’t start explaining in three…two…one–”

      “Somebody hacked Calvert Consulting’s network,” Aiko said in a rush. “Months ago, and they’re still doing it. They think we have no idea, obviously, but we do, and we’ve been watching them, well on the network I mean, tracking the breaches, trying to figure out what’s going on.”

      “And who’s behind it,” added Jack.

      “Okay,” said Jinx, flashing her sister a look. “I’m not sure if I should be angry that you’ve obviously been keeping a major secret from me? Or happy that somebody finally busted out with some truth?”

      “Probably both,” said Aiko with a shrug.

      “Probably.” Jinx pointed at Bryce. “More truth please. What’s all this got to do with him?”

      “I’ve been working for him too,” Wyatt explained. “After I left the SEALS–”

      Jinx interrupted. “Oh so you are really a SEAL then? That’s not another lie?”

      “Former,” said Wyatt. “Yeah, look.” He held up his hand. “Got the commemorative ring and everything.”

      “Happy Meal prize?” Jinx said. “Did you get a decoder ring too?”

      “Ha ha.”

      “Wyatt worked for me as private security when he left the SEALs,” Bryce said. “And thank god he did. He was the only one I could turn to when Daisy went missing.”

      “Daisy?” Jinx asked. “We had a Daisy that worked at the club. Why do I get the feeling–”

      “That’s her. My step-sister,” Bryce confirmed. “She’s…troubled. Drugs, and several other issues.”

      “I suspected she had substance problems, but I didn’t know she was missing. I’m sorry. She stopped showing up for her shift. I assumed she’d moved on, found something more suited to her.”

      “You’re being diplomatic,” Bryce said. “That’s kind of you. Daisy is a nightmare, I know it. She and I are not close, never have been. Still, she’s family and it’s not like her to go off the grid this long.”

      “Yeah, usually she manages to pop up every two weeks at least, to hit you up for cash,” Wyatt grumbled.

      “Wyatt,” Jack said, sighing.

      “No it’s fine,” Bryce interrupted. “He’s absolutely right. I’m afraid I haven’t always handled things with Daisy as well as I could’ve. I’m sure some of the blame for her…life choices…probably lies with me. I appreciate you giving her a chance Jack. I’m sorry she blew it, and I hope to hell that Wyatt’s wrong, that Daisy didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” Jack shook his head. “And I really don’t think Daisy’s involved.”

      “I do,” Wyatt said solemnly. “Besides, we have her on tape.”

      “What we have on tape could be misleading. The timing could just be a coincidence,” Jack argued.

      “I don’t believe in coincidences.” Wyatt shook his head. “No, she’s involved somehow and I’m going to find out who was helping her. Who, what, when, why–”

      “And how,” said Jinx. “Yeah that’s what I really want to know. How the fuck did she manage it?”

      Jinx felt her breathing quicken, heard the pitch of her voice get a little higher, a little too loud. She was angry dammit. Who did this Daisy chick think she was? It was cute that Bryce had thanked Jack for giving her a chance, because he really hadn’t done much had he? It was Jinx who’d interviewed her, and then gave her the job at Jack’s request even though she wasn’t exactly qualified, even for a junior cocktail waitress position. Glow paid well, and trained, and even had a work/study program, for staff who wanted to go back to school. Giving Daisy a job had meant not giving one to someone else. Someone who, in light of today’s revelations, probably would’ve been way more deserving.

      “Jack may own Glow,” Jinx continued, “but it’s my responsibility.”

      “It’s your passion,” Jack interjected. “And I’m grateful for it. It wouldn’t be the success it is, without your leadership.”

      She shot him a thin smile. It was the first he’d said as much all day, and it was nice to hear, even if she was still annoyed at him for keeping all of this from her to begin with.

      Wait…Wyatt had said “Who.” Realization suddenly dawned. Who was helping her?”

      “You thought it was me!” Jinx said, wide eyed, a new flash of anger crackling up her spine. “You thought I was the breach, that’s why all the subterfuge and the break in and the interview today…and all of it. Oh my god.”

      “Ding ding ding!” said Aiko with a grin.  “And the prize goes to–”

      “You knew about this!” Jinx reeled on her sister. “You knew and didn’t tell them I was innocent, or tell me that they suspected–”

      “Oh stop. Of course no one thought it was you. ” Aiko reached for her water glass, found it empty, and then strained across the table to snag Jack’s and drain it.

      “Hey,” Jack complained. Aiko just shrugged at him and crunched ice.

      “No one ever thought it was you, Jinx.” Wyatt’s voice was quiet, apologetic.

      “Then, someone close to me,” Jinx said, speaking aloud the sickening understanding that had just dawned on her. “Somebody at the club other than Daisy. Someone with access. Which could only be someone I trust. Someone who’s deceiving me.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re right,” Jinx said, trying to keep tremor out of her voice. “Fuck. You’re right. But Jack, the staff at Glow…you know…we’re a tribe, a family.”

      A silence fell over the table, forks were set down, solemnity set in.

      “Somebody’s not,” said Aiko. “Somebody is a traitor with a capital T.

      “Holy actual fuck,” Jinx said. “I cannot for the life of me think of who it could be. Jesus!” She slammed her hand down on the table in frustration. “What is going on?”

      Wyatt’s hand snaked across the table, found hers and squeezed.

      “That’s what I’m going to find out,” he said. Blue eyes met hers, and held. “And you’re going to help me.”
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      Lunch ran long. Wyatt understood. Jinx had questions, lots and lots of questions. Angry questions mostly. But hey, he’d be pissed too if he’d just found out there was a fox in his henhouse. Or, wait, was that the right phrase for it? Whatever, some kind of sneaky animal metaphor always seemed to apply in situations like these. Pick one.

      Damn his knee was aching like a motherfucker and all his patience for this conversation was just about used up. He needed to get out of this cramped booth and stretch, and move all these civilians on to the next phase of the plan. Nobody ever caught the bad guy sipping plum wine and nom-ing on crispy beef.

      “Listen, let’s wrap this up if that’s alright. I’d like to squeeze a nap in before the club opens tonight.”

      “You’re starting tonight?” Jinx asked.

      “No time like the present. And you guys are genuinely in need of a new head of security. Seeing as the old one was fired last night.”

      “Oh my god.” Jinx clamped a hand over her mouth, and right away Wyatt knew where her head had jumped. She thought she’d missed yet another traitor in her midst, that last night’s drama had been more of the same bad business as today’s.

      “Nah, nah, nah.” Wyatt waved at her, trying to fan that idea out of her head.

      “Jack,” she said, ignoring Wyatt’s flapping. “If you tell me Damon was yet another employee that was involved in all of this I’ll scream. And then I’ll fire myself for you.”

      Well shit.

      “No,” Jack said. “Turns out, he’s a horrible human being, but not our breach. Damon beat up his girlfriend two nights ago. There was a warrant out for him. A friend in the department called me when they realized he worked at Glow. I fired him and he was picked up outside, so that we could avoid a scene and the press that goes with it.”

      “You didn’t tell me,” Jinx said.

      “I’m telling you now.”

      “Fine.” Jinx sighed. “What do we do now? What’s next?”

      Wyatt stood up from the table, and walked a few feet away, giving his legs a bit of a shake as he went, hoping he could just walk it off. Ow. Not likely.

      “C’mon,” he grumbled. Stepping into the restaurant’s back hallway, he turned and held the door open just as Jinx followed him through.  “I told you guys. It’s nap time.”

      Jinx mumbled something under her breath as she brushed past him.

      “What was that?” Wyatt shot a hand out, stopping her with a quick pinch and pull on the fabric of her jacket.

      “I said you’re a toddler,” she replied over her shoulder.

      “Aw…now that’s just mean.”

      “Hey, if the Huggies fit man,” Aiko quipped as she joined them.

      “I don’t wear pull-ups!” Wyatt called as they walked ahead of him, passing through the busy restaurant and out onto the street where Malcolm was waiting by Jack’s Bentley.

      “Ladies I’m offended,” he said when he caught up with them. “I’m strictly an Underoos man. Batman. Twenty-four seven, three-sixty-five.”

      “Ewwww.” Jinx looked up at him, shielding her eyes from the bright afternoon sun. “You should wash those things occasionally.”

      Malcolm held the door open for her and Jinx climbed inside the car, leaving Wyatt on the sidewalk biting back a smile.

      She’s coming around, he thought. Calvert charm for the win.

      “Hey,” he said, climbing in the car after her. “You’re right. Tonight…I’ll go commando.”

      [image: ]

      Jack had taken a taxi to an afternoon appointment, generously allowing Malcolm to drive Aiko, Jinx and Wyatt back to Calvert Tower. The building was host not only to Glow, but also several floors of luxury apartments that counted as some of the city’s most coveted living spaces. As employees of Calvert Inc, Jinx and Aiko shared one such apartment, a major perk of having a mogul for a boss. Apparently Wyatt was now a beneficiary of those perks as well, because Malcolm had informed him that during lunch his things had been moved from his tiny room at Bryce’s place to an apartment at Calvert Tower.

      Aiko pushed the button for the fourth floor, as the rest of them filed into the lobby elevator, then turned to Wyatt and stood on tiptoes to reach up and muss his hair. “Poor wittle tyke,” she said. “You’re just pooped aren’t ya?”

      “Knock it off.” Wyatt swatted her hand away.

      “Well don’t worry, we’ll get you that nap real soon.”

      The elevator door opened and Aiko led them down the hallway towards the apartment the sisters shared.

      “Shouldn’t we get him to his place?” Jinx asked. She didn’t understand, why were they headed towards her apartment with this dude? Was Aiko planning on tucking him in on their couch? “That nap seems super important.”

      “He’s staying here,” Aiko said, and Jinx tensed up. “In the unit next to ours.”

      Oh. Tension released. That made a little more sense, sort of. But–

      “That unit’s empty?” Jinx asked.

      “Yeah the tenant just moved to LA.” Aiko fished out a set of keys from her purse and handed them to Malcolm so that he could open the door. “Jack asked me to save it for Wyatt. I had it cleaned and furnished this week. So it’s all ready for ya.”

      Malcolm threw open the door to the apartment and a rush of stale air whooshed over them. The interior was dark, barren of furniture, and freezing cold. Alone in the center of the hardwood floor sat a single khaki duffle bag.

      “My stuff!” Wyatt exclaimed, heading for the bag.

      “Well,” said Aiko. “This is quite the fuck up. Now I get to fire people.” She disappeared down a hallway and called back to them. “Thermostat appears to be busted. Thinks it’s a toasty 75 in here and…” her voice got louder as she returned, “it’s obviously not. Well no biggie. Grab your shit Wyatt, you’re staying with us.”

      Shit. No that’s not cool at all, thought Jinx.

      “I don’t want to put y’all out,” Wyatt said, picking up his bag.

      Jinx nodded. She totally agreed with that. The giant grinning toddler should go right back to Bryce’s. That was the obvious choice here.

      “Nonsense.” Aiko waved him off, and ushered everyone towards the door. “You need to be here, remember? In the building? For the purposes of sneakery and investigation?”

      “True.” He nodded. “Still I feel bad, maybe I can crash downstairs? Got a sofa in one of the offices?”

      “That’s a great idea!” Jinx said. “There’s one in the break room, you can use that. And there’s a gym right next door to Glow, they’ve got showers–”

      “No!”Aiko closed the apartment door, locked it, took Wyatt’s duffle from him and headed down the hallway. “We’ve got a perfectly good spare room with it’s own full bath.”

      “Aiko, he doesn’t mind,” Jinx protested.

      “Don’t be stupid. He’s staying with us.” Aiko dropped Wyatt’s bag in front of apartment 401A and then headed for the bank of elevators with Malcolm.

      “Where are you going?” Jinx chased after her sister. If Aiko thought Jinx was going to play hostess to this guy alone, she was crazy.

      “Told ya,” said Aiko. “I’ve got people to fire.”

      “You can’t leave me!” Jinx hissed. “Alone…with him!”

      “What’s your problem?” Aiko eyed her sister with suspicion. “You’ve gone all weird, even for you.”

      “I just don’t want to be alone with him. I don’t know him. And…”

      Aiko tilted her head and smirked. “And you liiiiikkeee hiiiimmm,” she whispered. “You think he’s seeeexxyyy.”

      “Do not,” Jinx protested. “He annoys me.”

      “You like people who annoy you.”

      “Shut up. C’mon…it’s awkward. This morning I thought he was a criminal, and now from the way Jack and Bryce were talking it’s like he’s some kind of military hero, or something. I’ve got whiplash here. I don’t know what I’m supposed to think, or do for that matter.”

      “Yeah, you definitely like him.” Aiko nodded.

      “Say that again. I dare ya.” Jinx held up a fist, and Aiko laughed, put her arm around her sister’s shoulders and walked her back to the apartment door where Wyatt stood, waiting, his eyebrows arched in puzzlement.

      “Have a good nap Wyatt,” said Aiko. “When you wake up, get Jinx to make you something to eat, she’s a great cook.”

      “This is not a bed and breakfast.” Jinx shrugged Aiko’s arm off her shoulders.

      “True,” Aiko said. “We don’t have mints or muffins, and our staff is barely housebroken.” With that, she leaned between Wyatt and Jinx and rapped her knuckles hard on the apartment door. A cacophony of howls, yowls, yips and spazzy high pitched barking erupted on the other side of the door. “Yep, that’s them now. Later guys.” Aiko walked back down the hallway and disappeared into a elevator with Malcolm.

      Wyatt’s face was frozen in an open-mouthed contortion of what could only be described as unadulterated glee. “You have dogs?” he said, with awe.

      “Yes. Four.”

      “I love dogs.”

      “Yeah well, sorry to break it to you but they may not reciprocate. Despite the lofty threats you hear them making now, they’re a bit skittish.” Jinx slipped her key in the deadbolt, turned and then paused so that they could both listen to the sound of paws skittering a fast retreat. She threw open the door. “See,” she said, stepping into the foyer that opened into a large living/dining room combo. “Like cockroaches, they hide when they sense strangers.”

      “Oh don’t worry about that,” Wyatt set his duffle bag on the floor and followed it, lowering quietly to his belly on a section of area rug just behind the sofa. He turned and spoke over his shoulder. “I’m like the puppy whisperer.”

      “Whisper away,” she said, setting her purse and jacket on the kitchen counter. “I’m going to check on the guest room, make sure it’s ready for you.”

      Wyatt nodded, held a finger to his lips, and turned his head to peer under the sofa, where one black paw was tentatively swiping underneath.

      Jinx strode down the hallway to the guest room, opened the door and flipped on the light. It was dust free and tidy, if a bit stuffy. She knew the sheets were fresh since she’d changed them last week. She walked into the bathroom. Also fine, clean with a small stack of fresh towels on a shelf next to the vanity. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, noted the hard line of her eyebrows and the downslope of her lips, and stared.

      “What’s wrong with you?” She mouthed at herself.

      Ugh, she knew what was wrong. This morning her world had been in order. She’d been secure and in control, and she’d thought, for one glorious hour, that she’d caught the bastard who’d broken into her club. Turned out the bastard was a good guy, everybody liked him and expected her to like him too.

      Jinx left the bathroom, and walked through the bedroom back to the hallway. She could hear him in the living room, the giant blonde toddler, making soft conversation with her dogs, trying to coax them out.

      See, that right there - “he loved dogs”. Jeez. Wyatt was affable, experienced, capable, and she hated admitting it, really kind of hot. He was super fucking likable, which made her all the more inclined not to.

      Her sister would say it was because by nature she is contrary and a brat. Jinx would say it’s because she just can’t switch loyalties that easy. She’d had him in her ropes, a prisoner, the enemy, and now she was just supposed to flip a switch and get on board with Team Wyatt?

      She rounded into the living room, and stopped short. Wyatt was still on the floor, three small dogs standing on top of him wagging their asses off while they fought over licking rights to his face.

      Evidently the dogs had jumped loyalties easily and were now on Team Wyatt. Traitors.

      “They’re rescues, aren’t they?” Wyatt said, gathering the dogs gently in his arms so that he could sit up and look at her. “I noticed they’ve all got some kind of issue.”

      “Yeah, they are.”

      “That’s awesome. I thought you said you had four?” Wyatt asked, looking around.

      “I do.” Jinx scanned the room, looking for her last pup. She heard him before she saw him, the tell-tale squeak of wheels giving his location away. He was just behind her, so she stepped aside and let him make the trek on his own over to the group. “He doesn’t like help,” she said in case Wyatt thought her cruel. “He really wants to do it himself. So, I let him of course.” Even though it kills me, every time, she thought.

      Creak, scoot, creak.

      Her littlest guy, a Yorkshire Terrier with wheels where his hind legs should’ve been, made his way slowly and oh so eagerly across the hardwood floor to Wyatt. The other dogs left Wyatt’s lap, instinctively making way for their brother. Wyatt held his arms out and cheered words of encouragement as the dog headed toward him. If she’d had to make a judgement as to which of them was more excited about this meeting, Wyatt or the dog, she wouldn’t have been able to. Each grin was equally broad, goofy and completely, heart-stoppingly sweet.

      Goddammit.

      Jinx felt tears well in her eyes and quickly turned her head to hide it, stamp it down. Shit, that little guy always got her. When she turned back she saw he’d completed his journey and was now trying to lick the scruff off Wyatt’s jaw with his tongue.

      “Oh my god buddy, oh my god,” Wyatt said. “I know, I know. Me too. I love you too.  Hey, let’s be best friends okay? Best buddies.” The other dogs, no doubt jealous at this proclamation returned to Wyatt’s lap and engineered an assault on his chest that had him toppling back to the floor in a puppy pile of fur and sloppy kisses.

      Goddammit.

      There is no way you can continue irrationally hating on a dude when he’s covered in doggy slobber and loving every second of it. Jinx stood there, staring, helpless as she felt her walls come crashing down.

      Goddammit.

      And that, what was that?  That tingly warm sensation in her nethers? Oh, definitely just her panties bursting into flames.
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      “What’s their story?” Wyatt asked. “How’d you end up with these tough guys?”

      Tough guys. Jeez. He was killing her.

      “I went in for one and came out with four,” Jinx said. She joined them on the floor, sitting cross legged opposite him, pulling the nearest dog into her lap. “I thought I’d get a cat, or a mid-sized dog or something. But there was this bulletin board, off to the side, and it had a photo of the boys on it. They’d all been brought into foster care as puppies, hand raised by a volunteer. Unfortunately she was moving out of the country and couldn’t take the dogs.”

      “Oh man.”

      “Yeah. She was working at the shelter the day I came in so…”

      “So she marked you for a sucker and you got the hard sell?” Wyatt smiled at her.

      “Kind of.” Jinx smiled back. “Ashley, the volunteer, she knew it was unlikely that they’d get adopted at all, much less together, which was what she was hoping for. They’d really bonded when they were with her.”

      “Well yeah, they were already a gang. You can’t break up a gang.” said Wyatt, tickling the dog closest to him.

      She nodded. “They are inseparable. This one,” she said, lifting the black Pomeranian in her lap, is totally deaf and partially blind.

      “That one,” Jinx said, pointing to a one-eyed Pug with a chunk missing from his ear that was grinning up at Wyatt, “Well his challenges are obvious, but he also has asthma.”

      Wyatt scruffed the pug’s head affectionately. “What’s the other guy look like huh buddy? Bet you held your own.”

      Jinx picked up a pale quaking Chihuahua that was trying, and failing to crawl into her lap, gave him a cuddle and continued. “This one, is also partially blind and being albino, really has issues with the sun. If I take him out I’ve got to keep his eyes and skin protected. He can burn right through his fur.”

      “Poor guy,” said Wyatt. “And my new best friend here? What’s his story?”

      “Car accident,” Jinx said. “When he was a puppy. We got him the wheels and he just blossomed. Total road warrior now.”

      “Yeah I noticed,” Wyatt grinned and pointed to the flames paint job on the dog’s wheels. “So is his name Mad Max then?”

      “No.” Jinx shook her head. “Clyde.”

      “Clyde? How’d you come up with that?”

      Jinx hovered her finger over the black Pomeranian. “This one’s Inky.” She pointed to the one-eyed Pug “Blinky–”

      “Oh my god!” Wyatt howled and patted the albino Chihuahua on the head. “I suppose he’s Pinky?”

      “Yes.” Jinx bit her lip and nodded. “And of course Clyde.”

      “You named them after the ghosts in the Pac-Man game.”

      “I really love Pac-Man. The fact that the names sort of fit their traits, well that was just a coinci–”

      “Awesome!” Wyatt said.

      “Really?” She squinted at him. “You’re not judging me? You don’t think it’s mean? Some people think it’s mean.”

      “Hell no! SEALS give each other nicknames like that all the time. It’s a guy thing.” He turned to the dogs as if he was soliciting their opinions. “Right fellas? You’re tough. You’ve lived through it. Like men, er, dogs. Warrior dogs! Those names are a badge of honor.”

      Jinx clutched Pinky to her chest and gazed at Wyatt as he rolled Inky over and gave him an epic belly rub. He got it. He liked her dogs, and their names. Blinky scrambled up into Wyatt’s lap and began licking his free hand like it was covered in beef gravy.

      “Make sure he doesn’t swallow your ring,” she said.

      Wyatt laughed and shot her a thumbs up.

      The dogs were in love. How adorable was that? Completely, they didn’t meet new people often, so it was pretty cool when they could make a friend…right? No harm in it. It’s not like she was a single mom to human kids and she needed to worry about boundaries and attachment or anything. No big deal.

      Then why did she have a lump in her throat? Why were her palms getting clammy?

      Because he’s really fucking beautiful. Inside and out.

      Wow! Where did that come from? Jinx put Pinky down and rose to her feet. Alrighty, it was time to change the subject, and the scenery, before she needed to change her panties.

      “So, the uh, the guest room,” she said. “I’ll show you where it is.”

      “Nap time fellas, sorry I gotta go for now.” Wyatt gently extricated himself from the dog pile, grabbed his duffle bag, and climbed to his feet. But he did so with difficulty, rising stiffly, and with a crease between his eyebrows that suggested he was in pain.

      “Just at the end of the hall,” she said, walking ahead of him and pushing open the guest room door. “You’ve got your own bathroom. Fresh towels already in there.”

      Wyatt dumped the duffle bag on a chair and turned to her, his smile hard.

      “Do you need anything?” Jinx asked. “Aspirin? Ibuprofen? Morphine?”

      Wyatt raised an eyebrow.

      “Obviously kidding about the morphine, but seriously, you look like you’re in pain.”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Just need to sleep it off.”

      “If you say so. Still, yell if you need anything. I’ll be around.”

      Wyatt nodded, his lips pressed together in a thin tense line.

      Jinx closed the door but didn’t move away. Instead she stood there, still and silent, waiting for the sound she knew was coming. A few seconds later she heard it. A low moan, followed by hissing sounds and a gasp and then a whispered “fuck, fuck, fuck, oh fuck.”

      She opened the door.

      He stood there in front of the bed, facing her, his pants hanging halfway down his legs, arms above his head tangled up in his shirt.

      Jesus.

      Washboard abs, tanned smooth skin with a sprinkle of dark blonde chest hair over his pecs. She lowered her gaze, letting it glide over his stomach and down to that sexy muscle of V at his hips, the one that pointed down to his groin, and the uh, the rather impressive bulge that–”

      “Boxer briefs,” she said, before she let her mind wander much further. “I thought you were an Underoos man?”

      “Oh, you caught me. The one day I’m not wearing ‘em.” Wyatt smiled and this time there was a little more light in his eyes. That was good, that meant he could be distracted from the pain at least a little bit.

      “Yeah that’s a shame.” Jinx rolled her eyes. “So listen, cowboy, let me get a look at that knee you keep moaning about.”

      “Why? You a doctor?” He asked, resuming his struggle with the shirt.

      “Nope.” She shook her head.

      “Well a nurse then? If you’re a nurse please god, I hope you have one of those sexy nurse uniforms. I’ve always had a thing for that.”

      Jinx crossed to him and began unbuttoning the cuffs of his shirt, then helped him pull it the rest of the way off.

      “Why didn’t you just unbutton it?” she asked.

      “Because this way is faster.”

      She arched a brow.

      “Well it is if you don’t get stuck.”

      They were face to face now, so close she could feel the heat radiating from his skin. So close she could smell the faint scent of aftershave, mixed with shampoo and just plain old, sexy man scent. Shake it off, she told herself. He needs relief, and you can offer it. Stay professional.

      “Why did you get stuck?” she asked.

      Wyatt sighed heavily and dropped to the bed, his pants falling to his ankles. Jinx knelt in front of him and lifted one of his feet into her lap. He’d already removed his shoes, so pulling his jeans off was easy, and she did so now, one leg at a time before folding them and tossing them on the chair behind her.

      He let her do it, elbows on his thighs, those large hands tangled in his blonde hair. He just sat, not saying a word. She knew he was embarrassed, not about being nearly naked in front of her, that didn’t seem to phase him at all.  No, it was a pride thing, a macho refusal to admit he was in pain. Pain equals weakness. A SEAL would find that intolerable.

      “Wyatt?”

      “Because my shoulder hurts.” He said it firmly, as if injecting the admission with anger would make it more manly, more acceptable. Still she’d detected the faintest trace of a pout. Anyone else would’ve missed it, but she’d observed him enough by now to know that he wasn’t all that different from her puppies.

      “Why does your shoulder hurt?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Usually it’s just the knee that hurts, the shoulder thing, that’s new.”

      “Okay let me look at you, lie back.”

      “You gonna wear that nurses–”

      “Stop flirting,” she said, pushing on his chest so that he fell back against the pillows. “You’re using it as a defense mechanism but I see right through you.”

      He frowned at her, and shifting up higher against the pillows, tried to put both arms up behind his head, only to wince and then let them fall to his side.

      “I am qualified to help, ya know,” she said. “I wasn’t always a nightclub manager. My former occupation was physical therapist, with a special focus in massage therapy and acupressure.”

      “Cool.” Wyatt grinned at her. “So does this massage come with a happy ending?”

      “Wyatt,” she warned. Moving down to the foot of the bed, Jinx rubbed her hands vigorously to warm them and glanced up at his knee. “You want to remove the brace or shall I?” She lifted the foot on his good leg, bent it gently and began massaging the sole.

      “You’re the expert. You do whatever…ahhhhh.” Wyatt’s head lolled to the side and his eyelids began to flutter. “Oh my god,” he whispered. “I could kiss you.”

      “Heh, that’s what they all say.”

      “Jesus, that feels good,” Wyatt said.

      There was a little too much gravel in his voice, an edge that was a tad too close to what she imagined he might sound like during sex. The thought had heat rising in her cheeks, so she tipped her head down and focused on the massage, moving her hands up his calf, then switching to the other leg.

      “You can just leave that on,” Wyatt said when she moved to remove his brace.

      “Nonsense, I need to get a look.” Her fingers made quick work of the brace fastenings and she pulled it away from his knee, tossing it to the other side of the bed. From the looks of the scarring, the swelling, the long sinuous trail of gnarled flesh that twisted down his calf; this man was in constant pain.“Have you taken anything?” she asked.

      “A handful of ibuprofen.”

      “And does that help?”

      “Not really,” he said. “It just takes the edge off.”

      “And I bet you aren’t willing to take anything stronger?” Her fingers ghosted softly over the scars.

      “Nope. That just takes the edge off of me.”

      She looked up and met his gaze, studied him openly, assessing him like she’d done with all her patients in the past. The flirting, the silliness, she got it now. It wasn’t just his defense mechanism, it was his survival tool, it kept him focused on something other than pain. She knew what to do.

      “What was that look?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

      Jinx retrieved the brace and put it back on his knee, the swelling was bad enough that the compression might help. But he was going to need more than that.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said. Leaving the guest room she went to her own, and rummaged through her special chest of toys until she found exactly what she needed. When she returned, Wyatt’s eyebrows rose another inch.

      “Rope?!”

      Jinx flashed him a grin and held up a coil of soft black rope.

      “Hey listen,” Wyatt said. “I think you’re sexy too, and I’d love nothing more than to go all Fifty Shades with you kitten but I really do need that nap.”

      “Shut up.” Jinx kicked off her heels, stood on the edge of the bed frame and threw a length of rope in the air, snagging it on a hook that was anchored in the ceiling. “This isn’t a sex thing, it’s a therapy thing. Your shoulder hurts because your knee hurts. You’re overcompensating because of the knee pain and that’s throwing everything else out of whack. If I sent you to my chiropractor right now, she’d have a heart attack.”

      “Well we wouldn’t want that.”

      “She can help, but we don’t have time for that today. So I’ll make an appointment for you for tomorrow. For now…” Jinx flung the rope up again and again, snagging lengths on other hooks in the ceiling until she had a web of black rope hanging to the bed. “I’ll just have to fix you myself.”

      “Yeah and what exactly does that involve?” Wyatt asked, eyeing the rope. “Because it’s starting to look a little medieval in here. Also, why do you have those hooks in your ceiling?”

      “Remember your little joke in my office this morning?”

      “Yes mistress.” Wyatt grinned. “So you really are into bondage?”

      “Kinbaku actually,” she said. Passing a length of rope under his upper thigh, she knotted it then dragged it down to his calf, marrying it with section that she tied well below the brace. “Also known as Shibari, commonly referred to as Japanese Bondage. It’s an art form. I installed the hooks in here so I could use this room as a studio. I do private shoots sometimes, tie up models for photographers and that sort of thing.”

      “And you thought that now was a good time for a photo shoot?”

      “Nope, this is therapy.”

      “I’m not following. How is tying me up going to make my knee feel better?”

      Jinx stopped for a moment and looked at him. “Because I’m going to suspend your leg, and elevate it, so the swelling can reduce. I’m also going to tie trigger knots.”

      Wyatt scrunched up his nose and frowned at her.

      “Knots that are placed at specific acupressure points in the bindings,” she explained. “With gentle pressure at those points to relieve the pain, as well as elevation, I think you’ll be feeling much better by this evening.”

      “Did you make this shit up? Because I’ve literally never heard of that before.”

      Jinx sniffed and averted her gaze, concentrating on wrapping the rope around Wyatt’s leg. A cinch knot here, a lock knot there. She was experienced, so it was quick work, but still patient, deliberate, exacting.

      “I did actually sort of invent this myself,” she said, tying the last knot. “But it’s based on sound research and established therapies.” She glanced at Wyatt, the height of his eyebrows said he was skeptical.

      “Look,”  Jinx said. Gathering one end of rope, she coiled the slack over her arm and pulled, raising his leg gently, slowly from the bed until it was elevated above heart level. “Bondage and physical therapy both address pain, but from different angles, and with seemingly different goals. But they have more in common than people realize.”

      “How do you figure?”

      Jinx anchored the rope end on a hook on the bed, and moved to sit beside him, sliding her fingers under his torso and up to his shoulder, massaging.

      “Well, this is a gross oversimplification - but in a way they’re both about controlling sensation. The careful application or management of pain, to achieve a desired result. Pleasure.”

      “I’m listening. ”

      “Ever had a bug bite,” she said, her fingers pressing firmly into the hard mass of muscle that had tensed in his shoulder, “and it itched so bad that you scratched it open, till it was raw and bleeding?”

      “Yeah, who hasn’t?”

      “And it still hurt, that wound that you created, it hurt bad, but it was also–”

      “A relief,” he said. Letting his head rest against the pillow, he looked up at her. “It felt–”

      “Good.”

      “Yeah. Real good.” Wyatt glanced down at her fingers, then back up and smiled. That same teasing smirk he’d used on her in the office that morning.

      “Right,” she said, “I’m just going to ignore the incredibly unsubtle subtext behind that smile cowboy.” That, combined with the fact that she could see the crotch of his boxers growing out of the corner of her eye - yeah, good idea to ignore that too.

      “Why?”

      Jinx shrugged. “Pain and pleasure, endorphins, adrenaline. It all gets a little jumbled in our head, not to mention our nerve endings. The line between pleasure and pain is wavy for most of us. For others it zig zags back and forth.”

      Wyatt shifted on the pillows and put his free arm up behind his head, sighing, almost purring with satisfaction as she continued kneading his muscles.

      “What’s my line look like?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows. “Take a guess. Straight? Wavy?”

      “Zig Zag,” Jinx said, her gaze meeting his.

      “Really? Think so?”

      Jinx stroked her fingers down his shoulder, digging channels into his flesh. Her hands circled his bicep, kneaded, then traveled down to his forearm, massaging, and caressing her way to his palm. Pressing her knuckles into the ball of his thumb she dug in hard, harder than she would’ve with anyone else, hard enough to make Wyatt breathe in sharply and mutter a curse under his breath.

      “Painful?” she asked.

      “Yes…and no.”

      “Want me to stop?”

      “Not a chance.”

      Jinx smiled. “There’s that line, zig zagging.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Yeah I think so.” Jinx massaged his palm, and then his fingers, feeling the muscles ease under her attention.

      “I wasn’t referring to the zig zag,” said Wyatt, his voice husky.

      “Jinx looked up and met his gaze, felt his fingers slide out from under hers and glide lightly, whisper soft, up the inside of her arm.

      “When I said “why”,” he continued, his gaze searching hers, holding. “I was asking why you’re ignoring it, the subtext under my smile, as you put it.”

      “I uh.” Words were failing her, falling right out of her head and into the vast ocean of blue that seemed to hover where Wyatt’s eyes were supposed to be. She knew she had some thoughts about this. Something about professionalism and working together and he was her boss’s cousin.

      “See the thing is…” Wyatt sat up, leaning on his elbow, his fingers still tracing hot little circles on her sensitive skin. “I don’t think we should ignore it.”

      “You don’t?” Jinx watched as Wyatt edged a little closer, brought his other hand around and put it on her knee. Her gaze flickered up from his hands to his chin, to his lips. Full, kissable. His tongue darted out and wet his bottom lip. She looked away, back down to his hands, and didn’t stop him when he threaded his fingers with hers.

      “No,” he said, his voice soft, enticing. “We’ve got this, spark, between us. I think it’s just the beginning. I say we light it up, let it explode.” Wyatt cupped her cheek, coaxing her chin up until her gaze met his again. “What do you say?”

      Jinx didn’t answer, instead, she lifted Wyatt’s hand to her mouth and sucked one thick finger between her lips.

      “Shhhiiitt.” Wyatt’s eyes grew wide, fixated on her mouth as her tongue circled his finger, licked and sucked as if that sweet digit was another appendage entirely.

      Jinx twisted and set her gaze on his crotch, Wyatt’s eyes followed hers shamelessly, and they both watched as the bulge in his boxer briefs twitched in response to her tongue. Up one side, down the other, a little swirl around the head. Twitch, twitch, twitch.

      Wyatt moaned, seemingly lost in the sensation but she already knew him too well. She could feel it, sense it, the smart ass teasing remark that was right there on the tip of his tongue. He’d be letting it fly any moment now, hoping his words would throw her off, get under her skin.

      Ha! Jinx had other plans.

      She timed it perfectly, waited for that soft intake of breath, then the slight gap in his breathing that indicated he was about to speak. That’s when she struck, biting down hard on the base of his finger and then dragging her teeth up the length.

      Wyatt’s cock sprung to life, fully erect and straining lewdly against his boxer briefs.

      Jinx popped his finger out of her mouth and set his hand down on the bed.

      “What do I think?” she said, echoing his question from just moments ago.

      Wyatt stared at her, his jaw slack, the expression in his eyes halfway between shock and devotion. He gulped, glanced down at the log that was threatening to burst the seam of his briefs and then managed a nod. “Yeah, what do you think?”

      Jinx grinned. “I think it’s nap time.”
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      A raging hard-on isn’t exactly conducive to restful sleep. It was a testament to his training that he was able to nap at all. In the field, a SEAL learns to get some shut eye wherever, whenever he can, explosions and hard-ons be damned. Still, it had taken him twice as long to fall asleep after dealing with Jinx then it would’ve if he’d been going up against a group of highly dangerous enemy combatants.

      The girl was a WMD.

      Woman of Maximum Desirability.

      But sleep he must’ve because one minute he was snorting at his own bad joke, and the next he was wide awake, senses alert and muscles tensed when he heard a floorboard creak on the other side of the door.

      Jinx was sneaking into the room. Maybe she planned to slip in beside him and take him up on his offer? Delicate fingers brushed the knots at his leg. Nope, she was just untying him. He thought about “waking up”, taking another opportunity to spar with her. It would be fun to see irritation flash across those lovely features again.

      Nah. He stayed still, kept his breathing slow and even. Let her think he was still asleep. There’d be time for more fun later.

      She finished quickly, lowering his leg to the bed so gently that again he thought, if not for his training, he might’ve slept right through this. She had a soft touch for such a hard exterior.

      They weren’t going to be having dinner together after all. He’d figured that much out when he heard the scuffle of dog paws on hardwood, the hushed “goodbyes” followed by the sound of the apartment door closing. Jinx had gone down to the club early.

      Wyatt hopped out of bed. This was good actually. He could use the time alone to clear his head, get dressed, and then grab something to eat downstairs before tonight’s work. He took a quick shower, washed the sleep out of his eyes and then back to the bedroom to get dressed. Rifling through his duffel bag he found a pair of black denims and a black t-shirt, the uniform de rigueur for security staff in nightclubs. He pulled them on, noting with some delight that Jinx was right, his knee felt considerably better than it had this morning.

      The dogs greeted him at the bedroom door, a platoon of fur covered bouncy balls, escorting their newly adopted commander down the hall to the kitchen. It was Clyde who alerted him to Jinx’s gesture, pacing back and forth in front of the kitchen counter until Wyatt caught on. She’d avoided having dinner with him, but this gesture suggested she felt a little guilty about that. A fat sandwich, heavy with cold cuts, crisp lettuce and two thick slices of tomato sat on the counter, wrapped in plastic. A note on top said:

      “Went in early, didn’t want to wake you. Hopefully this sandwich is still here when you wake. If not, the dogs ate it. You can order a pizza downstairs.”

      ~ J

      Wyatt liberated the sandwich from the plastic, pinched off a piece of ham for Clyde, then stuffed half of what was left in his mouth.

      “Your Mommy likes me,” he said to the dogs while chewing. “I know that because she left me a sandwich. Women don’t make sandwiches for guys they don’t like.” The dogs circled his feet, jumping up as if they thought they had a chance at some ham too.

      “True fact fellas.” Wyatt wolfed down the rest of the sandwich, save one bite, which he broke into four pieces and tossed to each dog in turn. “Wish me luck guys,” he said, as the dogs smacked their lips and panted up at him adoringly. “I’ve got my work cut out for me. I’ve gotta keep the club safe…” He counted off on his fingers. “Catch the bad guys, and then still have enough energy left to seduce your Mom and make sweet, sweet love to her all night long.”

      Four little heads tilted in unison.

      “Respectfully.”

      Four smiles reappeared.

      “Alright little dudes, stay fuzzy. I’ll catch you later.” Wyatt waved goodbye to the dogs, shut the door behind him and walked to the bank of elevators that would take him down to the club.

      Time for work. The smile he’d shown the dogs slowly faded from his face, his jaw hardened and every aspect of his bearing shifted.

      Once a SEAL, always a SEAL.

      Tonight, he had a job to do.

      [image: ]

      Jinx walked the perimeter of the club, surveying her domain one last time before the crowds really started streaming in. The club was already writhing with activity, in another hour it would be standing room only, it always was on performance nights.

      The performance she’d be presenting tonight, a sexy bondage demonstration with a local fetish model, was sure to draw very large crowds. Wyatt didn’t know about it. She should have told him over dinner, prepared him for the security complication that such an event might create for him tonight. But she hadn’t been ready to face him yet, couldn’t sit across from him at her kitchen counter and serve him spaghetti like they were…Well it was just too domestic.

      So instead of dinner, she’d copped out, left him a sandwich and headed into the club early. A few hours spent away from him would give her space to calm her nerves, and get her head ready for tonight’s performance. God knew she needed it. Earlier, in his bedroom, she’d nearly let him pull her onto his lap, nearly let him–

      “What’s up sexy?” Wyatt’s voice rose above the pounding music and sent a shiver up her spine.

      Jinx turned, her shoulders thrown back, one hand on hip, all the attitude she could muster was directed at that cocky tone.

      Shit.

      He looked amazing. Biceps bulging in a tight black t-shirt. Her gaze shifted down. Everything on this man bulged actually. Jeez. She racked her brain for a pithy response.

      “Do you own any shirts that are designed to fit a man of your age?”

      “This?” Wyatt stepped closer, crowding her against the padded edge of the Club’s west side bar. “It’s my lucky shirt. Had it since I was eight. What? You don’t like it?”

      Jinx scrunched her nose and turned her head away, pretending to watch the crowds.

      “You get all sorted with the security crew?” She asked.

      “Yes, I did. Thanks for asking. Great group of guys you have actually.”

      “I know it.”

      “No love for Damon, and they seem alright with me taking over.”

      “Well that fat bonus that Jack approved helped a bit I’m sure.”

      “It did, and you were smart to suggest it to him. Thank you.”

      “That’s my job,” she said, glancing up at him.

      “Yeah, and this is interesting because I had to find this out from the guys, not from you which would have been better, but apparently it’s also your job to put on live sex shows? Like say the one tonight? In about an hour?”

      Jinx turned and poked a finger into his chest. “It’s not a live sex show,” she said. “Just a rope demonstration with a willing volunteer. Nobody has sex with anybody.”

      Wyatt tilted his head and arched a brow.

      “What?” Jinx said.

      Wyatt arched both eyebrows and blinked at her, slowly.

      “It’s art you neanderthal!” Placing her palm flat on his pecs she pushed him away from her, then frowned when she saw that what had been a massive effort on her part, barely budged him an inch. “Ugh,” she groaned. “You’re like a fucking wall built of muscle and bad jokes. Jesus, get out of my way.” Jinx leaned in, threw her shoulder into it and tried to bodily move the looming mountain of irritation out of her path. She had a fucking club to run and a fucking performance to get ready for and she didn’t need his stupid blue squinty eyes distracting her.

      They scuffled for a moment, Jinx with her weight against his, her feet slipping out from under her as she pushed. Suddenly, the mountain gave way and Jinx went flying straight toward a cocktail waitress with a tray of drinks.

      A hand caught her around the waist at the last minute and set her upright. Wyatt’s hand.

      Fuck.

      “You okay there?” he asked, his fingers coasting over her cheek to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. Her skin sparked to life under his touch and Jinx felt the heat rise in her cheeks, his words from this afternoon echoing in her head.

      “We’ve got this, spark, between us. I think it’s just the beginning. I say we light it up, let it explode.”

      Lifting her head, she let her gaze meet his and stilled. What was it about this guy? He was right, there was something here, something between them, something–

      “Wyatt, there just can’t be anything between us,” she said, cutting off her own thoughts before they went any further, before they got dangerous.

      Wyatt’s eyes narrowed and his gaze darkened. Tucking one of her arms in his he drew the other around her waist and half dragged, half guided her to a shadowed spot behind a pillar.

      “There is already something between us,” he said. “What I proposed this afternoon, was that we act on that something.”

      “That’s just not possible.” Jinx shook her head and looked past him, over his shoulder, her gaze fixated on the sea of gyrating bodies.

      “Why not?” He stepped closer, slipped a boot between her heels, nudged her feet apart and settled one hard lean thigh between her own.

      Oh now that got her attention. Smart ass thought he was cute. Jinx whipped her gaze back to his, and narrowed her eyes.

      “Easy Cowboy. You think you know who you’re dealing with. Trust me. You don’t.”

      “Oh kitten.” Wyatt smiled, lowered his head to her neck and purred his way up to her ear. “I know exactly what I’m doing. C’mon, show me those fangs. I like a bit of pain with my pleasure. Remember?”

      His words vibrated against her skin, sending little tickling shivers up her spine, the kind that had her biting back a smile despite herself, despite her resolution that she would continue to deny this thing, whatever it was, no matter what he said, no matter what he did.

      But then those bigs hands circled her waist, dipped under the edge of her shirt and found bare skin. Her skin buzzed and came to life. Want. Need. Recognition. She hadn’t expected that, the strange sense of familiarity. Wyatt’s hands on her skin felt right, felt whole and firm and steady. His lips found her neck, pressed soft kisses there, up along her jawline, over her cheek, the corner of her mouth.

      “Whoa,” she said. Flattening her palms against his shoulders Jinx pushed, diverting him before he had a chance to end his path of kisses at her lips. No way her blood pressure could handle that right now. Nope, she had to get this brute off her before all her excuses were worn out, before she forgot why she was making excuses to begin with. “Wyatt, seriously. We’re working together. We can’t get involved. ”

      That lazy grin, the one that seemed perpetually pinned to Wyatt’s face slid right off. A muscle tensed in his jaw and the look in his eyes grew darker, deeper, maybe even a little dangerous.

      “No more teasing,” he said.

      “I haven’t been teasing–” she protested.

      “No I mean me. I’ve been flirting, trying to provoke you.”

      “Well you’ve succeeded!”

      “I know. But I’m not teasing now Jinx.” His voice was low, husky, and intimate in a way that made her think that whatever he had to say next, he meant it as solemnly as any oath he’d ever taken.

      “Okay,” she said, her gaze searching his, wondering what was going on in his head that had shifted his mood so dramatically.

      “Listen, I know better than most that life is short, and your luck, it can turn on a dime. I’ve seen…” His eyes grew wide, distant.

      Jinx lifted a hand, but stopped, paused it in mid air, hovering next to Wyatt’s face. The urge to touch him was so strong, it was shocking. She longed to comfort, to sooth, to chase away the ugly memories that had clouded those blue eyes. Did she dare? She did, fingers brushing his skin, grazing over the stubble of his jaw to cup his cheek in her palm.

      Wyatt’s gaze sharpened at the contact, his eyes cleared, and focused back on her.

      “Never mind that,” he said, shaking his head. “The point is, I don’t waste a second in this life, it’s the only one I’ve got. I aim to make it count. I go after what I want Jinx. I don’t let other people’s rules or expectations get in my way.”

      “No?” she said. “So Jack, if he doesn’t want us involved?”

      “Fuck him. What’s he going to do? Fire me? I’m family. Fire you? Never.”

      “What about…” she began, ready to offer up her staff, and her professional reputation as further barriers to their involvement. Excuses, all of it. She knew that. But something about this man made her want to drown, to lose herself in his touch, his words, his kiss. Scary.

      Wyatt’s hands slid over her shoulders, and up her neck, tangling in her hair.

      “Let me be plain,” he said, pinning her in his gaze. “I want you. I want to fill my hands up with your curves. I want to feel you writhing under me, feel your skin hot and sweaty against mine, feel you clench around me when you come. And when you scream my name, I’ll feel that too, because I’ll take it, my name from your lips, every time you say it, again and again and again–”

      Her breath hitched sharply and she whispered it, like an involuntary reflex, his name, coming out in a rush so urgent and strange that the sound of her own voice took her by surprise.

      “Wyatt.”

      He kissed her, his lips on her’s before she’d finished speaking.

      Hot. Firm. Demanding. Wyatt’s tongue swept over the seam of her lips and she yielded, melting into the kiss, drowning…drowning…

      He pulled away first, rested his forehead against her’s and took her hands, weaving their fingers together.

      “I want to drown in you,” he said, as if he’d just read her thoughts.

      This time, she stopped breathing completely.

      “Just, yes or no Jinx.” His voice was soft, almost pleading. “No more sparring. Yes or no.”

      Jinx stared down at their hands, her gaze tracing the strong lines of the fingers that held hers. Firm. Steady.

      “Yes,” she said, and he kissed her again.
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      He could have kissed her for hours, lost years of his life and all sanity, willingly,  just reveling in the taste of those sweet warm lips against his.

      Something crackled loudly at his hip and then buzzed.

      “What the fu–” They broke apart and Wyatt stepped back to unclip the radio from his belt. He grinned at Jinx. “For a second I thought you’d tased me again.”

      “Well it crossed my mind.” Jinx smirked, and smoothed her hair back into place.

      Damn. That was sexy. She was so tough, so together, so determined to be in control at all times that the sight of her disheveled, lips swollen from his kisses, hair mussed from his hands, that was a hell of a turn on.

      Heh. I did that.

      “Listen,” he said. “That buzz was for me. I gotta go, and I bet you’ve gotta get ready for your nudie show.”

      “Demonstration.” Jinx sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say. Point is…” He cupped her cheek and ran his thumb over her lips. “I intend to pick this up again later.”

      “Okay,” Jinx said softly. “Tonight.”

      Wyatt smiled, dipped his head for one last kiss, then took her hand and escorted her back through the busy club to the long hallway that led to the employee lockers and Glow’s staff offices.

      “I’ve got your sister here,” he said as they stopped outside Jinx’s office. “She’s going to help me with some techy things tonight. Can we set up in here?”

      “Of course. Whatever you need.” Jinx leaned against the doorframe and glance inside the office. Aiko was sitting at the desk, her fingers flying over the keyboard of the computer.

      “Great.” Wyatt glanced at Aiko and back at Jinx. “Don’t worry, she’s not messing up your bookmarks or anything. She’s just looking for traces of the intruder in the network. We know when they’ve gotten in, but not what they were after.”

      “Not yet.” Aiko spoke from the desk, her eyes never leaving the computer monitor. “They got in through the Wi-Fi. We have one set up with free access to the customers. But we have another one, that’s supposed to be closed, and secure. Whoever got in cracked the encryption, now they can come and go when they want. But the catch is, they have to be in range to do so.”

      “Oh?” Jinx asked.

      “Yeah,” Wyatt said. “That’s how I know that Daisy was working with or for someone. She’s not technically inclined. She couldn’t do this on her own.”

      “But she can follow instructions,” Jinx said, frowning.

      “Exactly.”

      “She hasn’t been working at the club for a while,” she said. “Yet the breaches have continued, how do you know she was involved at all? Maybe it’s always been somebody else.”

      Aiko spoke up. “The first breach came from your computer, when you weren’t even in the building. We’ve got surveillance footage from the hallway outside your door. The only person that entered your office at that time was Daisy. Of course she didn’t know about the cameras.”

      “Right,” Jinx said. “I forgot. You said at lunch that you had her on tape. She wouldn’t have known to watch out for cameras, only the security team knows about those.”

      Wyatt nodded. “It’s not her we want, it’s the people she’s working with. Jack and I are still hoping I can get Daisy out of all this. Now, tonight, I’ve got the security team on strict orders to detain her if she shows up on the premises again. In the meantime they’re on the lookout for anything suspicious, whether it’s an employee, or a customer.”

      “The fact is,” Aiko said. “We want them to try again, we still don’t know why they’re hacking into our network. That’s what we really want to find out.”

      “Is that why you’re on my computer?”

      “Yep.” Aiko stopped typing and looked up. “Wyatt set me up with one of his ex SEAL buddies that works for the NSA now–”

      “Hey,” Wyatt said. “I did not confirm or deny that so–”

      “Whatever.” Aiko waved him off. “I took a peeky-poo at the code in that worm he gave me, scary stuff man. Witchcraft of the kind that only a Spook would use. I may have nightmares. After I steal it of course.”

      “Of course.” Wyatt sighed, and Aiko flipped him the bird then went back to her typing without missing a beat.

      “Enough distractions you two,” she said. “I’ve gotta finish setting this worm loose so that when they do break in again, we can follow their every move. And you’ve both got your jobs too, so get your hormones out of the doorway and get to work.”

      “Hormones?” Jinx and Wyatt said in unison.

      “You two reek of angst and sexual tension, it’s nauseating. Please for all our sakes, bone each other’s brains out already, or get the fuck over it.”

      Jinx’s jaw dropped open and she stared at her sister, huffing little sounds like she was coughing, or choking, Wyatt wasn’t sure which. He rested one hand on the doorjamb above her head and grinned at Aiko.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “We just decided, a few minutes ago. We’re gonna take care of the ‘boning each other’s brains out’ tonight. After we get off work.”

      “Well alright then.” Aiko stopped typing, stood from her chair and put her hands together in a slow dramatic clap. “I heartily approve dear sister and as a show of thanks…” Aiko sat back down. “I’ll be sure to spend my night here, monitoring the witchcraft ops, while you two get your freak on.”

      “Oh extra privacy? I like.” Wyatt nodded at Aiko with approval, and then glanced down at Jinx.

      She was still gaping.
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      Jinx was in a daze. As a rule, she didn’t do dazes, didn’t really believe in anything other than clear headedness and control at all times, and in all facets of her life…but yeah, she was definitely kind of–.

      “Well you look out of sorts.” Jane, her partner for this evening’s show was waiting for her when she entered the dressing room. “What’s going on?”

      “Men!” Jinx hugged her friend, then went to the wardrobe, found her costume and began changing.

      “Uh.” Jane smirked at her, propped her foot on a chair and began spreading a glittery moisturizer all over one leg. “Care to elaborate?”

      “New guy.” Jinx grumbled. “Head of security, completely immature. Loves to tease, totally inappropriate–”

      Jane switched legs. “And let me guess. Smoking hot.”

      “He’s…yeah…I mean…well…” Jinx slipped her arms through the sleeves of the skintight mesh and Lycra bodysuit and laced the front up halfway. This outfit always looked best with a lot of cleavage showing.

      “Oh my, he must be a Norse God then, because you can’t even string together a coherent sentence.”

      Jinx sat down in the chair opposite Jane and ran a hand through her hair.

      “He’s completely beautiful,” she admitted. “Funny. Charming. Definitely sexy.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “We just made plans. For tonight. To fuck.”

      “Ha!” Jane laughed and pulled on what little there was of her costume for the evening, a simple G-string and a bandeau bra top in nude. “Hot, funny, wants to fuck. I fail to see the problem.”

      “My dogs love him.”

      “Oh.” Jane stopped fussing with her outfit, and looked up.

      “Yeah, oh,” said Jinx. “If I was sure this was just sex, I wouldn’t be tripping. But…”

      “But it feels like more?”

      Jinx nodded. “But, I just met this guy. And I’m not looking for more.”

      “That’s when it happens,” her friend said, her eyes bright with emotion. ‘When you aren’t looking for it. When you least expect it. One day you just meet someone and it clicks. It just–”

      “Feels right,” Jinx finished for her. “When he touches me, it feels like…like–”

      “Home,” said Jane.

      Jinx shrugged. “So what do I do?”

      “You go for it.”

      “I’m so tired of wasting time on men. It’s exhausting.” Jinx groaned. “What if it doesn’t work out? He’s my boss’s cousin. That could get messy. I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

      “It is.” Jane’s eyes locked with hers. “Absolutely.”

      Jinx arched an eyebrow. She wasn’t so sure.

      “You’ll never know if you don’t give it a chance,” said Jane. “If it’s not meant to be, then at least you had a little fun. But what if it’s the real thing? You’d kick yourself if you missed your chance.”

      “Would I though? Plenty of dick out there. Is this one that special?”

      “You said yourself that it is. Just a second ago.”

      “Oh, right. I did.” Jinx sighed and fluffed her hair in the mirror.

      “Do it,” said Jane. “Even if you end up with a broken heart. It’s still worth it.”

      Jinx scoffed. “Better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at all huh? Who was that? Shakespeare?”

      “No,” said Jane. “Lord Tennyson.”

      “Really?” Jinx picked her ropes and toys up from the props table and opened the dressing room door. “You sure?”

      “Positive.” Jane strode down the hall, then stopped and turned back. “Go for it,” she said. “I mean it. If you chicken out, if you give up what could be your one chance at happiness with the man that’s possibly the love of your life…you’ll regret it.”

      The look on Jane’s face, so serious, so pained, had her closing the distance between them and embracing her. Jane meant well, but this lecture felt a bit heavy handed, who said anything about “love of her life?”

      She wasn’t going to layer too much meaning on that kiss. Better to just have fun. If she felt like fucking him tonight, she would, in the meantime Wyatt was going to have to learn that working at the Club meant following Jinx’s rules, not making his own.

      Jinx brushed away a tear from her friend’s cheek as it rolled free. “Hey, you okay to go on?”

      “Yeah.” Jane nodded, sniffed, smiled. “I’ll be fine. You know I live for this shit. I’ll be perfect as soon as we get out there.”

      “Okay. Showtime then,” Jinx said. “Let’s leave them hard, and drooling for more.”
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      Wyatt wove through the crowds, scoping out the perimeter of the club and finally climbing the staircase to the crow’s nest adjacent to the DJ Booth. The people on the floor below him looked like the sea during stormy weather, whirling and crashing against each other in time to the music.

      He had a lot of guys on his security staff at Glow, and a club this size, that housed a small restaurant, three dance floors, nine bars, VIP booths and private party rooms, needed every last one of them. The club was three stories high, with broad balconies on the top two floors that circumnavigated the whole lower floor. Wyatt figured that was the stupidest idea for a club he’d ever seen, drunk assholes hanging over the rails, dropping drinks, and sweating on the people below them. It was a miracle no one had fallen yet.

      Thankfully the balconies only had two ways up or down. The first thing Wyatt had done was station a guy at each location, anybody going up had to relinquish their drinks and buy a new one upstairs, where, as of tonight, the bartenders were only serving in plastic.

      His eyes darted to the exits, there were a dozen entrances in and out of the club, and Jack wasn’t able to tell Wyatt exactly who had access to them all. This entire place was a logistical and security nightmare. He was having a ball.

      Of course, he hadn’t exactly cleared some of his changes with Jinx. But he hoped that when she heard his reason why, she’d see things his way. New guy comes in, starts shaking things up, people get upset. There was no way he was going to be accepted, trusted as one of the “tribe” within his first few weeks. Jack wanted this shit solved before Christmas. So a few weeks was all he had. If Jinx didn’t know about the changes Wyatt was initiating, she couldn’t be accused of turning her back on her regular staff. They’d still acknowledge her as an insider, and Wyatt needed her to keep that status, so they could find the mole.

      Good cop, bad cop. Yeah, they’d make a great team.

      Wyatt caught the eye of one of his team members on the floor below him. Dude gave him a discreet nod then continued on his route.

      “You the new security chief?” The DJ shouted at Wyatt from across the soundboard.

      “Yeah.” Wyatt reached across the booth and shook the man’s hand. “Just checking out the view from up here. Pretty great.”

      “Oh yeah,” the DJ said, shifting his headphones to his neck. “Just wait till the sex show starts, best seats in the house man. Prime viewing.”

      “Sex show?” Wyatt asked. “I thought it was just a demonstration? But with ropes?”

      “Hell no man. Naked chicks getting tied up and swinging from the ceiling? That’s a sex show as far as I know.” The guy laughed, gold-capped tooth flashing, and slapped Wyatt on the arm. “You’re gonna enjoy the hell out of it buddy. Sexy as fuck.”

      Wyatt frowned. Demonstration his ass. Jinx had made it sound sterile, benign, like a presentation given at a senior citizen home.

      The music surged and pulsed and spotlights wove through the crowds. Wyatt watched as his security team pushed back the throngs and set up barriers on the center of the dance floor, carving out a long rectangle of empty floor for what would soon be the performance space.

      “Yeaahhhh, man!” The DJ bounced his head and fiddled with dials as the music changed, slowed to something that sounded like Cirque du Soleil, if they ever made a porno.

      Dammit. He wasn’t prepared for this, didn’t want to see Jinx naked, for the first time, in a room full of people. Privacy, that’s what he needed, lots of privacy, and maybe a sock, and some hand lotion.

      “Whooo, here comes the pool. They always go wild when they see the pool!” The DJ glanced at Wyatt and grinned.

      A panel in the dance floor began to open, revealing several thousand gallons of water, backlit by immersed multicolored LCDs.

      Wyatt knew about the pool, it was one of the ridiculous security risks that had made the “what the fuck were you thinking” list he planned on giving Jack tomorrow.

      The crowd parted on one side of the barrier and four bare chested men in tight leather pants strode forth, then processed around the perimeter of the pool, each of them carrying a coil of black rope.

      Two long swathes of shimmering fabric snaked down from the ceiling as the music swelled, their ends dangling in the pool water. Hundreds of heads tipped up, straining for a better look, and Wyatt followed suit. A dark haired beauty slid down one panel of fabric, weaving it around her legs with all the grace of a dancer.

      Wyatt arched a brow and squinted in confusion. The woman was lovely, but she wasn’t Jinx.

      “So where the fuck is she?” he muttered under his breath.

      A drum beat picked up, and heads bobbed in time as the woman on the ribbon danced, soaring over the pool like a bird in flight. She was whirling around now, dancing in mid air, twisting her limbs erotically around each length of silk, and making her way down, closer to the audience, who was enraptured of her every move.

      It was pretty Wyatt had to give ‘em that. And sexy too, at first he thought the woman was naked but then he spotted a seam at her hip and realized it was the costume that was nude.

      She was hot, but this was not the woman he was looking for, not the one he longed to see. Wyatt shook his head and nearly slapped himself when he realized how distracted he was by this show. He was supposed to be keeping an eye out for baddies, for anybody that looked suspicious, that could be the party behind their security breach. Had he seriously just wasted precious seconds contemplating the seam on some strange woman’s underpants. Jesus.

      The lighting shifted, the music grew ominous and the crowds parted again, this time to let through what looked like some kind of industrial chariot. A shining diamond-plate carriage on four fat tires with pimped out rims, broke through the crowd and came to a stop at the barrier. Perched atop it like a desert queen in a post-industrial apocalyptic sci-fi film, was Jinx. Hair billowing around her, those dangerous curves poured into shiny black lycra that showed off every swell and cleft, she looked like the Devil’s mistress. A smokey eyed demon that ate cocks for breakfast, and made you watch.

      And you liked it.

      .0005 seconds. That’s how long it took Wyatt’s cock to grow harder than a pillar of granite. A new personal record.

      Jinx raised her arm, and flicked something in the air. A flash of light and a loud cracking sound confirmed it was a whip. She gestured to the leather clad men next, wild dramatic movements meant to convey something of a storyline to the audience. It looked like she was telling them to get the woman down off of the ribbons.

      The men removed weird little wands from pockets and aimed them at the woman. Dots of light roamed over her body and the woman reacted to them, flinching and twisting away as if they were real weapons burning her skin, and not just laser pointers.

      The spotlights scattered, tiny beams of color mimicking the laser pointers while the music amped up the tension. Combined it was enough of a clue that Wyatt wasn’t surprised when the woman feigned a slip on the ribbons, then another, and finally fell into the pool below.

      “I love that part,” the DJ shouted over at Wyatt. “It’s like Jinx is this evil villain and she’s getting her sex minions to shoot down this hot bird she wants.”

      “Yeah. I figured that out.” Wyatt smirked and nodded back. “I think I’m gonna head down,” he said. “Actually do my job.”

      “No!” The DJ held his hand up to stop him. “Just wait. You gotta wait. This is the best part.”

      “Yeah? How’s that?”

      “Naked bondage sex party time."
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      Wyatt left the DJ booth anyway. Naked bondage sex party time or no, he really did need to get back to work, to focus on scanning the crowd, looking for anyone suspicious, for anyone that…what? Looked like they had hacking on the mind? This was a needle in a haystack.

      As he stepped off the staircase to the first floor of the club, it was apparent that Naked Bondage Sex Party Time was in full swing. The leather clad men had fished the woman out of the pool and the cover that hid it was once again in place. Now they wheeled a small stage out onto the floor, while Jinx stood over the dripping wet woman that was kneeling at her feet.

      Wyatt pushed his way through the crowds, examining faces and body language as he went. No one stood out. Every last person’s attention was completely focused on the dominatrix in the center of the club.

      Jinx fisted the woman’s hair and wound the wet strands around her wrist, gripping it like a handle. Urging the woman to rise, Jinx pushed her in front, steering her to the stairs at the edge of the stage and bidding her to climb.

      They stood there, the two of them. A cat and its plaything.

      Jinx stood behind the woman, pulled her head to the side and lowered her lips to the woman’s neck. Then she licked, collarbone to jawbone and Wyatt shivered at the same time the woman did, as though that tongue licking had been meant for him. Jinx’s free hand slid down to the woman’s hip, and glided up her body, caressing the curve of her waist, over her stomach and finally her breasts.

      Wyatt swallowed. Oh boy. This was problematic.

      The woman’s nude bra top was sheer now from the water, her nipples stood hard and erect. Jinx’s fingers teased over the woman’s breasts, plucking at her nipples, rolling them between her fingers, until the woman’s lips parted, and her cheeks flushed.

      Wyatt stood transfixed. This was not happening. Except, his cock very much disagreed with that supposition.

      Jinx slipped one hand under the woman’s bra top and cupped a breast, those slim delicate fingers digging into the woman’s pale flesh so hard it dimpled.

      Wyatt’s cock twitched hard against the fly of his jeans.

      Jinx ripped the woman’s top off in one swift movement, bent her arms firmly behind her back and snapped her fingers at a leather clad man, beckoning them to bring her rope.

      The crowd cheered and Wyatt knew that he had to get the fuck out of here. Right the fuck now.

      He turned away from the stage and wove his way towards the fringes. Focus, he had to focus.

      Work. Do your job. Find the breach.

      He made good time to the back corridors of the club, and raced down the hallways to the security room and its bank of monitors that let them keep all eyes on every corner of the club.

      Aiko was already there, her feet up on a desk, a laptop on her knees, she was watching the monitors and the jumbo TV that dominated one wall of the room.

      Shit. He couldn’t escape it, couldn’t escape her.

      Jinx was on every screen. Six feet high on the biggest one. Every sweet inch of her body, from every angle. A creepers wet dream.

      “Fuck.” Wyatt groaned and ran a hand through his hair. “Why is every camera showing your sister?” he demanded. “Pull up some other angles please Aiko.”

      “But I want to watch the show!”

      Wyatt crossed to a monitor and began mashing buttons, changing the angles to something, anything other than Jinx.

      “Hey!” Aiko protested. “This part’s not long and I like to watch her work. She’s an artist you neanderthal.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Your sister already called me that.”

      Aiko slapped at his hands and Wyatt stopped moving. It wasn’t the slapping that stopped him, it was the image on the large screen. The woman was bound, head to toe, a diamond pattern of ropes lacing over her form like a net.

      “That’s a karada,” Aiko said, pointing at the screen. “It’s like a rope harness, a foundation for suspension bondage, which is what they’re doing tonight.”

      “Wow.” Wyatt shook his head. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Now she’ll do a Ushiro Takatekote, that’s a box-tie where you bind the arms behind the back and then the breasts.” Aiko spoke and Wyatt saw Jinx’s hands doing exactly as she described, tightening ropes across the woman’s chest, above and below her breasts, until they plumped under the pressure, pink and jutting lewdly from her body.

      Wyatt felt Aiko’s eyes on him, and he pulled his gaze away, turning back to the bank of monitors.

      “You’re not even looking at that girl’s tits are you?” she asked. “You’re lusting after my sister so bad you’ve got a hard on for her technique.”

      “I got a taste of her technique this afternoon,” he said, nodding.

      “And?”

      “And that was a memorable experience. Although…”

      “What?”

      “Wouldn’t mind turning the tables. If I knew–.”

      “They didn’t teach you knots in the Navy?”

      “Hey, I can tie you a bowline, under water, on a single breath hold. But that…” Wyatt stole another look at the TV, where Jinx was drawing a rope up between the woman’s legs and twisting it around another at the front of the harness. “They don’t teach that in training.”

      “Well,” Aiko said, turning back to her laptop. “If she lets you tie her up, buy a lottery ticket or something because she doesn’t really let anyone do that to her.”

      Wyatt raised an eyebrow.

      “Trust issues,” Aiko said, bobbing her head solemnly.

      “Ah, well.” Wyatt winked. “I’ll just have to earn her trust then…oh my god, she’s trying to kill me.”

      On the TV, Jinx was rubbing her cleavage all over the woman’s breasts. A leather clad man handed her something and she held it up for the crowd. Even back here, in the bowels of the building he could hear them cheering. Two clamps, connected by a chain.

      Wyatt held his breath and watched Jinx’s movements, controlled and graceful as they cradled the woman’s breast in her palm, clamped the end of the chain to the first nipple and then the second, and then paused to give the chain a little tug. He felt that tug deep in his groin. A long pull on his cock that shot straight up his spine so fast he had to swallow hard and remind himself to breathe. Just breathe.

      “Nipple clamps,” Aiko said, staring at him. “Gets ‘em every time. She likes those, so if she doesn’t let you tie her up, you can try that. Don’t tell her I told you of course or she’ll–”

      A sound like a klaxon from hell rang out from Aiko’s laptop, and startled her feet off the desk.

      “Oh my god! Oh my god! Yes! We’ve got one on the hook boss check it out!” Aiko put the laptop on the desk and angled it toward Wyatt. The screen was split in two, on one side a batch of code scrolled across the screen like credits from The Matrix. On the other side was a map of the club, where a glowing red dot was blinking down a hallway about 100 feet away.

      “Finally! Fantastic, okay let’s see–” Wyatt’s mobile phone buzzed in his pocket, pulling it out, he looked at the screen and then at Aiko. “I’m right here, why are you texting me?”

      “Click the link, download the app, and you’ll be able to track the little red dot inside the club in real time within a quarter of an inch.”

      “Seriously?”

      “What?” Aiko shrugged. “It comes with our security system. All the guys on the team already have it, I was gonna hook you up earlier but you were too busy trying to boink my sister.”

      “I was not too– Wait, all the guys have it?”

      “Yeah why?”

      Wyatt was on the radio before Aiko could ask him anything else. “Stand down,” he said. “I repeat, stand down. I do not want anyone apprehending the un-sub. If you can get eyes on without being made, that’s fine. But do not approach or engage.”

      He clipped the radio back to his belt and glanced at Aiko, her head was tilted to the side like she was studying him.

      “What?” Wyatt asked.

      “That was sexy. I can see why she has the hots for you. Maybe I’ll have to find myself a Navy SEAL of my own.”

      “Former. And get back to work.” Wyatt pointed at her laptop.

      “What’s an un-sub?” she asked.

      “Unknown subject. Don’t you watch Criminal Minds or Law and Order or anything?”

      “Nah, I mostly watch gamers on Youtube and Doctor Who reruns.”

      Wyatt shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Get that hallway up on the monitors please Aiko,” he said, stifling a laugh.

      They looked exactly alike, these sisters and yet he wasn’t attracted to this one in the slightest. Nope, she’d been like a little sister from the moment he met her - nosey, annoying and occasionally sweet. Right now, she was wearing on his nerves.

      “Got it,” Aiko said, pointing at the monitors. “That’s the un-sub, blonde girl, headed for an exit. Oh shit–”

      “Oh shit is right,” said Wyatt. “That’s Daisy.”

      He flew down the hallway, felt his knee complain at the exertion and shut out the pain, his focus on getting to Daisy before she could get out that door.

      What the fuck was she thinking? Stupid girl, made a mess of her life, and almost made a mess of Bryce’s in the process. Wyatt pushed past a mass of people, nearly toppled a red-haired man in a black suit with a green pocket square. Caught him before he fell over, apologized and moved on, around the corner, down another hall. Had Jack built this place like a labyrinth on purpose?

      He was too late. Saw the little red dot disappear from his mobile screen at the same time that the door clicked shut just as he rounded the final corner. He wouldn’t chase her outside. Knowing Daisy, she’d cling to the first passerby and cry foul, cause a scene, and then slip away while he was dealing with the fallout. No, if he had any chance of talking some sense into her, it would have to be just the two of them, alone.

      Wyatt walked back down the hallway, took a leisurely pace, giving his knee a little time to stop shouting. The same man popped up in his periphery vision as he walked back through the club. Red-hair, black suit, green pocket square. Funny the details his SEAL mind logged without him even having to think about it. Red-hair dropped back, stepped behind another patron, then popped up on his other side, then retreated again. Wyatt grabbed the radio from his belt and spoke into it.

      “Danny?” he said, addressing the guy he knew was stationed nearest him. Maybe he was paranoid, but he had that feeling, the little itch between his shoulder blades that let him know something was off. Another set of eyes couldn’t hurt. “I feel like somebody’s dogging me. Can you confirm?”

      “Will do,” the response buzzed back. A few seconds went by, Wyatt continued to walk, strolling around the perimeter of the club, watching as some patrons started waving their goodbyes and the leather clad men cleared away the temporary stage. He’d missed the rest of the show. Naked Bondage Sex Party. Well, he’d just have to get Jinx to demonstrate for him…privately.

      “On your six,” Danny said. “Red-hair, dark suit with a green handkerchief.”

      “Thanks man. I thought so.”

      “Two blues with him Wyatt. On the job or retired but definitely for sale and definitely need a snickers or something. They look grumpy.”

      Wyatt laughed. “Keep an eye on them for me? I’m going to see if Aiko got anything on the trace.”
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      “So Wyatt seemed to really enjoy your sex show tonight.”

      “Demonstration.” Jinx frowned at her sister as she loped into her office and crashed on the couch, one arm thrown over her eyes to block out the light. “It’s a Japanese bondage demonstration. Not a sex show.”

      “No, your part of the performance is just a “demonstration”.” Aiko held up her fingers and did little air quotes. “But Jane’s a straight up sex goddess, and burlesque performer extraordinaire so anything she touches turns right into a sex show. Whether you like it or not.”

      “I’m a professional.”

      “Yeah? Then why’d you rub your titties all over her’s tonight? Never seen you do that before.”

      Jinx lifted her arm off her eyes and let it fall to her side. Her sister was eyeing her from behind her own desk, that was annoying, but not nearly as annoying as how well she knew her, how clearly she knew when Jinx was full of shit.

      “I did that to fuck with Wyatt,” she admitted. “He’s messing with me and so I messed with him right back.”

      No point denying the truth. She and Jane had done this show a dozen times. Jane was a friend and since neither of them were sexually attracted to the other, they’d always managed to pull off a hell of a show, but one that was built around technique and performance, rather than real sexual tension.

      But tonight, everything was different. Wyatt had been on her mind big time. The knowledge that he was in the club, watching her, it was such a turn on. There, on the stage, after she’d pushed her friend up the stairs and licked her neck, well Jane must’ve sensed the difference in her, must’ve realized that tonight’s show was a little special. She’d whispered to her, when their heads were close together, when the music was so loud that no one could possibly hear:

      “You’re inspired tonight. I can feel it. Whatever you have in mind. I’m in. Go for it.”

      “Go for it.”  Jane had said that in the dressing room too, when she’d been encouraging Jinx to explore this chemistry that she had with Wyatt.

      She wanted to. God how she wanted to. But still, there was something. Something there in the back of her mind, some small hesitation or apprehension that she couldn’t quite nail down, couldn’t get her head around.

      “Well, whatever.” Aiko’s words broke through her thoughts. “What you did, it worked.” Aiko leaned back in the desk chair and crossed her arms. “That boy was amped. Totally hot for you. Wound tighter then a…a…” She waved her hand in the air. “Something that’s typically wound really tight.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m envious. Of the boinking you’re going to get tonight.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “But not in a weird like incesty twin sister way. Just in a normal friend jealous of another friend’s hot boyfriend sexy time way.”

      “Uh-huh.” Boyfriend?

      “Did that sound weird?”

      “Stop talking.”

      “Yeah, you’re right, that was weird.”

      “No, Wyatt’s in the hallway, so shut the fuck up. I don’t want him to hear–”

      “Hear what?” Wyatt popped his head in the doorway and grinned, his gaze flitting from one twin to the other. “Aiko, angel, tell me you have good news?” he said.

      “I’m still sifting through the data Wyatt.” Aiko sighed, stretched, and did some kind of knuckle cracking thing with her hands that Jinx had literally never seen her do before, so it had to be for Wyatt’s benefit. Then she put her feet up on Jinx’s desk. Again.

      “Gonna be here alllll niiiiggghhhttt,” Aiko said. “Remember?” She tilted her head at Jinx and delivered the world’s most unsubtle wink ever. “You two kids shoo.” She waved her hands at them. “Go, have fun. Danny and I will close up, and there won’t be any more breaches tonight, I’m sure of it.”

      “How?” Jinx said.

      “They’ve never tried more than once a night,” Wyatt said.

      “I don’t usually leave this early,” Jinx said. “And especially in the middle of something like this.”

      Wyatt had been in her life for a matter of hours, and already he was turning it upside down. This flirtation between them was moving fast, and weren’t they supposed to be focusing on catching some bad guys anyway? Now she was leaving early for what? Navy SEAL nookie?

      Wyatt looked at his mobile, texted something, hit send and then looked up at Jinx.

      “I had Danny tailing a guy, but he left and Danny was able to get some good shots of him on the surveillance cameras. He’s going to spend the next few hours trying to figure out who he is. There really is nothing more for us to do here tonight. C’mon, there’s a time for work and a time for rest. We did good today.”

      “Jinx we close in a few hours,” Aiko said.  “Go on, get out. I’ll find the baddie and save the day on my own.”

      Wyatt crossed the room and extended his hand to Jinx.

      “Fair lady,” he said. “Can I escort you home?”
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      Jinx scowled at Wyatt as he strode into the elevator behind her and punched a button. Leaning up against the far wall, he squinted, studying her as his lips curled slowly into a smile.

      “What’s so amusing?” Jinx snapped. Her sister and this man, her new, whateverthefuck he was, had just manipulated her into going home early. They’d teamed up, effortlessly, like they’d been doing it for years, and they’d handled her ass right onto an elevator.

      “You.” Wyatt grinned. “You’re sexy when you’re annoyed with me. It’s hot.”

      “What was that?” she demanded. “Downstairs? Fair lady? Honestly.”

      “Well I was trying something new,” Wyatt said. “You didn’t much like ma’am, and mistress made you scary, so I figured I’d go old fashioned, see how that fit. Looks like not too well.”

      “Fair lady.” She scoffed. “No, I’m not Rapunzel, sitting up in her goddamn tower waiting to be saved.”

      “No, that you are definitely not.”

      “I can take care of myself.” Jinx frowned. “I can take care of my club too.”

      “I know it.”

      “Do you?” Jinx stared him down, her breath hitching when he moved abruptly across the elevator closing the space between them in an instant.

      “Yes,” he said, stroking the pad of his thumb over her cheek. “I know how well you handle yourself. I know how well you can handle me, when you want to.”

      “Mmmm.” Jinx met his gaze and held it. “Not sure I want to,” she said.

      “Yes you are,” Wyatt said, his thumb tracing the line of her lips. “You’re just fighting it.”

      “And why would I fight it?”

      Wyatt raised his free hand over her head and braced his palm against the wall, caging her body with his own.

      “You’re fighting it because it wasn’t your idea. I’ve known about you for weeks. You just found out about me today. That hurts your pride.”

      He was so right it was scary, but she kept her gaze steady, didn’t give him any sign that his words had hit home.

      “Still,” Wyatt continued, dipping his head to nibble on her jaw. “You felt it. The minute you tied me up in your ropes, you knew, same as me.”

      “What did I know Wyatt?”

      “This.” He took control of her wrists, pinning her arms against the elevator wall as he pressed his hips into hers. “That we’d be electric together. Like a house on fire.”

      Her body was aflame, her lips aching to touch his, so infuriatingly close to hers but not close enough. He was teasing her again, toying with her. She knew this game, he was afraid she’d shut all the way down, back out of that whispered promise she’d made when he had her back pinned up against a pillar in the club. “Tonight,” she’d told him.

      Tonight was now.

      She let the air thicken between them, heavy with their breath and the tension of what was to come next. Let him squirm, it would throw him off. Not a lot, just enough so she could get her feet back under her, get control of her breathing, her head, her emotions and her–

      Wyatt let go of one wrist and slid his hand up her waist. She was still wearing the lycra bodysuit, and the way his hand glided over the satiny surface sent a shiver up her spine and a tremor to her lips that she tried to turn into a smile, lest he saw it, lest he take it as the truth that it was.

      She wanted him.

      His fingers ghosted over her breast, then slipped between the edges of the plunging neckline, groping, searching. Finding one nipple, hard, eager for him already, he pinched it, rolling the bud between his fingers as his mouth descended over hers, sucking all the fight right out of her.

      Thank god for that kiss, that kiss that stole the breath from her before she could make a noise that gave away how desperately she wanted him right now. How much she needed the feel of his hands on her, how much she wanted this to happen between them.

      The elevator door dinged, slid open, and Wyatt pulled back, steadying Jinx with firm hands on her waist.

      “Wait,” she said, brow furrowing as she looked out the door. “This isn’t my floor.”

      “Nope.” Wyatt beamed. I hit the button for 30.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because you live right above the club. And I like elevator kisses. A ride from the first to the fourth floor is not enough time for elevator kisses.” Wyatt waggled his eyebrows. “I enjoy a good long ride, kitten.”

      Jinx laughed, crossed to the panel of buttons and pushed the one marked “four.”

      “Hard too,” he added. “Now that I think of it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said. Turning back to face him, she wiggled her eyebrows too, and added. “Cowboy.”
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      They made out all the way back down to her floor. Fevered and a little sloppy, with her hand down the front of his pants, and his up under her bra, groping each other like they were both in high school.

      She fell against her front door with Wyatt right behind her, pressing her up against it with his hips, murmuring in her ear that he could take her right there, in the hall, his need for her was so great. A giggle bubbled up from her throat and she slapped a hand over her mouth, half horrified, half delighted.

      “Shhh,” she laughed, keys rattling against the door. “If we wake the dogs we’ll never make it to the bedroom.”

      “Mmmmm,” Wyatt sucked one earlobe into his mouth and bit down gently, the gravel in his voice sending shivers up her spine. “Don’t worry, me and the guys, we have an understanding.”

      “Oh you do, do you–”

      Jinx opened the door, and they were set upon by four fuzzy blurs. Jumping, licking, tail-wagging and one stealthy attempt at leg humping, made it clear, that “the guys” expected to be able to visit and play with their new best friend before he would be allowed to do anything else.

      “Buds! Seriously?” Wyatt said. “We discussed this. I’ve got plans with your mom tonight, we can hang out tomorrow.”

      Head tilts, eyebrow gymnastics, ear perking. Clyde smiled wide and Inky barked once.

      “Shit. Bro code dudes. Uncool.” Wyatt had his hands on his hips, was staring down at the little rascals like he was tempted to ground them.

      Jinx laughed and patted Wyatt on the shoulder. “You tire them out. I’ll make us something to eat.”

      Forty minutes later the dogs were settling into their beds for the night and Wyatt had joined Jinx at the kitchen island for spaghetti and wine.

      “Oh my god,” he said, around a mouthful of spaghetti. “Carbs. Delicious carbs. Thank god, I need to get my energy back up after the WWF match those monsters just put me through.”

      Wyatt winked at her.

      “Yeah.” Jinx nodded and took a sip of her wine. “Looked like they were really giving you a work out.”

      “Clyde plays dirty.” Wyatt pointed at her. “I’ll tell ya that much. Sucker faked me out three times.”

      “You’re so good with them.” Jinx twirled her fork through the noodles, stealing a glance at Wyatt as he reached for his own wine glass. “They took to you right away.”

      Wyatt gulped, wiped his mouth with his napkin and dove back into his food. She watched him, her own fork paused in mid-air, stopped halfway to her mouth by the sudden realization that she wanted this man more than anyone she’d ever wanted in her life. Wanted him like air, water, the only cure to a disease that had plagued her for years. She hadn’t known she was infected with it, until she met this man.

      Aiko would have a name for this affliction no doubt. Something stupid. If her sister could read her mind right now Aiko would say that Jinx had been suffering from Lackofwyattitis for years. She’d quip about the treatment. “Obviously an immediate injection of Wyatt is the only cure for Lackofwyattitis.”

      Obviously. Jinx snorted, and Wyatt set his glass down, arched a brow at her.

      “What’d I miss?”

      “Nothing. Just thinking.”

      “Yeah ya are, I can hear the gears turning. What’s up?”

      Jinx pushed noodles and sauce around the plate with her fork. “What is this?” She asked, looking up at him. “Less than 24 hours ago I had you tied up in my office, convinced you were a bad guy. Now we’re sitting here, sharing a meal, soon…sharing a bed…”

      Wyatt put down his fork and reached for her hand, brushed his thumb over her knuckles.

      “If you’re not–” he began.

      “No, no,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m all in. And that surprises me.” She squeezed his hand. “You surprise me.”

      Wyatt pushed his plate away and stood up. Brushing her hair back over her shoulder he pressed her hand against his chest and leaned in close.

      “Jinx, I took this job with two missions in mind. Get the bad guy, and get you.”

      “Wow,” she said, shaking her head.

      Wyatt cleared his throat. “I’ve never really believed in that whole ‘at first sight’ thing,” he said. “But, the minute I met you, something came alive in me. Like I was hit by lightning.”

      “Well I did tase you.”

      “It wasn’t that,” he laughed softly. “I’ve never, never, felt something like that before. I spent the past few weeks waiting for the moment when Jack would let me bring you in on this, not just so we can figure out whatever’s going on at the club, but so that I could see you again.”

      “Wow.”

      “So if I surprised you, well you surprised me too.” His smile was soft, his gaze unguarded. “The night we met.”

      “Literally.” She smiled.

      “Nah,” he scoffed, and positioned himself closer, wedging his hips between her knees. “I heard you sneaking up behind me. Figured you probably had mace or a frying pan or something.”

      “Didn’t count on the rope huh?” Her gaze moved to their hands, watching his fingers trace little heated circles over her skin.

      “No,” he laughed. “The rope was…unexpected.”

      “Well I thought you were a bad guy,” Jinx said, her gaze meeting his. “Thought you were there to rob the Club or set it on fire or something.”

      “No you didn’t.” Wyatt grinned. “You knew something crazy was going, but you didn’t really think I was a bad guy, not completely.”

      Jinx tilted her head, considering his words. “You have a point. You could’ve stopped me, fought back. But you didn’t. I remember thinking that was strange.”

      “I would have had to hurt you to do it,” he said, his expression grave. “And I could never do that.”

      “No,” she said. “You wouldn’t.”

      She could see it now, recognized in retrospect, what she’d sensed in him from the first. Goodness. That stranger in the dark had smiled at her from under a black mask, kept his voice calm and reassuring even as his arms were bound to a chair, his eyes red-rimmed and weeping from pepper spray.

      “You spoke to me,” she said, and heard the awe in her own voice. “I don’t think I remembered that clearly until just now. You said–”

      “It’s okay,” he said, repeating his words from that night. “I won’t hurt you. You’re safe. I promise. I’m here to help. I’m here at Jack’s request. Please call him. He’ll explain.”

      “I didn’t hear anything after ‘I promise’,” she said. “Sorry, I’m just not in the habit of giving burglars an audience.”

      “Nope, you left the room and I hoped you were calling Jack. When I heard you talking, the tone of your voice was still urgent, angry, so I knew you were talking to the police.”

      “I wish I had called Jack.”

      “No way,” he said. “You did your job. Granted that decision meant I had to get out of there quick, since Jack didn’t want anyone to know about our little investigation.”

      “Yeah, again, how did you get out of my ropes?” she asked. “Did you have a knife hidden?”

      Wyatt grinned, the sparkle in his eye hinting at a secret.

      “how?” Jinx pushed against his chest.

      “Hey I may not be able to tie a Ushi-ushi-taka–”

      “Ushiro Takatekote,” Jinx said.

      “Yeah that. Thank you.” Wyatt lifted her fingers to his lips for a quick kiss, and locked his gaze on hers. “But you’re not the only one with a fondness for ropes.”
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      Wyatt had never been on a bedroom walk quite like this one. She’d kissed him in the kitchen, after his joke about ropes, then hooked a finger in his belt and led him down the hallway, the look she threw him over her shoulder giving him half a chubby on it’s own.

      Any other woman and he’d be congratulating himself on the seduction, and considering which moves to use during the main event. And then on to wondering if he’d have a sandwich after, or order pizza.

      But in the five seconds it had taken them to walk from the end of the hall to her bedroom door, he’d done months worth of introspection in his head.

      This woman was different. He was different, because he was with her. What they were about to do, it was important in a way sex had never been to him before, because this woman didn’t trust easy, and yet, even though they barely knew each other, she was choosing to trust him.

      He followed her into her bedroom, and shut the door behind him, his eyes roaming over the space, soaking it in.

      “Pink,” he said, noticing how the wallpaper and the bedspread matched. It was pretty, feminine, but not in a little girl way, just soft.

      “Everybody’s always surprised that I like pink,” Jinx said, sitting on the bed. “It’s amusing.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Wyatt down next to her, cupping her cheek in his palm, his other hand falling to her waist. “It’s totally you. You project this hard exterior, but inside - pink and soft, just like this room.”

      She leaned into him, her lips parting and those big dark eyes going wide and shiny at his words.

      “You’ve got a kind heart,” he said. Running his thumb over her lips, he bent down, caught her bottom lip between his teeth and sucked, sliding his tongue out for a taste.

      “Mmmmm,” Jinx moaned into the kiss, a throaty sound that turned into a low laugh as she raked her nails up Wyatt’s back. “Maybe not so kind,” she said. “Because I want to do very bad things to you.”

      The feel of her nails on his back had him hard in an instant. Wyatt sucked air in through his teeth, and then bared them with a snarl. “Oh kitten, we’re gonna have so much fun.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Jinx grabbed two fistfuls of Wyatt’s shirt, kissed him hard, then bounced up from the bed and hurried to a tall black lacquer wardrobe on the wall opposite the bed.

      “This,” she said, throwing open the doors. “Is my toy box. Never mind that it’s really more of a closet.

      “Toy box sounds better,” Wyatt said, standing.

      “Exactly. Now…” she turned and studied him, one finger on her chin. “How do I want to torture you?”

      “Rope?” he asked arching an eyebrow.

      “Always. But what else? Let me think.” She pursed her lips.

      “Well what about me? Don’t I get to torture you too?”

      “That depends,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “What do you have in mind?”

      “What’s this?” Wyatt leaned over a shelf and picked up a pink satin box with the words Blush Shoppe embossed on the top in silver script letters.

      “Oh, those are new,” Jinx said, taking the box from him.

      Wyatt smirked at her, took the box back and opened it. “Nipple clamps,” he said. “I like.”

      That sound, the gravel in his voice, the way he purred the words at her, it went straight to her knees.

      “Well–”

      “Let me,” he said, his gaze hot, burning a trail over her skin.

      “Was that a request, or an order?”

      “What do you want it to be?”

      “Both.”

      Wyatt’s lips curled mischievously, like her answer had just given him permission to play the game his way. Jinx matched his gaze and paused, did she like where this was going?

      “Take off your clothes,” Wyatt said.

      That tone, that was an order. And wet panties don’t lie.

      She definitely liked it.

      “Yes sir,” she said. Stepping out of her heels, she slid her fingers under the neckline of the bodysuit and began to slip it off her shoulders.

      Wyatt captured her wrist and stopped her.

      “Not yes sir. Wyatt. Yes, Wyatt.”

      “I thought you didn’t like your name?”

      “It’s still mine.”

      “Okay–”

      “What’s yours,” he asked.

      “What?” The question surprised her. “Don’t you know it? I thought you checked me out thoroughly.”

      “I did, and I do know it. But that’s not the same as you telling me. Before we do this, I’d like you to tell me.”

      “Jun,” she said softly.

      “What’s it mean?”

      “It has several meanings. One of them is genuine.”

      “Yes,” he smiled. “You are that. What’s another?”

      “Obey.” Jinx lips curled into a coy smile.

      “Ha! A command for others, or for yourself?”

      “Depends. What do you want it to be?”

      Wyatt narrowed his eyes, studied her for a moment.

      “Take. Off. Your. Clothes.”

      Jinx licked her lips and locked her gaze to his. “Yes Wyatt,” she said, lust turning her answer into a whisper.
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      God she was beautiful. That long dark hair contrasting with creamy skin, glowing golden now in the soft light of her bedroom. She was pinking around the edges, her fingertips, her cheeks, collarbone, flushed with her desire for him, and the knowledge only made his cock harder.

      She freed her arms from the costume, and held the top up over her breasts, her eyes searching his, the emotion there a heady mix of contradictions.

      He didn’t exactly have a plan, had no idea what to do with such a delicious creature. But worry wasn’t on his mind, only need. He’d have fun figuring it out. They’d have fun figuring it out, together.

      Jinx sucked her bottom lip in, bit one side, then licked the same spot, the plump flesh shiny with saliva.

      Wyatt smiled. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.”

      Jinx batted her eyelashes. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You know exactly what I mean. You’re trying to provoke me.” Wyatt lifted the nipple clamps out of the box by the chain and swung them in front of her.

      Jinx closed the distance between them and stared up at him. She grabbed his crotch, slender fingers wrapping around the hard thick length that strained against his fly. “Not trying,” she said. Squeeze. “Succeeding.”

      Wyatt hissed, and gritted his teeth. “You’ll pay for that kitten.”

      Jinx retreated, leaned casually against the wardrobe door and let the top of her costume fall to her waist.

      Sweet holy jiggly globes of–

      “Lord have mercy.”  Palms flat on the door behind her head, he caged her in. “Fuckin’ A you’re beautiful.”

      Jinx lifted her chin slightly and peered up at him from under thick dark lashes.

      “I’m glad you think so,” she said.

      Clever girl, she was aiming to turn the tables. Have him obeying her. Ha, ha. Nope.

      Wyatt slid a hand down over her shoulder, cupped one heavy breast in his palm, let his thumb glide over the nipple, and grinned when it budded hard under his touch.

      “Look at that,” he said, voice full of reverence. “You blush…everywhere.”

      Her mouth gaped for a full second before she forced herself to recover. He watched a fresh blush craze up over her breasts and cheeks with deep satisfaction.

      “I do not–“

      Wyatt dipped his head, tongued a nipple into his mouth and sucked. She stopped talking, her fingers scraped across his scalp, pulling him tight against her chest with a gasp.

      One breast, then the other. God her could worship these tits all night. But no, he wanted to see this contraption on her, wanted to see the look in her eyes when he tugged on that sparkly little chain.

      “Put ’em on,” he said, dropping the clamps into her hand. “I’d do it, but I’m not certain how they work yet. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “First,” she said, taking his hand. “Never put a nipple clamp on a wet nipple, it can slip off and pinch the tip too hard, causing injury.”

      “Wouldn’t want that.” Wyatt dutifully followed orders, his gaze flitting from her breasts to her face as he wiped his saliva off her nipples with his thumbs.

      She was working hard to keep it together. A little muscle tensing in her jaw like she was trying to swallow a moan. He rolled the nipples between thumb and forefinger, both at the same time, and smiled when her head fell back against the door with a thud and a tiny whimper escaped her lips.

      “Okay, now um…” She took his hand, and placed a clamp between his fingers. “Press down.”

      The clamp opened and Jinx guided his hand to her breast, the clamp honing in on her nipple like a hungry little mouth. Grab, release. Look at that, he’d captured a titty.

      “Yum.” Wyatt flicked the end of her nipple with the pad of his finger and Jinx squeaked. That muscle tensed again, her brows knit together.

      Damn this was fun.

      He did the other on his own, since by the way she was white knuckling the edge of the wardrobe door, he didn’t figure she was capable of movement. When they were both on he stepped back, scrubbed a hand over his jaw and whistled.

      “Fuck that’s pretty.”

      Jinx glared at him with murder in her eyes. Wyatt, stepped forward and gave the chain a little tug. Murder turned to pleading with that one small movement. Handy information.
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      She was shivering and it wasn’t from the cold. Wyatt’s hands on her skin, his mouth on her breasts, the way he’d known instinctively how to tease her, it was almost too much. It was perfect.

      Wyatt flattened his palm and stroked over the tips of her breasts, tickling the sensitive nipples, sending shockwaves of lust straight to her center. He caught her neck when she melted against him, snaked a hand down the front of her bodysuit, and slicked a finger through her folds, circling her clit with gentle pressure. His lips found hers, his tongue sweeping into her mouth as one finger thrust inside her.

      “Wyatt,” she moaned as his fingers explored.

      He broke the kiss, rested his forehead on her cheek and whispered in her ear.

      “Yes, just like that,” he said. “Say it again.”

      “Wyatt.” Jinx kissed him, thrust her tongue into his mouth to distract him and pulled his hand up out of her pants.

      “What?–”

      “My turn.” She grinned. Smacking a hand on his chest she pushed him back until the edge of the bed hit his knees and he toppled down, torso propped up on his elbows.

      “So soon?” He laughed. “But I want to tug that chain some more. I want to…” he ran his fingers over his lips, licked them, “pet the kitten. She likes me. I’m sure of it.”

      Jinx rolled her eyes at him, laughed and peeled her bodysuit the rest of the way off.

      Wyatt whistled behind her.

      “Lord woman, it just gets better and better. Come bring that over here.

      “Patience,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.

      She felt more in control this way, completely naked. Somehow half naked had made her feel too exposed, vulnerable. It wasn’t how she wanted to feel right now. Right now, Mistress Jinx needed control.

      She grabbed a coil of rope from the lower shelf and turned back to Wyatt.

      “Obey,” she said slapping the coil of rope against her thigh as she advanced on him.

      “Oh shit.”

      “I want a redo of this afternoon,” she said.

      “You want to elevate my knee?” he asked, scrunching his nose.

      “No, I want to truss you up and go for a ride cowboy.”

      Their gazes locked. Wyatt narrowed his eyes. Jinx narrowed hers. Wyatt’s narrowed further, till only tiny slivers of blue were visible. He tapped one finger on his chin and mused.

      “Mmmmm. I am…100% okay with that.” Sitting up, he pulled his shirt off in one swift movement and had his pants down around his ankles before Jinx could tell him to stop.

      “Hey I thought you were going commando tonight?” she asked when she saw his boxer briefs.

      There was a beat and then Wyatt started pulling them off.

      “Wait,” she said, stopping him. “Leave the briefs on. I have plans.”

      “Whatever you say.” Wyatt mashed his wrists together and held out his hands. “Ready!” He waggled his eyebrows.

      God he was adorable.

      “First things first,” she said. “Safe word. Pick one. At any time, for any reason, say your safe word and I will stop immediately and untie you. I promise, it’s important that–”

      “Pacman,” Wyatt said without blinking. “Pacman is my safeword. Now tie me up.”

      “Okay but just remember–”

      “I trust you,” he said. “Implicitly. I do.”

      “That’s nice to hear but the safeword is for–”

      “Games. It gives us freedom, let’s us mess around with scenarios, role-play, power games. I’m not completely ignorant of all this. I promise. The safeword means that if I get off on protesting that I don’t want to do something, I can act that out, and you know that I’m actually okay, despite my protests, because I haven’t actually tagged out on you.”

      “Yeah. Yeah that’s right,” she said, wondering “what the heck” he definitely knew more than–

      “Great.” Wyatt held his wrist up. “Ropes please…Mistress.”
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      Heaven was Jinx climbing over him, naked, glittery chain hanging from gently swaying titties, as she tied him up. He could die now a happy man. Wait scratch that, he’d really like to get to the fucking first.

      She only tied his wrists, mumbled something about starting slow and then looped the rope through her headboard. He tested his strength against the binding, wiggled like a damsel on a train track, and gave her a pained look. She’d frowned for a second but then smacked his cheek when she realized he was playing.

      “Safeword. I’m serious.”

      “So am I,” he said. “I promise I’ll say it if I need to. But I won’t need to.”

      “Good.” She smiled, flung a leg over his body and straddled his hips. “Because I want to play with you for a while.” Leaning up over his chest she kissed him, then kissed her way down his chest, over pecs, abs, belly button. Whoo! A little tongue there. That was a surprise.

      “Hey what do you like to call it?” He asked staring at the top of her head.

      “What?” She sat up, squinting in confusion. “Call what?”

      “Ya know.” Wyatt’s gaze flicked low then back up again. “When I’m talking dirty to you, I want to be sure I get it right. Would hate to offend her. Is pussy okay?”

      Jinx frowned at him.

      “Pussy is fine.”

      “So for instance ‘fuck, your pussy tastes great’ that would be acceptable?”

      Jinx shifted back, grinding the body part in question against his groin. Wyatt clenched his jaw, feeling the fabric of his briefs dampening with her arousal, hot and sweet against his erection.

      “A little pedestrian,” she said. “But acceptable.”

      “How about the c-word?” Wyatt winced, and paused for her response.

      “I don’t like it as a title.” She wiggled her bottom, then bore down, dragging her hips over his length, back and forth until he was panting. “But when referring to a body part in the heat of passion? I’ll allow it.”

      Wyatt locked his gaze on hers and smiled. “So ‘I can’t wait to get my cock into that hot wet cunt?’ That would be fine?”

      Jinx sighed, blew out a breath and palmed her tits, playing with the nipple clamps as if it were an afterthought. “Mmmm, it’s not poetry. But we all have our talents.”

      Wyatt grinned.

      “How about…” he frowned for a second, thinking. “If you don’t clamp that tight little hole down on my cock in the next ten seconds, I’m going to get out of these ropes, and claim it myself.”

      Wyatt bent his knees and pitched her forward at the same time that he lifted his neck, caught the chain between his teeth and pulled.

      “OMG! Pacman!” Jinx shouted and pushed at his chest laughing so hard her shoulders were shaking. “Pacman, pacman, pacman!”

      “Should’ve tied my feet woman!” Wyatt laughed and tried to restrain her with his legs, nuzzling into her neck until she giggled frantically and began slapping at his chest.

      “That’s it!” Jinx bounded off the bed, went back to the wardrobe, and returned to the bed with two items in hand. She held them up.

      Condom in one hand. Scissors in the other.

      “Fuck or be castrated?” Wyatt asked. “I choose fuck.”

      Jinx put the condom wrapper between her teeth, slapped him once on each cheek and then set to work on his briefs cutting up one thigh, then the other and dragging the fabric out from under him so that his erection sprang free, hard and long and very eager to play.

      “Fuck that’s pretty,” Jinx said, taking the condom out of her mouth.

      “Oh I see what you did there. Hey if I’m no poet why are you plagiarizing my work?”

      Jinx leaned over his face, planted a hard kiss on his mouth, then pinched his cheeks together and stuffed the condom package in his mouth.

      Wyatt began to protest but Jinx turned around, flung a leg over his chest and straddled his torso. Tossing a wink at him over her shoulder, she gripped his cock at the root, and bent down, ass bobbing in the air as she sucked the length of him into her mouth. Words became an abstract concept.

      “Ffffzzzzziiiittthhh.” The condom wrapper flapped against his lips as Wyatt squeezed his eyes shut and tried hard to remember his underwater training.

      Because sure as fuck he was gonna drown, cock first, in this fine woman’s mouth and he was gonna catch hell trying to explain that shit to St. Peter. But OH MY GOD, double jointed tongue or…what was that? Teeth. Yes, more of the teeth please.

      Wyatt lifted his hands, or tried to. Shit, that’s right. He couldn’t move. But…but he wanted to touch her, this wasn’t fair. He had to touch her. Had to give this back, make her feel what he was feeling.

      He opened his eyes. Big mistake.

      She was bare to him. Exposed, and open and wet and puckering at him, like a hungry mouth, begging for kisses. For cock. Or tongue.

      He spit the condom out onto the bed.

      “Back it up,” he said, his voice hoarse with desire. “My turn.”

      Jinx sucked harder, and shook her head.

      Pfftt. No? He’d see about that. Wyatt jacked-knifed off the bed, heard her squeal and come off his dick with a wet pop, then smiled when she hugged his legs, and grinned back over her shoulder.

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      He smiled back. “Gimme some, or I’ll come get it.”

      Jinx turned all the way around and set her hands on his chest.

      “You’ll come get it?” she asked. “You’re tied up. Did you forget?”

      “Won’t stop me,” he scoffed. “Hasn’t yet.”

      “I saw what you did before, you cut the ropes somehow. You’re totally naked now Wyatt. I’ve seen every inch. You can’t possibly have a knife on you. No way you can get out of my knots.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      “No, just say your safe word and I’ll let you out.”

      “Nope.” He shook his head. “I don’t need to. That’s not what this is about.”

      She bent, and kissed him, a slow deep kiss that had his cock screaming for more attention.

      “Then what is it about?” she whispered.

      “Fun,” he said, shrugging as best he could with his arms tied over his head. “I’m having a blast right now and I think it would be fun as hell to bet on me getting out of these ropes.”

      “Okay,” she said, her gaze searching his. “If you don’t, I know what I get as reward, I get to continue having my wicked way with you.”

      “Definitely.” Wyatt nodded.

      “But if you do escape? What’s your prize?”

      “Up to you,” he said. “You’ve got to set your own limits.”

      “Make a suggestion,” she said. “I can veto it.”

      He knew what he wanted, but didn’t want to pressure her by saying it out loud. Instead he lifted his chin and let his gaze flit up to his wrists and the ropes that bound them together.

      Jinx’s gaze followed his, and then down to his chest. She drew her fingers over his pecs, painting invisible designs on his skin.

      “Jun?” he said, using her real name so she’d know he was serious. “Veto okay. Veto.”

      “No,” she leveled her gaze with his and shook her head. “I’m good. Ropes it is. You can tie me up cowboy, but first you have to win the bet.”

      “That’s fair,” he said. “Deal?”

      She nodded. “Deal.”

      “Seal it with a kiss?” He strained against the ropes. “I mean I can’t really shake on it at the moment.”

      She sank into him, her legs slid down over his, her breasts nestling against his chest, and finally she slid her arms up around his neck, pressing her lips to his.

      Wyatt drank her in, the warmth of her skin, her scent, the sweet taste of her lips, the perfect dance of her tongue with his. She was bliss. She was everything. And in just one more minute, she’d be all his. He kissed her harder. Had to keep her distracted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      It took her a moment to realize what had happened. Strong hands embraced her. One tangling in her hair, one sliding over her hip to cup the apple of her ass. She was lost in kisses, reveling in the feel of this gorgeous man worshipping her.

      It was the fingers that snapped her out of it.

      Nimble fingers stroked through her folds, teasing her open, then slowly sinking inside.

      Jinx moaned and pushed into his hand, grinding shamelessly as Wyatt added another finger. In, out, in, out. A leisurely pace. No, a gloating pace.

      Motherfucker had slipped her ropes. Again.

      “Surprise,” he said, flipping them over so that she was beneath him. Wyatt held a length of rope above her head and grinned.

      Jinx ran a hand over her face and laughed. “As this point, I’m pretty sure you’re a wizard.”

      “Mmm,” Wyatt nibbled her neck and whispered in her ear. “Well I do have a magic wand.”

      Jinx, laughed and held up her hands. “A deal’s a deal,” she said. “Go ahead. Tie me up.”

      He did. Three turns around her wrists and a loose slip knot. He didn’t tie her to the headboard, just left her hands above her head, and she wondered at that.

      “Taking it slow,” he said when he caught her questioning look. “Pacman.” He tapped her nose.

      “Pacman,” she said, and started to nod an acknowledgement, but he was gone, head disappearing between her legs, his tongue diving into her like a desperate man on the edge.

      And then she was on the edge with him, hips bucking, even as his hands held her down. Writhing as he swept through her folds, finding her clit and sucking, rolling it gently at first and then harder, increasing the pressure until she was crying out his name over and over.

      Wyatt, Wyatt, Wyatt.

      He rose over her, clasped her face in both hands and stole his name from her lips, taking each gasp as it left her chest, fucking her mouth with his tongue so that she could taste herself on him.

      Wyatt reached across the bed, grabbed the condom and ripped it open with his teeth.

      “No let me,” she said, twisting on her side so that she could roll the latex down over the wide blunt head.

      When she was finished she didn’t move her hands, just left them there. The sight of it, her hands cradling his cock, wrists bound for his purpose, his pleasure, sent desire coiling deep inside her, so tight and hot it was nearly unbearable.

      She looked up, anxious to see if his reaction was the same. Bright blue eyes were shadowed now. Dark. Dangerous.

      “Jun,” he whispered and she wasn’t afraid, just desperate.

      Grasping Wyatt’s cock in her palms she slid them up the length, flexing as she went. Wyatt gasped, fisted his hand in her hair and watched as she stroked, urging her on with little thrusts of his hips, whispered words of encouragement.

      His cock grew harder in her hands and he ordered her to stop, his voice hoarse and low. Taking her hands in his, he kissed them, then pushed her back against the bed, lifting her arms over her head.

      Lowering his body over hers, he urged her thighs wide with his own, and settled his hips between them. Palming one breast, he pressed the nipple clamp open and removed it.

      She hissed. Blood rushed back into the sensitive nerve endings and set them on fire.

      Wyatt licked the nipple, sucked it into his mouth and then hugged her to him, his cock notched hard against her opening.

      He pressed forward, hard and thick, and she stretched around him, that delicious fullness sending shockwaves up her spine, his mouth, hot and wet on her breast, matching every spark.

      Shifting, he reached for the other clamp, releasing the nipple before closing his lips over it, easing the pain, turning pins and needles into gasps and moans.

      “Hold my wrists,” she breathed. Barely able to croak out the words. “Hold me down, I want to feel it. Feel you.”

      Wyatt kissed her lips, her cheek, her eyelids, then he reached above them, and pressed her wrists against the bed just as his cock sank deep. Sank home. Filling her so perfectly she felt tears prick at the corner of her eyes. Closing them, she buried her head in Wyatt’s neck as he moved.

      “Kitten,” he whispered. He thrust slowly. Long full strokes, all the way in, all the way out. Breaching her pussy again and again. It was agony. It was exquisite. God she was falling, spiraling down into an orgasm that was sapping the strength from her limbs, building, building–

      “Jun,” Wyatt whispered again. “Look at me.” And the sound of her name on his lips had those tears pricking again.

      She opened her eyes and he smiled, plunged deep, a little laugh erupting from him when her eyes rolled back in her head.

      “Time for the dirty talk love.” He grinned, and thrust again, arching an eyebrow at the sounds their bodies made when they joined. “Pussy Music,” he said. “That’s what that sound is. Wet, greedy, sloppy music to my ears.”

      “Ugh,” she sneered up at him. “Still not poetry Cowboy.”

      “No?” Wyatt thrust hard, smirking when she gasped. “That reminds me, you wanted to ride me if I recall correctly. So why am I doing all the work?”

      Clasping her to him, he sat up, dragged her to the edge of the bed with him and then stood on the floor, draping her legs around his waist so that his hips wedged tight between her thighs. She looked down, her bound hands a barrier between them, keeping their bodies from joining together completely.

      “Can’t have that,” Wyatt said, and he moved to untie her.

      “No.” Jinx lifted her arms and draped them over his head, resting them on his shoulders.

      “Mmm,” he said. “I like it.” He slanted his lips over hers, talking through kisses. “Beautiful and smart.”

      She laughed and then gasped when he thrust his palms under her ass, and yanked her close. Spreading her thighs wide, he slammed home and Jinx forgot all about laughing. There was only sensation now, only pleasure. Bodies woven together so tightly she couldn’t remember what it ever felt like to be apart.

      [image: ]

      “So. Fucking. Sweet.” The words punched out of his chest in time with each thrust. His gaze lowered, fixed on the spot where they joined. Watching, mesmerized by the sight of his cock, hard and wet with her juices, slamming into her again and again.

      Wyatt stroked her hair, wrapped it around his wrist and pulled, just enough to make her arch her back, just enough so that he could get a good view of those sweet tits, pink tipped and swollen from abuse.

      “Hang on,” he said, brushing his lips against her ear. “Remember what I said in the elevator?”

      “Rides.” She nodded, her hair tickling his cheek. “You like them hard and long.”

      “Can you take it?”

      “Giddyup.”

      It was all the permission he needed. He pounded into her, gripped her hip in one hand, the other still tangled in her hair. Each time he got close, each time he sensed she was close, he slowed. Kissed her lips sweetly. Soft, closed mouth kisses, while they backed off the edge of orgasm together.

      As soon as the danger passed, he started up again.

      She was glistening, sweat sparkling on her skin in the dim light. Fucking beautiful.

      Wyatt snaked a hand between their bodies, pressed the pad of his thumb against her clit and massaged.

      Jinx made a sound, half whimper half moan, already clenching around him.

      He glanced down. The way her pussy stretched to take his cock, the way the tiny muscles in her groin shivered and tensed each time she spasmed around him.

      “Fucking beautiful.” He said it out loud this time, and hoped she caught all the depth those two words held for him. “You are so fucking beautiful.”

      Her head fell against his, forehead to forehead, and he tipped it back again, kissing her lips as his fingers worked in time with his thrusts. Then he felt it, the whole of her body tensing under his hands, her cunt fisting around his cock like a vice, and she cried out, great racking sobs that echoed in the room.

      He went with her, slamming home again. Once, twice, ten more times until he was shuddering against her breasts, and tearing those fucking ropes off her wrists so she could hold him, could weave her fingers in his hair and kiss the tremble off of his lips.

      [image: ]

      They’d gone to the kitchen for chocolate milk. Wyatt assured Jinx it was better than Gatorade for restoring health after exertion. He didn’t think she believed him, but she still kissed the milk mustache off him anyhow.

      Aiko got home in the wee hours of the morning. Slapped a folder on the kitchen counter and told him to have a look. “Tonight’s detective work. Rather interesting I’d say.”

      He looked, then tossed the folder back on the counter with disgust.

      “Wyatt?” Jinx said, rubbing her hand over his shoulder. “What is it?”

      “Daisy,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “Shit. I don’t know what I’m gonna tell Bryce.”

      He stalked down the hall, found his pants, dug out his cell phone and returned to the kitchen.

      “You gonna call Jack?” Aiko asked.

      “No, we’ll do all that in the morning.”

      “Then…”

      “I’m texting Daisy,” he said, tapping at his phone. “I don’t know if this number still works, but it’s the last one I had for her. If I can get her to meet with me, to talk, maybe even get Bryce there, we might have a shot of getting her out of this.”

      “Did it go through?” Jinx asked.

      “Yeah.” he nodded. “Someone’s typing back.”

      Jinx came and stood behind him, looked over his shoulder at the screen just as the new text came in.

      “Oh my god!” She clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “What is it?” Aiko asked. “What did she say?”

      Wyatt held up the screen so Aiko could see. Just two words.

      Daisy’s dead.

      

      
        THE END
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      During her best friend's fun-filled bachelorette getaway, straight laced Monica's weekend goes sideways when she comes face to face with the hottest man she's ever seen. One look into his eyes makes it nearly impossible to keep buttoned when all she wants to do is peel off his clothes.

      

      Former SEAL turned bodyguard, Grant, just wants to get through his security detail without incident. But then he meets her. And if she wasn't enough to throw him off of his game, she unwittingly catches the eye of his new boss. His boss’ attraction to the curvy brunette has thrown a major wrench in the works. Especially when Grant’s body demands he find the nearest bed to bend her over. Luckily being in the SEALs taught him how to work well under pressure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Monica shifted her purse on her shoulder. How long could a simple phone call last? They pick up, you tell him you arrived safely and you turn the phone off. A glance around the lobby had her hoping this wasn’t a normal weekend in town. There appeared to be a large number of men in business suits as well as a great deal of women with very little clothing what-so-ever. Not that she was a prude. Well not behind closed doors. As far as her co-workers and even most of her friends were concerned, Monica was the straight-laced one in any crowd. She checked her watch again. 30 minutes. Five more and then I go back to the room.

      Hannah would call her ancient for having a watch at all, but pulling your phone out of your bag to check the time just seemed like too much trouble. And at least she had a concept of time. Unlike her best friend, Monica didn’t have the luxury of strolling through life on her own schedule. She had a job and responsibilities. Something that made her a bit more uptight and this bachelorette weekend in Las Vegas a once in a lifetime thing. Hannah better appreciate the fact that she was giving up her entire Christmas vacation time for the wedding.

      The noise from the nearby casino area assured her there would be nothing quiet about this weekend. All she wanted was a hole in the wall bar and a nice bottle of whiskey. But she loved Hannah like a sister and if a few loud nights with girlie drinks and half naked men were what they wanted then Monica would play along. The elevator beside her opened up, sending her scooting towards the front doors. A pair of inhumanly strong arms snatched her off the ground, slammed her face first into the wall knocking the breath out of her and very likely bruising a few ribs.

      “Get off me!” She forced out as the large man’s elbow dug into her back. At least she hoped it was his elbow.

      His free hand patted her down, exploring places that made her grateful she was wearing pants instead of the skirt Hannah had picked out.

      “Stop. What are you doing?” Anger boiled under her skin.

      “She’s clean.” The crisp voice sounded in her ear before the pressure eased and she stumbled to the ground.

      Monica spun around, her open palm aimed for the rock hard jaw of her assailant. He caught her wrist just inches before she made contact.

      “Of course I’m clean. Do I look threatening to you or do you just like feeling up random women?”

      The hard steel in his deep sapphire eyes matched his grip. Both were just strong enough to hold her still and promised pain to those who crossed him. She knew that beneath his business suit was the body of a sleek panther ready to strike its prey. But she had faced a horde of kindergarteners hopped on Halloween candy. He didn’t scare her. Much.

      They stood there for what seemed like an eternity. She was trying to ignore the warm sensations developing around her wrist and the images of his fingers traveling elsewhere. Another man cleared his throat.

      “You can let her go, Grant. There was obviously a misunderstanding.”

      The large man, with the chestnut brown hair peppered with grey, released her arm. Another man approached her, holding out her purse. He was shorter and darker skinned, but no less intimidating. Images of all the old gangster movies her dad made her watch came to mind as he approached. Dark hair, dark skin, sophistication, money and all the cockiness of the man in charge.

      “My apologies, madam.”

      She took her purse from him, more than a little happy that her hand didn’t shake.

      “My bodyguard is a little overzealous at times.”

      Monica knew the man was trying to impress her and sadly, she would have to disappoint him. She flexed her hand a few times. “It doesn’t appear that anything was damaged. So I suppose I’m none the worse for wear.”

      “Please let me make it up to you. Dinner at Savoy perhaps?”

      He was baiting her. Using the top restaurant in Vegas was a good way to do it. And he wasn’t exactly hard to look at. Oh who was she kidding? He was sexier than any of her boyfriends, ever. But it wasn’t him that was distracting. It was the bodyguard. Grant? Wasn’t that his name?

      “I appreciate the offer Mr. . . .”

      “Julian. Just Julian.”

      “OK, Julian. As much as I would like to say yes, I am only in town for a short time, so I will have to decline.”

      “Please, tell me what I can do to change your mind.”

      Monica shook her head, risking a glance at tall, dark and silent who had currently turned to stone while listening to her exchange with his boss.

      “My calendar is not my own this weekend.”

      “Certainly you are allowed dinner?”

      At that she laughed. “If I’m lucky, I’m allowed to sleep.”

      It was then that Hannah and the others decided to make an appearance. A tall, blonde Lacey waved from the elevators across the lobby. Monica waved back hoping the ladies wouldn’t decide to jump into the conversation. The last thing she needed was Hannah’s encouragement to have a little holiday fling with mister oh-so-obviously rich and sexy.

      “If you gentlemen will excuse me.” She nodded to Julian, leaving Grant and the other bodyguards no more than a glance.

      Strutting across that lobby with her shoulders back and keeping the heels of her boots from wobbling was one of the hardest things she had ever experienced. Doing a face plant in the lobby because of her unsteady legs would have been mortifying. And the apparent interest from her friends did not bode well for getting out of the situation without teasing.

      “Now how is it that the meek little children’s librarian is scoring with sexy mob guy?” Hannah put her hands on her hips, drawing attention to her black mini skirt and bright pink ‘bride-to be’ sash.

      “Well I know he’s not as impressive as your future husband, the billionaire. But apparently I’m intimidating enough to warrant special attention from Mr. Mobguy’s bodyguards.” Monica hooked her arm around Hannah’s shoulders. “I will tell you all about it over drinks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      “Well now Grant, I’ve never seen you make a mistake before,” Julian chuckled, “but she sure is a fine one. Sam. Find out who she is and where she’s staying. I’d like to know more about the fiery lady who turned me down.”

      The smaller man nodded. “Yes sir.”

      Grant bristled at the reference to his mistake as he watched the high strung brunette disappear through the casino with her small group of girlfriends. There was no such thing when it came to security. Given Julian Marino’s history with women, one could never be too careful. One of the very reasons he was here was because of a wronged husband. A very rich, influential husband.

      It took no more than a moment to determine that the lithe brunette wasn’t a true threat. She appeared from nowhere when they entered the hotel, sending him into immediate action. Not wanting to make a scene, Grant had cushioned his hold a split second before slamming her into the wall. Giving the girl a concussion would have definitely drawn attention. The pat down was more of a habit than out of any real concern. And if put under oath, he would’ve had to admit that running his hands over a few of her luscious curves was far from the worst experience of his life.

      Once Sam was out of sight, they proceeded to the elevator across the lobby. Julian was immediately on his phone, surround by Grant and three other men. They had all worked together before. Wherever the money was the others followed. He liked to think he was more selective. But the truth was, he was bored in retirement. Not much to keep an old Navy SEAL occupied except security work. And who needed protecting more than rich men with too much time on their hands?

      “Change of plans for tonight, boys.”

      Grant kept his face carefully blank. It was a rare occasion that events actually progressed as planned. The entire thing irritated him more than he cared to admit. But as long as it didn’t involve Julian and a certain graceful brunette then he would be happy to go along with whatever it was. He could only hope the young woman had enough sense to stay as far away from his boss as she could.

      “We’ll be meeting Lawrence and Riorden at the Bellagio for dinner. They are being joined by several famous entertainers and have invited me to attend. I expect you to be invisible as always.”

      The large man in the front corner of the elevator grunted. “Of course, Mr. Marino.”

      Grant caught his friend’s eyes. Suck up.

      The hulking, bald man wiggled his eyebrows. Tim was always one to lighten the mood.

      The metal doors slid open to reveal the penthouse level. Thankfully there was an actual hallway outside the door to the suite. Grant preferred guarding the man from outside. The less he knew about the personal habits of Julian Marino the better he could sleep at night. Marino slid the electronic card to unlock the door and stepped aside. Grant and Tim headed into the room while Carl stayed outside. No words were needed as the pair investigated each room. Working in unison for the last twenty years had its benefits.

      “All clear.” Grant announced.

      “Clear on this side.” Tim joined him in the living room.

      Marino joined them inside, indicating their time to vacate the premises. The door closed sending Tim into chuckles. “Did you honestly think Ms. Uptight was a stalker?”

      Grant punched him in the shoulder. “It was a split decision. But it wouldn’t be the first time we were deceived by a pretty face.”

      Carl grunted in agreement. “Nothing but trouble. All of them.”

      “Is that your official stance?” Tim shook his head, a grin covering most of his face.

      Silence answered.

      Grant paced the hallway. He was more than a bit concerned about Sam following the brunette and her friends. Unlike Tim and Carl, Sam was nothing more than a hired thug. Honor was a four letter word that he was pretty sure was forbidden in Sam’s house. Let it go, man. No use worrying over something that’s none of your business.

      “Don’t let her in your head.” Tim nudged his shoulder. “Sam will keep his hands to himself as long as Marino’s interested. He won’t cross the boss.”

      “And what do we do if she turns him down?” Why do I care?

      Pfft. “We’ve been at this for almost six months. No woman has ever said no to Marino. He’s the epitome of those romance heroes they fall all over themselves for.”

      Only he’s no hero. “If that were true then he wouldn’t need us to protect him from Carlisle. If you do a woman right, she isn’t married and she doesn’t commit suicide when you break up.”

      Tim unfolded a tan baseball cap from his back pocket and pulled it on his head. “Point taken.”

      “Are there really women in the world who determine their entire self-worth based on what a man thinks of them?” Carl made a face. “And it wasn’t even about the money, right? Her old man was rich. So what does Marino have that made him so irresistible? And, hell, worth dying over?”

      Grant rubbed his forehead. “All I know is they spent most of their time in bed together and when he found a new playmate he dumped her. She made the mistake of falling in love with the man. Women are nothing more than objects to be used and discarded in Marino’s book.”

      “Yeah well turnabout is fair play in my book.” Carl leaned against the wall, “How many wives screwed around their husbands while they were deployed? Man half way across the world, protecting our country and woman can’t just find a battery powered toy to keep her company.”

      He exchanged a knowing look with Tim. The divorce rate for active military was much higher than for the average couple. Carl’s wife had sent him a ‘dear John’ letter only 3 months into their year-long tour in Iraq. The man hadn’t been the same since. Grant was thankful his own wife had waited until he came back to the states before serving him with divorce papers. Of course, that was close to fifteen years ago and he hadn’t been tempted into marriage since.

      “Contemplating the opposite sex and why they do what they do is counter-productive.” Tim checked the time on his phone. “We’ll never understand them. So we just get what we can and move on.”

      Yeah, but some of us want more. An image of the curvy brunette from the lobby teased him. She’s off limits man. Just let it go. But the memories of her soft flesh pressed against him was going to take a little more than just a ‘don’t touch’ sign.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, spaghetti girl. Just one drink.” Hannah was dangling the glass of whiskey in front of her face like a ball of yarn to a cat.

      Monica growled. “Using my college nickname is NOT going to tempt me more.”

      “You know you want to let loose.” Hannah yelled over the music.

      Between the music and the writhing bodies on the dance floor, Monica wanted nothing more than to relinquish control of her inner party girl. But if pictures of their night out got back to her boss then she could kiss her career goodbye.

      Hannah placed the whiskey glass in her hand and curled her fingers around it. “Will you stop being such a good girl if I promise no pictures?”

      A glimmer of hope. “Promise?” She yelled back.

      Hannah nodded. “If anyone even looks like they’re taking pictures I will throttle them.”

      “Okay.” Monica stared at the amber liquid in her hand before tossing it back. The familiar burn warmed her insides. Losing her inhibitions in public was probably not the best idea. But she was always on her best behavior back home in Georgia and sometimes a girl just had to let off some steam.

      Lacey appeared from the throng of sweaty bodies. “Whoa!” She took a long drink from her beer bottle. “So it’s time to let your hair down, huh?”

      Monica downed another shot of whiskey. Lacey normally towered over her in sneakers but tonight, with her 3-inch heels, the willowy blonde dwarfed her own 5’ 2” frame. “It’s too hot for that.”

      “If we’re lucky, it’ll get hotter before the night is over.” Lacey yelled.

      “You’re a married woman.” Monica suspected Lacey would love to forget her soon-to-be ex-husband all together.

      “For one more week. Girl, I’ve been separated for a year, it’s time I get out and have some fun. Besides, I’m not going to sleep with anyone. Looking never hurt. And a little grinding on the dance floor can do a girl some good.”

      Monica shook her head as her friend disappeared on the dance floor. Hannah clamped a hand down on her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry. She’s more talk than action. Just like you.”

      “I’ll remember that on your wedding day.” She snatched up Hannah’s hand and dragged her towards the group moving in unison to the music.

      It felt good to let some tension off. The music was so loud Monica was sure that her blood was pulsing to the beat. She had forgotten how sensual a dance floor could be. The only dancing in her life had been with her broom or while doing the dishes in her one room apartment.  Men were off limits for Monica. Past experiences taught her that casual sex was something her heart wouldn’t allow her to do. She supposed it was only fitting since her job as a children’s librarian didn’t allow her much freedom in the adult realm. People seemed to think that all librarians should fit the stereotypes from the 1800s when you were single and alone with your books.

      “Looks like Mr. Hot and Serious is a bit of a private investigator.” Hannah nudged her arm.

      Monica followed her gaze to where Mr. Mobguy and his bodyguards stood just inside the front entrance. She wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or completely creeped out.

      “Maybe it’s just a coincidence.” She shouted

      Hannah gave her the “do I need to slap you” look.

      “Okay, wishful thinking. I . . .” a tap on her shoulder made her jump. She froze, turning to find herself looking straight at the broad chest of the man who had pinned her to a wall only a few hours ago.  He seemed very out of place in his suit and tie. Although he didn’t appear to be uncomfortable in the throng of people.

      “Mr. Marino would like to buy you a drink.”

      “You want to frisk me again?” She clamped a hand over her mouth. Her face burned. “I’m sorry. That’s the whiskey talking.”

      “I’ll take you at your word, Ms. Lucas. Now, you would make Mr. Marino a happy man if you would join him at his private table for a drink.”

      If he was angry or turned on, she couldn’t tell. The man was probably even a control freak in the bedroom.  And she had never wanted to take orders so bad in her life. “I really don’t think . . .”

      “GO!” Hannah shoved her forward.

      Her breasts brushed his chest before he grabbed her upper arms and set her back on her feet. Awareness flooded through her chest and a dampness spread between her thighs. She turned to glare at her friend only to be met with the largest grin she had seen on Hannah’s face since her engagement.

      “It’ll be fun. You need to get . . .”

      Hunky bodyguard raised an eyebrow. Monica pressed her lips together.

      “Back to the dating scene.” Hannah finished.

      Monica flashed her the best “you’ll pay for this” look before turning to smile at the man beside her. “Well Rock. . .”

      “Grant.” He corrected.

      “Well, Grant, looks like I’m free after all.”

      He motioned towards a booth across the room. Monica walked ahead of him, swinging her hips. It felt good to be desired by the opposite sex. Most men only saw her as the good girl who never did anything wrong. Oh how she wished she could prove otherwise, be the bad girl just once. But that took courage and even a whole bottle of the liquid kind couldn’t change her need for caution. Hannah was the risk taker. She was the one who had went out with her future husband on a dare. Monica slid into the booth, putting on her best smile. What thirty year old falls for peer pressure?

      

      One hour. The amount of time he had to keep his boss from devouring the woman in front of him. After Sam had made his way back with curvy-girl’s name and hotel, Grant had went to work researching the whirlwind that landed in his life. And that’s how they had ended up at the club with the clock ticking until dinner. He had informed Marino that an hour was the longest time available to spare. Perhaps Ms. Lucas would work her magic and disappear before his boss decided to invite her back to the room. Snap out of it, man. You’re letting a beautiful woman get in the way doing your job. Besides, what do you care if she goes back to his room?

      But the hollow feeling in his gut wouldn’t disappear. Monica Lucas had no idea what lurked behind the gentlemanly façade that was Julian Marino. Grant helped her into the private booth. The circular table was almost completely enclosed which allowed more prominent club goers the ability to indulge without a full audience. He parked himself on the outside of the booth, arms crossed, trying to concentrate on the possible threats in the overcrowded club instead of another man’s hands on a woman he shouldn’t care about. He wasn’t quite sure how far things would go. Monica’s social media was limited and talked mostly about the children that visited during library activities. She didn’t appear needy or insecure, perhaps simply sheltered and naïve. Although he had to give her points for turning down the dinner invitation.

      A shadow shifted from crowd. Tim

      “Perimeter is secure.” He leaned in to be heard.

      Grant nodded.

      “She seems to be holding her own.”

      He kept his eyes focused on the crowd.

      “I’ll bet she’s a hell of a good time if you can get past her outer shell. You know, the whole repressed librarian thing.”

      His voice was low, but Grant heard him as well as if they were standing in a church on Saturday night.

      “You been watching vintage porn again?” He moved his hands to his side. Get control. You’ve been under gunfire and tortured by enemy soldiers. You can handle one woman.

      The larger man shrugged. “I’m just saying, she’s easy on the eyes and any woman that drinks whiskey is alright in my book.”

      A quick glance at his watch only screamed what he already knew. The last fifteen minutes before dinner were going to drag by. Even with all the noise from the dance floor, he could hear the murmur of her voice and the trickle of laughter from inside the private booth. Grant skimmed the club once more, looking for anyone out of place. It was highly unlikely that Carlisle would even think to look for them here, but the man wasn’t one to be underestimated. The vendetta may be personal, but the man had ties to bad people all over the world.

      He spotted the women who had joined Monica at the hotel earlier. They weren’t wasting any time. One was draped over the back of a man that looked barely old enough to drink, while the blonde stood in front of him, grinding her pelvis against his. If her skirt didn’t obviously reach her knees, Grant would have bet money they were screwing on the dance floor.

      “The kid doesn’t know how good he has it.” Tim yelled.

      Grant scoffed. “Considering one is about to get married, I’d say he’s lucky her man isn’t around.”

      A sound from behind, set them apart. Grant gritted his teeth as Julian rose and led Monica out on the dance floor. They were soon moving and gyrating in tempo with the music. Julian’s hands moved over her generous curves as she straddled his knee. Remembered flashes of her softness pressed against his body invaded his mind. The memory of her butt pressed against his hips sent blood rushing south. Only now he had to stand by and watch as Julian’s hands caressed those same intimate spots. Grant had discovered a new level of hell.

      “Maybe I should be the one to let Marino know it’s time to go.” Tim laid a hand on his shoulder.

      Grant straightened and flexed his fists. He needed out of the smoke-filled club to clear his head, but he wasn’t about to let anyone interrupt his mission. “No. I’ve got him. Have Sam get the car and you guys do a quick perimeter check.”

      “Alright, only don’t throat punch the boss. I’d like to get paid, not fired.” Tim motioned to the other men.

      Grant didn’t watch them go. He was too preoccupied with thoughts of getting Monica alone and proving to her that he was twice the man Julian Marino was. Down boy.

      The moment his foot hit the dance floor, the throng of people parted. It wasn’t anything new for him. His six foot tall frame and muscular build often commanded attention in large groups. This time was no different. Monica looked up before Marino did. She stopped gyrating immediately. His eyes roamed the sweat drenched blouse that clung to her full breasts. Her full lips and wide eyes screamed of her arousal. His dick was at full attention. Good thing there were so many people around.  A movement in the crowd behind her drew his attention back to the situation at hand. The venue wasn’t safe and it was even less so on a crowded dance floor.

      “Sir,” he tapped Marino on the shoulder, “You’ll be late to meet your dinner guests if we don’t leave now.”

      The other man nodded. “Wouldn’t want that to happen.” He turned towards Monica and picked up her hand. “I can call you at your hotel? Perhaps dinner tomorrow night?”

      Grant silently willed her to say no.

      “Sure, why not. I’m sure we’ll be done with our skydiving date.”

      “Skydiving?” Grant raised an eyebrow.

      “Yep. Seems the bride to be wants to test her limits before settling down.”

      “And are you interested in testing your limit?” Marino brushed a curl over her ear.

      “Uh,” she glanced back and forth between the two of them. “I’m not the one getting married. So I have plenty of time to explore my wild side.”

      Grant was pretty sure she was looking at him when she spoke that last line, but then it was hazy in the room so maybe not.

      “Sir.” He really needed the cool outside air before he embarrassed himself. “The car is waiting, as your important guests will be if we don’t move.”

      “Later.” Marino pressed a kiss to the top of her hand.

      Grant fought the urge to roll his eyes instead keeping his expression carefully controlled. He could feel her eyes on him as they turned to leave. Was she feeling the same attraction he was? He would be more than willing to spread her out naked on his bed or over the bar. Anywhere he could do naughty things to her.  Snap out of it, man. Neither of us will be around long enough to follow through with it.  And Marino’s interest in her was a major wrench in anything he thought could happen between them.

      Pushing open the door, Grant stepped through first and made a visual sweep of the parking area. The familiar black Suburban SUV sat near the curb. Tim and Sam could be seen in the front seats. Carl would be sitting in the backseat leaving the middle seats for Marino and himself. Carl hated the backseat, but there was no having the boss crawl over seats.  The cool night air was a relief on Grant’s overheated body. An icy shower was definitely on the menu tonight. After dinner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      Monica could feel the heat still pulsing through her body. The warm buzz of the whiskey accompanied by the sexy vibe of the club had definitely loosened whatever inhibitions she had left. Or at least most of them. All the dirty dancing session had accomplished was getting her all hot and bothered. She still hadn’t been able to say yes to Julian Moreno’s invitation to join him at his hotel room tonight. Which would explain his quick departure from the club and her current exploration of the renowned adult toy store Blush Shoppe.

      “I still think you’re a fool for letting that man go.” Lacey skipped through the carpeted aisle of assorted lotions and creams.

      Monica laughed. “Yes, but then we wouldn’t have ended up here.” She threw her arms out wide and spun around, nearly knocking over a display of multicolored dildos.

      Hannah stomped her foot and pouted. “I thought we were here to find me some spice to add to my honeymoon.”

      “I’ve seen you and Mr. Billionaire together.” Monica threw a hand up to her forehead. “Any more heat between you two and I’m pretty sure someone is catching on fire.”

      Lacey held up a blue, glass butt plug. “Think your man would like to try out one of these?”

      Hannah’s face flooded with a purplish shade of red sending the others into a fit of giggles.

      Monica’s stomach clenched with laughter. “I’m pretty sure they don’t like you fondling the merchandise.”

      Hannah giggled, “Fondling.” She picked up a set of pink furry handcuffs. “I’m guessing they don’t mind at least a little fondling.”

      Monica moaned. “Guess that depends on who is doing the fondling.”

      “Mmmmm,” Lacey bit her bottom lip, “Like that Marino guy. Oh my God. If you don’t want him, can I have him?”

      “You’re welcome to him. Let’s be honest, Lacey. I’m a children’s librarian for a reason. There is nothing in me that takes chances where men are concerned. There really isn’t anything in me to take chances in the rest of my life either.” Well that’s a downer. Way to kill a mood, Monica.

      “That’s why you should have found some private time with him at the club. I’m sure those bodyguards would have blocked out prying eyes from that little booth of his. “

      “Yeah,” Hannah piped in, “What happens in Vegas . . .”

      Monica rolled her eyes. “I am not into casual sex. Vegas or no Vegas.” Her mind drifted to the bodyguard again. Those strong hands between her thighs were certainly a memory worth having.

      “So maybe she needs one of these to take the edge off.” Lacey held up a long black dildo.

      Monica shook her head. “Last I checked, having something the size of a small baseball bat was NOT on my list of pleasure toys.” Although maybe I should have packed my bullet. Leave it to my dormant sex drive to decide to wake up this weekend. She resisted the urge to rub her legs together as the ache for release grew.

      “Think I’ll go over here where the normal size stuff is.” She made a quick turn down a side aisle containing things that were more traditional and well within her comfort zone. “An early Christmas present to myself.” Monica whispered.

      Her attention was drawn to a slim model vibrator. One that would still put her last boyfriend to shame. Is that a reflection of me or him? That’s when she spotted them. The pair of stimulating panties that had held her fascination ever since that one Katherine Heigl movie. Feeling more than a little turned on, she snatched the box off the counter.

      The hushed quiet of the store erupted into a loud murmur from the nearby movie room. Curiosity got the better of her. Clutching the goodies to her chest, Monica tiptoed to the curtained area. A small group of exotically dressed people wove their way through the larger group to a table on the other side of the room. A huge movie poster with thinly dressed actors on the cover was strategically placed on an artist’s easel. Numerous people snapped photos as the woman in rhinestones began signing autographs. Her size E breasts were barely covered. Not that it mattered. By the way the men were fawning all over her, Monica was positive there wasn’t a single inch of her that hadn’t been exposed in one way or the other.

      That isn’t necessarily a bad thing. I could probably take lessons . . .

      Two warm bodies pressed against hers. Leave it to her friends to find where the party was. They pressed closer, trying to get a peek at the half naked circus.

      “That’s Troy Domo and Misty Sparkles.” Lacey whispered. “I wonder if he’s really as big as the rumors.”

      Monica felt her ears burn.

      “Let me see.” Hannah shifted closer.

      Monica stumbled forward into the edge of the crowd. Her foot caught somewhere on the rug sending her sprawling. She dropped the packages, slamming into the ground on her hands and knees. When the world stopped moving, Monica found herself staring down at the toes of black jungle boots.  What an odd . . .

      She sat back on her heels, trying to clear the fuzziness in her head. Then he was there, squatting in front of her.

      “You okay?” His voice was rough, but it was his eyes that took her breath away.

      “I . . . yeah . . . what?” Nice. Not even one coherent sentence.

      He nodded as if he understood before taking her arm and helping her to her feet. His large hand on her bare flesh dampened her panties.

      “Isn’t this a pleasant surprise?”

      “We were here looking for bachelorette gifts. And I heard all the commotion, so. . .”

      “You know, curiosity killed the cat?”

      “I guess I should be lucky then. Only a few bruises.” Monica smiled.

      Laughter erupted from the table. Monica spotted her former dance partner.

      “Seems like my invitation for a night cap has been rescinded.”

      The broad shouldered bodyguard followed her gaze. “Marino isn’t one to dwell on rejection. Misty invited him to the autograph session after their dinner date.”

      Monica knew she should feel slighted or at least a little miffed that the man went from grinding against her on the dance floor to dinner with a porn star in the same night. But then the sexy man in front of her bent down. Embarrassment overrode any form of ego as he handed back her dildo and panties.

      Swallowing hard, she struggled to meet his gaze.

      “I hope you don’t plan on spending the night alone.” His eyes lit her entire body aflame.

      No one had ever looked at her that way. Monica laughed. “Yes, well, it appears that Julian is more than entertained.”

      “The hell with Marino.”

      He crushed her to him. Her arms pinned between them. “Oh!”

      His lips met hers, gentle and insistent. And then they were moving, his arm braced her back before pressing her up against the wall. Monica knew she should protest but everything in her screamed for his attention. Her leg inched up around his hip. Closer. He must have sensed her need as he pressed his rigid length between her thighs.

      She felt herself lifted off the ground. His long fingers gripped her thighs. Oh God, I wish you were naked. If they kept this up, she was going to explode. His mouth left hers and moved to her ear.

      “That’s it, Sweetheart, let go. No one else but you and me.”

      The wave slammed into her. She threw her head back and issued a muffled cry.

      “Another time, darling.”

      Her legs eased to the floor as her heartbeat returned to normal.

      He took the panty box out of her hand and removed the remote control. “Meet me in the lobby of your hotel at midnight. Wear a dress with these panties underneath.” He stepped away.

      “Wait.” She grabbed his arm. “I don’t even know your name.” A fact that was only slightly more embarrassing after the orgasm he had just given her.

      “Grant. Now go back to your friends before they think I’ve kidnapped you.”

      “What about . . .” Monica glanced down at the erection straining against his slacks.

      “I’ll be fine.” He gave her a lopsided smile that spoke of promises of pleasures to come.

      

      Grant knew he had to do something to get the brunette off his mind. A little night of playtime would be just the thing. A few years ago, he wouldn’t have had the restraint to keep himself clothed. But the anticipation of getting her alone behind closed doors held a much greater promise than any five minute quickie.

      He watched her stumble back to her friends and through the curtain. Monica’s muffled cry had nearly sent him over the edge himself.  Only decades of self-control had kept him from a truly embarrassing situation. A night with those sexy curves would surely clear his mind.

      He clicked his communication mic. “You guys good to handle things tonight? I’ve got a lead I need to follow up on.”

      “Is she a tall blonde with legs for days?” Tim chuckled on the other end.

      “Not quite.”

      “Yeah we’re good man. Moreno and Misty are heading straight back for the hotel for a long night in. He’s already had a slew of toys delivered to his room.”

      Grant shook his head. “Great. I’ve got my cell if you need me.”

      Carl started towards him to block off the back exit. Grant ducked through the crowd carefully avoiding contact with anyone so as not to heighten the pain in his trousers. He rounded the corner in time to see Monica shooing her friends out of the shop. Apparently little Miss Librarian was living up to her name. She appeared less shy with the shop owner than her friends. The thought only aroused him more. There is a wild woman waiting to escape and he was ready to be the one to help her release it. Monica Lucas would be worth breaking his year-long celibacy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Monica knew her friends didn’t believe a single word of her excuses. First they had grilled her about disappearing at Blush Shoppe and then again about who she was meeting out so late. Hannah reminded her over and over again to take her phone and text occasionally. Monica had promptly reminded them she was almost thirty and could take care of herself. To which Hannah told her that even big girls get into trouble.

      It was only after much promising that the others had let her go. And now she stood, in the middle of the hotel lobby, throwing caution to the wind.  She squirmed. The black lace panties were heavenly, but the small vibrator tucked away inside felt odd as she stood among the throng of passing strangers. No one gave her a second glance. Not that the red sundress she wore was exactly that of a femme fatale. Neither was the black sweater jacket that covered her shoulders.

      Monica hadn’t planned on bringing a dress at all, but Hannah had insisted that Vegas would be much warmer than a Georgia December. She smiled. Things promised to be even warmer than she could have imagined. She scanned for Grant, a man she knew would stand well above the rest.

      The vibration began as nothing more than a tickle. She was sure she imagined it. That is until sensation flooded her body. Heat spread down her thighs. Certainly everyone can hear the buzzing? If anyone did, they didn’t let on. Or maybe they just didn’t know where it was coming from. Her nipples beaded against the cotton fabric of her sundress. Perhaps going braless wasn’t such a good idea. Resisting the urge to squirm, Monica scanned the lobby. He had to be close by. The box said the remote would only work within 20 feet.

      Her cellphone rang once, twice. Monica checked the screen but didn’t recognize the number. She declined the call and returned the phone to her bag. Meanwhile the vibrations seemed to increase. She grasped the wall, unwilling to trust her legs to hold her up. Another ring rent the air. Reaching into the bag, her hand hovered over the red button. Unknown caller. Instead of hanging up, she answered.

      “Hello?” she squeaked. The vibration between her legs stopped.

      “Now, now. You should really learn to answer your phone.” Grant’s chastising voice both grated on her and aroused her at the same time.

      “Where are you?” Regaining her legs, she moved around the lobby. “Why are you hiding?”

      “I am not hiding. I’m enjoying the view.”

      “So does the package match your imagination?” she teased, channeling her inner Sharon Stone.

      “Mmmm, Sweetheart, you look good enough to eat.”

      “Promise?” She didn’t bother to hide the anticipation in her voice. What’s come over me?

      The vibrations started again. Monica bit her lower lip as the soft flutters rippled through her body.

      “I promise you won’t forget this night for a very long time.”

      “So where are you?” she rasped.

      “Now how much fun would that be?”

      “I could have spent the night alone with my other new toy instead of being subjected to a public orgasm.” She pouted, feeling every bit the sex goddess with her almost painful arousal.

      The vibrations stopped.

      “We can’t have you coming quite so soon in the evening, can we? Be a good girl and grab a seat at the bar.”

      The independent woman in her wanted to cuss him out. She wanted to tell him to shove his ‘good girl’ ideas where the sun doesn’t shine. But the possibilities of a night of hedonistic bliss overrode her normal sensibilities.

      Monica took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. Each step rubbed the wet panties across her sensitive clit. Just put one foot in front of the other. Her red heeled sandals wobbled as her body fought her mind. The heat was just too much. She slipped off the black sweater, no longer caring if her nipples could be seen through the tight bodice.

      “It is such a shame you’ve been hiding that body.”

      She nearly missed her next step. Something about that voice sent heat straight to her core. She slid onto the nearest bar stool. The cool leather felt good against her hot flesh.

      “Order a cosmopolitan.”

      Monica wrinkled her nose. “No girly drinks.”

      “Rum and coke.”

      She ordered the drink, shifting in her seat, unsure if she should cross her legs. Instead, she pressed them together and searched the bar for the man keeping her hot and bothered.

      “I’ll join you shortly. Indulge me, Sweetheart.”

      Monica sipped her drink. “If I have a wet spot on my skirt it’s your fault.”

      He chuckled on the other end.

      A gentleman sat down to her left and immediately turned towards her. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” She noticed the forty-something balding man in his black slacks and polo shirt. He was in good shape for someone his age. A week ago she would have jumped at the attention a man like him threw her way. But not now. Not after meeting Grant.

      The vibrations started again. “You ass.” She murmured into the phone.

      

      Grant knew he was tempting fate. She could walk away at any moment. Well okay maybe not exactly walk away. There was just something about her that made him want to help her let go of that staunch self-control.

      “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

      “I do a lot of things with my mouth.” She countered.

      He listened as she explained to the man sitting beside her that she wasn’t talking to him.  Grant inched up the speed on his little toy. He could hear her breath coming in little gasps. The man across from her noticed the change as well. Grant watched his body language shift into predator mode. This man wasn’t quite as dull as he let on.

      Dropping a few bills on his table, Grant moved through the tables, his eyes glued to Monica. The desire to prolong this part of his playtime quickly dissipated as another moved in on his territory.

      “Turn off the phone.” He demanded.

      She pressed the button and placed her phone on the bar. Her back was to him as the other man insisted on engaging her in conversation. Grant switched his toy to the next level. Monica banged her fist on the bar. The man across from her kept talking, his hand on her knee. Grant’s alpha side surged forward.

      Snatching the other man’s hand away, Grant turned Monica towards him. She gasped, allowing him the perfect access to gorgeous mouth. His mouth descended on hers, the taste of rum mixed with his beer. She moaned and squirmed. He wrapped his hands around her upper arms. The soft flesh only intensified his need for her. Small, warm hands gripped his waist through his t-shirt. His tongue thrust in and out of her warm mouth showing her exactly what he wanted to do once he got her alone. Mewling whimpers reached his ears, tightening his gut. She was so close. He could tell by the desperation in her tone. And then ten tiny shards pierced his flesh. Her nails. Her body shook beneath his touch. The aftershocks of her orgasm all too apparent to anyone paying attention.

      Grant discreetly slipped his hand in his pocket and flipped the off switch. He pulled away to find the gentlemen next to them as well as the lady bartender staring with something akin to envy and disbelief. What woman wouldn’t want to believe she could be made to come with nothing more than a kiss?

      “Thanks for keeping my lady company, sir.”

      Turning his full attention back to Monica, the swollen lips and glazed look in her eyes assured Grant she was going to need some recovery time.

      “Would you care to have dinner here or in our room?”

      Glazed brown eyes stared back at him.

      “Sweetheart?” he whispered. He watched her face transform as the orgasmic haze fled and reality seeped in. She appeared to catch herself and a calm smile settled on her face.

      “Why darling, I didn’t get all dressed up to eat in the hotel room.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      Monica tried to make small talk. Her heart told her not to. After all, if you got to know the guy then it would be easier to fall for him. You weren’t supposed to get attached. At least that’s what Lacey was always telling her. Don’t ask what he does for a living. Don’t ask about other women in his life. And certainly don’t talk about his dog. Not sure why that had even come up. And Lacey refused to talk about it. Just shook her head any time someone brought it up.

      “You look a million miles away.”

      He sounded almost offended. Monica looked down at her half-eaten potato, picking at it with her fork.

      “You don’t have someone waiting for you at home do you?”

      A coughing fit ensued as he choked on his beer. “What?”

      “Well I didn’t see a ring, so I’m assuming you’re not married. Of course, in your line of work you may not want people to know you’re married.”

      “Nope. I was once. But that was a long time ago. No girlfriend either. Most aren’t happy with my long absences so they don’t tend to stick around.”

      “I could see that.” She relaxed against her seat.

      “What about you?”

      Monica laughed. “Me? Uh no.” A thought struck her. One that bothered her way more than she wanted. “Do I seem like the sort of girl to cheat?”

      “I only just met you.”

      “Even still.”

      He leaned forward, a grin on his face so genuine it took her breath away. “No, Sweetheart. I get the impression you’re as loyal as they come.”

      She swallowed hard. “C – c- care to tell me about your buddies.” A few gulps of red wine warmed her. “You guys work as a team or what?”

      The crinkle around the edges of his sapphire eyes told her he knew she was trying to distract him.

      “Yeah we’ve worked together somewhere around 20 years. But strictly outside the bedroom.”

      Monica’s face blazed. “That’s not what I meant.”

      He chuckled making no apologizes or excuses for his statement.

      “You’re impossible.”

      “And that is why I’m single. I know all the right moves behind closed doors, but you can’t take me out in public.”

      “So was that in your plan all along?” Monica nodded towards the bar and slipped on her black sweater jacket feeling more than a little naked.

      Grant pushed away his empty plate before taking a sip of his beer. “Which part?”

      Monica shifted. Wet panties were definitely not her norm while having dinner. “Well I gather that making me come was the end goal.” She leaned forward on the table purposefully displaying her cleavage. “But the public spectacle? The kiss? They just don’t seem to fit your tough guy persona.”

      “And how do you know that I’m not the kind of man to screw a woman in public?”

      “Because I’ve met men like that and you are nothing like them.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Lacey. The blonde. She attracts them like flies. Of course she’s the one-night stand queen.”

      A shadow crossed his face so quickly she almost thought it was her imagination. Guilt?

      “How was your salmon?” The edge in his voice was evident.

      Monica grinned. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m a big girl. I knew what I was getting into when I showed up tonight.” Okay, it was only the partial truth.

      “Tell me, what inclines one to become a children’s librarian?”

      More small talk. Alright, I’ll play along. “A love of seeing kids discover new worlds and their amazement at learning about the real world around them.”

      He nodded as if digesting this information.

      Maybe honesty wasn’t quite the way to go. “What about you? How do you end up as a hired hand?”

      “Bodyguard.” He finished off his beer. “Retired SEALs often end up doing security.”

      Monica straightened her back. “SEAL? As in Navy SEAL?”

      A grin answered her.

      She shook her head in disbelief. Things like this didn’t happen in real life. “Why me?”

      Grant chuckled at her outburst. “Has no one ever told you how beautiful you are?”

      “Sure. My last few boyfriends. But they weren’t exactly the most passionate of men. They were the ‘let’s stay in a watch a video’ type. And they were more lamb than tiger in the bedroom department.” That was a depressing thought.

      “You mean they didn’t  . . .”

      “Sitting at the bar a few seconds ago was the first orgasm I haven’t had by myself.” The confession was something she hadn’t told even her closest of friends. Lacey suspected, but Monica could never voice the truth. And here I am telling the most gorgeous man I’ve ever met that at thirty years old I’m about as sexy as a wet dog. Way to cross the TMI line, girl.

      No words were spoken. He motioned for the waitress to bring the bill. Monica watched as he scribbled a signature for the dinner to be charged to the room. Grant rose and assisted her with her chair. His hand brushed the small of her back.

      “Shall we retire to my room to remedy that situation? That is, unless you’ve changed your mind about spending the night with me.” His playful tone was gone and in its place was a gentleness that startled her. “No harm in a woman changing her mind.”

      “I . . . no. I want this.” I’ve been waiting my whole life for this. “One night. No strings attached.” She wasn’t sure who she wanted to reassure, Grant or herself.

      In true gentlemen form, his hand stayed in the small of her back during the entire trip across the lobby to the elevator. Monica marveled at his restraint in the elevator, but she was a bit grateful as others joined them. He slipped a hand in hers wrapping their fingers together. If she let herself forget for the moment that she had met the man beside her less than 24 hours ago she could imagine he was already her lover who had whisked her away for a weekend getaway.

      She stared at the keycard as Grant slid open the door.

      “Nervous?” he whispered.

      Monica glanced around for prying ears. “Only that you’ll be disappointed.”

      Grant cupped her cheek. “Beautiful, you could never be a disappointment.”

      And just like that, her heart woke up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      A loud buzz erupted in the silence of the darkness. Grant was immediately awake, reaching for his phone. He didn’t want to wake Monica after their exhausting session of lovemaking. The poor woman had begged for mercy sometime around 3am.

      Still following up your lead? Does she have a friend?

      Grant shook his head. Tim never was one for subtle.

      Yes and no. What’s the status on Marino?

      Not sure Misty’s ever been paid so much for such a small amount of time.

      He smothered a laugh.

      Any problems?

      A couple of unruly guys outside of Blush Shoppe. Nothing we couldn’t handle.

      Call if you need. Otherwise, see you in the morning.

      The SEAL side of him demanded a time be set, but the sleeping form next to him demanded he stay as long as possible. Once again tonight, his body was making decisions for him. He slid under the sheets and curled himself around the young woman that had proved to be surprisingly loud in the bedroom.

      Just the thought of her screams had him hard again. A small groan escaped her mouth as she wiggled her hips against his erection.

      “Is that for me?”

      She surprised him yet again.

      “I thought you were asleep.”

      “Merely napping.” She wiggled again.

      Grant nuzzled against her neck feathering kisses down to her bare shoulder. “You’re not too sore?”

      A sigh escaped her lips. “It’s worth every moment.”

      He smiled. None of the women in his life had ever been able to keep up with his high sex drive. This one seemed to thrive on it. His fingers glided over her waist and hips.

      “So beautiful.”

      Monica rolled onto her back. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      “I don’t.” Oh he liked this position much better. Her eyes were closed and her body open for his touch. He skimmed over her hips, waist, breasts and back down.

      “It’s okay. I understand that a man like you . . .”

      He froze. “Hey,”

      Her eyes fluttered open.

      “I don’t screw everything in a skirt. I have very good self-control when it comes to women. You’re the first one I’ve been with in a year.”

      Her mouth fell open. No more talking. His mouth descended to hers. She still tasted of rum. He held himself up, only allowing their mouths to touch and taste. Just like in the bar, soft mewls escaped her lips. The bed moved as she squirmed. Her hands pushed at his chest, surprising him.

      “I need you.”

      “You have me.” He teased.

      Monica bit her bottom lip. “Inside me.” Her small hand wrapped around his rigid length. “I need this inside me.”

      It was Grant’s turn to squirm. The vulnerable look in her eyes almost had him coming in her hand. He pressed a kiss to her lips and carefully removed himself from her. Her knees fell open as he shifted. Damn. He kissed her stomach and then her inner thighs, pulling her knees over his shoulders. She was wet already and smelled oh so sweet.

      “What are you doing?” her sleepy voice was like an invisible caress.

      “Keeping a promise.” He licked and kissed every pink inch of her. His fingers plunging inside the tight wetness, moving her closer and closer to the edge.

      Monica’s fingers threaded through his hair. No words, just moans and screams. He curled his fingers upwards against that one sensitive spot until her orgasm overwhelmed them both. Before she could come down, he snatched the condom from the nightstand, rolled it on and plunged deep inside her. Another set of spasms were met with whimpers. He leaned over, her hard nipples like daggers to his chest.

      She was so tight, he wouldn’t last long like this. He stroked hard and slow, slamming into her. She mewled encouragement. The incoherent moans were the sweetest sounds he had ever heard. And made his cock harder than before. He moved harder and faster until they both exploded. He jerked hard, stars danced in front of his eyes and darkness threatened to take him.

      Once his heart rate returned to normal, Grant tossed the condom in the trash and pulled Monica into his arms. She snuggled against his chest.

      “Sweet dreams, beautiful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Monica let the hot water stream over her, washing away the remnants of the night, but not the memories. Memories that would keep her warm at night for years to come. Maybe if I’m quiet enough I can duck out before Grant wakes up.

      She stretched her arms out, arching so the water could reach all the sore spots, at least all of the ones on the outside. Her mind raced ahead. Don’t waste time. Find the panties and tuck them in my purse. Maybe he left the remote out so I can just snatch it and go. And if not then oh well. The memories alone are worth every penny spent. Her normal life would seem so much more boring after last night.

      “Room for one more in there?”

      Monica jumped. “Oh. I thought you were still asleep.”

      He shrugged. “Hazard of the job. There’s no way you would have made it out of bed without me knowing.”

      “You’re welcome to come in, but I don’t know that I’m up for another round of . . . well . . . you know. Pretty sure my legs can’t hold me up.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Grant took the soap from her hands and began lathering her shoulders, her breasts, and then he moved lower. Monica closed her eyes, bracing herself against the tile. Nothing else in the world mattered at this very moment, except his hands on every inch of her skin. He moved slowly, thoroughly. There wasn’t an end game. He massaged her body as if sex was the very last thing on his mind.

      She felt herself being moved beneath the water. He lifted her weighted limbs, rinsing the soap. Grant leaned in, his bare chest brushing against her breasts. Her skin was on fire, each nerve ending lit from his hands and the warm water streaming down. She leaned in, hoping for the very thing her body had seemed too tired to do just moments before.

      Only Grant didn’t try to make another move.  Instead, he turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. He held her hand, assisting her onto the bathmat and snatching a white, fluffy towel off of the rack. He rubbed and patted until she was completely dry. It was something she couldn’t remember anyone doing. Not even her mother.

      “All better?” his voice was tight.

      Monica nodded when the words wouldn’t come. She didn’t want to break free from one of the most sensual experiences of her life. His lips pressed to hers, the sweetness of it all clutched at her heart.

      “Another time, Sweetheart.” He rasped.

      She dressed in a haze. Slipping into the red dress from the night before and stuffing her panties in her purse. She’d grab a clean pair in the room.  She heard Grant getting ready in the bathroom and insecurity tugged at her. Do I say goodbye or just head out? What was one-night stand etiquette? Her problem was more than unknown etiquette. It was the fact that somewhere, in the middle of the night, her emotions had gotten involved.

      “I’m going.” She yelled through the door.

      Grant poked his head out. His hair was still damp from the shower. “If you wait, I’ll walk you to the elevator.”

      A final goodbye. Monica shook her head and forced a smile. This was going to be so much harder than she thought. “Nah. I’ll be fine. Just a quick elevator ride and I’m there. Pretty sure Julian will be chomping at the bit for you to return.” A horrifying thought twisted her stomach. “You won’t . . . you won’t tell him about this? About us?”

      An odd look fell across his face. One she couldn’t quite make out. The door eased open to reveal Grant standing gloriously naked save a towel draped low across his hips. Monica kept her eyes glued to his.

      “I’m a bit old-fashioned. Last night will stay between you and I, to only be replayed in my dreams.”

      “Thank you.” The words didn’t do justice to the amount of gratitude that filled her heart.

      

      Her body was still tingling as she made her way to her hotel room.  Pulling out her phone, she shot Hannah a quick text.

      Safe and sound. Going to change clothes then meet you in the lobby for breakfast.

      She flipped through a few emails, humming, and glanced up only to make sure she wasn’t running into a wall.

      Iron-like, beefy arms yanked her off her feet. “We’ll see how Marino likes it when his woman is broken.”

      Broken? Instinct kicked in, she twisted and flailed, dropping her sweater and the phone. A squeal escaped from the burning in her lungs.  “Wait. I’m not his . . .”

      “Don’t even try it.” The man’s sour breath turned her stomach. “We saw you dancing at the club last night and you with his bodyguard at dinner. Marino doesn’t send his men to babysit just anyone.”

      “You’re making a mistake. I’m nobody.” Opening her mouth to scream, the bite of a sharp blade pressed against the soft flesh of her neck.

      “Don’t try to snowball us. Mr. Carlisle has been waiting for this moment for quite some time. If you’re good, we’ll spare your life.”

      A throaty laugh drew her attention to another man. If Marino had looked the part of a gangster, this man with his scarred face and leering smile proved that evil henchmen existed. “If she’s real good, we’ll grant her the mercy of ending her life. I doubt a girl like her will make it through what the boss has in store.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      Grant stepped out of the elevator only to be nearly tackled by Hannah and Lacey.

      “What have you done with Monica?”

      “What are you talking about?” His confusion was laced with worry.

      “One night with you and she’s gone AWOL.”

      “Wait, slow down. What do mean Monica is missing?” No need to panic. They’re overreacting. “She’s probably just asleep in your room and you missed her.”

      Hannah shook her head slowly. “Uh-uh. She was supposed to meet us for breakfast only she never showed.”

      Grant kept his face carefully blank as warning bells went off in the back of his mind. His training had taught him to never jump to conclusions. And dozens of military ops had skilled him in knowing when to trust your gut.

      “Come on.” He punched the button on the elevator. His phone wasn’t registering any calls or messages. Damn. He punched in Tim’s number.

      “What are we doing?” Lacey demanded.

      “To find Monica, retrace her steps.”

      “Tim here.”

      “What’s your location?” He ignored the suspicious look Hannah was drilling into his forehead.

      “Julian’s favorite little diner.”

      Damn. He was hoping Misty would have kept the man busy this morning. “I need you to get Marino back to the room ASAP.”

      “What’s going on?” Tim’s easy tone immediately hard.

      “My lead from last night seems to have gone missing.” He was positive if looks could kill then Hannah would have nailed him to the elevator floor right there.

      “And why do you think . . .”

      “Call it a hunch.” He listened as there was a bit of shuffling on the other end of the line.

      “Got it. We’re rolling out. Meet you back at the room.”

      Grant slipped the phone in his suit jacket pocket.

      “Your LEAD from last night?” Hannah yelled as the doors to the elevator slid open. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      He appreciated her indignation on behalf of her friend but now was not the time. “Which way is your room?”

      “To the right.” Lacey chirped.

      A glance at the floor sent a chill through his body. “Shit.” He scooped up the familiar sweater and the phone lying in the hall. Well, so much for tracing her whereabouts though her phone. His gut tightened. Carlisle. They were being followed all this time and didn’t suspect a thing.

      “You’re right. Monica’s not here.” He grabbed both women by the arms and turned towards the elevator. “And you’re not safe out here in the open.”

      “What? Where are we going?” Lacey pummeled him with questions as Hannah struggled to keep up.

      Grant knew he should slow down but time was vital to getting Monica back. She had left his room two hours ago. That was a long head start.

      The women continued their questions the entire way up to the penthouse. Grant flipped through Monica’s phone hoping for some sort of clue. You honestly think she just snapped a picture of her kidnappers and they left her phone? Keep dreaming man.

      He strode through the metal doors, not waiting for them to fully open. The rapid staccato of high heels on the ceramic floor assured him the women were following close behind.

      Sam and Carl are standing guard outside the large double doors.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Sam barked. “And why are they here?”

      Grant clenched his fist as the short, scrawny grease ball marched towards them. It would feel damn good to knock that smile off his face. Not productive, man. “They’re under our protection until we find their friend.”

      “Says who?”

      Grant shot him a look that had reduced grown men to tears. “Me.”

      Sam stepped back, his hands raised in surrender.

      He switched his gaze to Carl. “Anything?”

      “You won’t like it.”

      “Ransom demand?” I’ll pay it if Marino won’t.

      “No.” He nudged a thumb towards the door.

      Grant’s heart slammed against his ribs. Carl usually just laid everything out on the table, no filter. “Ladies, stay here.”

      “With him?” Hannah wrinkled her nose at Sam.

      “We’ll behave.” Lacey’s soft voice reached through the haze in his mind.

      The scene inside the suite only intensified the familiar fear eating at his gut. Tim was pacing the length of the living room arguing with Marino. Arguing was better than the alternative. He had always considered arguing to be terror thinly laced with hope.  It was silence that was the true voice. Silence spoke of horrors that could no longer be fixed or repaired. It left only a hollow void that ached to be filled.

      He knew what that void felt like. He had lost men before. No man or woman on active duty had escaped the horror of losing a member of their team, their family. But what he felt right now, this was a different level of helplessness. Monica hadn’t chosen to put herself in harm’s way. She was a small town girl that lived a quiet life and who ended up in the arms of the wrong man.

      “What’s the commotion about?” Grant folded his arms across his chest and planted his feet apart. Whatever was coming, he wanted to be prepared.

      “Carlisle sent me a photo of that Lucas woman.” Marino tossed him the phone. “And this fool,” he gestured to a stone-faced Tim, “thinks I should beg for her release. That I should even offer to pay the man to release her.”

      Grant caught the phone and clicked the text messages. “So there isn’t a ransom demand?”

      Is she as disposable as Victoria was?

      Monica’s head was limp against her chest. Her right eye was purple and swollen.

      He gripped the phone so hard that a crack formed under his hand. There was no ransom demand, no message on how to get her back.

      “Look, I feel sorry for the young woman, but it’s not my problem.”

      Grant closed his eyes, channeling his burning rage into the tightest ball possible. Killing the man wouldn’t bring Monica back. He needed Marino’s cooperation.

      “If you don’t respond then he’ll kill her.”

      A red haze settled over his eyes as Marino shrugged his shoulders. “She will probably be better off.”

      Grant stepped forward, fully intending to rearrange the man’s square jaw. Tim jumped in.

      “What my buddy here is trying to say is that if you don’t respond then Carlisle will continue looking for another way to get to you. You will always be looking over your shoulder and if word gets out about the man’s need to torture or kill your female companions, well . . . I would imagine that would sorely hamper your ability to get new bedmates.”

      “Well when you put it like that.” Marino stood and adjusted his jacket. “Who knew one woman would be so much trouble?”

      Grant was already searching his phone for the number to the hotel security office. “It’s not her fault.”

      “I’m talking about Victoria.”

      Tossing the other phone to Tim, he clicked the number on his own screen.

      “See if Colin can find out where this photo came from. And let me know if any more are sent.” He moved to the door.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Make a visit to the security office and hope whoever took Monica left their ugly mugshots on camera.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    

    
      Monica blinked. The world was fuzzy and her head felt like she’d gone three rounds with Rhonda Rousey. Nothing much was clear. She was sitting in a chair in large room. No windows, not much furniture. She spotted a door on the far wall guarded by one of the men that kidnapped her. A long jagged scar covered one side of his face. It was the stuff out of a bad movie or at least the stuff of nightmares.

      Her body screamed as she twisted in her seat.  She tried to lift her hand, only it wouldn’t move. Neither of her hands moved. Coarse ropes tore at the skin on her wrists and ankles. Her bare feet brushed the thin carpet. She shook her head hoping to focus her gaze. To her horror, the first clear sight was her bare knees. Leaving the black lace balled up in her purse was yet another decision she was beginning to regret.

      “Do you know what kind of man you’re involved with?” The deep voice spoke with a refined accent that surprised her.

      “What?” She lifted her head, but immediately regretted it as pain exploded in the right side of her face.

      “Julian Marino is a womanizer and a killer.”

      “He’s a business man.” She murmured. Although what type of business she wasn’t sure of.

      The other man laughed. “I am a business man. Julian is a vampire who lures people in with his charm, sucks them of their life and discards them when they’ve outlived their usefulness.”

      She squinted through the pain. A grey haired man dressed in tan slacks and a white polo shirt met her gaze. He looked like someone’s grandfather, not a kidnapping mastermind. “Are we talking business or personal?” And why am I talking about a man I know nothing about?

      “Unfortunately for you. It’s personal.”

      “What?” She was saying that way too much. “I just met the man yesterday.”

      “Don’t try to fool me, madam. I am well aware of your relationship.”

      Grant, you better get me out of this. “Would you believe that my relationship was with his bodyguard, not Julian Marino?”

      “No.”

      The finality stomped on the thread of hope she was holding onto. “So your plans are to ransom me?” She was so screwed.

      “Oh this isn’t about money.”

      Don’t fall apart now. No one is going to rescue you, so it’s up to you to figure a way out.  “Did he dump your sister or your daughter? At least give me the courtesy of knowing why I’m hog-tied to a chair.”

      “He seduced my wife.”

      Monica wasn’t one to curse but it might be time to start.

      “Don’t fool yourself, young lady. Marino pursued you unlike any other woman I’ve ever seen.”

      “Lucky me.” The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on her. This had to be a dream. That’s it. She was safe at home in her bed with a romantic suspense novel tucked under her pillow. “So what’s the game plan?”

      An eerily sympathetic smile crossed his face. “To watch the man squirm.”

      Monica never saw the blade. At least not before it slammed through the soft flesh of her hand. The scream that followed, echoed off the solid wood walls. A numbness spread through her palm making her belief in her dream world seem almost real. A burning sensation slammed reality back into each and every nerve ending.  The world swam once again, nausea rose in her throat. Another pained mewl escaped as the knife was pulled free. Warm blood pooled over the top of her hand. She stared helplessly as wave after wave of prickled shards moved over her. Her eyes watched the blood dripping down onto the burgundy rug and she couldn’t help but wonder how long it would take for her entire life to seep into the fabric. Who knew her one-night stand would turn deadly?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    

    
      Why couldn’t she have been taken from the casino floor? Every inch of those areas were covered by security cameras. Evidently they cared less about who was trolling their hallways. He had to wonder if they knew where the cameras were or if it was just dumb luck. The men had approached Monica with only their backs visible. She was an easy enough target. Didn’t she know you never let your guard down when you’re alone? Always be aware of your surroundings.

      He had to hand it to her though. She was one hell of a force once she was captured. The sole reason he was able to get a look at even one of the men was because of her struggle. Grant knew exactly who he was. The man from the club the night before. The one that should have sent up more than a small warning. And would have if he hadn’t been so tied up with thoughts of Monica. And now the warm and caring woman he had made love to all night was under the control of a man bent on revenge.

      The lobby and parking lot footage twisted his gut. The lack of struggle on Monica’s part had to mean the men were hiding a weapon. She was smart enough to use the crowd to her advantage. If the men hadn’t had a weapon then Grant was ninety percent certain she would have made sure to lose herself in the crowd. At one point, she looked up at one of the security cameras and mouthed ‘help me’. Her head jerked back and she grimaced. They pushed her into a dark sedan, but again the images weren’t clear enough to get any real intel.

      Time to call in a few favors.

      “This is Colin. Talk fast.”

      “Any progress on the IP address of that image?”

      “Burner phone. No way to trace it. I have a love hate relationship with those things.”

      “You and me both. Look I’m sending a couple of photos from the security footage. I need you to find out everything you can about the men and about the car. Hoping you can get a make and model or even work your magic to make out some of the tag.”

      “So what’s the deal? Tim said this was personal.”

      “Tim has a big mouth. Consider it high priority and let’s just leave it at that.”

      “Will do. I’ll hit you back when I’ve got something.”

      “Hey Colin?”

      “Yes?”

      “A woman’s life may depend on how fast you can find me something.”

      Nervous laughter came from the other line. “Same old, same old, right?”

      Yeah only before involved men trained in combat, not a certain tender-hearted librarian.

      Grant nodded to the security chief, assuring him that matters were well in hand and there was no need to contact the local authorities. Being the place that Vegas was and not wanting any negative publicity, the man nodded and turned back to the casino cameras.

      He headed back to the penthouse at a near run. A sense of urgency propelling him forward. Something was terribly wrong. Memories of soft lips on his skin mixed with the image of her struggling to get free from men that meant her nothing but harm.

      What’s wrong with me? I just met the woman. Somehow that didn’t matter. She had slithered through the hard cracks of his heart and found her way inside. He wouldn’t rest until she was back in his arms.

      His phone chirped. “Yeah.”

      “You gotta get back. These women are driving me crazy.” Carl’s voice was low.

      The situation at any other time would have been funny. “You can tell them that we have some leads and that it’s only a matter of time until we figure out where Monica is.”

      “We do?”

      “We have enough. Colin’s got the tech. We need to work with what we know about Carlisle.”

      “Alright. Maybe that will satisfy them for now.”

      “See you in five.” He wanted to reassure the women that Monica was safe and sound, but his gut said otherwise, and he wasn’t one to flat out lie. If he hadn’t pursued her, hadn’t decided to indulge himself, then maybe Monica’s life wouldn’t be in danger right now. Hell, if I’d just walked her back to her room.

      No sense in blaming himself. Emotion had no place in a search and rescue mission. It clouded your judgement and made you sloppy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      Tim paced back and forth and ran a hand through his hair. Grant looked up from the laptop screen, his friend’s body language set him immediately on edge.

      “What?”

      “We got a video this time.”

      The stone in his stomach got a little heavier. “I’m guessing from the look on your face it didn’t have a ransom attached.”

      Tim shook his head. “Man, I think we need to consider she might not make it out of this.”

      “The hell I will!” Collateral damage was never a term that sat well with him. “If he doesn’t want a trade then we just have to find her.”

      “She may not want to be found once their done with her.” Tim’s whisper filled the silence.

      Grant leveled his gaze at his friend. “Show me.”

      He hit play on the tablet and Monica’s scream shredded Grant’s heart. “And here I had felt sorry for the man because of what happened to his wife.” Apparently even sane people were only one tragedy away from going off the deep end. He watched the tears travel down her cheeks. But he couldn’t concentrate on the pain she was in. He needed clues from the background of the video. He pushed aside the blood and image of her legs tied open with her dress pushed up above her knees. Instead he focused on the walls behind her and the mannerisms of the man dealing out her punishment. The stocky build and olive skinned hands looked very similar to one of the kidnappers.

      “Did you show this to her friends?”

      “Of course not. They are already near hysterical and demanding we call in the police. Something like this will send them over the edge.”

      “I’ve seen this room before.” Grant pulled up the blue prints from the Carlisle’s mansion. “It’s a hidden room off the basement. Here. Carl and I found it while doing recon. There’s an outside door located behind a set of bushes and painted to look just like the rest of the house.”

      “How did you even know to look for it?”

      Grant began throwing items into a duffle bag. “Marino told us about it. Something the wife had mentioned during their affair.”

      “Hey,” Tim grabbed his arm. “You know we need a plan, right?”

      He halted his movements. “You in?”

      “Can’t let my brother go alone.”

      “Count on me, too.” Carl pulled two 9mm out of the dresser. “I’ll call in Steve and Alex to back up Sam. Just in case the girl is a decoy.”

      Grant nodded absently, his mind already three steps ahead. He no longer cared what happened to his boss. All that mattered was getting to Monica before the animal could torture her anymore.

      Tim clamped a hand down on Grant’s shoulder. “You know if they didn’t stop the bleeding . . . it could be . . .”

      “She’s alive.” He barked. She had to be. His heart wouldn’t consider any other option.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      It was the throbbing pain in her hand that woke her first. She should be grateful she supposed. Pain meant she wasn’t dead yet. Monica rolled her head from side to side. Her eyelids were so heavy. She just wanted the nightmare over. Don’t kid yourself, girl. This isn’t a book, or a movie. It’s real life and in real life the girl doesn’t always get the boy and rescuers don’t always make it on time.

      Dragging her eyes open, she focused on the blood soaked bandage.

      “Welcome back, sleeping beauty. Sloan here was worried about you.” Carlisle shifted somewhere in the room. “It’s not quite time for you to die.”

      Good to know. She was pretty sure this is where the heroine made some sort of plea or distracted the bad guy until they could undo the ropes. No chance of that happening. It was either escape or convince them to let her go. She knew begging wouldn’t work. The men were too smart for that.

      Monica went for the sympathy play. She took a deep, shuddering breath, allowing the events of the last few hours to truly kick in. Tears dripped from her eyes onto her knees. First one drop, then another. The memories came in a flood. Late night study sessions spread out on her dorm floor with Hannah, Lacey and pizza. Wedding dress shopping with Hannah. The horrible bridesmaid dresses. And then Grant. The most memorable night of her life and her biggest mistake all in one. She could still feel his soft lips devouring hers as the orgasm rippled through her body. His gentleness with her had belied his size.

      “Tears won’t work.” Although his voice wasn’t quite as forceful as before.

      The floodgates had opened and she couldn’t stop. Her mind wouldn’t let go of everything she would miss. There would be no trip to Paris like she and Lacey had talked about. No husband and no children. Why did I put things off? Miserable sobs from deep inside her soul, echoed off the walls.

      “That’s enough!” Carlisle roared.

      “Why do you get to say it’s enough?” She shrieked. “The whole reason I’m here is because you think I’m some man’s girlfriend. You’re torturing me and probably going to kill me because of some twisted sense of revenge.” She yanked and tugged at her restraints, her control barely even a thing. “I’m suffering for something I had no part in and you want to tell me to stop crying? Screw you, you rotten son-of-a-bitch!”

      Through her tears, Monica saw Old Scarface approach. “Go to hell.”

      Hard granite made contact with her jaw. A loud cracking sound filled her head moments before the world faded away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      The sun was high overhead, exposing every nook and cranny of the large brick mansion. The smart thing to do would be to wait until the cover of dark. But they all knew time was a luxury they couldn’t afford. Enough time had passed waiting for backup to arrive. Another video had been sent just over an hour ago. One Grant wished he could scrub from his mind. The image of Monica unconscious, exposed and being fondled on video was one that would haunt him for a very long time.

      “House my ass.” Carl grumbled. “This is a fortress.”

      “That’s why we called in our sniper friends.” Grant nodded towards the hilltop to their left. It was a good half mile away, so the guards on the roof of the house would never see it coming. He only hoped Carlisle and his goons were just as surprised. “Just remember, Carlisle is mine.”

      Tim shook his head, “If I have a shot, I’m taking it. But please keep it quiet. I don’t want the whole crew coming down on our heads.” He tossed a green backpack at Carl.

      “What’s this?”

      Grant glanced from one man to the next. “A just in case bag.”

      “Extra ammo?” He opened the flap. “Steaks. What am I going to need raw steaks for?”

      “Carlisle has two Rottweilers. They might have a problem with us killing their owner.”

      “And ya’ll thought you’d put me on dog duty?”

      He chuckled. They all knew Carl liked dogs about as much as a bug liked a windshield.

      A shimmer came from the hilltop eliminating any conversation.

      “Time to go to work, boys.” Tim whispered.

      Not even a second passed before the first man on the roof collapsed. Grant jumped into a squatting position. So it begins. Two more dropped and then the fourth. The group moved in unison towards the back corner of the house. Sure enough, the shrubs were even higher than they were during their visit two months ago.

      Carl took position as lookout while Grant went to work on the lock. He removed the small metal box from his utility vest, pressing the wires to the electronic keyboard just like Colin had instructed.

      This better work. He sent a prayer up to the higher powers. The backup alternative involved going through the house. More time consuming and a hell of a lot messier. No one wanted that.

      Click. “We’re in.”

      He slinked into the dimly corridor. Small, orange lights spattered the top of the wall. The temperature drop was noticeable even in full military gear. His mind strayed to Monica in her lightweight sundress. All else faded to the background. His mission was two-fold. Rescue Monica and make sure the man the man torturing her breathed his last breath.

      The two weaved in and out of the long maze of corridors. Grant moved with the ease of a moth to a flame. No one suspected entry through the backdoor, so they met with no resistance. The last room had another keypad but he had something a little more attention getting in mind.

      The c-4 exploded, blowing the door off the hinges. He rushed the door, making quick work of one man and wounding another. A glance to his left showed Tim tackling a third man so he set his full sights on the man behind the table. The one aiming a gun straight at his chest. A groan came from behind him. Eliminate the threat first then take care of her. He laid his gun on the ground.

      “Does your boss pay you enough to risk your life for his mistress?”

      “She’s not his mistress. As a matter-of-fact she hadn’t even met the man before the other night. Marino couldn’t care less what you do with her.”

      A smirk was his answer. “Then why did he send you?”

      “We have a bit more honor than our boss.” Tim leveled his 9mm at the man.

      Grant cut his eyes to Tim. He’s mine.

      His friend nodded, but never lowered his weapon.

      Carlisle grinned. “Ahh this is personal. What is she? Your sister?”

      “Put your gun down and I’ll make this as painless as possible.”

      “She was your lover. Not sure she’ll be such a good fuck after what I’ve done to her.”

      Tunnel-vision locked him onto his target. The sound of a gun firing echoed in the room. A sharp, burning pain tore through his shoulder as he dove forward. They tumbled to ground, a sickening crack rent the air as the other man’s skull his the concrete floor. His fists pummeled the other man, bone cracked and blood spattered. It wasn’t until he felt Tim’s hand on his shoulder that he stopped.

      “Come on, man. We’ve got to get your girl to the hospital.”

      She was limp, her head rolled on his shoulder. He couldn’t tell whose blood was whose.

      “Talk to me, sweetheart.” A plea and a prayer whispered together.

      Tim led the way out to where Carl stood with a Rottweiler sitting at his feet. Grant just shook his head. They went into immediate action and headed for their extraction point.  A groan assured him she was still alive and none too happy with being jostled in his arms. “Just a bit further. We’ll get you patched up and you’ll be good as new.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    

    
      The hospital room lights were much too bright for Monica’s liking. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been out but the beeps and whir of nearby machines meant that somehow, someone had rescued her. Her hazy memory held traces of gunfire and being carried. But the pain had been overwhelming and the darkness welcomed her with open arms.

      “Hello?” Her voice croaked.

      “You’re awake.”

      The relief in Grant’s voice was evident. “I’ll get Hannah.”

      “Wait.” She held her hand out. The IV tugged at the tape. “I’m guessing a thank you is in order. Although I’m not sure any words could ever be enough.”

      His warm, calloused hand slid into hers. “It was my fault you were even in the position.”

      “That’s up for debate. You risked your life for a virtual stranger.” She struggled to open her eyes.

      “You certainly didn’t feel like a stranger that night.” The rawness tugged at her heart.

      Monica knew what he was talking about. As much as she wanted to be brave in the windowless room, her heart still held out hope that Grant would come for her. All because of their connection. The odd connection that had formed almost from the very second they touched. He was seduction and safety all in one.

      “Think I could get you to stick around for a while?”

      “Woman, I’m here until you’re safe to leave the hospital.”

      “And beyond that?”

      Silence greeted her. One so long that her heart dropped.

      “I’m not good at the long term thing. You can ask the handful of lady friends I’ve had over the last ten years.”

      “Yeah but did the others end up tied to a chair?” Her lame attempt at humor was met with a groan.

      “That’s exactly why you should stay as far away from me as possible. Nothing about my life is safe.”

      “Look at it this way, we won’t ever fight about what to do on a Saturday night.”

      Understanding settled between them. They both knew she was attempting to make light of the situation and keep her mind off of more serious matters.

      His hand tightened around hers. “Let’s take it one step at a time.”

      Monica swallowed hard, still unable to open her eyes. Which was good because the words wouldn’t come if she was looking him in the eye. Tears burned.

      “Grant, I was in and out of consciousness while I was captured. Some things are clearer than others. I . . . there’s something I need to know. Did he . . . I know it’s something . . . I remember someone’s hands on . . .” A sob tore from her throat.

      The bed shifted beneath Grant’s weight. She curled into his welcoming arms, tears came unheeded. He pressed her face against his hard chest. His heartbeat a comforting sound against her cheek.

      “Shhhh, it’s okay.” He stroked her hair.

      “I . . . know  . . . it . . . shouldn’t . . . matter after . . . all that . . . happened.” Her words came between halting sobs.

      “It does matter. It all matters. But no, sweetheart. Doc said there’s no evidence you were violated.”

      Monica felt like a huge weight had been lifted off her. She had lost so much blood that any attempt at resistance had been nothing more than a passing thought. Her tears flowed, cleansing her of the fear and worry buried inside.

      “You’re safe now. No one will ever touch you again.”

      “Stay with me.” She whispered knowing she wanted to plead for forever but to be happy for whatever free moments she was graced with for now.

      

      Always. Grant knew a promise like that was insane to make after such a short time. But if he was truly honest with himself, the woman in his arms had wiggled her way past his defenses. Maybe it was the extreme situation. The hero complex as some called it. Or maybe it was the way her body fit perfectly to his. Whatever the reason, he wouldn’t let her go.

      Soft snores filled the room as her body relaxed against his. Grant was pretty sure the doc would have a field day with this situation. But he didn’t care. Monica was back in his arms again and that’s all that mattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Monica slow-stepped her way down the rose carpeted aisle of the large church sanctuary.  The small bridesmaid bouquet was clutched in her right hand, her left palm covered in lace. The stitches still weren’t due out for another three weeks and the doctors were already talking about additional surgeries. They made no promises she would ever get the full use back. It was all a waiting game.

      She looked across the rows of pews and wondered just how many of them were going about their day to day lives without a thought of how things change in an instant. Some things you never came back from. A part of you was changed forever, never to return. Nights were filled with nightmares and days were spent looking over your shoulder. Grant and her therapist assured her things would get better. For now, Monica clung to the fact that Grant was there to hold her when she woke up screaming.

      But today wasn’t the day to dwell on the past. Today was to celebrate Hannah and Derek’s special day. Lacey turned and smiled brightly at her. She couldn’t help but smile back. The three of them had been inseparable once they returned from Vegas. Actually the six of them. The bride and groom, herself and Grant and the bigger surprise of Carl and Lacey. Her fellow bridesmaid had even convinced the cold-hearted Navy SEAL to be her date for the wedding.

      Monica took her position at the alter and turned to watch for the bride herself. The wedding march started and the double doors of the church opened, but her gaze was drawn to the tall, broad shouldered man in the black suit. His deep blue eyes met hers.

      I love you, beautiful. He mouthed.

      She placed her hand on her chest. No words would come. A simple ‘I love you’ seemed to not be enough.

      Grant smiled and nodded that he understood solidifying the connection she knew had formed during their short time together. And as she turned to watch her best friend marry the man of her dreams, Monica knew that she would never waste another day again.

      

      
        THE END

        

        Get ready for book 2 in the Protector series by checking out my website and signing up for my newsletter.
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          It Takes a SEAL

        

        An Adventure Girls, Inc. Story by Delilah Devlin

      

    

    
      
        A travel agent visiting friends in the Bahamas is stranded on a desert island with a sexy ex-SEAL after their private pleasure cruise is interrupted by men  who mistake her lover for a reclusive billionaire.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About It Takes a SEAL

        

      

    

    
      
        When Susan heads to the Bahamas, she thinks the sexiest part of the trip is that she can count it as a tax deduction. After all, her agency has new offices in Miami and the Bahamas, and she needs face-time with her partners, who also just happen to be her best friends.

        

        However, her plans for a working vacation, emphasis on work, go quickly awry when she meets ex-SEAL now security specialist, Justin Walsh. His lead-footed, fast-talking ways creep beneath her cool reserve and make her yearn for the kind of relationships her besties have with their ex-military husbands.

        

        When his billionaire employer comes under possible threat, the ever-crafty Justin organizes an op that will kill two birds with one stone. He’ll pose as his employer aboard his luxury yacht while he woos the woman who stole his heart from the first moment he met her.

        

        However, even best laid plans have their hiccups. When Justin and Susan are stranded on a desert island, it’s up to Justin to keep them safe while he orchestrates the ultimate seduction.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Dedication

        

      

    

    
      To the men and women of the United States military, formerly and currently serving—thank you for your sacrifices.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Susan Evers steeled herself against the sudden rush of lust that hit her the moment the blond god in the Hawaiian-themed swimming trunks turned toward her. Her cheeks felt hard, her smile stiff. Keeping her gaze on his face and not tracking wildly down his very nicely proportioned torso proved even more difficult. But she managed a small smile. Too bad she forgot to breathe. A salty, sea breeze ruffled her hair while she continued to stare.

      The moment she felt him slide a large hand over her forearm to steady her, she wheezed inward.

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked, dropping his hand immediately. “You looked like you were about to pass out.”

      Spotting the concerned look in his dreamy, puppy-dog brown eyes, Susan cursed her lack of composure. The one thing she prided herself on was her ability to keep her cool. In every circumstance, whether staring down a customer who wanted to change their travel plans for the umpteenth time or facing off with a Chicago mugger, she maintained her game face, a neutral expression without a hint of sweat that had earned her a few unflattering nicknames over the years. Nevertheless, something about this man put her off her game.

      She’d been struck dumb the first time she’d met him at the airport where he’d picked her up. Sure he’d thought she was stuck-up from her inability to answer in anything but monosyllabic words, she’d been surprised by his fortitude, keeping up a light banter throughout their trek to the Halloran estate. Perhaps he’d been forewarned that entering into a dialogue might leave him skinless and scarred. His one-sided observations allowed her time to study him and try to figure out why her reaction was so visceral. Not that she’d come up with any answers in the thirty-minute drive. Between his heavy foot on the gas pedal and the hairpin curves around corners that caused the tires to squeal, she’d been too busy bracing for a car wreck to ponder her attraction to the lead-footed SEAL.

      When he’d dropped her bags inside her bungalow and given her one of what she knew now was his trademark, easy smiles, she’d felt a blush heat her cheeks, and still couldn’t manage more than a clipped thank you. And then she’d done something she’d regretted ever since, she’d offered him a tip—like he was bell hop at a hotel when she knew he was a friend to Dex Haygood, her BFF’s husband, and had done them a favor by picking her up at the airport.

      He’d shown considerably more aplomb, chuckling and folding her fingers over the bills she’d offered, and then had done something that sealed her fate. He’d leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Welcome to the Bahamas, Susie Q.”

      She’d been thunderstruck—that towering frame, those shaggy, golden locks of tousled hair, the scrape of his whiskers against her cheek, that whiff of sea-fresh scent intermingled with his manly musk. His brown eyes had twinkled down at her while her cheeks had heated, no doubt turning cherry red.

      And then he’d winked. “We’ll continue this conversation about the method of payment I’ll accept when everyone gathers for drinks later.”

      When he’d left, she’d felt as though a vacuum had suddenly been broken as air whooshed back into her lungs. She’d been left shaken and a little dismayed by her reaction to the hard-bodied ex-SEAL.

      The boat dipped gently side to side, and she shifted her stance. Oh, she’d dated better looking men. And in her line of work, she’d certainly tasted her fair share of island Adonises, but this one was forbidden fruit. Maybe that was why he continued to fascinate her. And why she was wearing a demure one-piece swimsuit in sleek black rather than any of her barely-there bikinis, because she needed armor to resist the temptation he embodied. He was Lace’s friend. Dex’s best man at their wedding. No longer did she regret the fact she’d had to miss their wedding due to a nasty bout of the flu. She would have made a fool of herself, standing in front of their friends while Dex and Lace said their I do’s, because Justin Walsh would have drawn her gaze again and again, and in a very public setting.

      As it was, this was a working vacation, and she was going to sea for the day with all of her friends aboard the Clementine, a luxury yacht—a large enough boat she didn’t have to run into Justin unless she really wanted to. So what was she doing aft on the lower deck when the tanning chaises were way up on the upper deck in the front of the boat?

      Justin was still looking at her, questions in his eyes. “Sure you want to dive today, Susie Q? Maybe you should lie down in a cabin.”

      The words to issue a set down were on the tip of her tongue, as was her usual M.O. when fending off unwanted male attention, but his attention wasn’t really unwanted. “I’m fine. And you don’t have to worry. My certification’s up to date.”

      “No worries. I’ll be your dive buddy today.”

      Really? Her heart rate kicked up a notch. She started to shake her head, but he stepped closer, his body dwarfing hers, an unusual sensation because she was five-ten and most men didn’t tower over her, and she wasn’t easily intimidated. Another rush of lust flooded her, and she drew a deep breath, her chest expanding and brushing his ever so lightly.

      Justin grew still, his nostrils flaring, and again, there was that flash of heat in his expression, warming his brown eyes. “Is your problem with men in general, or just me?” he asked, his voice soft.

      “I don’t have any problems with you,” she said, dismay growing inside because he was part of Lace’s circle of friends. The last thing she wanted was to cause a strain in her relationship with her bestie if she and Justin couldn’t get along. She lifted her face and cleared her expression, then after a deep sigh, decided to level with him. “This thing,” she said, waving a hand between their bodies, “is making me—”

      “Am I making you uncomfortable?” His brows drew together and he dipped his knees to meet her gaze straight on.

      “Yes.” Why couldn’t she draw in a full breath?

      He raised his hands and took a step back. “I’m sorry. I thought—”

      As much as she’d wanted him to back away so she could breathe again, she hated the confusion in his eyes. “No,” she blurted. “It’s me... I’m attracted. And this...isn’t a good idea. You don’t poo in your own back yard, and you certainly don’t have affairs with your best friend’s husband’s best friend, because things get sticky, and I don’t do sticky.” She jammed a hand on her hip.

      “You don’t poo in your own back yard?” His lips thinned as he pressed them together.

      The humor in his gaze made her blush even hotter. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes, I do,” he said, retaking the step that brought his body within nipple-rubbing distance again. “How about you stop worrying so much about problems we don’t have yet? Who says things are gonna get sticky? I’m a fun kind of guy. Ask anyone.” And then he placed a hand on her hip, gripping it to pull her closer, and brought her body flush with his.

      A gasp escaped. She placed her hands on his chest to push him away, but her fingers curled, tips biting into hard muscle. Blood pounded through her veins. Anyone might see them, and the last thing she wanted to do was fend off her friends’ teasing. They were both deliriously happy in their marriages and wanted the same for her. Even though she kept reminding them she wasn’t the marrying kind, most of their after-business Skype sessions centered around Susan’s dating life—or lack thereof. She doubted Lace or Maya would be worried about her with Justin. If anything, she figured they’d been matchmaking when Justin had been tagged to pick her up at the airport.

      He did seem like a fun kind of guy, which only made this attraction all the more mystifying. The men she dated either didn’t speak English and were good for only one thing, or they were the tailored-suit type—lawyers, stockbrokers—men with high-powered, busy lives who understood her drive to make her small company into something...bigger.

      “This doesn’t have to be about sex,” he said, then gave a waggle of his eyebrows. “Or it could be all about sex. Whichever makes you more...comfortable. No pooing in your back yard at all.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe we should drop that analogy.”

      “I don’t mind a little dirty talk, Susie Q.”

      A little moan scraped from her throat.

      His eyebrows arched with devilish delight. “I’m getting to you, aren’t I?”

      Maybe he was. His humor made her lips twitch, but she had the feeling that what was stirring between his legs was causing the most problems with her resolve. “Dive buddies?” she asked, silently telling him that was all they could be.

      “And aren’t you lucky? We’ll be in the water this afternoon, and I have work tonight, so no tempting you into pooing is even possible.”

      “Stop,” she said, a smile finally tugging at her mouth.

      “Damn,” he said, staring down at her as his fingers on her hip tightened. “You had to go and smile.” His head lowered.

      Susan held her breath, knowing he was going to kiss her. A knot pulled in her stomach and her lips parted.

      “Hey, you two—get a room!”

      Susan’s head jerked toward the sound of Maya’s voice. Her friend stood just a few feet away, her hunk of muscle, Angel, standing right beside her, a crooked grin on his face.

      Justin laughed and pressed his forehead against hers. “Later,” he whispered.

      “Later, you’re working,” she reminded him firmly.

      “Fuck. Might have to figure out a way to ditch.”

      She smiled up at him, a lightness of spirit sweeping over her. A feeling so foreign but also so delicious, she pressed her thighs together. Maybe they could keep this light and uncomplicated. No pooing at all.

      Justin released her and stepped back, turning to adjust himself while she fought to smother a smile before she gave Maya a mock glare. “Terrible timing.”

      Maya laughed. “Well, at least you’re not mistaking him for a bell hop.”

      Heat bloomed in her cheeks. “I never thought that...”

      “Oh?” Justin shot her glance. “You thought I was a gigolo? I’m a lot less insulted.”

      “Stop,” she said, holding up a hand because she was chuckling now, and afraid she’d burst into laughter, which she needed to avoid. She knew her laugh was a little horsey, not the least sexy, or so a boyfriend had told her once.

      While he smiled, his gaze flicked over her. A Cheshire-grin, so cute on his uber-masculine face, made her arousal tug again. Deep inside her core, she knew they’d end up in bed sometime during this week. And now, she no longer dreaded it. He understood her limits. No one would get hurt. They’d have some fun. Maybe find that refreshing friends-with-benefits balance she’d never managed, not once, in all her short-lived relationships. Because Susan wasn’t looking for love. She had bigger plans. Plans that didn’t include a cottage with a picket fence and babies in the nursery. Maybe this shaggy-haired, hard-bodied man-boy was just what she needed to clear the cobwebs from her lackluster love life.

      And then she met his gaze again. His expression sobered, his gaze studying her again. And frisson of arousal mixed with a little feminine fear trickled down her spine, reminding her she’d be wise not to let down her prickly guard. Not all the way. Because there was more to Justin than his sultry, beach-bum good looks and SEAL’s tensile strength. There was an air of danger that clung to his broad shoulders. The kind of danger a woman with a penchant for kink found irresistible. “I think I’ll go find some sunscreen,” she murmured and gave him a little smile, then glared at her friend to remind her to butt out of her business. Then she strode away, her shoulders straightening the more distance she put between herself and temptation in Hawaiian shorts.

      

      Justin cleared his throat and willed his cock to relax because his physical response to prickly, hot “Susie Q” was all too visible. He leaned against the railing.

      “So blue hole diving?” Maya said, subdued laughter in her voice.

      “So many places I could go with that,” he muttered under his breath, and he would have if he’d been with his buddies, alone, but such talk was completely inappropriate with Lace’s best friends. The whole pooing conversation made him wince now, thinking of just how not sexy that had been, but he’d loved wiping away Susan’s composure, making her smile. Her chuckles had warmed him all the way to his toes. Which was strange. She was the classy sort of lady he always steered clear of. Completely out of his league. Usually, he’d have been tongue-tied and uncomfortable with a cool beauty, his preferences sliding toward free-spirited cuties—women with the same expectations as he had. Fun in the sack without a chance of commitment in the forecast.

      “Hey, buddy, we’ll leave you to your equipment,” Angel said, wry humor in his voice.

      Justin snorted and didn’t watch their departure. Safer that way given his current condition. “Thanks,” he called after them, and then took a deep breath as he stared over the rails at the wide open sea. They had maybe twenty minutes before they reached the blue hole on the reef. One not as frequented by dive-happy tourists as Dean’s Blue Hole on Long Island, but beautiful and safe enough to bring along the women for an excursion. Their employer, billionaire Jake Halloran, had offered the ladies the use of the yacht and his guest bungalows for an annual business retreat. And Lace, who had just completed her scuba training—something Dex insisted on after the couple had been dropped to the ocean floor with one tank of air during a pirate attack—invited everyone along for her virgin adventure outside the lagoon and the swimming pool.

      Justin glanced at the escort boat bobbing alongside the yacht and gave his buddies aboard a wave. They were all part of Halloran’s newly expanded security for the small fleet of yachts Halloran was assembling for high-end Caribbean vacations.

      Just months ago, Justin had been a crew member working for a spec ops outfit, Black Spear, and fresh off of missions along the Somali coast. That first job guarding Halloran, his boats and his estate, had seemed like a cake-walk, a working vacation until the moment the yacht had been taken by armed men.

      Now, he took nothing for granted. And he was running his own crew, coordinating security whenever Halloran moved around the island. Today was a rare day off to enjoy time with his friends, a gift from Halloran who had joined them to keep coordination simple. And Justin might have taken off the whole week except for a little incident which worried him. Now his crew was on alert. Dex and he were on board, ostensibly to play, but Halloran was on the bridge, two guards watching over him, because Justin had a bad feeling. Something neither he or Dex ever ignored.

      That tingle of danger had started when he’d gone to the airport the day before to pick up Susan Evers...

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Justin kept watch on the blonde from the moment she’d exited the gate and headed toward the luggage carousel. The photograph he’d been given didn’t begin to do her looks justice. Dex had described her as classy, a cool beauty. But nothing was cold about Susan Evers. Yes, she held her chin high like a queen surveying her realm, and her steps were measured, the sway of her hips understated. Her piercing blue gaze might have made a man with less fortitude back away, but Justin read her expression as a challenge. One he was only too eager to accept.

      He stepped forward, giving her a wide smile, which she noted, her gaze locking with his. “Susan Evers?” he asked, arching a brow.

      “Yes, and you are?”

      “Justin Walsh. Dex Haygood sent me. I have a limo parked outside to take you to the estate.”

      “I have a bag,” she said, waving a hand toward the carousel which was already spitting out luggage from the flight.

      “Tell me when you see your bag. I’ll get it for you.”

      Her chin notched higher. “I’m quite capable—”

      “I’m sure you are,” he said with a self-effacing grin, “but my mama would spank me if I didn’t offer a lady a hand.”

      Her lips had pursed, and he felt an answering tug in his groin. Once he found her hard-shell case and taken her carry-on bag, he led the way through the crowd, out the door and to a taxi stand he’d muscled into by virtue of the pricy vehicle he’d parked just outside the baggage area.

      After settling her in the back and stowing her bags in the trunk, he left the airport, heading west and then south, the white afternoon sun glaring through the tinted windshield. All the while, he darted glances at the rearview mirror to watch her as she stared out the passenger window at the scenery. Her expression, when she wasn’t frowning at him, was just beginning to lose its pinched tension.

      “Must be quite a change from Chicago,” he said, determined to get her to relax. “I’m from So Cal myself, just south of LA. On the coast. Acclimating here didn’t take long. Guess the biggest change for me is having an address that isn’t a boat slip or an APO. I’m ex-military, like Dex and Angel. You met Angel when he came to Chicago, right?” When her gaze turned, but her expression remained set, he took a deep breath and continued the one-sided conversation. If she didn’t want to join in, fine, but he was curious about her now, and the next time they met, preferably with a little alcohol to loosen her jaw, maybe she’d feel a little more comfortable with him.

      Mid-sentence as he was describing how he’d managed to wind up a SEAL, he sped up to pass a pair of teenagers on scooters and a couple in a compact car, paying more attention to the beach they passed than the speed they were traveling. A quick glance in his rearview mirror made him realize he had a tail. A nondescript, tan-colored car. One that had fallen in behind his vehicle when he’d left the terminal, and which seemed to be keeping pace with his speed, but hung back a couple of car lengths, perhaps to hide the fact it was following them.

      Not overly concerned just yet, Justin abruptly took the next exit without benefit of a turn signal, and then a hard right at a stop sign, circling under the bridge before continuing toward his destination. A few minutes later, the tan-colored car appeared behind him again.

      Damn. “Yeah, BUDs training was tough, but worth it. Made a lot of friends,” he said, knowing his speech was slowing, and hoping she didn’t notice he’d been maneuvering to lose the car behind them. He didn’t want her worried. But he was driving Halloran’s main town car. His tail might think Halloran himself was inside.

      Justin tightened his grip on the steering wheel and jammed his foot on the gas pedal. The limo shot forward. A gasp sounded from the back seat, but a quick glance reassured him Susan was all right. In fact, she was frowning. More angry than frightened by the speed they were traveling at.

      “Met Dex when I was assigned to my first SEAL team,” he said, determined to keep her attention on him, rather than becoming aware of the trouble they’d attracted. “We’ve been friends for years. Left the Navy together. Hired on with a black ops company babysitting big boats passing by Somalia. Now, I’m babysitting a billionaire...” They were flying through an industrial area with steel buildings lined up in deep rows. Ahead, a tractor trailer was beginning to back into the street.

      Justin shifted into the left lane, skirting the rear of the beeping truck before it blocked the road. Satisfied he’d lost the other car, he executed several more turns through the area, before taking a more direct route to the south end of the island.

      Behind him, Susan glared daggers into the rearview mirror, but kept silent, her lush mouth crimped.

      He gave her a wink. “Did I mention I’ve been to school to learn evasive driving techniques? Yeah, Angel recommended a training camp in Central America—same place he first met Maya...”

      By the time he dropped her bags at the door of her bungalow, he noted she’d recovered her calm. A shame, that. He’d liked the fiery anger in her eyes.

      And then she reached into her purse and pulled out a wad of cash, her hand held out to offer him a tip—a move to put him firmly in his place, which nearly made him laugh.

      Ignoring her widening eyes, he curled her hands over the crisp bills and bent to kiss her cheek. So close her light floral scent tickled his nose, he forced himself to straighten and give her a wink. “Welcome to the Bahamas, Susie Q.” And then he walked away.

      As much as he would have liked to stay and carry her bags inside, he was pretty sure he’d tested the limits of her patience with his constant chatter and high-octane driving. Besides, he had more pressing matters to attend to—like letting Dex know he’d been followed from the airport. Maybe the incident was nothing. Or maybe the tail had been someone looking for a random, rich target to jump. But being followed might also indicate another direct threat to Halloran was imminent. Like the shark-dive crew turned pirates who’d thought they could kidnap Halloran’s high-end passengers and hold the group just long enough to funnel off money from their accounts to keep them comfortable for years.

      He found Dex inside the large living room of the main house, sitting with his wife Lace, along with Angel and Maya, who had arrived the night before from Miami where Angel was head of a local DEA task force and Maya ran the Miami office for the travel agency.

      Justin gave a wave to the group. “Susie Q’s in her bungalow, safe and sound.”

      Lace laughed. “Susie Q? Bet she hates that.” She grinned and gave Maya a direct stare. “Come with? We can help her unpack.” The two women rose, laughing as they left the room.

      Locking gazes with Dex, Justin jerked his chin toward the door. “It’s business.”

      Angel let out a deep breath and relaxed against the sofa. “You certainly know how to clear a room, Walsh.”

      Dex eased off the couch, his expression instantly alert, and followed him outside.

      After Justin filled him in, they headed straight for security. Extra guards were added. Halloran’s whereabouts verified. And although they would have loved to suggest their employer keep indoors, they simply doubled the guards who kept watch discreetly from a distance. Halloran paid them so he didn’t have to worry.

      “We’re all heading out on the Clementine tomorrow,” Justin said, tapping his fingers on the veranda railing. “Should we scuttle those plans?”

      Dex shook his head. “I’d just as soon not alarm the girls. They’re here for some R&R. We’ll keep this quiet.”

      “Angel?”

      “We’ll read him in. It’s probably nothing, but...”

      Justin grunted. “Yeah, at least where we’re headed there won’t be any sharks.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s why Lace chose the blue hole for her first official solo dive.” Dex smiled.

      Justin raked a hand through his hair. “Don’t know why I thought this job would be a cakewalk after Somalia.”

      Dex clapped the side of his shoulder. “We wouldn’t be paid the big bucks if this was easy. So, what did you think of Susan?”

      Instantly, Justin felt put on the spot, like Dex was asking so he could see his reaction to the mention of the ice queen’s name. Pretending a nonchalance he didn’t feel, he shrugged. “She’s pretty. Not much of a talker.”

      Crossing his arms, Dex chuckled. “Could she get a word in edgewise?”

      Justin wrinkled his nose. “Couldn’t risk her shutting me down or noticing we’d gotten ourselves a tail. She’s not the adventurous one, or so Maya says. Had to leave a little rubber around some turns, though.”

      “Well, she’s safe here.” Dex glanced at his watch then looked back at the house. “I’ll have a chat with Halloran before dinner.”

      Dinner that night was a little uncomfortable for Justin. Halloran and a couple of their SEAL buddies, Johnny Turtoro and Hank Jones, helped fill the large dining room table. Johnny and Justin flanked Susan, and Johnny seemed to take particular enjoyment out of sharing some of Justin’s less-than-flattering exploits as dessert was served.

      “You do know I’m sitting right here,” Justin grumbled, leaning forward to give his buddy a glare.

      Johnny’s dark eyes twinkled with glee. “Yeah, but I’m just getting to the good part.”

      Susan leaned toward Justin. “Lace said you guys were the tall and handsome quiet types,” she said from the corner of her mouth, then gave Justin a wink.

      Johnny flashed her a grin. “’Til you get to know us.”

      She arched a brow. “I barely know you.”

      Justin chuckled at her starchy tone, admiring how she held her own with the guys.

      “You’re Lace’s friend,” Johnny said in his Bronx accent, “which means you’re practically family.”

      Justin chuckled again then caught Lace’s pointed stare. He gave her a shrug.

      She countered with a narrowing of her eyes.

      Justin pasted on a smile and angled his body toward Susan. “Want to catch the sunset off the veranda?”

      Susan’s gaze went from Johnny who was smiling widely back to Justin, and held.

      He lowered his eyelids a bit, studying her expression as color bloomed in the center of her cheeks. “Must be tough being so fair,” he murmured.

      Her lips parted, but she straightened her shoulders. “I’d like that,” she said, “the sunset, that is.”

      Across the table, Halloran pushed back from the table. “Let’s all go. We’ll open the bar.”

      Before Johnny could shoot from his seat, Justin rose and helped Susan from her chair, then edged in beside her to cut out his buddy who gave him a disappointed shake of his head. “Milady?” he said, bending his elbow.

      Susan laughed, her head tilting back. The sound was surprising. Full-bodied. Sexy as hell.

      He led her out the French doors to the teak-planked deck. White beach stretched to both sides just off the deck. The boat dock could be seen in the distance, slips filled with skiffs and yachts, the gargantuan Clementine at the very end, looking like a shiny white cruise boat.

      At the rail, she dropped her hand from his arm and braced both hands against the wood, her gaze turning wistful as she stared at the sun setting on the sea. “Do you ever tire of it?”

      “Never. I don’t like being landlocked. And I hate the cold.”

      “So do I.”

      He leaned an elbow on the rail and studied her face again. It was a perfect oval, her eyes large and crystal blue. With her fair skin and tall, slender frame, she looked like a Swedish girl he’d dated when he’d been stationed for a brief time in Italy years ago. Cool, iceberg beauty, except for her lips. Her lipstick was gone, and still, they were a soft cherry red. Soft and plump. His body tightened, imagining what they’d feel like pressed against his mouth and other parts he’d better not start thinking about, because he’d worn thin pants due to the heat, and an erection would be impossible to hide.

      “So why stay in Chicago?” he asked, persevering through more small talk. “You have offices in Miami and here. Why not make the move?”

      “We’ve been talking about that. Closing the office there. Putting more resources toward our online presence.” Susan tucked back a lock of blonde hair that fell over her eyes. “I could work from anywhere I have telephone and Internet access.”

      That movement, her slender fingers sliding over the shell of her ear, struck him as intensely feminine, and he almost lost his train of thought. “Are you thinking about moving here?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s tempting.” She glanced around the wide veranda where the others lined up along the rails farther down, giving them a little privacy to chat. “Mr. Halloran has been very generous. The building he found us...” She shook her head. “A long-term lease, and for that cost, it’s unbelievable.”

      “He was motivated to keep Lace here. He’s big on giving back to the island.” When she turned toward him, he couldn’t help dipping his gaze to take in her curves in the pretty sea-blue silk dress she wore. It hugged her breasts and waist then followed the slender curves of her hips.

      “You do know they’re using you to sweeten the pot, right?” she said, arching a brow.

      Surprised by her bluntness, he nodded. “They’re matchmaking. That make you nervous?”

      “Since I’m immune to romance, I’m not the least bit scared.”

      “Immune?” he said, a grin stretching his mouth.

      “Uh huh.” Her chin tilted. “Don’t take that as a challenge, SEAL-boy. It’s just the plain truth.”

      “So, you’ve had your vaccinations. No chance of romance catching.”

      “None.” Her head shook.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he murmured, his interest piquing despite her bluntly worded warning.

      Her gaze swung back to the beach and the sun which was burning red and dipping beneath the sea at the horizon. “Tell me about tomorrow. Lace says we’re doing some scuba-diving.”

      “You have any experience?”

      “Yes.” She shrugged and leaned her elbows on the rail. “Some. I like to dive whenever I get the chance. Which isn’t often.”

      His body tightened as he imagined himself leaning over her to kiss her soft mouth—and his thoughts scrambled. Justin cleared his throat. What had they been talking about? “We’re heading to one of the blue holes on the reef. This one’s about two hundred fifty feet deep with lateral caves. I’ve scoped it out a time or two. Some of the caves are strictly for more experienced divers. There’s one small cave with stalactites that stretch ceiling to floor, and you have to remove your gear to maneuver around. It’s a maze of thin bars. But we’re not going there. It’s dark, so we’ll have headlamps...” He trailed off when her gaze locked with his. “Was I doing it again?”

      “Talking a mile a minute?” Her lips curved. “I keep listening to see when you take a breath.”

      Justin smiled ruefully. “Your turn?”

      “I don’t have nearly as much to say as you do. Apparently.”

      He groaned, exaggerating the sound, which got her chuckling. Relieved he’d made her laugh, he said, “Let me get you something to drink.”

      Nodding, she gave him a cool smile. “I’d love a mojito.”

      “Don’t move. We still have to discuss that little matter of the method of payment I’ll accept for driving you from the airport.” He gave her a waggle of his eyebrows, hoping he hadn’t pushed too hard, but her gaze remained steady and she leaned against the rail. He felt her gaze follow him all the way to the bar...

      When he returned from the bar, she was gone. But so were her friends, so he didn’t feel as though he’d been abandoned. Not so much, anyway. He set the mojito on the rail and took a sip from his beer.

      Johnny sidled up beside him and chuckled. “Haven’t seen you shot down so fast in a long time. Must be losing your grip.”

      Justin gave him a deadpanned look and waved a hand at the chilled glass. “Want a mojito?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Johnny pursed his lips. “We gonna watch the sunset together? You gonna try to hold my hand?”

      “Am I interrupting anything?” Dex said from behind them, his tone wry.

      “Not a damn thing,” Justin said. He cast a glance around the almost empty veranda. “Was it something I said?”

      “Lace and Maya wanted Susan to themselves. For a gossip, no doubt. Why, did you try to talk her ear off again?”

      Justin rolled his eyes. “You have a chance to talk to Halloran?”

      Dex nodded. “He thinks this might have to do with current negotiations for that IT startup. He’s got competition from a Japanese conglomerate. They might be keeping tabs on him. If he moves, they’ll know he’s close to a deal and they’ll try to swoop in to take it out from under him with a last minute counteroffer.”

      An IT deal didn’t sound too dangerous. “Do we have a plan?”

      Dex grinned. “Yeah, but it’s not one you’re going to like. We’ll need a decoy.”

      With a shake of his head, Justin sighed. “Why is it I’m the only one who gets to play billionaire?”

      Johnny laughed. “Because you’re cute in pink,” he said, eyeing Halloran’s brightly colored Hawaiian shirt.

      Justin winced. “How soon?”

      “Tomorrow. We’ll spirit Halloran into the escort skiff after the dive.” Dex pointed at Justin. “You’ll stay on the boat when we dock. Make a couple of appearances on the deck dressed as Halloran.”

      “I’ll be sure to keep Susie Q company, so she’s not lonely,” Johnny said, then stepped quickly back when Justin shot him a deadly glare. “Hey, just kidding man.”

      Dex’s gaze narrowed on Justin. “Thought she wasn’t your type.”

      “She’s not. And I’m not hers.” The admission tasted like sand in his mouth. He’d been looking forward to spending more time together.

      “Funny. Lace and Maya seem to think you’re both hitting it off.”

      “Really?” His chest filled with a quick rush of warmth.

      “Yeah, said they hadn’t seen Susan act quite so...awkward around a man in forever.”

      “And that’s a good sign?”

      Dex’s shoulders lifted. “I guess.”

      The three men took simultaneous sips from their drinks.

      “Too bad you’ll be stuck on that boat all alone tomorrow night,” Johnny murmured.

      “Yeah,” Dex said softly. “160-foot boat. Only a skeleton crew...”

      Justin grunted. “Can’t invite her to stay then put on the wig and Halloran’s clothes without giving her an explanation.”

      “Like you couldn’t cook up some cover story?” Johnny said, snorting. “Hell, you could probably take the Clementine out to sea. Have Halloran’s chef prepare something special for dinner, something you could serve cold and have it ready in the galley...”

      “It’s up to you,” Dex said, leaning closer. “But if you got her to stay on the boat, Angel and I might be able to grab some alone time with our wives.”

      “Want me to take one for the boys?” Justin said, a smile beginning to stretch his lips.

      “Would it really be a sacrifice?” Dex asked.

      Justin remembered the way Susan had laughed, her head thrown back. There was a passionate woman locked behind her cool reserve. Something inside him stirred whenever he was with her. Something beside his cock. A wistful yearning to see her smile. A strangely unselfish need to give her pleasure. He met Dex’s watchful gaze and nodded. “Sounds like I need a plan.”

      They knocked their beer bottles together then turned to stare as darkness fell across the sea.
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      For Susan, diving was always a cerebral pleasure. A chance to quiet the noise in her head. An active meditation, just the gurgling of water bubbles and her own steady breaths to keep her company. But this excursion was different.

      The couples had paired up, keeping within sight of each other, but basically alone together in the deepening darkness. Ahead, she saw the dim glow of headlamps as the two couples in front of her and Justin slowly descended.

      She recalled his briefing aboard the boat.

      “Blue holes are sink holes,” he’d said. “Formed during an ice age when ice reduced sea level by several hundred feet, and limestone caves, where rainwater weakened the rock and the cave ceilings, collapsed. We’ll descend straight down until we reach the point where saltwater and freshwater meet. I’m not a chemist,” he said with a smile, “but when freshwater and saltwater meet, it causes a corrosive reaction in the rock. Over time, this created sideways passages, horizontal caves, and we’re checking out a couple of the larger ones.”

      The Clementine had dropped anchor beside a sink hole off of Andros Island. The women had gathered on the uppermost deck to stare down at it. Around the hole, the water was a pretty Caribbean blue. The center of the seemingly perfect circle was a dark navy.

      “Dex says it gets dark down there pretty fast,” Lace said. “And we may encounter stuff that looks like floating cobwebs. It’s bacteria, and it can make you itch, so get through it as quickly as you can.”

      “And this sounds safer than swimming with sharks?” Maya said, wrinkling her nose.

      “It’s safe,” Lace said, “and Susan and I have big strong SEALs along to keep us safe.”

      “My guy’s no lightweight,” Maya grumbled with a pout.

      Lace laughed. “He’s got experience diving too, so we’re all good.” She glanced at Susan. “Sorry we interrupted you with Justin. Looks like it was about to get hot and heavy.”

      Maya’s gaze rubberbanded toward Susan. “What’d I miss?”

      “Nothing happened,” Susan said, her cheeks heating. “Nothing was about to happen.” So it was a teensy lie, but the near-kiss still had her tingling inside.

      “You dog,” Maya said, giving her a playful shove.

      “Justin is a good guy,” Lace said.

      “Don’t tell her that,” Maya said. “You’ll scare her away.”

      “I’m not scared,” Susan said, shaking out her hair behind her. “He said this can be just about the sex.”

      “You’re already talking about sex?” Lace’s eyes rounded. “You dog.”

      “You do know you both sound like a pair of horny teenage boys, right?”

      Lace leaned in to give her a quick hug. “We can’t help it. We’re both so happy. We want the same for you, sweetie. A sexy guy like that would be perfect for you.”

      “I don’t need a guy in my life, sexy or otherwise,” Susan said, lifting her chin and ignoring the hitch in her breathing. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t like to play...occasionally.”

      Lace shook her head. “You don’t have to change your life for the right man.”

      “Look at you.” Susan raised her eyebrows and gazed at her friend who seemed to glow. “You moved to the Bahamas.”

      “Well, I might have done that anyway,” Lace said, shaking her head. “I hate the cold. And can you believe this place?” She held out her arms as she glanced over the blue ocean. “Sharing the adventure with someone else only makes it more exciting. I didn’t lose a thing marrying Dex.”

      Susan felt as though the balmy air was closing in around her. “I’m not looking for a roommate or a husband.”

      “Why are you so resistant?” Maya asked, her voice softening. “I know you’ve had some terrible boyfriends, selfish stinkers, but not all men are like that.”

      At Maya’s concerned tone, Susan felt her throat tighten and shrugged. “It’s just easier.”

      “So you don’t get your hopes up and never feel disappointed?” Maya asked, her dark eyes resting on Susan.

      Pretty much her philosophy to a T. “Will I sound completely pathetic if I say yes?”

      “Yes!” her friends said.

      Lace placed an arm around Susan’s shoulder. “We’re not saying Justin is ‘The One’—but don’t close yourself off to the possibility. Just go with it. Enjoy yourself. Enjoy him. He’s very easy to like.”

      Susan looked from Lace to Maya, warming despite the jittery feeling that always accompanied the thought of leaving herself vulnerable to a man. “I see what you both have, and I’ll admit I’m more than a little jealous. You found your perfect matches.” She wrinkled her nose. “And I will concede that there might be someone out there for me, as well. But I seriously doubt it’s Justin, despite the fact he’s probably the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on.” She ignored her friends’ instant smiles and crossed her arms over her chest. “We’re neither of us looking for anything more than a hookup.”

      “It’s a start,” Lace said, her gaze going to Maya.

      Lace nodded sagely. “Maybe they’ll light a spark.” To Susan, she said, “Okay, we’ll stop with the teasing. No pressure. But if you do it, you have to give us all the juicy details.”

      At the last comment, Susan laughed. “You’re both impossible.”

      “We love you,” Maya said.

      “Sisters from different mothers,” Lace said, and held up her hand, her pinky finger crooked.

      The three of them hooked their fingers together for a sacred shake. “Maybe not all the juicy details,” Susan said slyly. “He makes me crave some very naughty things.”

      They’d giggled like school girls and then hurried down to the swim platform. She’d been eager to see Justin again, but hyper-aware of her friends’ scrutiny. As luck would have it, their husbands distracted them, helping them suit up for the dive as Justin came forward, carrying gear he’d prepared.

      She gave him a frown. “I know how to assemble my own gear.”

      “Check it over. I thought I’d save you a little time. You girls seemed to be enjoying yourselves,” he said.

      His blond eyebrows gave her that sexy arch she was becoming quite fond of. Ignoring the heat filling her cheeks, she bent over the gear, checked filters, checked the tank’s pressure, assuring herself there was plenty of air for the dive. She inspected the regulators and then inflated and deflated her BCD. When she straightened, she noted that his expression was warmly approving. “Guess everything’s in order,” she said, feeling as though she’d passed some kind of test.

      Then he’d helped her don her gear, his actions methodical. But every light graze of his fingertips against her skin set her heart fluttering and her nerves igniting. When he stepped back, his own expression betrayed the arousal growing between them—flared nostrils, dipping eyelids, deepened, heavy breaths. “Yeah,” he whispered. “I really needed that kiss.”

      Now, her solitary meditation was replaced with a gentle happiness, a feeling of connection, perhaps because he stayed beside her throughout the dive. And it was unlike any dive she’d ever made before; being inside the blue hole felt otherworldly. No coral or curious fish, very little light. The deeper they went, the darker it got, and she was grateful for the lamp on a headband he’d insisted she wear.

      “Yellow’s not my color,” she’d quipped when he handed her the headlamp.

      “There’s not a color that wouldn’t look beautiful on you, but I am partial to pink,” he’d said, gliding a finger along her blushing cheek.

      The divers dipped beneath a cliff overhang, and the entrance of a large cave loomed. As they entered the cave, a floating web parted. The water had a pinkish tinge which seemed to flow just beneath them. Her skin itched and a sulfur smell entered her mask.

      At a tap on her shoulder, she turned to Justin, who gave her a thumbs-up to reassure her. She kicked her fins to hurry away from the toxic water, forcing herself to take even breaths. They entered a larger cavern, with walls looking very like eroded canyon walls with curiously shaped rock formations. Alone, Susan knew she might have felt overwhelmed, surrounded by water and enclosed by rock. A single malfunction of her diving gear could have frightening consequences, but she remembered Lace’s ordeal, dropped to the sea floor without a tank, and how calmly Dex had reacted, demonstrating how to use his buddy regulator then sharing his air, saving her. Lace had managed without panicking, which would have proved fatal. Susan wouldn’t let her own small bout of claustrophobia create problems where none existed.

      Besides, she had Justin beside her, and although he seemed completely relaxed, she knew he was watchful, ensuring her safety. Although such behavior wasn’t something she was accustomed to, she was relieved to have him there, to rely on his knowledge and solid presence to give her comfort.

      They explored the cave for a while; Justin swam to one corner of the cave where he sifted in the sand until he pulled out the large skull of a crocodile. Something that shouldn’t have been there, and she realized had likely sat on the cave floor since prehistoric times. He handed it to her, and she blinked, telling him without words how much she was enjoying herself.

      But at last, he checked his gauges and pointed upward. Time to head back to the boat. They swam toward the others and, this time, Justin and Susan led the way out of the dark underwater cave and toward the surface of the blue hole.

      Back at the yacht, Justin climbed the ladder to the swim platform then held out his hand, pulling her from the water in one strong heave to set her on the edge.

      “Show off,” she said, smiling widely as she wiped water from her face.

      “Was the dive worth it?”

      “Yes, but the cavern was strange,” she said. “Not like any place else on Earth. But I still prefer the pretty reefs.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Lace said as she approached. “I want to go again. No sharks!”

      Once they were all on board and their gear stowed, the engines started up. The boat pulled away from the reef to head back to Grand Bahama Island.

      With farewell waves, the couples strolled away toward the middle deck and the cabins to freshen up—and no doubt, enjoy a little privacy for sexier pursuits—leaving her alone with Justin on the platform.

      He leaned against the rail and folded his arms over his chest. “So, I was wondering if I could ask you out on a date.”

      His hair was nearly dry, and clumped together in gold locks like a Rastafarian’s dreads. Not that the look wasn’t appealing. His broad, bare chest was deeply tanned, a smattering of brown hair stretched between flat male nipples. The shadow on his jaw made him look a little scruffy, but again, it appealed. She could imagine him nude on white sheets, looking just like this after a night of hot sweaty sex. The twinkle in his eyes said his thoughts were wandering a similar sensual path.

      Susan pretended to consider her suggestion, when her mind was already made up. “My friends tell you I have high expectations for first dates?” she asked, lifting her chin.

      “No, but I assumed as much. Stay aboard the boat with me?”

      She looked up, deliberately narrowing her eyes. “Sounds like a lazy date. You don’t have to surprise me. Don’t have to go to any effort to impress.”

      “Oh, I think we both know a lot of effort will be goin’ on, Susie Q.”

      Lust hit her hard—an instantaneous rush of heat that turned her core liquid and caused her nipples to tingle and tighten. “This effort...will it include dressing for dinner?”

      One side of his mouth kicked up into a wicked, crooked smile. “Only if you find pleasure in the undressing.”

      “Another time,” she said, her voice sounded breathy even to her own ears.

      He blinked. “You turning me down?”

      Susan moved closer, and closer still when he dropped his arms. “No,” she said, touching his shoulder with a single fingertip and sliding it down to his chest where she gave in to the urge to explore a brown nipple. “I meant, we’ll undress another time.”

      He placed a hand over hers and mashed it against his chest. “Stop doing that. I’m not wearing enough to hide what you do to me.”

      Close now, she leaned against him, enjoying the hardness of his chest against her nipples, and the evidence of his growing arousal nudging her belly. “Think there’s anyone watching?” she whispered, letting her head fall back, inviting his kiss.

      “Yeah, everyone on the bridge and the guys in the escort boat. You care?” he asked, his voice hoarsening.

      “Fuck no,” she whispered.

      “Damn, I told you I love dirty talk.” He lowered his head, his gaze searching hers for a long moment.

      He must have read her eagerness, because his mouth came down on hers, and not gently, as any other first kiss she’d ever shared with a man. His was ravenous, harsh, hungry.

      She sank her fingers into his slightly damp hair and scraped his scalp, pulling him closer.

      His head slanted, and his tongue stroked her lip before pushing inside her mouth, and she was lost to the pleasure, tongues tangling, mouths suctioning. A carnal kiss. One that didn’t satisfy because she wanted him. Urgently, desperately. Right now.

      They broke apart, both breathing heavily. “I have a cabin,” Justin murmured.

      Wow. She dragged in a ragged breath and nodded. “You better follow me,” she said, giving him a nudge of her hip, right against his very rigid, very large cock.

      He cleared his throat and grinned. “I like you, Susan Evers.”

      “Better. Or you’ll feel cheap after I’m through with you.”

      He laughed and turned her, his hands clutching her hips. “I’m right behind you, baby.”

      They hurried from the platform, up the metal stairs and down the outside aisle to the third cabin. Once he pulled down the handle, she grabbed the waistband of his shorts and dragged him behind her, straight to the large California king bed. The pretty carpet and curtains, the glassed-in shower, the priceless art on the walls—she took in with a single glance, but her focus was on the tall bed with its sumptuous covers.

      Once she reached it, she turned and pulled his waistband outward, pushing down the fabric to expose his cock. Her breath caught at her first sight of the round mushroom head, the gleaming skin stretched around the thick shaft.

      With a sigh, she sank on her knees and gripped him with both hands, eager for a taste, desperate to begin. She opened her mouth and wagged her head, circling the cushiony cap, wetting it before giving it a lick. A drop of pre-ejaculate smeared on her tongue, and she groaned at the salty flavor, dragging in the scent of his pungent, masculine musk. Then she pulled down his cock and bobbed forward, taking him deep, while his belly tightened and his fingers dug into her shoulders as he steadied himself.

      “You move fast,” he muttered.

      She bobbed again, keeping him in  her mouth, but letting go of his shaft to shimmy out of her bathing suit.

      “I’m not fast enough,” he murmured. “Baby, slow down. Let me help.”

      “Umm,” she said, her mouth still full of him, the cool air prickling her damp skin. When she came off him, she stood, shoved her suit down the rest of the way and scrambled backwards onto the mattress.

      He kicked his trunks off his feet and followed, his gaze hot and dangerous, sending a delicious thrill of alarm through her body.

      When she reached the pillows, she stopped and waited impatiently as he crawled between her legs, his cock sliding up her inner thigh, bumping her pussy, then pausing, pressed against her heat.

      His body tensed and he closed his eyes. “Fuck.”

      “A condom,” she blurted, leaning to the side, her hand going to the table beside the bed, and pulling out the drawer. Inside, she fumbled for a box, found one and brought it between them, impatient when she discovered it had never been opened and roughly ripped off the lid.

      Condoms fell around her, and he began to chuckle, the sound low and dirty. He plucked one off her breast and tore it with his teeth, then pushed back, sitting on his knees while he rolled it down.

      Heart racing, she stared the whole time, not glancing up at his face until after he’d given himself a slow stroke. His gaze was on her, on her eyes, and she settled back, placing her hands beside her head, signaling her willingness to let him take control.

      “I don’t usually go straight for the finish,” he said, his breaths short and shallow.

      “I love foreplay, but I’ll kill you if you try it now.” Desire gripped her belly and she waited, biting her lower lip.

      “Glad we’re on the same page.” He leaned over her, bracing his weight on one hand and reaching down to spread her folds. He flexed his hips and pushed, breaching her.

      Susan dug her head into the pillow, her eyelids dipping, watching him between the slits as he stared at her sex and sank inside.

      “Fuck, you’re hot. So fucking wet.”

      “Sweet Jesus,” she gasped as he pushed deeper, stretching her skin. “You’re a big boy.”

      “Not a boy.”

      Her fingers tightened toward her palms. “Don’t I know that.”

      Their gazes met and Justin grinned.

      Which tugged her mouth into a full smile.

      His dark eyes twinkled. “Did you think you’d be this hot for it?”

      “With you? SEAL-boy, I was counting on it.”
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      Justin was poised to thrust, and he knew he’d draw no complaints from the woman lying beneath him. Instead, he paused, his body tensed.

      What the hell was he doing, rushing this interlude like he was a teenage boy with the first girl to say yes? Susan was worthy of so much more than a quick tumble. He ought to be worshiping her body, seducing her mind to ensure her pleasure and make double-damn sure she said yes again. Because he wanted more.

      Slowing down was going to kill him. Her hair was a wild, tangled damp mess. Her skin a little pink from sunburn. And yet, she was impossibly beautiful. Long and lean. Her small breasts tipped with pretty cotton-candy pink nipples. Her mound was smooth, a courtesy he appreciated because he wanted to spend time with his mouth buried there—maybe hours and hours.

      Her eyebrows furrowed, and her hand shot downward, passing his cock to grip his balls. She gave them a firm tug. “This is not the time for an attack of finesse.”

      Damn, that feels so good. His breath gusted with a laugh. “An attack of finesse?”

      “Yeah, you don’t have to prove a thing to me. Just be quick.”

      Relief shivered through him. She was on the same page. He grunted and gave her a swirl of his hips, sinking slightly deeper into her slick channel. “How’d you know?”

      Her gaze narrowed. “You had this look, like you were dying to go with it, do it fast, but then you sighed.” Her eyelids dipped and her gaze grew smoky. “I won’t be disappointed. I promise. I can already tell this will be something special.”

      “And you know that how?”

      She tugged his balls again, but then her fingers began to roll them, massaging them, and his cock got a little harder. “I know,” she whispered, “because you’re right there, and so am I. Finish it.” She released him, and her hands clamped both cheeks of his ass, her fingernails digging into his skin.

      A breath huffed out through his tight lips. “Sweetheart,” he murmured. “You’re gonna leave bruises.”

      “And you care?”

      Sassy…he liked that. He gave her a crooked grin and planted both hands on the mattress on either side of her shoulders. “Might be hard to explain to my other girlfriends.”

      “Are you trying to piss me off?” Her gaze narrowed to a slit and she slanted her head.

      “Yeah. I like it when your eyes go cold as icicles.”

      She shook her head and gave a sexy snort. Then her legs shifted, feet sliding up, and she pumped her hips, forcing his cock deeper inside. “You fill me up, SEAL-boy. Do it now.”

      And since he was more than ready to concede the battle, he took the plunge, his thrust so hard and fast her breath gusted. He gave her another deep, sharp thrust and watched her head tilt back, her mouth opening as she held still, suspended, the pleasure there for him to see in her reddening cheeks and tightly closed eyes. “That’s it, baby. That’s it,” he said with another strong pump of his hips. He burrowed and twisted, tunneling fast into her slippery depths.

      When at last he was fully seated, he came down on an elbow and slid a hand beneath her smooth, round butt, squeezing and molding it as he gave her shorter thrusts, more targeted, waiting for her gasps. A whimpered mewl told him he’d found just the right spot to rake the crown of his cock against again and again.

      She curled under him, lifting her head to nuzzle his neck, slinging a long leg around his hip as she countered his thrusts. The way she hugged him close made his chest fill and tighten. She was a snuggle-bunny, a mewling kitten, a sexy mess as she rubbed and hummed and moaned.

      Holding her fast, he rolled, bringing her over him, and she shook back her hair, snugged her knees close to his body, then began to rock, forward and up, down and back, slowly at first, biting her lower lip as she savored the motion, driving down on his cock. Then she pumped faster, her breasts quivering and jerking. Wanting to touch more of her body, he reached up to cup them, fondling the flesh and rubbing the tips, watching them grow engorged, the tips extending. His abdomen knotted as he leaned up to toggle one with his tongue, and then he sucked it into his mouth, noting the catch in her breath and the hot liquid flowing around his cock as she churned her sweet cream.

      He suckled her other breast, and she cried out, but she was losing rhythm, her movements jerking as she became more frantic. He rolled their bodies again and pushed her thighs upward, hands skimming the backs of her thighs, his lips grazing the tender insides before he locked her ankles behind his neck. Holding her gaze, he lifted her hand from his shoulder and sucked two fingers into his mouth, wetting them before popping them free. “Baby, touch yourself.”

      And then he braced his weight on his hands and began to piston fast, fucking her hard, watching avidly as she lowered her wet fingertips into the top of her stretched folds and rubbed.

      Her breaths were ragged, chopped apart with his quick thrusts, and she was gasping, moaning, wriggling beneath him as he pounded. Sweat slicked their bellies and their faces, and added another layer of moist sounds to their coupling.

      The moment she came, her sex tightened around him and he shouted, the sensation of her clenching around him too much, too delicious to resist. He exploded, threw back his head and rutted harder. His body tightened, every muscle in his thighs and abdomen, his arms, shuddering as come spat from his balls in wave after wave of release.

      When he opened his eyes, he locked his gaze with hers. He quickly reached back to unwrap her ankles and help her slide both legs down to rest on the mattress. Then he fell against her, nuzzling into the corner of her neck, smiling as her fingers combed through his hair and rubbed his cheek and ear. Both their chests billowed as they recovered their breath.

      At last, Justin lifted his head, sought her mouth and kissed her. Their tongues touched, a tentative caress, sweet in its wonder.

      “You okay?” he whispered. “Stretch any tendons?” he said, lifting a brow as he propped himself on an elbow.

      Her smile was tired, but blissful. “I’m better than okay. Need a little praise?”

      “Yeah. Stroke me, baby.”

      She laughed. “Justin Walsh,” she said, trailing her fingers through his hair. “I’m speechless.”

      “I’m not.” His smile stretched and he swept a look over her luscious curves.

      “Are you ever?”

      “Now, what do you think?”

      Her gaze slid away. “I think, you have a right to be boastful.”

      He was glad he hadn’t frightened her with his intensity. “Now that’s very pale praise,” he drawled. “Hardly worth mentioning. Guess I’ll just have to try harder next time.”

      She dragged in a deep breath. “You were...” She stopped and swallowed, “...exactly what I needed.”

      He sighed his relief then offered another smile. “Spend the night on the boat with me.”

      Her mouth pursed as she considered, then eased as she lifted her chin. “Only if you promise to let me finish what I started.”

      The thought of her mouth on his cock tightened a knot in his gut. “You want to give me a blow job?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I want to explore.”

      “Deal.” He leaned away and extended his right hand. They shook, and he swooped down and gave her mouth a quick buss. “We should shower before we join the others.”

      Burying her face into his chest, she groaned. “Everyone’s going to know.”

      “Now, how would they? They won’t have heard a thing because they’ve been busy making their own noise.” He trailed his fingers over her shoulder.

      “They’ll know.”

      He grunted, his eyes wrinkling at the corner with his smile. “If we don’t tell them, how will they know?”

      “Because I can’t stop smiling. And you’re smirking.”

      “I’m a gentleman. I don’t smirk over my conquests,” he murmured and then gave her a smirk.

      Laughing, she slapped his shoulder. “A shower it is. Although I really do hate washing the smell of you off my skin.”

      A sentiment he seconded wholeheartedly.

      

      Lace bumped the side of her hip against Susan’s. The three friends stood in a line at the rail, watching as the crew brought the yacht into dock. “Well?” Lace asked.

      Aware of Lace’s intent scrutiny, Susan had to fight from giving her a frown. Lace would read it as exactly what it would have been, an attempt to deflect the truth. A silent “butt out.” “Well what?” Susan said, lifting her chin and meeting her gaze.

      Lace’s gaze narrowed.

      Despite her best effort, Susan felt her brows lower at the thought she’d really have to admit this.

      “I knew it!” Lace crowed, grinning widely.

      “Knew what?” Maya said, her gaze bouncing between the other two women.

      “Suze and Justin—they did it.”

      With a quick glance over her shoulder, Susan shushed her. “Are you five?”

      “She did?” Maya asked Lace, then stared at Susan, eyes widening. “You did?”

      Adopting her haughtiest expression, Susan crossed her arms. “It’s really none of your business.”

      “Was he sweet?”

      “Did he get physical with all the manly muscle?”

      “Are you going to see him again?”

      Okay, so keeping secrets was a lost cause. Susan rolled her eyes. “We have a date. Tonight.”

      Both women sighed. Maya slung an arm around her waist and gave her a sideways hug. “I knew you two would hit it off.”

      “I’m the one who suggested it,” Lace said with a jerk of her chin.

      “Don’t go printing off wedding invitations,” Susan muttered. “It was just sex.”

      “Fabulous sex though, right?”

      Susan couldn’t resist the hopeful gleam in Maya’s dark eyes. “Better than fabulous,” she said, lowering her voice. “Maybe the best I’ve ever had.”

      “Seriously?” Lace squealed and bounced on her toes.

      “Shhh!” Susan aimed warning glances both their ways. “This is vacation sex. And Justin is...a very sexy man. But it’s not anything more than that. So, don’t get too excited.”

      With their glee muted, her two friends eased away.

      “Where’s he taking you?” Maya asked.

      “We’re staying aboard the Clementine.”

      “How convenient,” Lace muttered with a shake of her head. “And lazy. He’s already here. Doesn’t have to buy you dinner.”

      “And you’re steps away from a cabin with a comfortable bed,” Maya murmured. “Yup, lazy.”

      The word “bed” conjured up all sorts of wonderful images. Susan laughed. “You do realize this is a luxury yacht, right?”

      Maya snorted. “He thinks he already has you. That he doesn’t have to put forth any effort. Girlfriend, don’t be a doormat.”

      She couldn’t help it; she started chuckling. “The last thing he thinks is that I’m easy.” No, she’d shown him he had to expend some effort to impress her. She remembered the moment she’d squeezed his balls to persuade him to take her quickly. “Maybe he’s too easy.”

      Lace gave her a sideways glance. “So, is he built?”

      At the single word, she felt her body warming at the memory of Justin’s attributes. “Are you really going to ask me whether he’s hung?”

      “Of course not.”

      Her disappointed pout was amusing. Relenting, Susan slung her arms around her friends’ shoulders and brought them in for a huddle. “Justin Walsh is a very, very well-made man.”

      A throat cleared loudly behind them.

      Well, crap. Susan winced but couldn’t deny the rapid beat of her heart.

      “Busted,” Maya muttered.

      The three women peered over their shoulders.

      Angel and Dex all wore fierce frowns. Justin’s face was reddening, but he was grinning hugely. “Is that how you women talk?” He shook his head.

      Maya hurried to Angel’s side, pasting on a smile. “Are they about ready to lower the plank?”

      Angel reached out and clamped an arm around her lower back, pulling her in close. “I think we need to have a little talk.”

      Maya peered over at the other two women and gave them a surreptitious wink. “Yes, sir,” she said, as meekly as could be.

      Lace pressed her lips into a straight line, her gaze down as she approached Dex. “Are we having a little chat, too?”

      “There won’t be any talking, sweet cheeks,” Dex growled.

      Lace rubbed her bottom. “Well, goody.”

      As the two couples strode away, Susan gave Justin a sheepish smile. “They were relentless.”

      “Looked like you caved pretty fast.”

      She lifted her shoulders and gave him a smile, her face heating. “They could tell I was pretty impressed.”

      “Then I guess it’s all good.” He lifted his chin. “Come here.”

      Without a thought of resisting, she walked toward him, stopping inches from his body.

      “Very, very well made, huh?” he said softly as his gaze ran over her face.

      Desire tugged low in her belly and she giggled. “I won’t live that one down, will I?”

      “There I was thinking I’d have a hard time living up to your exalted expectations.” Justin placed his hands on her hips and lowered his head.

      Susan raised hers, sighing as his mouth closed the gap. He rubbed gently until she opened, inviting him inside. A groan leaked from his mouth into hers, and he pulled her closer.

      “I’m glad we don’t have far to go,” she whispered against his mouth as she soaked in the warmth from his body.

      “You don’t think I’m lazy?”

      Uh oh. She drew back her head. “You heard all that?”

      “Every word. We tiptoed over.”

      Susan laughed, envisioning the three big men creeping up on them. “Do guys really do things like that?”

      “Sneaky SEALs do. We had to drag Angel along.”

      Her chuckles quieted, and she held still inside his embrace. Again, that sense of connection between them was strong, along with a deep inner glow that she suspected was real affection. She genuinely liked Justin. He was all man, but not too proud to be playful. Funny and kind and sexy as hell.

      “Do you want to see off your friends?” he asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Want to see whether the staff has changed the sheets?”

      “I won’t be disappointed if they didn’t.”

      Justin studied her face, his expression growing solemn. “You’re my kind of girl.”

      His praise made her breath hitch, and then she tilted her head and looked at him from under her lashes. “Not a girl.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      Pleased he’d remembered her words to him, and a little surprised, she smiled. When he dropped his hands and then caught hers inside his firm grip, she followed as he walked sedately toward the stairs. They had all the time in the world. Why waste energy rushing when they both knew they had an entire night ahead of them?

      Over that thought, Susan felt a momentary pang. She wondered what tomorrow might bring, and whether whatever was happening between them would fade. Certainly, one night couldn’t satisfy their evident need. Would a week? And would this feeling linger long after she boarded her flight home? Part of her hoped not. She didn’t want to nurse any regrets. That’s why she avoided sticky relationships.

      But another part was already half-convinced she was falling in love with Justin Walsh, and that part was giddy with happiness, lost in lust for her handsome lover. Already, she craved his kisses, missed the weight of his body pressing her into a mattress. More than the sex, she liked the way he made her smile. Something not many men had ever been able to do. And never so consistently.

      She hadn’t known how much she would love it. The feeling was breathtaking, freeing. The way he looked at her when she laughed made her wistful. She felt as though she’d gifted him with something special, something he cherished. And that was just plain crazy.

      Susan took a deep breath, trying to rein in her thoughts. They were nearing his cabin door.

      He glanced over his shoulder. Something of what she was feeling must have been in her expression. Because he halted, his brows furrowing. “What’s wrong? Second thoughts? Would you rather we join the others at the big house?”

      Blood rushed through her body. She shook her head, finding it impossible to mask her uneasy state.

      He opened the cabin door, drew her inside, and then leaned against the door and pulled her close.

      Taking a step, she eased into the space made by his spread legs. His arms were warm and strong. His chest so broad she was tempted to rest against it and let his steady heart soothe away this funny mood. Her friends were right. Beneath his easygoing facade was a nice man. A kind one. Why did he hide behind that breezy mask?

      A kiss landed on her forehead, and she glanced up. He didn’t say a word. Just watched. Waiting patiently for her to make up her mind about what she wanted to happen next.

      Holding his intent gaze, she pulled away and slowly drew off her clothes. Standing naked, she made sure to keep her expression equally as open.

      His glance trailed over her skin, down her body and up, before resting again on her face. And then he pushed away from the door and slowly disrobed, not saying a word to break the silence that stretched between them.

      The last time she’d seen him naked her mind had been filled with noise. All of it loud and insistent. This time, she looked her fill of him, noting the strength in his tall, muscled frame, the breadth of his chest, the rigid definition of the muscles of his abdomen. More than his beautiful body, his expression drew her with its tight jaw and solemn eyes.

      Susan had the funny thought this encounter was more of a first time than that frantic coupling they’d already shared. That this time, they were both laid bare. Both a little breathless. Maybe a little scared as well.

      Justin’s jaw tightened more, a muscle rippling along the edge, and he walked to the bed. There, he sat on the edge of the mattress then lifted his hand, beckoning her closer.

      Unable to resist, she approached, her steps not eager, but also not reluctant. She allowed him to draw her over his lap, her thighs spreading around his hips as she perched atop him.

      His hands slid lightly up and down her back, making her skin rise in goose bumps. Below, she felt his sex begin to pulse.

      Slowly, she raised her hands and framed his face between them. “Can you hear my heart beats?” she asked with a little breathy laugh.

      He shook his head. “Mine are too loud.”

      “Then I’m not alone.”

      Justin swallowed. “No, baby. You’re not.”

      The acknowledgement was enough. For now. Susan bent, pouring all the fluttery, fresh feelings awakening inside into her kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Justin was in love. Not something he’d ever experienced or he’d have recognized it right off. And the emotion had likely happened the moment he’d found her in the airport. Something had drawn him from the beginning. A feeling of recognition, like they’d met in another life and had at last reconnected.

      A whimsical thought, and one that would have made him jeer if any other man had used the description. But here he was. Almost quivering, shaken to the core by the beauty of her kiss.

      A naturally intuitive man, Justin was able to read into another’s expression and predict their reactions. But with Susan that ability amplified. He’d known from the start she presented a brittle, cold facade to mask her own trepidation. Knew from the moment she’d thrust out those bills to tip him that she desperately wanted to erect barriers against her own attraction.

      She’d been disappointed before. In herself and in the men she’d dated. She didn’t trust easily. But she was beginning to trust him. And he felt as though he’d been given a gift. A treasure. And more than anything, he was determined not to let her down.

      Her kiss was nearly his undoing. So soft and sweet. So endearing. A gentle brush of her soft mouth, a tentative opening of her sweet lips.

      Although need tensed his body, he didn’t rush inside. He waited, slanting his head, inviting her to explore. She’d wanted that. A chance to learn what pleasured him and to find what pleased her.

      So he held still, resisting the need to fill his hands with her soft, luscious curves, while she rubbed his lips, circling, softening against him, her nipples brushing his chest, the turgid points an additional source of sweet torture.

      The moisture gathering at her folds was another. She was moist and hot, pressing against his cock, but he refused to move. This time, he wouldn’t be rushed. She deserved to be petted and adored. Every inch explored. He tightened his grip on the edge of the mattress.

      Her face, when she broke the kiss, was tinted a pale rose. Her mouth deep cherry. Her ice-colored eyes were dreamy, the pupils enlarged.

      “Sweetheart, do a guy a favor.”

      She smiled. “What do you want?”

      Everything. “How about we start with you in the center of the bed?”

      “I thought you were lazy, and I’m right here,” she said with a gentle grind.

      At the insistent brush of her soft skin against his cock, he growled, low in his throat. “Middle of the bed,” he said, his voice deepening. “Now.”

      Her lips parted and her eyes widened, but he could read the curious delight. So she liked being ordered. He filed that away.

      With a moue of disappointment, she slid off his lap then crawled onto the mattress, settling in the center with her head resting on a pillow.

      Justin stood, gazing down at her, aware of the jut of his rigid cock, and the fact she couldn’t take her gaze from it. He climbed onto the bed, coming to rest beside her, his head propped on his hand.

      Her gaze was pointed, and she reached out.

      Not this time. He caught her hand before it wrapped around his cock. “There’s no rush.”

      “Says the man with the massive hard-on,” she muttered.

      “Says the man who’s going to lick every inch of your pussy.”

      Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened. “Who says things like that?”

      Savoring the soft skin of her fingers, he gave her a steady stare, his face wiped clean of any amusement, although inside he was smiling as her face flushed.

      “Really?” Her jaw closed with a snap.

      “You keep it shaved. Isn’t that an invitation?”

      “I keep it shaved for hygienic reasons,” she said primly.

      “Or are you hiding the fact you aren’t a natural blonde.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “I am a natural blonde.”

      To keep from smiling at her affront, he tightened his lips. “Make some room,” he said, trailing a finger from her belly button to the top of her mound.

      Although frowning deeply now, she parted her legs. Just a couple of inches, but that’s all he needed. He traced a line between her folds, his nostrils flaring as he encountered dewy moisture. He trailed up and down between her slick folds, grinning inside as she eased open her thighs a little more.

      Her breaths were shorter now. Her nipples dimpling, the tips extending. He leaned over her chest and flicked the nearest one with his tongue while he continued to tease her sex.

      “This really will take all night,” she said with an exaggerated sigh.

      All part of his plan. He trailed upward, a fingertip grazing her clit.

      She drew a sharper breath.

      “So you think I’m well-endowed.”

      “I said you were very, very well-made.”

      “Same thing.” He’d never get tired of hearing that description.

      A breath huffed out. “Is not.”

      He pressed his lips together again. Teasing her was fun. Especially since she was having such a hard time containing her reactions to his “lazy” touches. When he slowly rimmed her entrance, her thighs quivered, and she slowly spread herself.

      He slipped a finger inside her, wriggling it, and then tucked it deeper, curving it to rub against the upper side of her channel, watching her face until he heard her telltale gasp. He withdrew, pretending he didn’t notice her little disappointed moan, but quickly thrust two fingers inside, found the spot and resumed rubbing. Just to make things more interesting, he thumbed her clit, rasping lazily over the tight nub as he continued his inner massage. He cleared his throat. “You think I’m sweet.”

      “Maya thinks you’re sweet. Lace thinks you’re lazy.”

      “And what do you think?” he asked, noting that she was getting wetter by the minute.

      “I think you’re mean.”

      “Really?”

      She gave him an even glare. “This isn’t what you promised.”

      “You want me to lick every inch of your pussy?”

      Her nose wrinkled. “You don’t have to say the words, you just have to do it.”

      Not wanting to appear rushed, he swirled his fingers then quickly withdrew them, the wet sound they made, loud between them. With a crooked smile, he painted her nipples with her own fluids, then glanced into her eyes.

      Shock and a building excitement resided in her rounded eyes.

      Justin rolled over her, coming to his knees, which he spread over her thighs. His cock was blatantly aroused, and pointing toward the ceiling. “I’m not sweet. And I’m not lazy. But maybe I am a little mean.”

      “Never said I didn’t like that.”

      With a grunt, he bent over her, plumping up a breast, then capturing the tip with his lips. He sucked it hard, drawing on it, drinking in her flavor. Then he moved to the other breast and licked it clean. When he lifted his head, he gave her a dark glance before scooting downward.

      With his tongue, he traced her ribs, sank the tip into her navel and pushed against the soft button of flesh at its center.

      Letting out a sigh, Susan stretched her arms above her head and gripped the headboard.

      He smiled against her smooth skin as her abdomen began to quiver. Ready to end her misery, he moved down again, nudging apart her legs with his knees until there was room for his body. Holding his head just above her mound, he let her see his smile. “It’s a very hygienic pussy.”

      “I think I hate you.”

      “No, you don’t,” he said softly and met her gaze.

      Moisture welled in them, and she glanced away. “No, I don’t,” she whispered.

      His chest expanded with her admission, as close to a declaration of affection as he knew she was capable of giving. For now.

      He dipped down and began to lap gently at her folds.

      

      He was driving her crazy. Absolutely certifiable. Sure his tongue was there. At last. But she was soaked. So wet and swollen, so ready for penetration, she was moments away from begging him.

      Her fingers ached from their hard grip around the mahogany dowels in the headboard. Every tendon stretched, every muscle shivering, her body felt as though she’d been placed on a torturer’s rack

      And he was lapping happily away, like a dog at its water bowl, his tongue flicking her swollen folds, giving her a jolt every now and then, but for the most part, brushing sedately up and down. Did he know she even had a clit? How could he not? It was hard and bulbous, already so swollen the thin skin protecting it had receded. Just his warm breath gusting over it was enough to send her into delirium. She was that close.

      But he seemed to sense every time she climbed, and did something—a nip, a pinch—to catch her before she catapulted over the edge. Her teeth ground together. Her hips jerked, and still, he didn’t seem the least bit eager to end her torture.

      Her breath caught on a sob, and she turned her head and pressed her mouth into her arm to smother the next one. And then a finger slid inside her, pulled out, and another pushed inward. She groaned as he withdrew, and then three fingers worked their way inside. Needing to increase the friction, she planted her feet on the bed and raised her hips, tilting to take him deeper. She was raw and hot inside, ripples working their way up and down the inside of her channel. Ready to weep, she cried out when his lips latched around her clit and sucked it. Gently at first, then drawing harder and harder.

      Her heartbeat pounded and her entire body tensed. Her hips pumped and held. He pulled and pulled and then worked his lips a fraction lower, somehow enclosing the base and then tugged and tugged, his fingers pumping inside her juicy walls until she exploded.

      She shattered, wailing loudly, her eyesight closing around a pinprick of light like a camera’s shutter, then expanding while her breath caught, held and then she was sobbing.

      Strong hands wrapped around hers and eased them, a finger at a time, from the dowels. She was pulled into an embrace so tight she could barely breathe, but she snuggled closer, needing comfort. Needing him while the shaking subsided.

      When she came back to herself, she realized she was clutching his chest, his skin white around the pinching fingers. She released her hold and smoothed his skin, and then glanced up.

      His expression displayed not a hint of smug satisfaction. Not a glimmer of pride. Just his dark, steady gaze, waiting for her. “Wow,” she whispered. She realized his cock was heavy and pressed against her belly. “What about you?”

      “I’m fine,” he said,

      The tightness of his voice said otherwise. “What do you need?” she asked, soothing fingers over his taut chest.

      “You’re spent.”

      “I am,” she said, noting the tension in his jaw, “but I’m still willing.”

      “Then roll onto your stomach. You don’t have to do a thing. I’ll be quick.”

      Reluctant to leave his heat, she rolled away, but smiled just the same as he quickly lifted her hips and shoved pillows under her belly to raise her bottom.

      The sound of plastic tearing made her smile widen, and then he covered her, his cock nudging her folds and entering her so fast, so easily, it was almost a relief, relaxing—until he began to thrust.

      Incredibly, she was there again, his thickness spearing her, stretching her, the friction heating her from the inside. She got her knees beneath her, her hands fisting in the bedding to anchor her body while he hammered her bottom.

      She moaned and mewled, and began to shove backward, meeting his thrusts, loving the slippery sounds they made, the quickness of his breaths and the hard grip of his desperate hands.

      The moment her next orgasm swept over her, he pushed inward, so deeply he touched her cervix, and held as his body shuddered and he issued deep agonizing groans.

      

      She must have slept, because when she was aware again, the lights were out in the cabin. A rustling sounded from the doorway, and she watched as Justin slipped inside, dressed in a pink Hawaiian shirt—one curiously similar to the shirt Mr. Halloran had worn the previous evening at dinner. She kept silent, waiting as he stripped and then eased down onto the bed, slipping beneath the sheets.

      Questions flitted through her mind, but his gentle movements as he settled, slipping an arm beneath her and pulling her close, took precedence over her curiosity. She rested against his chest, her ear just above his heart. The beats were steady, and then slowed. As he relaxed, he sighed.

      Whatever he’d been up to before, he was with her now, his warm skin cloaking hard muscle, as oddly comforting as it was arousing. She stirred, pretending to awaken. And then her stomach growled.

      Justin’s hands glided on her back. “You’re awake.”

      She groaned. “My stomach’s awake.”

      “Shall we head to the galley?”

      “Do we have to shower first? I don’t think I have the energy.”

      He chuckled and kissed her forehead. “There are robes in the bathroom.” He smacked her rump with a playful swat.

      Lifting her head to look at him, she smiled. “I spoke too soon when I was bragging to Lace and Maya.”

      His mouth curved. “About what?”

      Susan held his gaze in the darkening room and smiled slowly. “What we did before I rudely fell asleep—that was the best I ever had.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      They dined on thick steaks and fully loaded potatoes, packing in the calories as though neither of them had eaten in days.

      Justin’s nose wrinkled and he lifted his upper lip, pointing a fork at his front teeth. “You have pepper...”

      “Seriously,” she said, smiling. “Pepper in my teeth isn’t sexy?”

      He waggled his eyebrows. “Now a stray pubic hair...”

      Yech. She held up her hand. “Stop. Now.”

      They were seated at the galley counter on stools, side by side, neither willing to take the time to set the table, only realizing after they’d shooed away the staff that there might have been a few benefits to waiting for their privacy.

      Still, the meal was fun. She’d taken the bottle of beer he’d offered instead of wine without a demur. And yes, he was being lazy. Or rather expedient. The faster they ate, the quicker they could get back to sexier pursuits.

      He reached across and gave her breast a little pinch. “You dropped potato,” he said, pretending to move it to his mouth.

      “You just wanted an excuse to feel me up.”

      He tugged the belt at her middle, loosening it until the robe parted, exposing the curves of her breasts.

      “Aren’t you worried someone might see us through the windows?” she asked, tilting her head toward the deck outside.

      “Do you really think Halloran’s staff hasn’t seen it all? He’s a single man.”

      “In his fifties.”

      “Not dead. And Maya says he’s cute.”

      “Well, he is. I like his little gray pony tail.” She tipped the beer bottle to her lips.

      “Should I be jealous?”

      “Did I get naked for him?” With a sinuous move, she shrugged her shoulders, allowing her robe to puddle at her hips.

      “Holy shit.” He reached for her robe and tried to pull it up, but she shifted her bottom, trapping the fabric there. Then she lifted her chin.

      Sure, her cheeks were hot and from the periphery of her vision, she saw her breasts were reddening, but embarrassment wasn’t what made her skin flush.

      Justin’s cheeks billowed around a quick exhale. He slid off his stool and stood, tightening his belt.

      “But you haven’t finished your steak,” she said, rounding her eyes in mock-innocence.

      “You finished our meal,” he said, his words clipped. Then he bent, dragging her over his shoulder and pulling the robe over her body as he hauled her up.

      Susan laughed as he walked swiftly from the galley, out the door and strode with pounding steps toward his cabin. Once inside, he kicked the door shut. With a heave, he tossed her and she landed in the center of the bed, bouncing on the mattress.

      Her laughter grew and grew as he came over her, his legs trapping hers, his hands clamping around her wrists. His face was set, his eyes dark. Which strangely made her laugh harder. And then a rumbling vibration beneath them caught her attention. “The boat?”

      “Is leaving the dock,” he growled.

      “We’re sailing? Where?” she asked, her eyes widening.

      “It’s a surprise. I’m not telling you.”

      “Are we going far?”

      “No more questions,” he said, then bent to cover her lips.

      Not that she could form another question. Not with his tongue diving into her mouth. Susan moaned and reached between them, opening his robe. Seconds later, he slid inside her, and her laughter left her with his first hard thrust.

      Susan was more than ready. Had liked being handled by a brawny man. A revelation really, since she’d always thought she preferred a leaner build. But the way he’d hauled her up, gently but firmly, and the strong grip of his hands as he molded her curves, arranging her for his pleasure, stole her breath.

      When he broke the kiss, she could barely breathe, much less form a coherent thought. Justin was a man. She was a woman discovering she liked his domination. Nuff said.

      

      Justin hurried to the bridge. Susan was showering, and he needed to check in. He entered, giving the captain a brief smile as he accepted the extended satellite phone. “Dex, did Halloran make it off the island okay?”

      “The escort handed him off to the helicopter. Johnny and Hank are with him in Miami now. All’s well. How’s it on your end?” There was a hint of amused drawl in his voice.

      Justin relaxed. “It’s going fine,” he said, not willing to divulge any intimate details. Fine was an understatement.

      “The ladies are a little miffed you spirited away their friend.”

      “We’ll be back this evening. They’ll have to wait for another gossip.”

      Dex chuckled. “Susan enjoying herself?”

      Justin’s hand tightened around the phone. How could he answer that without letting the world know his mind was completely blown by Susan Evers? “She is. The yacht is great, who wouldn’t enjoy it?”

      “Well, keep the boat away from the island until it’s near dark. Halloran’s business will be concluded by then. If anyone’s watching, the hour will be too late for any countermove.”

      After the connection ended, Justin met the captain’s amused stare. “Any blips on the radar we need to worry about?”

      “We passed a fishing boat when we left dock, and it’s still in range. We’ll keep an eye on its location and let you know if anything changes.”

      “You find that perfect spot I asked about?”

      The captain gave him a wink. “Yeah, no worries. We’ll be there in under an hour. Cook’s got a basket ready.”

      Justin left, a niggling doubt still making his skin itch, but maybe he was just paranoid. Being overrun by pirates once could do that to a man.

      

      Susan’s stomach fluttered with excitement as Justin raised a hand to help her from the swimming platform into the small skiff. He’d arrived back at the cabin just as she’d finished dressing, tossing a bundle of swimsuits and sarongs onto the bed. “Choose a suit and a cover-up, and get on your flip flops. We’re going for a picnic.”

      She’d redressed in minutes in a skimpy flame-red bikini with a flowered, silk sarong tied around her hip. “A picnic. Where?” she’d asked.

      But he’d shaken his head. “It’s a surprise. Want me to spoil it?”

      Once on deck, she’d noted the slowing of the yacht’s engines as they approached a tiny island, one that looked straight out of a postcard—green palms rimming a pristine white beach, dark green forest behind it. Large rocks rose to one side of the beach to provide privacy.

      “A friend of Halloran’s owns the island. It’s private. No one’s there at the moment. There’s a cabin farther into the jungle, but we’ll only go as far as the beach.” A crew member approached with a large basket and handed it to Justin. “We’ll have lunch and a swim, and I’m pretty sure there’s a blanket at the bottom.”

      The way he said the last bit, a brow arching, told her they’d make good use of that rock outcropping. Seated on a wooden plank bench in front of Justin as he aimed the skiff at the beach, she didn’t think the day could be any more perfect. The sun shone overhead in a cloudless sky. The sea was calm with only the gentlest of waves. The closer they got to the beach, the more enthralled she became with this little piece of paradise. Windy, cold Chicago seemed worlds away. So did her worries.

      Justin seemed intent on continuing to impress her. Although he needn’t have gone to these lengths. She was already hooked on his blend of boyish humor and manly physique. In fact, she doubted she’d ever met a more complex and capable man. A momentary pang struck her in the chest at the thought that in a few days, she’d have to leave him.

      Facing forward, she let the wind tug at her hair and blow away that sad thought. If he was bent on showing her a good time, she’d do her best to make a memory she’d savor for years.

      He slowed their speed as they approached the beach, then let the motor idle as momentum and a lapping wave drove them into the soft sand bank. After cutting the engine, he leapt barefoot into the water and drug the small boat by a rope until it scraped against the dryer sand. Then he turned to offer his hand while she stepped out.

      She slipped off her flip-flops and tossed them into the skiff then stood with her toes digging into the warm wet sand. How long since she’d been on a beach? “This is heaven, Justin. Absolutely beautiful.”

      “Glad you like it.” He reached into the boat for the picnic basket. “Let’s get set up. Then I need to slather you with sunscreen.”

      The idea of his hands on her body sent a shiver over her skin. She grinned at his word choice. “Sounds messy.”

      “It will be.”

      They chose a spot behind the tall boulders for privacy. While she unpacked the blanket and bottles of water, he gathered rocks to anchor the corners. They decided to swim before they ate, so she dropped her sarong on the blanket and ran into the water, Justin on her heels. Once there, he picked her up and waded in waist deep until he let her feet drop. She lifted her legs and encircled his hips, holding onto his shoulders as he braced against the waves.

      “Should we be doing this in view of the ship?” she asked, winding her arms around his shoulders.

      “Doing what?”

      She reached between them, running her hand along his tight abdomen, and wrapped her fingers around his cock, which was beginning to expand inside his swim trunks. “I don’t know. How far are you willing to take this?”

      “Too many layers,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

      “But no chance of sand getting into crevices?”

      He snickered. “And Dex said you were cool and classy.”

      “My friends had their adventures. It’s my turn.”

      She untied the sides of her suit bottom and pulled up the scrap of fabric, winding it around his neck. “Don’t want to lose it.” Then she shoved down his trunks, just far enough to free his cock.

      The water lapped their hips.

      “We should take this a little deeper,” he murmured.

      “My thoughts exactly,” she whispered, but she knew they weren’t talking about the same thing. She gripped his shoulders and raised herself several inches, then came down on him, her eyes closing as he slid inside her sheath. Skin to skin. The contrast of cooler water with his hot shaft had her tightening, everywhere, around him.

      The water ebbed and flowed around their joined bodies, and Justin shook his head, then strode deeper into the water. Every step jostled her, deepening his penetration. By the time he halted, with his back to the boat anchored outside their cove, she no longer spared a thought about what anyone might see. She was ready for him to thrust.

      His fingers dug into her ass, and he began to move her up and down. She assisted him, pushing against his shoulders. And because she wanted the extra sensory stimulation, she peeled down her top to rub her breasts against his sparsely furred chest.

      Sex in the water was noisy. Water splashed and churned, around them, between them. Building arousal was also harder than she’d thought it be. Sure, the water gave her buoyancy, but it also muted the impact of her body against his, robbing her of sharp bounces, which she needed, because she wanted the sex rougher, harder, faster.

      She nipped his chin. “This working for you?” she asked, her mouth pouting.

      “I’m doing just fine,” he said with a half-smile. “Anytime my cock’s buried inside you is a good time, baby.”

      She groaned and tightened her legs around his waist, preventing any churning. “You have to help me with my suit.”

      His chuckles were low and dirty as he lowered her, then unstrung her bottoms from his neck and worked with her to gather the ties and knot them around her hips.

      When they were decently covered, they strode out of the water. She moved at a much faster pace, but then he must be contending with an erection that bunched against his shorts with every step. By the time she saw him round the boulder, she’d flung away her suit and was settling on her back in the center of the blanket.

      As he pushed down his trunks, he winced then fisted himself a couple of times. “Have to heat it back up. Water was cold.”

      “The water’s like a bathtub.”

      “It’s not as hot as your pussy.”

      She shook her head at his crudeness, but her body didn’t seem to mind, releasing a hot trickle of fluid. She laid back, her head on her forearm, her hand cupping her sex, fingers playing, her core cramping with a rush of lusty heat as his gaze went straight to her busy hand.

      He dropped to his knees, palms settling on hers and parting them. Without preamble or one of his smart-ass cracks, he bent to nibble at her breasts, licking then biting, and moving downward quickly, his tongue licking between the fingers still stroking her lips until he sucked at one tip. She slipped the rest into his mouth, letting him lick and nibble, doing things to her fingers she was dying to do to his cock, but he wasn’t forgetting about her either.

      His fingers replaced hers inside her channel, swirling in her moisture.

      Susan dug her curling toes into the blanket. “Justin, please,” she whimpered.

      “Don’t want sand where it doesn’t belong,” he said, raising his head. “Turn around for me, baby.”

      The thought of him seeing her that way shouldn’t have given her pause, but they were out in the bright daylight. She bit her lower lip and moaned.

      “It will be all right,” he said, pulling on her arm to help her up. “Nothing I haven’t seen before. Nothing I haven’t been kissing.”

      “There’re some things you haven’t kissed.”

      “An omission I could rectify now.”

      His emphasis on that one word sent a hot blush to her cheeks. “Why did that sound so dirty?”

      “Because you have a dirty mind. Just one of the many things I love about you.”

      She allowed him to turn her, his hands guiding her to her knees. A large palm pressed between her shoulders to lower her chest to the blanket, so that her bottom was up.

      “Baby, I love your ass.”

      At the last hissed word, she giggled and buried her face in her arms while hot kisses were dropping on her buttocks and between them. By the time she’d stopped laughing, he’d taken her last inhibition, because he did love every inch of her intimate flesh. Thoroughly.

      His mouth tugged on her folds, and his tongue sank inside her. “Ready or not...”

      “Not,” she cried out when he bit her there. But he was already moving, hands slapping her buttocks, the backs of her thighs, and then inside them, light taps that warmed her skin, and nudged her stance wider. The sound of something tearing then the sound of latex snapping reassured her.

      When the blunt head of his cock bumped against her sex, she tilted up and wriggled, helping him ease inside, and she moved, undulating, circling her hips as he screwed deeper.

      When he was seated, he let out a loud sigh and folded over her, covering her back. He kissed the backs of her shoulder and bit the fleshy top. “I could fuck you like this forever, Susie Q.”

      Forever didn’t sound long enough. And she said so.

      His hands covered hers ripping a handful of blanket; their fingers interlocked. With their heads low and close together, he began to pump against her, shallow pulses that worked up heat, but were more of a tease than what either really needed.

      He pushed upward and wrapped an arm around her middle, bringing her upright, their bodies still connected. He smoothed his hands down her arms, plucked hers from her thighs, moving them over the skin of her belly, guiding them to cup her own breasts. His face burrowed into the corner of her neck. “When I bend you over, the finish is gonna be quick. Touch yourself, baby. Whatever you need.”

      The raw texture of his voice made her shiver. She loved the sound, loved his large body surrounding her, inside her. His hands slid away. An arm hugged her waist, holding her hips still, preserving their connection. They tilted together, each going forward—him to rest on both arms, her on one while her fingers found her clit and began to circle. When he pulled out, she quivered, waiting. His first thrust was steady and deep. So was the next.

      Her breaths grew ragged, her body shuddered. Pleasure washed through her—a wave of desolation when he left, radiant joy when he thrust forward. His motioning hips found their rhythm, tuned into the beating of their hearts, and he thrust faster, harder, driving the air from her lungs. When her ascent was assured, she braced on both hands, shoving backward to meet his thrusts. Their opposing slams quickening, shortening, and at last she arched, head flinging back.

      The keening cry she gave was his signal, and he powered into her, three hard, grinding thrusts and then his shout rang in the air.

      They knelt together, his weight making her arms quiver until he eased from inside her and lay on the blanket, opening his arms in invitation. She fell over him, straddling one thick thigh, his hands on her bottom and in her hair while their gusting breaths quieted.

      Susan gathered her courage. “The things you said...” Her courage fled before she could be more specific.

      “About the things I love about you...?”

      “Yes.” She swallowed, hoping “love” wasn’t just part of his breezy vocabulary.

      “It’s true. I’m pretty sure I’m love with you.”

      Her heart leapt and started thudding against her chest. “But you don’t know me,” she said, nuzzling his chest, afraid to meet his gaze.

      “No, I don’t know everything.”

      Her natural defensiveness rose. What did she really know about this man? “But...”

      “I don’t have to know everything about you to know I love this—being with you. That I love your smart mouth and killer glares. Both of those things turn me on, by the way. I wanted you the minute I saw you in the airport. You looked...impossible.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “You had your chin up, and your mouth was tight, but I could tell it was meant for kissing. I wanted to know what it felt like, what was needed to soften it up. For me. But I thought you were a million miles outside of my reach.”

      At the touch of his hands smoothing up and down her back, she realized she’d grown tense.

      “It’s okay. I don’t expect you to feel the same way. But I do hope knowing my feelings doesn’t scare you so much you don’t want to see me again.”

      She lifted her head, meeting his gaze. His expression was hard to read, his gaze open, but his jaw squared, as though he expected a blow.

      Susan did the only thing she could think of, she pushed up, sliding her thighs to either side of his hips and settling hard against the firming knot at his groin. She braced her hands against his chest and glared downward. “You think I’m coward?” You think I can’t love you.

      “I think you’ve always had plans for your life, and that someone like me doesn’t fit in those plans.” He traced a finger along her cheek. “And I know you’ve been disappointed before, that you don’t trust men.”

      “I trust you,” she said swiftly, before she gave herself a chance to think of something less revealing.

      “Well, that’s progress,” he said softly and smiled.

      Anger burned inside her. “Shouldn’t you expect more for yourself?”

      “I hope for more. But I can take one day at a time.” His lips spread wider. “You’re with me now, aren’t you?”

      “People don’t fall in love at first sight. That’s a myth,” she muttered, her breath hitching.

      “Well, I did.” His chin jerked in a tight nod. “And I would have been the first to say it only happens to folks in love with the idea. Who wouldn’t recognize the real thing if it bit them in the ass.”

      She jutted her chin. “You bit my ass.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Thoughts whirled through her mind but she didn’t know. Or maybe she wasn’t ready to admit to herself what she’d meant. She shook her head.

      Justin gave her a crooked smile. “Did you mind so much? You seemed a little shy about turning around—”

      “It’s the middle of the day. The sun—”

      “Yeah, I had a really good look, but like I said, I love your ass.”

      “I don’t want to feel...weird...or anything.” But she already did. Like she was disappointing him. Like she was lying.

      “That’s the last thing I want. But hey, we have the perfect sky, calm seas.” He spread his arms to indicate the beach. “Why don’t we eat lunch and take a swim? By then, you’ll have had more than enough sun. We can head back to the estate.”

      And they would part. But she didn’t want time away from him. To think. To decide this was crazy. Because part of her already felt as though she knew him, too. That she could like having him around, forever. Maybe even more than like. Which was the issue because the thought of permanence, of having to sustain a relationship, of being on her best behavior or being sweet 24/7 so he wouldn’t discover she was less than warm and fuzzy, scared her to death.

      She might be falling in love with him, but he didn’t really know her. If he did, would he still want her? And that was the question that had niggled at her from the second he’d curled her fingers around those bills. He thought her gesture was funny, the instant reaction she’d had when she’d thought about inviting him into her bungalow. She’d tried to pay him to put him in his place, not that he’d needed a set down. Oh no. She’d needed to relegate him to the status of bell hop or pizza delivery boy, because she hadn’t been ready to be attracted to someone she might let matter.
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      The mood was somber as they donned their swimsuits. She went to the extra effort of donning the pretty sarong too, an action that told Justin he’d pushed her. Now she was set to withdraw and put some distance between them. Not that she didn’t smile when he teased her about forgetting to rub sunscreen on her bottom. But her smile was strained, which filled him with regret and a little anger—not that he was proud to admit that.

      He’d told her he didn’t expect her to reciprocate his feelings, but he’d hoped that if he took the plunge first, put it out there, that she might feel comfortable enough to open up.

      Obviously, she wasn’t anywhere near ready to admit this thing they shared was something special. He had no doubts. Not a single one. It was only a matter of time before she recognized it as well, but he was working against the clock. She’d be leaving at the end of the week. If she got on that plane without declaring herself, she would have all the time in the world back in ugly, gray Chicago to decide what they shared was only a vacation romance. She’d talk herself into believing that the sorrow she felt was wrapped up in her missing the sun and sea, that Justin Walsh was only one ingredient in her summer vacation, and all she needed was a SAD lamp and some vitamin D to feel better.

      His course of action now had to be to keep things light so she didn’t withdraw, closing up like a clam. They’d swim, then eat their meal while he entertained her with funny stories of his exploits, and then he’d do his best to charm the pants off her again. Because the only time she lowered her shields was when they were naked and in each other’s arms.

      Of course that plan was more than a little selfish. He couldn’t wait to hold her again, to lose himself inside her sweet body. He picked up the blanket and shook out the sand, watching her from the corner of his eye as she rounded the boulder, heading back onto the narrow strip of beach. But she halted, her expression pulling into a frown.

      Her head swung his way. “Justin? Why did the boat leave?”

      Justin drew in a swift breath and dropped the blanket. He walked quickly to where she stood and stared out at the lagoon. Sure enough, the Clementine was gone.

      Several possibilities blew through his mind, the least unnerving the only one he was willing to share because he didn’t want to frighten her. “Look, when I said yesterday that I had to work last night, I did. My job was to dress in Halloran’s clothing and make several appearances on the deck, which I did last night while you slept.”

      “Why did you have to pose as Mr. Halloran?”

      “He’s in the middle of negotiations to acquire a company. When I picked you up at the airport, I spotted someone following us. Dex and I suspect someone was hired by a competing company to keep tabs on Halloran’s movements. After the dive yesterday, Halloran slipped out with the escort boat, made it Andros Island where he took a helicopter to the airport at Grand Bahamas Island.”

      “Which explains the pink shirt you were wearing last night.”

      “You saw?” An eyebrow rose.

      “Yes. But it’s not much of a disguise,” she said, eyeing his hair.

      He shrugged. “I wore one of his straw hats.”

      “The boat?” she said, pointing toward the lagoon.

      “Earlier, the captain said a fishing boat seemed to be following our route. He must have seen it on the radar again.”

      “They’ll be back?”

      “They know where we are. We might have to wait until dark for it to return for us.”

      She studied him, her frown easing from her face. “Is there more to this I should be worried about? I mean, after that dive crew took the yacht...”

      “We’ll take some extra precautions, sweetheart.” He reached to grab her hand and give it a reassuring squeeze. “If the boat was tracking us, they might check out this island to see why the yacht stopped here. We have to leave the beach.”

      She nodded. “All right. What do we need to do?”

      “First, I need to pull the boat into the trees and then sweep the beach to remove all traces.”

      “I’ll get some branches.”

      At her totally appropriate response, he grinned.

      “What?” She shrugged. “I watch movies. We have to hide our tracks.” A small smile tugged her mouth. “Lace and Maya had their adventures. I guess I’m due my own.”

      They packed the picnic basket, and she went in search of leafy branches to sweep away their footprints. Keeping an eye on the water for any sign of the fishing boat, he headed to the skiff and pulled it by a rope to the tree line where he masked its outline with more brush and fronds. After Susan swept the beach, they watched the lagoon for a few long moments. There wasn’t a single blip on the horizon.

      “We can’t stay out in the sun all day.” He shot a glance over her exposed skin. “Baby, you’ll fry. There’s a cabin...”

      “Do you even know where it is?”

      “Can’t be far. This island is tiny.”

      They entered deeper into the forest, the sound of birds and the crunch of their steps in fallen leaves the only sounds around them. He found a beaten-down path and they followed it, reaching a clearing.

      “It’s a shack,” she said, eyeing the ramshackle cabin.

      The structure sat on piers, with a small planked porch and wooden walls with large gaps between the boards. But the shanty was shelter. “It’s a fishing cabin. One of Halloran’s friends purchased the island. I’m sure he has grander plans, but it’s a hideaway.”

      He glanced at the satellite dish on the side of the roof and counted that as a bonus. “And maybe they have a phone,” he said, grinning. They climbed the porch and entered the small-one room cabin.

      “So, no toilet?” she said.

      “Check out back. There has to be an outhouse.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “I’m not clearing out the cobwebs and snakes.”

      “No poisonous snakes are indigenous to the islands.” But her frown said she didn’t care, poisonous or not, so he rifled through the kitchen, found a broom and headed outside. The outhouse was surprisingly tidy. Just like the cabin. He surmised not much time had passed since the owner visited because the pantry was full of dried and canned goods. Plus there was plenty of bottled water and propane to light the small kitchen stove. If they had to camp out here long, they wouldn’t go hungry.

      Leaving her to search the perimeter of the shack, he found a nearby lean-to with a generator and plenty of fuel in a barrel to run it, but they’d have to go without, for the time being, because the engine sound would mask the noise anyone approaching the cabin might make.

      The one thing he’d hoped to find was missing. No satellite phone. Nothing to connect to the dish on the roof to get out a message.

      Still, he wasn’t unduly worried. The captain aboard the Clementine would either return for them or contact Dex to arrange a rescue. All Justin could do was sit tight, and keep Susan comfortable and distracted.

      Yeah, things were looking up. They had nothing on their hands but time. Time alone to get to know each other better, time for him to seduce Susan into admitting their relationship stood a chance.

      

      Although the situation was a little unnerving, knowing there might be a sinister someone out there looking for them, Susan felt surprisingly calm. She’d been the one partner in the agency who had yet to choose an adventure vacation to broaden her experiences. When the three of them decided to add adventure tours to the their offerings, they’d wanted to be able to add their personal recommendations to their clients. But after the trouble both of her friends had run into, she’d been sure the third time would be anything but charmed. And yet, here she was. Not exactly a travel package, but her own little adventure and, luckily enough, with her own SEAL along to make her feel safe.

      Accustomed to high-end vacations, she found the rustic cabin oddly appealing. Cozy, even. The small room had a kitchenette in one corner, a small dining table, a comfortable plaid sofa, and a full-size bed with a brand-new mattress. While Justin was outside, doing whatever it was that action men did to assure their safety, she made up the bed with fresh cotton sheets from a drawer beneath the bed. She set the table with a checkered oil cloth and laid out the food from their picnic basket. It was still chilled from the ice blocks packed around the covered dishes, keeping the items safe to consume, so she didn’t have to tackle the gas stove. If they were still here come morning, she’d make them powdered eggs and corn beef hash, items she’d found inside the surprisingly well-stocked micro-pantry.

      There was even a pump next to the sink, one of those things with the long gooseneck handles that she’d seen in old movies, but she’d let Justin figure out how it worked. She poured the last of their bottled water into glasses she’d found, then sat on the sofa waiting for his return.

      As the minutes stretched, she smiled over her bout of domesticity. At home, she rarely cooked. Takeout boxes regularly filled her fridge. But then, with only herself to feed, she felt no incentive for cooking experiments. Therefore, she wasn’t much of a cook. Her own mother’s idea of a cooked meal had been whatever frozen dinner could be popped into a microwave. Not that her mother was neglectful, but she’d had to work hard to keep them afloat after her father left.

      Seeing her mom work so hard for so little had given Susan her drive to succeed, to depend on no one but herself. And she’d been satisfied with her plans and her successes, until her friends, one by one, found love and left her—Maya moving to Miami to be with Angel; Lace relocating to the Bahamas.

      And now, here she was. In a rustic cabin, wearing only a swimsuit, her feet dirty from her trek through the forest. And in need of a bath to wash away the sand and sun-screen lotion, but still feeling somehow content. With this new development, she had time alone with Justin that she might not have allowed for herself out of fear she’d become too attached.

      But it was already too late. Her heart was involved. So many things about him appealed. His scruffy good looks, his casual fashion, the way he spoke, words rushing from him to fill the silences—a habit that could have irritated, but which filled her with amusement and joy. He talked to her, teased her, made her feel as though she was the center of his attention, in all things. He made her feel special and interesting, even when she was being a bitch.

      The scuff of footsteps on the porch drew her off the sofa, and she glanced out the window from behind the curtain, letting out a deep breath upon seeing him there.

      When he entered the cabin, he shot his gaze to the bed and then the table and a crooked smile stretched. “Honey, I’m home,” he called out.

      Susan grinned and waved a hand at the small space. “I went all out.”

      “I can see that. When we’re done with the meal, I’ll have to show you what I found.”

      She tilted her head. “Another surprise?”

      “This one, you’ll like. Promise.”

      They ate in companionable silence, devouring the roasted chicken and rolls, crunching on crisp salad and croutons. The dishes held large squares of chocolate cake, which they both groaned over. After they’d emptied their plates, Justin rose and held out his hand. “Follow me.”

      He led her outside, past a lean-to, toward something that looked like an open-doored closet with a ladder at one side and a large barrel on the roof. “A shower?” she asked, spying the large round head poking from the ceiling of the slatted closet.

      “A shower. The water’s cool, and you’ll have to be quick, but I thought you might enjoy it.” He tipped open the lid of a small casket on a shelf built onto the side of the shower. “Soap and shampoo, milady.”

      Without hesitating, she hung her clothes on hooks on the outside of the shower, then stepped inside, closing her eyes. A moment later, water rained down from the showerhead. She gasped. “Oh,” she said. The water was cool, especially on her slightly sunburned skin, but she didn’t complain, accepting a bar of soap and a wash cloth and washing herself as efficiently as she could. “Hurry,” she said, “your turn.”

      Justin dropped his shorts and slid in as she stepped out, and she stood, drip-drying in the air while she watched him bathe. Such a simple thing, but the act increased the sense of intimacy and reconnected her with him. Warmth filled her chest, a tingling joy made her quiver.

      When he finished, he tugged a cord, stopping the flow. Neither bothered to dress. They strode naked back into the cabin, through the small room toward the front porch where they sat side-by-side on the porch while the sun dried their skin and hair.

      “I could live like this,” he said, sighing and leaning his head back against a post. “You and me. Alone. Naked all day.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Think of the bug bites. The sunburns in places sun should never burn.”

      His eyes squinted open. “You look pretty happy there. Admit it, you’re a nudist too.”

      She smiled. “I admit nothing.”

      “You don’t have to say a thing,” he said, reaching across, his fingers curving beneath her breast, his thumb rasping the tightening tip. “Neither do I.”

      Her gaze went straight to his cock, which was thickening rapidly.

      “Come here,” he said softly. “I’ll risk the splinters if you do the work.”

      “A fair division of labor,” she said breathlessly, rising and then lowering herself to straddle his lap, taking him inside in an easy wet glide. The sensation of bare skin entering her was delicious and incredibly sexy.

      They made love, joining and separating in easy glides, smiling at each other until smiles were too much effort because they were growing more and more aroused.

      Susan was entranced with the changes in his expression, from amusement, to solemnity, his dark eyes locking with hers as his hands caressed her everywhere. There was care in his touch, love, which now she didn’t shy away from. She couldn’t. She was quivering and free, rising and falling, sliding closer and closer toward the peak. When she crested, she melted against his chest, aware he’d held back to assure her pleasure.

      “We should probably move this inside,” he said, kissing her temple.

      “Justin?” She lifted her head to meet his gaze.

      His smile was back, soft and hopeful. “I’m here.”

      “Don’t ever let me go,” she whispered, nestling her cheek against his firm chest.

      His arms tightened around her. “I won’t, baby. And I won’t let you take back those words.”

      Not quite ready, she hadn’t said she loved him, but he seemed to understand. He rose, his strong arms holding her against him, and reentered the cabin. When he laid her on the bed, she opened her arms, welcoming him. Inside, the last doubts she’d harbored crumbled away. Her fear was gone. She trusted him. As simple as that, she opened her heart.

      

      Just as dawn broke, footsteps pounded on the wooden steps, several sets coming quick.

      Blood pounding, Justin jackknifed up, whipping the sheet over Susan just before the door flew open. He reached for the table knife, the only weapon he’d found in the cabin, and stood, ready to rush toward the intruder.

      But the arrival was only Dex, then Angel, and behind them, Lace and Maya crowded into the entrance, their eyes widening. He whipped up the pillow from the bed, a little too late to preserve his dignity. With the soft bundle held against his groin, he set down the knife, feeling foolish—for being caught nude, but more so for not noticing their arrival earlier.

      Dex cleared his throat. “Thought you might be in need of rescuing...”

      Trying to get across a message, Justin gave him a pointed glare. “We were doing just fine.”

      “Looked like you were doing more than fine,” Maya murmured, her smile stretching across her face as she peeked from behind Angel’s shoulder.

      Justin rolled his eyes. “I take it all’s well with Halloran?”

      “The deal was finalized,” Dex drawled. “That boat was just a group of tourists doing some deep-sea fishing. The Clementine’s captain brought the yacht back to dock to pick us up.”

      “He couldn’t have come straight back here.”

      “When he radioed, giving the all-clear, I told him you might appreciate the privacy. Wasn’t wrong, was I?” he said, his gaze sliding toward Susan who was sitting, the sheet clutched against her chest.

      “You weren’t wrong,” she said, giving Dex an easy smile.

      Actually, her smile was very, very smug. The sight caused an instinctive squaring of his shoulders. Justin snorted. “Don’t suppose you could leave us for a minute while we dress.”

      Lace stepped forward and held up a satchel. “We brought you fresh clothes. Thought you might need them.”

      Their rescue party retreated to the porch and Justin pulled the curtains closed before glancing down at Susan. “Guess the adventure is over.”

      She shook her head. And although her hair was knotted, her cheeks slightly whisker-burned, she’d never been more beautiful. Happiness glowed in her eyes. “I’m disappointed you would even think that. We’re just getting started.”

      Wrapped in sheets, they ran to the shower then dressed, taking their time. The satchel had been filled with some surprising items—linen pants and shirt for him, a pretty white eyelet lace dress for her.

      She gazed down, her hands shaking as she smoothed the garment over her hips. “Do you think they’re a little too hopeful?” she said in a small voice.

      “The captain has the power, but it’s all up to you. We’ll worry about the licenses later.” He swallowed over the sudden lump in his throat.

      Her gaze rose until it connected and held. “I love you.”

      “Then there’s only this left to do.” He dropped to one knee and reached for her hand. “Will you marry me, Susan? Will you live with me here? Will you let me love you, forever?” As he waited, he stared into her blue eyes that were as warm and open as the Caribbean Sea.

      “I’m not sure that’s long enough.”

      At her final capitulation, he smiled, sweeping her into his arms as he rose. Their kiss was filled with passion and promise. “Better get back and tell them their plot worked.”

      “Think they planned this?”

      “Every single minute of the experience,” he murmured, nuzzling his lips along the column of her neck and inhaling the scent that was uniquely her. A scent he would never tire of.

      “How did they know?” She pulled back to stare into his eyes, eyebrow quirked.

      After setting her on her feet, he smoothed back her hair, and then framed her face between his hands. Knowing she felt the same way he did made his breath catch in his throat. “It’s in your eyes, baby. Has been from the first.”

      She shook her head, her lips sliding into a teasing grin. “I thought you were a jerk. A lead-footed one at that.”

      “Didn’t stop you from eating me up with your baby blues,” he said with a waggle of his brows. “Admit it. It was love at first sight.”

      “More like annoyed at first sight,” she murmured, but she blushed, her head turning down while she gazed at him from beneath her thick lashes. “I’m glad you didn’t give up on me.”

      “Sweetheart, you are the challenge of a lifetime. And I’m a SEAL. I’m made of pretty sturdy stuff.”

      “Don’t I know it,” she said with a groan.

      Justin didn’t even try to resist. He drew her close then bent her over his arm for long, breathless kiss. Not until he heard distant applause did he straighten.

      “It’s too late now,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, I think they know where this is heading.”

      Hand in hand, they made their way across the warm sand toward their friends.
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      For more Adventure Girls, Inc. stories, check out:

      
        Dangerous Liaison

        A pampered travel agent, roughing it at an anti-terrorist training school, escapes through the jungle with an undercover DEA agent when a drug lord  mistakes her for a rival’s daughter.

        

        Mutiny’s Bounty

      

      Expecting an adrenaline-packed adventure, a travel agent finds more excitement than she can handle when she falls into bed with an ex-SEAL, and then into deep water, swimming with sharks when the yacht they’re sailing on is taken.

      

      Check out Delilah’s Uncharted SEALs series:

      

      
        Watch Over Me

      

      

      Navy SEAL Deke Warrick's unsanctioned detail is to keep tabs on a congressman's daughter while she vacations in the Caribbean. He's determined to keep his distance from the beautiful Nicky Martir, but finds his limits tested when Nicky sets out to seduce him. What seemed like a simple mission becomes deliciously complicated—and then dangerous, when she's snatched from their hotel room.

      

      
        Her Next Breath

      

      

      Ex-SEAL Jackson Keller's first mission with the Charter Group's spec ops unit is a bust. Instead of capturing a drug lord in his Mexican compound, he finds a beautiful, naked woman. But she may have information they need to nail the narco-terrorist, so he takes her, sealing his fate. She's his to watch, his to "manage" until the op's done. 

      

      Suri McAnally's made some mistakes—mainly trusting her college roomie who just so happens to be the son of one of Mexico's most dangerous drug lords. If Jackson can save her, she'll do whatever he says, mirror his moves, and try to keep her insta-lust under control. Her next breath depends on it.

      

      
        Through Her Eyes

      

      

      Ex-SEAL and expert sniper, Wolf Kinkaid, is taking a little downtime while he considers his options. Being wooed by two elite black ops groups, he's enjoying Charter Group's beach house while he considers his options. A loner by nature as well as occupation, he wonders if he'll ever really connect to the people around him. Afraid his loner nature will sentence him to spending his life alone, he's not sure he wants to continue looking down a scope, even if the pay's good.

      

      Bounty hunter Piper Ames loves the adrenaline rush she gets from her high-stakes hunts, but now, she has time on her hands as she waits for her collar to pop up his head so she can take him down. While she's waiting, it doesn't hurt that a big, buff, ex-military type is staying right next door. Not the least shy about going after what she wants, she's surprised when he's equally as aggressive. Their chemistry is off the charts, and the sex is the hottest she's ever had.

      

      While Wolf and Piper connect in the only way their independent natures allow, danger lurks. When her target comes, guns blazing, they have to pull together to make it out alive.

      

      
        Dream of Me

      

      

      After losing her partner and lover in a shootout, New Orleans police officer Aislin Dupree is tormented by memories of the past and the day she lost Marc LeBrun. At her darkest hour, she discovers that Marc had planned a romantic getaway on a Caribbean island before his death. All expenses paid. She decides to take the trip, hoping the island getaway will help her come to terms with her sorrow. Instead, she meets a man, a friend of Marc's from his past when he served as a Navy SEAL.

      

      Sam Blalock is like Marc in so many ways that he makes her ache for what she once had. Strong, rugged Sam is her rock, holding her when she breaks, encouraging her to move on, because he knows about the pain of loss and the horror of violence all too well. She soon finds her waking hours consumed by Sam while she roams her dreams in search of Marc. As the time approaches for her to go home, she's afraid to let go of the connection she's found, and she fears she might be holding onto Sam for all the wrong reasons while she imagines another reality where dreams do come true.
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