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Blurb

 

She needs a Dom with heart. He sees the lifestyle as heartless.

 

Can a brave submissive show a rock star that accepting his true nature will be nirvana for both of them? Letting go with her may help him put the pieces of himself—and his band—back together again.

 

Struggling with the death of her mother, Sage Lyndsey turned to her Dom for comfort, but his impatience led to a humiliating scene in front of their club. Devastated, she runs to a small town on the Cali coast. Buying into Citrus Pointe’s bakery may be her best decision ever—if she can overcome the embarrassment of having her new landlord’s dog steal her towel right in front of him. It gets worse when she realizes he’s none other than rock bassist Hank Nash, and despite the problems it would cause, she wants nothing more than his talented hands on her, bending her to his will.

 

Hank is an ex-cop who knows all too well what dominance looks like when it turns to abuse—he saw the consequences on another cop’s wife. After turning the man in, Hank left that life behind to start a rock band, Weekend Washout. Now he’s fighting to keep the band together, and to deny his urge to dominate pretty, spunky Sage. But when Sage’s ex-Dom reappears, Hank is forced into a life-changing decision: Accept both their needs and gain more than one night with Sage, or retreat to the safe life he’s built so carefully?
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Dedication

 

For the girl who is.

Love who you are, not who you think you should be.

 


Chapter One

 

 

Sage Lyndsey fingered the button of her silky white shirt and wondered if she should change again. The oversize button-down draped her body, just see-through enough to reveal the black lace bra and tight mini she wore beneath it. Would Kevin approve?

The sound of a key in the front door lock filtered down the hall, speeding her heart and the churning in her stomach. She glanced at the clock: 6:30. The time triggered an all too familiar despair. Late again. There’d be no time to eat, to talk, to cuddle before they left. The pattern had been set for the past few months, and nothing she did changed it. She was beginning to wonder if anything could.

“Sage!”

The word jerked her muscles into action. One final look in the mirror, a finger tracing beneath each eye to erase any evidence of tears, and she headed down the hall.

“Sage, where are you?”

Kevin stood at the open fridge door, his suit still perfect, his black hair swept back from a hard, handsome face that still took her breath away. “Right here,” she said.

No response. When he lifted a water bottle to his lips, she waited, but he drank deep without turning toward her. The long line of his throat drew her gaze; she wanted to walk over, place a kiss on the faint stubble along his Adam’s apple, snuggle against his wide chest. She’d always preferred big men, tall and strong, and Kevin had fit her to a T from day one. Unfortunately she no longer seemed to fit him, and the fear that he wasn’t happy kept her from approaching him. Fear of rejection.

That was her. A coward. She shook with the need to go to him, to seek comfort, to know he still loved her, but the “stay back” sign he seemed to wear constantly refused to go away.

And so did her resentment.

Arms open to show off her outfit, she asked, “Well, do you approve?”

Her tone came out a touch too tart, too much sass, but regret wasn’t even a blip on her radar. She had feelings too; she wasn’t just a doll he could take out every Friday when he finally came ho—

Kevin turned. Big mistake. She tried to swallow at the burning disapproval in his dark brown eyes, but every drop of spit went desert dry.

“What did you say to me, sub?”

Dropping her eyes to the floor was automatic. Her hands went behind her back, where she balled them into fists to contain the shot of adrenaline her own anger sparked in her system. She was his girlfriend, his lover, not just his sub, even if that role seemed to be the only one he responded to anymore.

How much longer can I do this?

She straightened her spine, stepped closer. “Do you approve, Sir?”

Kevin advanced, his shiny black dress shoes tapping out a rhythm as he closed the distance between them. She peeked up from beneath her long bangs, wanting to read his reaction, but he was too tall, too close to catch a glimpse of his face. His suit jacket and slacks even prevented her from reading his body language. Would her appearance, her submission appease him?

She already knew the answer, but the needy part of her, the part she was beginning to hate more and more, couldn’t help trying. She sank to her knees, grateful for the slight pain of the impact. It gave her something to focus on as Kevin circled her, inspecting his sub.

That’s all I am anymore. Just…sub. Her mother’s death this past summer had left her anchorless, but she hadn’t been alone. Not until this moment, with the man she loved mere inches away.

Kevin’s dress shoes reappeared in her line of sight. “I approve,” he said. The words validated her efforts, but there was no gruff arousal, no hunger in them. Her failure bore down on her, slumping her shoulders with its weight.

Kevin had already walked away. “We should’ve left half an hour ago.”

She bit back a surge of words. Pointing out that he’d just arrived or that she’d been ready for almost an hour wouldn’t make a difference. He was late a lot, and she was lucky if she saw him for more than a few minutes before they left for Heathers, the BDSM club just outside LA where they played every weekend. The evenings they went to the club were the only nights she knew he’d be home, actually. Otherwise he was often working till midnight and dragging into the house long after she’d gone to bed. Her position as head pastry chef at LesMiz meant she was at work by dawn every day. She tried to understand—Kevin’s work was as important as hers, and he was working a major deal that had taken months of preparation. Being needy wouldn’t make any more difference than pointing out the obvious.

And fighting before a scene was not a good way to start off the night. Not that they’d be scening if he didn’t get his attention on her at some point. Even beyond her personal pleasure, playing with a distracted Dom wasn’t safe, no matter how much she longed for some small part of him, however she could get it.

Heathers on a Friday night was chaos, and tonight proved no exception. Sage entered the locker room as she usually did, went through the motions of leaving her shoes and shirt and purse behind, but she couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling buried in her hollow stomach. She needed to talk to Kevin, make him see that tonight, no matter how much he wanted to, it was more important to get things settled between them than to play. But when she returned to the front and scanned the area, he was nowhere to be seen. He’d gone inside without waiting for her.

This was a clusterfuck all around, wasn’t it?

Minutes later she found him in a dim seating area surrounded by couples. Friends. His, at least. Since she hadn’t been a member of Heathers until Kevin had introduced her to BDSM, she hadn’t had the time to get to know the others much. Doms and Dommes didn’t interfere with someone else’s sub, and that included talking. Most subs were focused on their masters. The situation didn’t leave a lot of opportunity for chitchat. Tonight, as usual, some subs sat at the feet of their masters or mistresses, while others were cuddled in laps or stationed behind chairs, waiting to serve. The masters were all chatting, the subs happy, and Sage felt like an alien landing on the earth for the first time and trying to figure out how the hell to get her equilibrium.

“Kevin, I—”

He snapped her a look, and Sage’s racing heart skipped a beat. She hated this, hated it. Why couldn’t he give her anything to work with?

“Sir”—emphasis on the title—“I need to speak with you.”

“Is there a problem?”

The impatience of the words, in his expression hit her harder than a flogger. Everything inside her froze, then kickstarted back up with a jerk that hurt so much she realized she was rubbing her chest. She glanced down at her shaking hand, felt the rush of pain. She looked up, her gaze sweeping the circle of people enclosing her like an animal in a pen. They’d heard him; she knew they had. Everyone was watching, wondering why her Dom was upset, wondering what she wasn’t doing to make him happy. The weight of their stares swamped her as she sank to her knees.

And gave up. Talking wasn’t going to help. Nothing would help. She braced herself against the realization, expecting a total breakdown after the emotional chaos of the night, but all she felt was…nothing. Numb. In the back of her mind, a warning sounded, but even that couldn’t get through the heavy cloak slowly settling over her mind and body.

It’s just one night. Get through the night, go home, work it out then, away from all these people.

“Sage, I asked you a question.”

What was it? She managed to dredge up Kevin’s words and a wooden response. “No, Sir, there’s no problem.”

“Good.” His words were clipped. She should care about that, right?

Time passed, though she wasn’t sure how much. Her legs went as numb as the rest of her, and only when Kevin stood did she manage to climb her way out of it. Where were they going?

She glanced up just as Kevin shouldered his toy bag. No.

“Kevin,” she whispered, trying for his attention without drawing others into it.

He glanced over his shoulder. “Our turn.” His nod indicated the St. Andrew’s cross set back on a small stage nearby. He must’ve signed them up while she was in the locker room at the beginning of the night. If she’d known, she’d have pushed her luck earlier, but she hadn’t.

“Kevin, I don’t…”

He wasn’t there anymore. His broad back cut through the crowd as he strode across the room, obviously intent on his destination instead of his sub.

No. This isn’t good for either of us. I need to tell him.

It’s just one scene. How many have you done? Just suck it up, get it over with so you can go home.

Warnings screamed in her head, every step across the crowded room punctuated by a no no no that wouldn’t stop, but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything once she reached the scening area. Once she caught a glimpse of his face. For the first time tonight, the steel was gone from his jaw. His eyes were lit with anticipation, and his lips had relaxed their tight press. He still hadn’t kissed her with those lips, she realized. But she was supposed to scene with him.

Playing doesn’t require kissing, Sage. Just do it.

She moved toward him. “Sir?”

At her approach, he stopped unpacking his bag and faced her. And smiled. Her breath caught on the longing that exploded in her chest. She wanted that smile, that look. She could do this to make him happy, and then they could talk.

She sank to her knees, returning his smile.

Kevin had never been big on a bunch of toys, and neither was she. She wasn’t a pain slut, either. She needed extensive warmup to take anything harsher than a flogger, and as she watched him line up his tools, she knew this would be a long session. He even set out the cane. Not something he’d used on her before, but they’d discussed it. Still, seeing it there knotted her already tight stomach.

He didn’t always use everything he had handy, though. She forced herself to wait, to trust. She could do this.

“Strip,” he finally told her. Sage took her time, wanting to do something she knew would please him. Her show brought another smile to his lips, and the knots building inside her loosened. By the time he had her buckled facing the St. Andrew’s cross, she was ready to submit.

Kevin went through the same stages as usual, warming her muscles, preparing her for a whipping, but the pleasure that usually accompanied the acts was somehow absent. Even when he started in with the flogger, her favorite, the soft, gradually increasing intensity of the strikes didn’t arouse her. Instead the numbness from before slowly morphed into tension, the weight of her failure worse than the first strikes of the switch he used after the flogger. Her butt and thighs screamed at each impact, and it was only then she realized her face was wet.

Tears. She might cry from release, but they weren’t even close to the end, nor was she crying out for more. She turned her head to the side, desperate for Kevin to read her, what she was feeling.

He’ll see me now. He’ll stop. She couldn’t think beyond that, the knowledge that her Dom would take care of her. Except Kevin didn’t seem to notice, and he didn’t slow. Maybe he was too far lost in the rhythm of the switch, in his own Dom space, or maybe they’d just followed the same pattern so much he no longer noticed her response—or lack thereof—on a conscious level. She certainly wasn’t aroused, but he didn’t check.

The switch whistled through the air. Sage couldn’t help it; she tensed, and an explosion of pain shrieked through her butt. The cuffs bit into her wrists as she pulled against them.

Breathe, just breathe.

Desperation hit her when her lungs refused to inflate. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t speak. She needed her safe word, needed Kevin to slow down and hear her, see her. She needed—

Thwack.

What air she had left in her lungs escaped in an anguished cry.

Thwack.

A shallow suck of air, then, “Kevin!”

He didn’t hear her above the sound of the switch hitting her thighs, couldn’t hear her strangling on the scream locked inside her throat. She hadn’t realized her eyes were closed, but she needed to see him, needed— Her gaze caught the movement of people at the side of the stage, watching, always watching. Didn’t they hear her, at least? But no, none of them were helping. None of them were supporting. No one saw her, deep down inside, or even bothered to try, and that included her Dom.

Have to stop. Have to—

Thwack.

Agony seared her body, her mind. She turned as much as her restraints would allow, her safe word on her lips.

The switch struck again, but instead of landing square across her upper back, the tip extended around to snap against the tender side of her breast. A high scream echoed in her ears.

Her scream.

“Damn it, Sage.”

Kevin’s curse was lost beneath the roar of denial, of pain that lashed her harder than Kevin’s switch could manage, and then all she could hear was her own voice. “Red! Red red redredredred!”

He was behind her in an instant, or maybe it was a year. She no longer cared. She jerked at her wrists until the bones threatened to pop, but still she couldn’t free herself, couldn’t get the pain to stop, couldn’t—

“Be still!”

Kevin’s command sliced through her panic. The heat of his body reached her back, and she cringed away, the wood of the cross abrading her skin. “Red, Sir, please!”

The words were nothing more than a whisper, but he was close enough; he could hear her now. He would hear her. He would stop.

Familiar hands traced her shoulders, her arms, her hands. He gripped the cuffs. He would let her go.

Her legs gave way. She slumped against the St. Andrew’s cross, nearly pulling her shoulders out of their sockets, but she didn’t care. He’d stopped. He would protect her. She waited for his reassurance, his comfort, but instead a low muttering filtered through in disjointed snatches.

“What the fuck— Sage. Can’t even… Shit.”

What she needed wasn’t coming.

“Stop,” she managed to squeeze out. “Just stop.” Not the scene this time. Everything.

Her scream had bled any power from her voice. A hoarse whisper was all she managed.

No acknowledgment. The slap of her cuff being released registered, then the exquisite feel of air on her bruised wrist. When Kevin gripped her there, she snatched her hand away. “Don’t! Don’t touch me.” She couldn’t stand it.

He let go to walk around the cross, facing her. “What were you thinking?” he barked.

She rolled her head against the wood beam enough to look at him. On the way, her gaze caught on face after face after face. All staring. All whispering.

All judging.

“I can’t do this right now; I just can’t,” she whispered. Closed her eyes. Cradled her aching wrist to her aching body. “I can’t.”

“Then when can you, Sage?” Kevin didn’t bother keeping his voice down. “This is the only time we have together. When else—” He clamped his lips shut.

She winced, raised her eyes to his, silently begging him to see her, listen to her—hell, just hold her. He saw her, all right, but what was in his eyes wasn’t understanding.

Words flitted through her brain, but she couldn’t seem to catch them, make sense of them. All she could focus on was, “I just can’t.” I can’t do this anymore.

Kevin stared a moment longer. Sage waited, every inch of her flaming skin, her entire being crying out for him. But he didn’t come to her; he paced away. Like she was the problem, like she was poison he couldn’t wait to get away from.

Is he right?

He was five feet away when he finally spun back to her. One look in his eyes and she knew. This was it. There wasn’t even time to brace herself before he spoke.

“I can’t do this either.” The cuff he still held hit the floor with a dull thud. Kevin’s face went hard as granite as he returned to her side, but instead of releasing the rest of her cuffs, he reached for her neck. Her collar. She’d worn it with pride since the night he’d presented it to her. Now that pride shattered as he unhooked the clasp behind her neck and removed the precious strip of leather. She was naked, strapped spread-eagle to a wooden cross, but she’d never felt as nude as she did with her neck bare of his collar.

He didn’t even say good-bye, just turned and walked into the crowd, her collar gripped in his fist. He left her there, to the murmurs and snide remarks that weren’t kept to a whisper. Sage turned away from them all, hiding her nakedness, her tears, her pain. Hiding the death throes as something inside her died.

Heavy footsteps approached.

“Master Kevin asked me to release you, Sage.”

Warren. The dungeon monitor had smiled at her earlier this evening. Now his voice was as empty as her soul.

Her shoulder screamed when he opened the second wrist cuff. While he knelt at her feet to undo the final restraints, she allowed the cross hold her weight. Only when he was finished and had stepped back did she straighten.

“Thank you,” she managed.

His nod wasn’t cold, but neither was there encouragement in his expression. “Would you like a blanket, some water?”

She closed her eyes against another wave of humiliation. “My clothes?”

Leaving her at the cross, he moved to the edge of the scening area and retrieved her bra and miniskirt. Sage struggled into them with trembling hands. The cloth against the welts left behind by the switch brought a curse to her lips, but she held it back. She needed to get out of here, get away. Now.

Blindly she crossed the stage, desperate to escape, her last bit of control barely holding her together. Warren let her go. At the edge of the stage, the crowd parted like the Red Sea, allowing her through while flooding her with stares that burned hotter than brands. She kept her eyes on the floor and forced herself forward, step by agonizing step. Her lungs refused to work until she’d reached the relative emptiness of the doors leading to the front of the club and the locker rooms.

“Sub.”

The word wasn’t angry. Respect laced the voice, reverence for the title so many people thought meant doormat. She stumbled to a stop, but making herself turn was more than she had the strength for. “Yes, Sir?”

It had to be a Dom or DM, though who, she wasn’t sure. When a tall figure circled her, she glanced up into the face of Master V. Shame dropped her gaze back to the floor.

“Are you all right, sweetheart?”

The tears pushing at her defenses burst forward. Sage brought a hand up to cover her eyes, hide herself from the man studying her. “Yes, Sir.”

It was all she could get out. Nothing else was left.

He had to know she was lying, but he didn’t call her on it. Instead his “Let’s get you home, okay?” quickened her tears. His hand on her arm was impersonal, yet still warmer than anything she’d felt tonight. It eased something inside her she couldn’t describe, didn’t want to describe or examine or even face. She needed to get out of here before she lost her mind.

And go where?

The thought brought her up short. She couldn’t go home; Kevin might be there. But everything she owned was at his house. She’d sold the home she and her mother lived in after her mother’s funeral.

She latched on to Master V. like the lifeline he was. “I need to get out of here, please.” Help me.

And somehow he made it happen. Sage left Heathers for the last time fifteen minutes later, the only word of good-bye that of a Dom she barely knew, despite how kind he’d been to her tonight. As the door of the cab closed behind her, she looked through the window, both hoping for and fearing a glimpse of the man she loved, the man she’d surrendered everything to, but all she saw was the look of pity on Master V.’s pale face, and then darkness as the night closed in around her.


Chapter Two

 

 

The sight of Citrus Pointe Market, even dark and closed up and quiet, was like a breath of fresh air as Hank pulled into the parking lot. His home. It didn’t matter if he was on the road with Weekend Washout for two weeks or six months, he always looked forward to coming back to the small town of Citrus Pointe and the life he’d built here. Not the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles, just to the north, where he’d grown up. No, Citrus Pointe was a sleepy spot on the California coast with a market and a pub and a beach, and that was about it.

He liked it that way.

Since sunrise was about an hour away, even Alice and Merry weren’t at the market yet. They usually arrived around dawn to start the day’s baking, but he didn’t see their cars as he pulled the Jeep around the side of the building and parked in the back, right at the base of the stairs leading to the second floor. When the rumble of the Jeep’s engine died, Knight stirred in the passenger seat with a quiet whimper.

“I know, boy,” he told the German shepherd, reaching over to rough up the midnight-black fur along the dog’s thick neck. “Me too.”

Knight rose to all fours to stare out at the darkness. Hank reached for the driver’s side door, and the dog gave a low bark.

“Stay,” Hank told him. He stepped out into the cool predawn air, closed the door, and rounded the truck. Knight waited on the passenger’s side, his amber eyes fixed on Hank through the window. While Hank had stayed awake for the past five hours, Knight had slept, and now danced in the seat with impatience.

Hank had been driving too long to do any dancing.

He grinned through the door at Knight. “Did you need something, boy?”

Knight threw his head up as if rolling his eyes, ending with a haughty sneeze.

“Got it.” He opened the door. “Out you go.”

Knight jumped from the Jeep, his long legs shooting him clear of the door in one easy leap. The next second he was nothing but a black streak heading toward the field out back. Hank lost sight of him as he blended in with the darkness beyond the staircase leading up to Hank’s apartment.

Stretching his own legs sounded great, but bed sounded better. He grabbed his suitcase and his performance bass from the backseat, locked the Jeep, then headed up the stairs. Every creak of the wood beneath his feet declared a chorus of welcome homes in his tired ears.

Four steps up, his phone rang—Vincent’s ringtone. Cursing his best friend under his breath, he stopped long enough to retrieve the cell from his back pocket. “Didn’t I just see you a few hours ago?”

“Is that a rhetorical question? Because if it isn’t, you’re way too tired to still be driving,” V. said.

He was too damn tired for twisted logic too, but instead of arguing the point, he shot back, “You’re supposed to be headed to Las Vegas.” V.’s sister, Kennedy, had invited him for the weekend. Since the band’s tour ended in Phoenix, a short flight from Vegas, V. had decided to take her up on it. Hank envied his friend being able to avoid the five-hour drive back home. Hell, he envied V. the close relationship he had with his sister. Hank had the band and a dog for family—not that he’d trade Knight for family. Family had never shown the kind of loyalty the shepherd had.

“Yeah, well…” V. sighed into the phone. “I was up early to pack and get to the airport. Unfortunately I wasn’t the only one up early. Chad was too.”

Dread rose to the back of Hank’s throat. “What’s he done now?”

The strain developing between the members of Weekend Washout had been on the upswing for the past few months, alongside Chad’s increasingly diva attitude. Yes, they were finally enjoying solid success as a rock band despite being indie, but they couldn’t afford to rest on their laurels if they wanted to keep their place in the public eye.

Their lead singer, Chad, seemed to have decided that work was something other people did for him.

“Gone to Europe.”

The toe of Hank’s boot caught on the edge of the next step. He staggered, his brain stuck on V.’s words. “What, for a vacation?” They’d agreed to three weeks off before they started studio time for the next album. Surely that was what—

“Try indefinitely.”

Hank cursed long and hard, the words slapping the air in rhythm with his boots as he stomped up the stairs. Knight darted by him, glancing up as a particularly loud “fuck” escaped. “What happened?”

Rustling came through the phone, then the sound of wheels turning. V. dragging his suitcase behind him; Hank had heard that sound often enough on tour for it to be familiar. “There was a text on my phone this morning. Seems Ron convinced him we were big ol’ meanies for not giving him the break he deserved”—V.’s sarcasm twisted the word almost beyond recognition—“so Chad decided to take one anyway. A long one. Says he’ll let us know when he feels rested enough to work again. Until then he won’t be ‘taking calls.’”

The anger in Hank’s chest built just as it did in V.’s voice, but it was the impotent position Chad had put them all in that brought him to a halt on the stair landing. They had no way of forcing Chad back to the US, though when the prick did show up, Hank planned to strangle him. Slowly. Right after he did the same to Chad’s boyfriend. Just thinking about it had him gripping the rail so hard it threatened to splinter apart.

Chad had only been dating the troublemaker for six months, but the contributions Ron had made to the tension among the members of Weekend Washout had started immediately. Without the prick, they’d have smoothed things over with Chad far before this. Now there was nothing to smooth over except letting Chad go.

The righteous anger inflating Hank’s lungs dissipated. They’d worked so hard to get here; was this the end?

V. was apparently stuck back in the anger stage. The sound of something hitting an obstacle, then gradually receding knocks came through the phone. V. throwing his suitcase?

“Don’t damage your stuff, V. Not over him. It’s not worth it.”

A strangled groan of frustration answered him, then, “Damn it!”

Hank echoed the statement on a sigh. Three weeks. In the music industry it didn’t take much to be forgotten. If they put off studio time, there was no telling when they could get it rescheduled—a month, four, six. That put off the production timeline, release, promo… All the hard work they’d put into writing and development, all of V.’s new management efforts, all meaningless if they lost their window of opportunity. This could derail the next release for a long time.

Which was the reason they’d explained to Chad—more than once—why a vacation was impossible right now. A few days off, yes. A months-long trip to Europe? Hell no.

“Did you contact Drew?” Hank asked. Their guitarist needed to know what was going on.

“Not yet. He’ll be in Alaska in a few hours; I’ll call him this evening with the news. Hate to ruin his family time, but…”

Yeah, but.

“I can’t believe he’d do this.” Yes, Chad was fickle, but he was also a great front man. He knew how much the next few months mattered to the band. Didn’t he?

“That’s the power of the dick, apparently,” V. muttered. “Christ, Hank, he essentially laid us off, put the band on hiatus, via text.”

Knight reappeared at the bend of the stairs, his bright amber eyes questioning Hank’s delay. The look got Hank’s feet moving up the second flight of steps even as his mind raced to find alternatives to V.’s statement.

Knight danced before the apartment door, whining, anxious to get in. Hank dropped his bags on the deck and retrieved his keys from the pocket of his jeans.

“We’re fucked,” V. said, voice dragging with fatigue. He’d been working hard to get the band bigger and better venues, to get and keep their name out there. The latest single from their album had hit the top ten its first week of radio play. And now their horny lead singer threatened to bring it all tumbling down.

Opening the screen door, he said, “Maybe not.”

“And how are we supposed to avoid it?” V. shot back.

Hank turned the lock and opened the apartment door. Knight shot through the gap as soon as it was wide enough to admit his big body, his barks picking up as he disappeared inside. Hank shook his head at the dog’s antics and turned back to retrieve his bags. “What about an acoustic tour?”

The idea had merit. It might get them interim exposure until they could decide what to do about Chad.

“Without Chad?” V. asked. “People will expect the whole band.”

“Well, we could—”

From deep inside the apartment, a distinctly feminine scream split the air, cutting Hank off. Before he could do more than think what the hell? he heard fabric tearing, and then a bark from Knight. His hand went automatically to his hip, searching for his weapon, before he remembered he didn’t carry anymore.

“What was that?” V. asked.

With a hasty “Don’t know; I’ll call you back,” Hank hung up on the run. “Knight?” he called.

“Stop!”

Definitely female. The open space of the combination living room and kitchen was dark, the only light muffled behind curtained windows and, at the far end where a hall led to the bedrooms, a bright glow. But no Knight. Hallway it is, then.

The rush across the room seemed to take forever, each step punctuated by yips and growls and a woman’s arguing voice. “Knight?” Hank yelled a little louder as he reached the corner by the fridge. A deep breath, then he shot a quick searching glance into the hall.

What he saw had him gaping in shock. “What—”

There was a woman in his apartment. He’d guessed that much from the voice, though he still didn’t understand it. What he couldn’t have guessed was that the woman was mostly naked, standing in the hall wrapped in a flimsy towel that Knight seemed to think was a play toy. A torn piece of white material lay on the ground, and the dog had one corner gripped between his jaws. A game of tug-of-war had commenced that threatened to unveil what the woman had, for the moment, covered. Taking in the picture, the tension in Hank’s gut released. He stepped into the hall to lean against the doorjamb, unsure how to react.

Or who would win, for that matter. Hank had his money on Knight, and considering the woman in question, whoever she was, he felt pretty sure he’d be happy about the outcome.

She was slender. Wet streaks highlighted her bare legs, the muscles sleek and strong as she fought Knight’s pull. The towel covered her from midthigh to armpits, unfortunately, but he could tell the middle of her body matched her legs and the top third of her. Damp brown hair tangled itself around her shoulders and down her back, falling forward to hide her face. The line of her collarbone cut across slim shoulders, bringing attention to the creamy expanse of her skin, dusted here and there with a sprinkling of cinnamon-colored freckles. Hands clutched the towel closed over generous breasts, but just barely. Much more pulling and he wouldn’t have to imagine what she was hiding. His mouth watered at the thought.

“Let go, dog!”

A latent sense of chivalry kicked in. Much as he might like the view, he couldn’t let his dog harass…who was she, anyway, and why was she in his apartment?

He crossed his feet at the ankles, content to let Knight do the job of policing their home while he followed up with the interrogation. Pushing a gruff note into his voice, he barked, “Who the hell are you?”

The woman’s head snapped up. Hank’s breath got stuck somewhere behind his sternum as he met brilliant blue eyes. Angry blue eyes that almost eclipsed the pixie face staring back at him.

“Who are you?” Her voice was low, as angry as her eyes despite the uncertainty that rasped through her words. She wasn’t backing down, that was for sure. Her bravado sent a tingle through his belly—and lower. That old urge, to hunt, to conquer, rose with other parts of his anatomy.

Dangerous. Wrong.

Hank fought it down, breathed through it, but before he found the control to answer, Knight decided he wanted to play some more. He jerked at the towel. The material slipped lower, forcing the woman to tighten her grip or lose the covering altogether. The adjustment pushed the rounded globe of her breast higher. How much farther before he could see her nipple?

He shook his head. Why was he thinking about breasts when there was a strange woman in his home? He dug his fists into his pockets, hoping to obscure the unexpected effect she was having on him. “Since this is my apartment, I think my question comes first.”

Confusion filtered across those lovely features. The woman stepped back, only to be brought up short by Knight’s unyielding grip. “You’re Hank?”

Knight wanted to continue the game. He growled, giving the towel a hard shake like he’d nabbed a rabbit by the neck instead of a length of terry cloth. The move yanked the woman forward. She stumbled, panic sparking in her eyes. “Aren’t you going to call him off?”

“Why?” he asked, barely managing to hold back his laughter. After a long, boring night driving and the news he’d just been hit with, he had to admit he was enjoying this little surprise. Knight was playing; Hank knew it even if the woman hadn’t figured it out yet, and he couldn’t resist playing with her a bit himself. “We have an intruder. He’s just doing his job.”

She shook her head wildly. “I’m not an intruder. I live here.” She pulled on the towel. Knight dug in his paws, not giving an inch. “I—”

Knight faked her out with a sudden lunge forward. The woman stumbled back, trying to avoid what looked like an attack. Knight took advantage and snatched the fabric out of her hands. Away from her body.

Hank’s dick went tighter than his bass strings.

He had no more than a half count to imprint the sight in his mind. It was all he needed. Full, round, high breasts with tender pink nipples drawn up tight. A smooth expanse of stomach begging to be explored, with just the right amount of inward curve at her waist to give him a place to grip. Hips wide enough to cradle him perfectly against the sparse patch of dark hair between her legs. Christ, she looked sweet, sweet enough to eat.

And mortified.

A bright red blush flared across her cheeks. The woman slapped a hand across her breasts, obscuring his view, and then, quick as the rabbit Knight had pretended to play with, she whirled away. He got an all too brief glimpse of her ass as she fled down the hall, the bounce of the perfect globes sending a second slam of blood to his already full erection. The crash of the guest bedroom door echoed around him as he hunched against the pain with a rough—very rough—laugh.

Oblivious to the drama he’d caused, Knight settled onto his belly there in the middle of the hall, happily munching away on his prize. Hank opened his mouth to reprimand the dog, to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all, maybe to call the woman’s name—only to realize he still had no clue who the stranger in his house actually was.

And he had to know, because da-yam, that body. That ass.

Those eyes.

Maybe he wasn’t as tired as he’d thought he was.


Chapter Three

 

 

Sage leaned against the closed and locked bedroom door, a hand clamped over her mouth in a desperate attempt to keep a hysterical laugh inside. Oh God, Hank Nash. So-much-sexier-in-person Hank Nash. Just-saw-me-naked Hank Nash.

Talk about a first impression. She squeezed her eyes shut remembering the brief glimpse of Hank’s face before she’d run for cover.

Nope, she was never leaving this bedroom again.

Come on. You’ve bared it all in front of complete strangers before, at Heathers.

The reminder shut her laughter off like a faucet. Yes, she had, but this wasn’t the same thing. She bet her entire body was blushing. There was a special kind of hell that burned a woman when she made a complete fool of herself in front of a devastatingly attractive man. Hank wasn’t just devastatingly attractive; he defined the words.

And that’s when the shock hit her. Her eyelids popped open. She’d noticed. Hank was attractive, and she’d noticed. And she’d laughed, an honest-to-God—if slightly hysterical—laugh. It had been so long since she’d laughed.

A finger traced along her mouth found a curve. She was smiling.

And naked. Don’t forget naked, Sage.

She was also late. A quick look at the clock jumpstarted her across the room to her suitcase to retrieve clothes.

Hank was home. A sigh escaped as she pulled on underwear and a bra. Why couldn’t he have been old? Ugly? On time, for heaven’s sake? Alice had told her he was expected back in two weeks. Of course, she’d also said she would be sure and tell him that Sage was sleeping in his guest bedroom, which obviously hadn’t been the truth, so why should she be surprised that he was here at the ass crack of dawn fourteen days before he was supposed to roll back into town?

And why did he own the hound from hell?

She didn’t have to think about that long. All she had to do was think about Hank’s face, that sexy smirk, and she knew the two males shared the same sense of humor. Both dog and master had been toying with her, damn them.

Another muffled laugh escaped.

A suit of steel-plated armor would’ve suited her better today, but that wouldn’t have fit in her suitcase. If it was winter, she could’ve worn a parka.

You don’t own a parka, smart-ass.

She stuck her tongue out at herself and grabbed a thin summer dress. It would have to do. Her socks and tennis shoes didn’t provide a shield so much as practical protection—and cushion—in the kitchen. Feeling like she needed about ten more layers, she stepped over to the mirror above her dresser and pulled her hair back from her face. Dusted on some powder. It took about ten minutes and the glaring hands of her clock reminding her how late she was before she could convince herself to go to the bedroom door.

The chill of the doorknob against her palm shot a tingle of adrenaline along her nerves, but she managed to turn the thing anyway. Cracked the door.

Relief filled her: The hallway was clear. No dog. No big guy with a shaved head and shoulders that took up all the breathing space in the room. Easing the door open, she double-checked before stepping out of the safety of her room.

The expectant silence filling the apartment weighed on her as she moved down the dim hallway. Was Hank in the kitchen? His bedroom?

No thinking about Mr. Sexy in his bedroom, Sage. Don’t make this any harder than it already is.

The horrible pun rang in her head, but she fought the urge to giggle—and shake her head at herself. Numb for weeks, and now here she was, giggling and laughing and practically swooning at the feet of the first attractive man she encountered in her new home. Pitiful.

The kitchen was also empty. Where had they gone?

Who cared? This wasn’t Mission Impossible. She shouldn’t be sneaking out like she’d stolen her way in in the first place. She had a job to do, and she better get her butt in gear and go do it.

The haste with which she scrambled across the open room was a bit embarrassing, but if it meant she escaped without notice, she was fine with that. Besides, it felt a little like pulling one over on her tormenters. Call her petty, but she couldn’t deny her smirk as she sneaked out the door.

Dawn was a light barely cresting on the horizon as she made her way down the creaky stairs and around to the bakery door. The scent of warm bread and sugar was fresh, telling her Alice and Merry were already at work. Two more weeks, Alice had said. Hank wouldn’t be back for two more weeks, and he wouldn’t mind her staying in the apartment guest room. Sage had been so busy learning her way around her new business, Citrus Pointe Market, that she hadn’t worried about finding someplace permanent to live. Alice had a lot of explaining to do.

Heaving open the heavy oak door that led into the kitchen at the back of the store, Sage was hit with a rush of sweet and spicy air. The familiarity of it settled over her like a warm blanket. She’d been a five-star pastry chef in LA, but her kitchen at LesMiz had never fit her as well as this one did. And the people hadn’t welcomed her near as affectionately. Alice had approached her a mere month ago about the possibility of buying the market, and now Sage couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. Here, in this rustic space that didn’t even aspire to five-star status, she’d gone from a woman who struggled just to breathe, who’d lost everything but her skill in the kitchen, to a woman who was needed, wanted. Who could even smile and laugh, if this morning was anything to go by. And the majority of that change was due to the two women already busy at the long stainless steel counters that ran the length of the center of the room.

Alice, about-to-be ex-owner of the market, smoothed out cinnamon rolls in one area, the large mounds of dough reluctantly yielding to her rolling pin. Merry, Alice’s right-hand woman, was working bread dough while several bowls of something plump and gooey rested beneath plastic wrap at the far end of the counter. Always busy, these two.

Sage crossed to the sink to wash her hands. “Morning, ladies.”

Over the rushing of the water, the sudden silence behind her registered. A quick glance over her shoulder found two gazes centered on her like spotlights. “What?”

Alice met Merry’s eyes, a silent flash of communication passing between them. Sometimes Sage swore they could read one another’s minds. Alice turned back to Sage. “Well, I was going to ask what got you up late this morning, but never mind. Whatever it was, was worth it.”

“What do you mean?”

Merry’s smile was as soft and sweet as the sixty-year-old herself. “You’re smiling, dear.”

The smile her coworker had pointed out grew. “I am, aren’t I?” Which reminded her… “I got up in plenty of time, thank you very much,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the rush of water as she rinsed her soapy hands. “Unfortunately I had an unexpected visitor this morning.”

“Oh?” Merry asked. “Who?”

Sage grabbed a towel, then leaned back against the counter to dry her hands. “Hank.”

“Why ‘unfortunately’?” Alice asked. She wiped a forearm along her brow, leaving behind a smudge of flour. She looked innocent like that, a grandmother baking goodies for the grandkids. She even had the snow-white hair and glasses to complete the look.

Sage wasn’t buying it. That look was a little too innocent. Then she thought about the answer to the older woman’s question and her cheeks flushed hot. Damn her fair skin. “‘Unfortunately’ because he came into the apartment just as I got out of the shower.”

Merry and Alice exchanged a confused glance.

“I was in the hall,” Sage clarified. Hesitated. “In a towel.”

Eyebrows shot up, and after a moment of shocked silence, laughter filled the room.

Sage fought the upward twitch of her lips.

“A towel?” Merry sputtered. Alice didn’t speak; Sage doubted she could. The woman was slapping a hand on the countertop, barely missing a bowl of cinnamon filling, howling like a hyena. Sage ignored the uproar and walked over to move the bowl out of harm’s way.

Merry clutched her stomach, leaving behind floured handprints. Every time Sage thought their amusement would peter out, one of them would look at her or each other, and it would set them off again.

“It’s not funny, you know.” She barely managed a quelling glance without losing it herself, but that would totally ruin the effect.

The laughter only grew louder.

It took long minutes before the volume died down to levels she could speak over. “I thought you told me he was a nice guy,” Sage reminded Alice, tacking on, “and that he’d be gone for another two weeks.”

“Of course he’s nice.” The snicker that followed seemed to contradict the certainty of Alice’s words. “Why would you think he’s not nice?”

Oh no, she wasn’t going there. She’d rather never go there, with anyone. It was bad enough that Hank knew he’d seen her naked. With a raised brow, she said pointedly, “Two weeks?”

Alice shrugged. “Guess I got the dates wrong. The man’s on the road so much it’s hard to keep it straight.”

“He is a hottie, though, isn’t he?” Merry piped up.

“Of course he is.” Alice added a smug under-the-eyelids look to Merry’s. Both women waited expectantly for Sage to weigh in on her accidental roommate’s hotness. Sage refused to go there.

The silence stretched out, taking Sage’s nerves with it. Alice stopped rolling; Merry stopped kneading. Their laser beam stares didn’t budge from her face. Sage shifted from one foot to the other.

Merry lifted an eyebrow at her. Why did that make her want to squirm?

“Um…”

“Come on, Sage,” Alice coaxed. “You can admit it.”

“Sure she can,” Merry added. That eyebrow screamed at her to answer.

“Ye— Uh…” She shifted again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Alice shook her head, disappointment in her eyes, her frown. Why did it matter if Sage thought the man was freakin’ hot? It shouldn’t. It really shouldn’t.

Merry shook her head. “Sage—”

It was the tone that did it, that indulgent, affectionate tone. Sage couldn’t hold back against it. “Okay, yes, damn it, he’s hot.” She found an interesting spot on the floor to stare at. “He also saw me naked.”

A small silence.

“What happened to your towel?” Alice finally asked. Was she laughing? Sure sounded like it, but Sage refused to look up and see for sure. She cleared her throat, fighting to hold back any more incriminating admissions.

“Well?”

That mama tone. How had these two women managed to get under her skin like this after such a short time? She found herself mumbling at the ground, “The dog stole my towel. Right in the middle of the hallway.”

And off they went again. Dragging what little dignity she had left around her, Sage clutched a bowl of filling to her belly and began doling it out, paying particular attention to evening out the filling in the corners of the dough.

Merry finally managed to choke back her amusement. Alice’s gasping breath followed, then a snort. That’s when Sage lost it. Embarrassing as the moment had been, it was also, she had to reluctantly admit, funny as hell. The three of them were wiping tears long minutes later.

Alice shot Sage a sly look. “So how did he react?”

Then Merry. “How did he react?”

Setting her empty bowl off to the side, Sage propped a fist on her hip. “I. Don’t. Know.” Her laugh was more of a combination huff-hiccup than anything. “I was too busy running down the hall, giving him a perfect view of my ass. Naked, remember?”

That set them off again. Sage shook her head and carried her empty bowl to the sink, waiting for them to quiet again. “Which begs the question, why did he not know who I was, Alice? He didn’t realize anyone would be in his apartment.” Much less a naked woman.

That finally sobered Alice up. She concentrated on rolling the dough in front of her into a log. “Well, things have been so busy, you know? I might’ve forgotten to tell him about you.”

“Obviously!” Sage squeaked out.

Alice waved a hand. “Don’t worry, hon. It’s no biggie. Hank’s very laid-back.”

I noticed. “You didn’t tell him I’d bought the market, or you didn’t tell him I was living in his house?”

“Um…both?”

Sage glared. “Is that a question? Really?”

Alice gave her a Mona Lisa smile that might or might not have been an answer before passing a pan of rolls her way. “Set these in the oven, would you?”

“You are an evil, evil woman,” Sage said, accepting the pan.

She caught just the edge of Alice’s wicked grin before her back turned. “Sometimes.”

Sage barely held back a groan. Someone save her from meddling coworkers and hot rock stars, please.

And don’t forget your own wayward libido.

Unfortunately she had a feeling she was on her own with that one.


Chapter Four

 

 

He let her get down the hall and out the door—he was chivalrous like that—but that didn’t mean he forgot about the woman. How could he? The sight of her body had been seared into his brain, and even with no sleep for the past twenty-two hours, it was quite a while before he could settle in. Even longer before his dick relaxed enough for him to drift off.

Noon was only six hours of rest, but whatever. He rolled over, blinking away the groggy residue of the long night’s drive and weird sleeping hours—hours filled with dreams featuring a mysterious brunette with a figure that made his whole body ache. One place in particular. As he sat up and threw the covers off, he glared down at the offending appendage. “Stand down, will ya?”

His cock bobbed. If Hank didn’t know better, he’d say it was laughing. “Fucker.”

Knight raised his big head and gave a low woof from his bed near the wall. The shepherd slept fully extended, front and back legs stretched straight out, which meant he’d outgrown the largest dog bed Hank could find a few months ago, around his first birthday. Now he slept on a pile of old comforters just long enough to accommodate him.

“Morning, boy.” The words came out gravelly with travel and fatigue, matching Knight’s. Hank cleared his throat. A hand out summoned the shepherd over for a quick lick of his fingers—a good morning—and then Knight went to the door.

“Just a minute.” He didn’t want a replay of this morning, this time with himself in the starring role. Somehow he didn’t think he could make near the impression the woman had.

After putting on some running shorts, he let Knight out to do his business. A quick rummage in the fridge proved he had a guest: fresh fruit and vegetables, leftovers neatly stacked in clear containers. A large chunk of cake. He grabbed the box and went in search of a fork.

“The breakfast of champions.” A good one too. When the sweet chocolate icing hit his tongue, he moaned like he was about to orgasm. Holy shit. Had his sexy little trespasser made this?

Taking the cake with him, he went to his room for jeans and a shirt. Alice was the only person with access to his place while he was away. She had to be responsible for his mystery guest. He’d shower and then have a talk with his friendly downstairs troublemaker.

The market was busy by the time he got down there. The building had originally been a massive horse barn, constructed about fifty years ago. When Hank bought the surrounding ten acres, he’d converted the upstairs to a living space. After meeting Alice and tasting her damn fine pastries, he’d convinced her to open the Citrus Pointe Market downstairs, a full bakery and general store featuring local produce and handmade art and pottery. Citrus Pointe was a small out-of-the-way town along the scenic route skirting the Southern California coast, so tourists came through regularly and loved the market, as did the locals. Alice had steady business year-round, and Hank got all the bread and pastries he wanted for free, especially his favorite, bear claws.

Speaking of which…

The large barn doors at the front of the building were thrown wide to the mild late-spring air. Wooden bins of locally grown fruit and vegetables lined the long front porch, some Hank recognized from his search of the fridge earlier. But it was the smell of warm cinnamon, sugar, and yeast wafting from inside that tugged him forward. Commanding Knight to stay on the porch, he answered the call.

Knight whined, brushing his paw on the rough wooden floorboards once, twice. Hank looked back over his shoulder.

“I’ll bring your treat, buddy. You stay.”

With the reassurance, Knight settled happily on his haunches, pink tongue lolling. The shepherd was well trained and a familiar fixture on the market’s porch when Hank was in town, so he had no worries as he made his way inside. Besides, Knight knew that causing a ruckus meant no bear claw for him. He didn’t want to miss the treat any more than Hank did.

Crowds milled through the general store, browsing the local pottery and bundles of dried herbs from nearby fields and art featuring Citrus Pointe at its most beautiful. Hank bypassed it all in favor of the best part of the market, the bakery at the back of the building, handing out nods and greetings along the way. A long line of customers snaked several bodies deep before the back counter, more than usual, in fact, but he forgot to wonder about it when his gaze rested on his mystery woman at the cash register. Hank thanked whatever genetic blessings had made him tall, allowing him to catch a glimpse of her before she could see him. He’d take every extra second he could get. She was worth each one.

Dry and clothed, she was just as breathtaking as she’d been upstairs. Okay, not quite as breathtaking—nothing could make him as speechless as the view he’d been treated to this morning. Still, the dark, curly hair falling over her shoulders, the creamy skin, even the white of her smile as she greeted the next customer made his fingers itch for pen and paper and his bass. It was a feeling that was at once familiar and not. He wrote music on a regular basis, but not like this. He didn’t usually have inspiration standing in front of him. And he certainly wasn’t looking to write new music now, not with the band in turmoil.

Not like he wrote ballads or anything, anyway; he was more likely to be screaming praises to her gorgeous ass, and wouldn’t she appreciate that?

The woman gave Nolan Jones a sweet smile as the older man finished up his order. Sweet. No, she definitely wouldn’t appreciate him writing about her. Yet the ghostly impression of notes played through his head anyway.

He shook it away.

Pretty blue eyes lifted, met his. A pink flush crept up the slender curve of her neck to her cheeks. She was blushing. Damn.

A sudden tightness behind his zipper confirmed exactly how beautiful she was with that blush. He wanted to trace it, tug her chin up, force her mouth open…

Stop.

But he could still enjoy the blush. Just to keep it there, he winked. His mystery woman dropped her gaze, but not before he saw the pleasure in her eyes.

Which only made him harder.

“You have a good day, Sage,” Nolan said. When he turned around, he nodded at Hank, then carried his lunch off. Hank lost track of the man, his eyes and mind stuck on the woman.

Sage. The name suited her natural, earthy beauty, the same beauty that sent a shiver down his spine to places south he’d rather ignore in a crowd. This crowd, at least—onstage a hard-on was uncomfortable but attention-getting; here it just labeled him a perv. Except the way the blood rushed through his veins and his gut clenched told him the reaction wasn’t going away anytime soon.

Sage wasn’t looking at him—her attention was on the swinging door to the kitchen, one hand raised to gain someone’s attention. Trying to get away. When he chuckled, she shoved her hand into the pocket of her apron, cleared her throat, and faced him like a trainee about to be disciplined.

“Hello.”

The word was strained, but he didn’t comment. “Hello, Sage,” he said, drawing her name out, savoring it on his tongue. “I guess we haven’t been formally introduced, have we?”

Sage cleared her throat, the blush that had colored her cheeks before making a quick resurgence. He could practically see images from this morning’s encounter flashing across her mind—and enjoyed every one.

She wasn’t a coward, though. Embarrassed or not, she straightened her shoulders and faced him head-on. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Sage Lyndsey.”

And just like this morning, her courage sparked the urge to tame her. He shoved the instinct away and held out his hand, wanting to know her touch as well as her name. “Hank Nash. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Satisfaction purred to life as Sage shook hands with him. Her grip was firm, businesslike. Her lips, however, twisted in a rueful smile. “We’ve already met.”

The words were light, a bit breathless and tense at the same time. She was trying hard. Hank knew his grin had a wolfish edge, but it was impossible to hide. “And that was a pleasure too.”

Probably a dickhead move to remind her, but the blush he got out of it was so worth it. Even as it faded, he had the craziest need to prompt it to life again.

“Well, are you going to hold her hand hostage all day, or are you gonna order?”

“I don’t know, Merry,” Hank said. He released Sage’s hand as slowly as possible and winked as their fingers separated. Only then did he turn to the other woman. “It would be a great way to spend the day.”

Merry huffed at his antics, but said only, “’Bout time you got home.”

Chuckling, Hank leaned across the wide counter to hug her. Being over six feet had its advantages.

“What’s this about ordering, huh?” He squeezed Merry’s rounded shoulders gently before returning upright. His hip settled against the counter like it had a hundred, maybe a thousand times before. “Since when do I have to order? Am I in the doghouse or something?”

“Only with some people,” Merry said tartly, her glance sliding toward Sage. So she knew. If Sage had been this flustered when she came downstairs, he wasn’t surprised. Alice and Merry were better interrogators than some of the experts he’d known on the LAPD.

“Besides,” Merry continued, “you don’t have a doghouse. That baby of yours thinks he’s too good for the stuff other dogs have.”

“Or I do.” Hank chuckled.

Sage muttered something he couldn’t make out, irritation in those pretty blue eyes. There was definitely no love lost between her and Knight after this morning.

“So, Sage”—he grinned down at her—“how long will you be staying with me upstairs?” He was beginning to hope it would be a while. He wanted to know a lot of things about his new roomie. A lot of personal things.

Merry frowned his way.

“What—”

Sage interrupted quickly. “I’ll find something right away.”

Merry frowned in Sage’s direction. “Why? Not like he’s using the room. Besides, he’ll be off again in no time.”

Not anytime soon, he wouldn’t, but he had no interest in explaining his work complications right now—he was more interested in repairing the damage he’d obviously caused. “Exactly. I’m not trying to rush you out. I enjoy the scenery too much.” Ah, that blush. “You stay as long as you like.”

“No, I—” Sage stopped, sighed. Her fists balled up noticeably inside her apron pockets. “I haven’t looked for anything permanent yet. All the stuff with buying the market…I’ve just been too busy. I’ll start today, but thank you for the offer.”

Hank’s nod was automatic, his mind snagged on the word buying. Buying what? Why would she… “You bought the market?”

Merry snorted. “Alice held back a lot, didn’t she?” She jerked her chin toward the kitchen. “She’s in the back. Better go see her. You can grab your bear claws while you’re in there.”

Shock held him mute. Merry’s sympathy shone through her faded gray eyes, but she didn’t explain. Whatever was going on was obviously Alice’s story to tell. Sage kept her eyes on the counter as he rounded it, but her quiet gasp when his body brushed lightly against hers in passing reached his ears. Even intent on getting to Alice, he felt a flush of heat at the sound.

Merry opened her mouth as he neared. Closed it. Tried again. “Hank, I—”

He settled a hand on her shoulder and shook his head. “I’ll talk to Alice.”

In the kitchen Alice stood at the long counter down the center of the room, the makings for the market’s sandwiches, lunchtime favorites in Citrus Pointe, laid out in front of her. She glanced up as he entered. What he saw there stoppered the words ready to fly from his mouth. Resignation. Concern. He crossed the room, his chest throbbing with resistance every step of the way.

She didn’t stop her preparations when he came close enough to lean a hip against the counter.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked when the silence went too long.

Alice’s sturdy hands stilled for the briefest moment. “Because it all just kind of happened. Fast. Barry’s getting worse, Hank. Much worse. Deirdre offered for us to live with her, begged us, really. She knew Sage from high school, and one thing led to another.” She shrugged.

Hank settled a hand atop hers, gently stopping her near-frantic movements. Alice didn’t protest when he hugged her to him, but a shudder shook her hard. “I couldn’t tell you over the phone,” she admitted, the words somewhere between a statement and a plea.

“About Barry, or about Sage?”

“Both.” With a shaky breath, she shook off his hold and got back to work. “It’s just…so much faster than we expected. Deirdre wants us with her, wants all the time she can get, and I…”

He understood. Alice’s husband had been diagnosed with liver cancer less than six months ago. Hank hadn’t experienced that kind of loss personally, but Alice and Barry had been his friends for eight years. “But to sell the business? You can come back after—” The it’s over choked him before it could escape.

After setting the sandwich she’d just finished onto a nearby platter, she turned to face him. The determined look in her eyes went soft the longer their gazes held. “I know what my options are; believe me, I’ve considered them all, for weeks. But I can’t predict how long it will be before…or even how long it will take me to get back on my feet. Besides, I’m tired of the headaches.” Her grin was small but there. “Let someone else handle the paperwork; I’ll bake the bread.”

Hank opened his mouth to argue, but Alice shook her head.

“Sage is young, hungry. And best of all, she’s a world-class baker, better than I’ll ever be.”

Hank snorted. “No one is better than you.”

She laughed. “Sage is. And she has dreams for this place that I could never accomplish. She can—if you’re willing to work with her.”

“Me?” Why would he need to work with her? There were plenty of other things he wanted to do with her—he’d definitely thought about it—but work? He’d rather have pleasure.

“Yes, you.” Alice swatted at his chest playfully, leaving behind a faint smear of flour on his T-shirt. “You own this building and the surrounding land; she owns the business inside it. What if, eventually, she decides she doesn’t want to keep things inside these four walls?”

He honestly didn’t care as long as it didn’t affect his privacy. Or his plans.

Alice didn’t seem inclined to elaborate at the moment. She reached for a fresh loaf of bread. “I have work to do. And you just got home. Go settle in.” When he didn’t move, she shooed him away. “Scoot.”

Not wanting to upset her any more than he already had, he straightened to obey, but he didn’t have to like it. “I’ll collect my rent first,” he told her as he walked over to the cooling racks. He grabbed a sheet of deli paper from a nearby box and selected two bear claws off one of the trays.

“Don’t forget one for the big brute,” she reminded him, her smile returning.

“Knight loves you, Alice.” Hank palmed a third pastry.

“You both love my bear claws, you mean.”

Hank took a big bite of the pastry. “Of course,” he said, mouth full. Alice’s laughter followed him through the swinging doors.


Chapter Five

 

 

Killian’s Pub and Grill was the primary adult hangout in Citrus Pointe. According to Alice at least. From the amount of men that eyed her every Sunday night as she crossed the room, Sage had decided it was probably the local pickup spot too. Not as intimidating a meat market as Heathers—BDSM clubs landed around a twelve on the one-to-ten meat-market scale for single females—but she still found herself blushing as she threaded her way through the stares to meet Alice and Merry for what had become a weekly girls’ night out.

The inside of Killian’s was one massive room, divided by a long U-shaped bar stretching three-quarters of the way across the middle. The smaller section behind the bar held what was affectionately referred to as the “poolroom,” a quieter area holding four rectangular tables lined in green felt. Farthest away from the band and dance floor, the poolroom felt more like an old-fashioned men’s parlor with its dark red walls and the seating area with beaten leather chairs that provided a breather from the rest of the bar. All that was missing was the pipe smoke that should be lingering in the air.

Her coworkers had already commandeered a table. Merry met Sage just past the seating area and grinned as Sage grasped the pool cue she handed over. “They’re all staring at your butt.”

“Merry!” Sage wasn’t sure whether to laugh or leave. The heat of interested stares on her back was scorching. “I didn’t need to know that.”

Alice chuckled from her position at the table corralling the balls into a triangle. “We like to live vicariously,” she teased. “No one’s around to look at our elderly butts.”

A tinge of sadness pierced Sage at the reminder that Alice’s husband wasn’t well enough to be here. Barry had already moved in with Deirdre. Alice would follow in a couple of weeks, and though Sage would miss her, she was sure Alice wanted more than anything to be with Barry right now. Trying to lighten the mood, she slung an arm around Merry’s shoulders. “Speak for yourself, Mrs. Evins. Us single girls are in excellent shape, aren’t we, Merry?”

Her friend winked and bumped her hip against Sage’s. “I’ve had a few glances at my derriere tonight. Always do.”

“I know Alice has too. She has the best derriere in her age bracket,” Sage said.

Alice sent her a mock-withering look. “Go get some drinks before your tongue gets you in trouble, young lady.”

“Are we drinking?” Merry asked. “Because I won’t be responsible for my tongue if we do.”

“Of course,” Sage told her. “It wouldn’t be a girls’ night out if we didn’t. Besides, getting in trouble is a requirement.”

The two women sent Sage to the bar with a lot of teasing. She returned a few minutes later, a pitcher of margaritas in hand, to Alice insisting she take the first shot of the game—while they started on their drinks, of course. It wasn’t long before the three of them were loose and happy and drawing even more attention as their banter got louder.

They’d finished the pitcher three games later. “We need a refill,” Alice demanded.

“I think your words are s-slurring,” Merry said.

“Nah, there’s something wrong with your ears.”

Sage picked up the tray. “I’ll get us more.” She could at least see straight to cross the room, and she wasn’t so sloshed that she couldn’t insist this round be a bit lighter on the alcohol. She couldn’t say the same for either Merry or Alice, no matter what they claimed.

She wasn’t halfway around the bar when the front door opened and Hank walked in. His presence hit her harder than the two margaritas she’d had. A tight black T-shirt molded to his Viking-hard body like a second skin, revealing every hill and valley she might wonder about. His jeans were black too, and skimmed lean hips and muscular thighs, topping off a pair of scuffed military boots at his ankles. The tattoos along his neck and both arms drew her eyes. What did they mean? Would they feel different under her fingers? Her tongue?

Her toe caught on nothing, tumbling her into a precarious trip that threatened to upset the tray she carried. If she’d been able to pay attention to anything but the glasses and pitcher and keeping them from shattering on the floor, she would’ve laughed. Would she never stop embarrassing herself in this man’s presence?

If you hadn’t been fantasizing about licking him, you wouldn’t have embarrassed yourself.

Definitely true, but God, look at him. Every woman present was watching as Hank took the steps down from the entry and crossed to the room. More than one of them appeared to be drooling. Hank watched it all, a smirk pulling at his lips until his gaze settled on her. The smirk evolved into a grin. She swiped a hand surreptitiously across her mouth just in case.

The best defense was a good offense, right? “Hey, Hank. What are you doing here?”

“I’m here every Sunday night. When I’m in town, at least.” He leaned against the bar top with the same nonchalance he used at the shop. Or in the apartment. Come to think of it, the man was always leaning against something. It would be annoying if it didn’t display that sexy body to such perfection.

Wait. Of course it was annoying. He was annoying, not sexy. Definitely not sexy.

She set the tray on the counter and sneaked a glance his way. A groan caught in her throat. Okay, he was sexy, but that didn’t mean she had to appreciate it.

When she frowned at him, his grin widened.

Those lips… She slid onto a bar stool as her knees went weak. Hank’s mouth was dangerous. Even in a grin, his lips were generous, speaking of a vulnerability that wasn’t always evident in his expression or his built-for-aggression body. The power that seemed to radiate from his bones called to the submissive in her, but she was equally drawn to that tiny bit of softness. Every time he walked into the room, she fought the differing instincts surging inside her, one to stand on her own, prove she was no longer the needy sub Kevin had dumped, the other to drop to her knees and beg him to touch her. It was getting old, or maybe she was just getting tired. A sexual relationship with this man would be a bigger mistake than the hundreds she’d made in the past few months. Their business relationship would last for years to come, hopefully; she didn’t want him seeing her as weak.

Submission isn’t a weakness, Sage.

She shook her head, not realizing she was denying that inner voice until Hank’s beautiful lips curved into a frown. Her mind might tell her being a sub wasn’t a weakness, but for her, right now, it was. She needed to focus on rebuilding her life, not revisiting the mistakes of the past.

“Another pitcher?” the bartender asked, breaking through her thoughts.

“Yes please.” She nudged the tray toward him. “Easy on the alcohol.”

“Alice is already feeling it, isn’t she?” Hank asked when she turned back to him.

“Merry too.” She looked toward the poolroom, waving when she found the two women watching her. “They’re a little more lightweight than I expected.”

Hank snorted, his gaze following hers. Merry and Alice had turned back to the table, but their laughter could be heard even above the music from the dance floor and the groups enjoying their drinks at nearby tables.

“Don’t worry. Greg is used to these ‘girls’ night outs.’ By the time they’re really feeling the alcohol, there won’t be any in the drinks.”

“That’s sneaky.”

“And necessary,” the bartender said as he settled her pitcher in front of her.

“I can see why.” Sage hefted the tray like the pro she was. “Are you coming to say hi?” she asked Hank.

“In a minute. I don’t want to intrude.”

“And he needs his own fortification if intruding is on the agenda,” Greg added. Hank huffed in amused agreement.

She figured he probably had other things on his agenda as well; why else would a single guy who looked like Hank hang out at a bar on a Sunday night? She thought another couple of margaritas would help her ignore that…maybe. Maybe not.

Either way, she didn’t want to watch. “You know where to find us,” she called over her shoulder as she walked away.

Alice and Merry wore mutinous expressions when Sage approached the table with their new drinks. “Was that Hank?” Alice squinted toward the bar as if she really didn’t know.

“He said he’ll be over in a minute.”

Merry scoffed. “I don’t think so. Hank!”

The older woman’s yell echoed through the room, if the sound of chairs screeching across the floor and questioning murmurs was anything to go by. Hank’s yell, full of amusement, reached them as he rounded the bar. “Yes, dear?”

Sage looked beyond him to the curious faces staring their way and seriously considered sinking into the floor. That, or laughing.

“Get that cute butt over here,” Merry called.

The floor; definitely the floor.

Satisfied when Hank moved toward them, Merry nodded at the pool table. “Your turn to break, Alice.”

With a wink in Sage’s direction, Alice got to work. Hank joined them just as Sage moved to take her turn. He slung an arm across Merry’s shoulders. “Hey, don’t I get a cue?”

Alice nudged his opposite side, causing him to nearly spill the beer he held with that hand. “You can play the winner later.”

At the slur of the older woman’s words, Hank’s eyebrow went up. Merry took questionable aim at the number four ball. “Just how many balls are you aiming at?” he teased.

“Two,” Merry said. She scratched the shot, then picked her drink back up. “Obviously haven’t had enough margaritas yet.”

“Obviously.”

Hank might tease, but Sage noticed he kept a close eye on his friends as the game went on. When he offered to refill their empty pitcher, his one-sided grin told her this one would be alcohol-free. By the time that round was gone, Alice and Merry were visibly flagging.

“Time to pack it in,” Alice declared.

Sage opened her mouth to offer them a ride home. No way were the two women driving themselves.

Hank nodded toward Alice. “Mick is on his way.”

Merry nodded too, her head bobbing like a buoy. “Yep, on his way.”

Mick?

Sage’s gaze collided with Hank’s. Her brother, he mouthed clearly. Hank must’ve called during his trip for their latest pitcher. The tightness in Sage’s belly relaxed, something soft unfurling in its place as she watched Hank take care of his friends.

A few minutes of chitchat later, an older man with hair as gray as Merry’s and a round belly that spoke of good cooking stepped around the end of the bar.

“And there’s our ride,” Alice declared. She patted Sage’s back in passing. “Gotta get home. I’m old.”

Merry’s giggle sounded exactly as Sage imagined it had forty years ago as a twentysomething. “We’re not as young as we used to be, that’s for sure.” She planted a quick kiss on Sage’s cheek. “Can’t stay out as late as you young chicks anymore.”

“Speak for yourself,” Alice said, but she was already walking toward Mick. “Good night, young’uns!”

“Good night,” Sage called.

“Thank God tomorrow is Monday,” Merry muttered to her friend. Monday was their day off since the weekend tended to mean more tourist traffic. It was the only reason Sage had agreed to the late night. Watching the two women put their arms around each other as they came even with Merry’s brother, she was glad they’d have plenty of time to sleep off their margaritas and excitement. Mick nodded at Hank before he ushered Alice and Merry out the door.

And then Sage was alone in the semi-quiet corner with Hank. “I should be getting home too.”

“Wait a minute.” Hank snagged a pool cue from the rack, eyed it, and put it back. “You’re not reneging on Alice’s promise, are you?”

It took her a moment, but a dim light finally dawned in the back of her mind. He gets to play the winner. “Technically I didn’t win,” she told him despite the curiosity surging inside her. She’d been living with him a week and was no closer to knowing anything of substance about him—except that he loved her cooking, always a plus in a man. Not that she should notice. Or want to know anything else. Still…

Hank shot an exaggerated look around. “You’re the only player left on the field. That makes you the winner.”

Laughter escaped. “I’m also the only player still standing solidly on her feet.”

“Close enough.” There was that teasing grin she couldn’t resist. “Stay awhile.” He turned back to the cues, selecting and eyeing another one as if the request didn’t matter. Her innate sarcasm wanted to offer him a tape measure to help with his selection, but she quashed it in favor of putting him out of his misery.

“Okay.” What would one game hurt? She began racking the balls. “What does the winner of this round get?”


Chapter Six

 

 

“What should they get?”

Sage watched him chalk the tip of the cue he’d selected. “Since I’ll be collecting, it should definitely be something I want.”

“Is that right?”

She couldn’t help but grin. “Yep.”

“Okay.”

Despite his not so easy to read face, Hank’s skepticism was obvious—and he was about to make the same mistake most men made; she could see it coming a mile away. Anticipation fizzed in her belly.

His gaze was more than a little indulgent. “How about you break?”

And there it is. She hid her triumph by circling the table to lift the triangle away from the neatly arranged balls. “You got it.”

Calling each move, she proceeded to clear the table. When the cue and eight balls chased each other into the left side pocket last, she propped herself on her cue and lifted an eyebrow at Hank. “Again?”

His eyes were the size of saucers. “You’re a ringer.”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

There was that laugh again. Sage felt it all the way down to her suddenly wet core.

This crazy attraction will eventually fade, Sage. Just gotta hold out a little while. She hoped, anyway. She refused to risk her newly established future by giving in to temptation with Hank. He was a flirt, that was all. And a rock star. Just the thought of all the groupies his girlfriends had to compete with made her queasy. She had enough self-esteem issues to deal with right now.

Not to mention getting way ahead of herself. Flirt, remember?

“Fine. Again, Ms. Smarty Pants.” Hank’s smile was warm, at ease. Definitely a flirt. “But this time I break.”

She gaped at him. “Chivalry is dead.”

“I’m smart, not dead.”

She shook her head at him, though the laughter escaping sort of ruined the effect. So did the sudden warmth in all the parts of her that noticed him as a man, which was pretty much all of them. When Hank’s back turned, Sage closed her eyes and gave her libido a stern talking to. By the time he missed a shot, she had them open again.

This game lasted more than ten minutes. Hank was good, just not as good as Sage. She’d been playing a long time, since she’d been tall enough to peek over the edge of the table. Her dad had loved pool, and before he’d died when she was fourteen, he’d taught her everything he knew. That and a natural talent meant she beat most of her opponents—except when she held back, as she had with Alice and Merry. Unlike most dates, Hank seemed to take her ability in stride and still have fun. The way he laughed off his mistakes and crowed over her best moves…she liked it. She liked him.

Surprisingly, she also liked the even footing. She’d feared once she’d accepted her desire for submission that she’d never feel equal to a man again, but there was a freedom with Hank, the freedom not to be defined by a role. They were just two people having fun, nothing else. The realization was a huge weight sliding off her shoulders, leaving her more than a bit wobbly. She eyed her margarita with suspicion.

“Tell me what you did before you moved here,” Hank asked between the fourth and fifth games. Sage watched him rack the balls while she gathered her thoughts.

“I’ve lived in and around Los Angeles all my life,” she finally said. “Went to culinary school right after graduation.”

“Really?” Hank set the triangle to the side. “Why cooking?”

Sage took her first shot, noting wryly that the distraction of her past offed her aim. “My father was a restauranteur. I got my love of the kitchen from him, my love of food from my mother.” The weight of both their losses settled on her chest, making it difficult to draw a full breath for a moment.

Hank seemed to sense what she couldn’t put into words. “What happened to them?”

Sage forced a smile. “I lost my dad when I was a teen; car accident. He had a heart attack early one morning on his way to work. My mother died last year of cancer.”

A sympathetic frown settled on Hank’s mouth. Even the man’s frowns were attractive. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” She nodded toward the pool table. “Your turn.”

Hank circled the table, scoping out his shot. He passed within inches of her, close enough that the faint spice of his aftershave warmed her blood. The scent always lingered in the bathroom after he shaved. It took everything she had not to suck in more.

“What made you decide to come here, then?” He lined up his cue and the number-two ball.

A lot of things she didn’t want to discuss, but… “I’d been working as head pastry chef at LesMiz for a little bit,” she said, ignoring his startled look. LesMiz—the five-star restaurant, not the play it was named after—was well-known even outside the city. “I loved it, but after my mother…” She let the clack of Hank’s shot cover the pause she needed to swallow the knot in her throat. “I took some time off. Deirdre and I have been friends since high school, and I’ve always been fascinated with her tales of the rocky cliffs of Citrus Pointe. When she explained about her parents… I don’t know. It sounded like an all-new adventure—just what I needed.” An escape. Sage fought to keep her thoughts from wandering too much farther down that path. “What about you?”

She was lining up a shot, but she caught Hank’s grin from across the table. “I’m pretty sure Alice has told you all there is to know about me.”

Not an answer. She took her shot. “I know you’re in a rock band.” And what band it was—and okay, she did have at least one album, maybe more, on her iPod. She hadn’t been able to resist when Alice mentioned who Hank was. Not that she’d admit the fact except under extreme duress. “Why music?”

Hank waited until her next shot cleared the table, then grabbed the triangle to rack back up. “I was a cop in LA.”

Whoa. The initial shock hit her like a punch, though as it settled, the information fell into her perception of him like the last remaining puzzle piece she hadn’t known was missing. Most people wouldn’t see it—Hank wore his flirty, laid-back persona like a second skin—but the way he carried himself, how hard he was to read, even the way he took care of Alice and Merry and Knight… Yes, she could definitely see it.

An uneasy twinge of yearning, far too close to the hunger she associated with the need to submit, lit inside her. No way. She’d almost rather want him because he was a rock god than because he’d been a cop. At least with the former she could keep things shallow.

How sad was that?

Hank circled the table, seeming oblivious to her sudden quiet. Or maybe just waiting for a reaction.

“So…you went for something totally opposite, huh?”

His surprise had her grinning. She shrugged. “Seemed to fit.” The puzzle-piece thing again.

He stepped back to allow her room for her turn. “Something like that,” he finally told her. Reluctantly—very reluctantly. Something about the set of his shoulders, maybe. Hank hid a lot, but being a sub had taught her to watch for subtle cues of pleasure or disappointment. She paid attention to things most people ignored, which was how she knew he wouldn’t welcome questions. She understood that feeling too, and let it lie.

Hank didn’t seem to need to fill the silence either, not until she’d cleared the table. “So…no one significant back in the big city?”

The words were casual, but his eyes, when she met them, burned with intensity. “I—”

She cut off her answer, but as the silence dragged on, Hank didn’t relent. His startling eyes bored into hers, commanding her, demanding her answer, her compliance. The wall of her resistance shook to its very foundation.

“No,” she finally admitted. “No one.” The truth, or close enough.

Satisfaction glimmered in the gaze trapping hers. “Good.”

She was turning that word over, examining the tone with a fine-tooth comb, when a yawn sneaked up on her. Hank’s snort of amusement twisted the yawn into a weird openmouthed smiling thing she couldn’t quite control. He chuckled as he gathered their pool cues. “Someone needs to get in bed.”

“Yeah, well, I was up before dawn.”

“Yeah, well,” he shot back playfully, “being onstage till two a.m. tends to make being a night owl a necessity.”

Or not needing much sleep. He was often up when she left for work or came in the market soon after to steal bear claws. The man’s sweet tooth was a thing of legend. “Excuses, excuses.”

Hank stuck his tongue out at her but ruined the gesture by motioning her forward. “Come on; I’ll follow you home.”

She retrieved her purse from the chair near the box holding the cues, trying hard to push thoughts of Hank and home and bed and dear God, could she not just stop thinking about sex? away. The three tries it took to snag her keys from the middle pocket with shaking fingers told her she was as ineffective at blocking sexual thoughts as she was at ignoring Hank’s sex appeal. It was embarrassingly like being in high school all over again, anticipating a good-night kiss at the door.

“Right.” She had to be blushing—her skin was hot, and not in a too-much-alcohol way. “Uh, let’s go then.”

“Okay.”

He waited for her to precede him, which she finally made herself do. “Okay.”

Even walking ahead of him tangled her nerves in knots. Was he staring at her butt? She’d worn her favorite pair of butter-soft, skintight jeans that molded to her every curve, and a white dress shirt tied at her waist. He could see anything he wanted to see. If he wanted to see it. Did he?

Lord. Yes, Sage, you are back in high school again, or at least you’re acting like it.

The drive from Killian’s to the market took less than five minutes. In LA she’d have walked it, but not in this rural, not to mention unfamiliar, area. She was grateful Hank had security lights around the building so she didn’t worry about going to and from the upstairs apartment without daylight. She really needed to be looking for somewhere else to stay; she just hadn’t had time.

Maybe that was why Hank hadn’t brought home any female company since his return—because he had a roomie horning in on his territory. The thought caused her stomach to take a sudden trip south.

He was waiting as she locked her car and moved toward the staircase. Gaze on her own feet and not his delectable ass, she listened to him climb the stairs ahead of her. “Hank, I—”

When she didn’t continue, he paused. A quick glance up caught him looking down at her from over his shoulder. “What?”

“I forgot to ask about the apartment, my room?”

Hank grunted, which wasn’t really an answer, and continued up the stairs. At the door he opened the screen and slid his key into the lock. “What about your room?”

As he pushed the door open, Knight shot through the narrow gap, nearly bowling Hank over. “Watch it, dog!”

A laugh bubbled up at Knight’s complete unconcern for his master in his run for the stairs. Either he really needed a potty break or he was already sniffing out prey. Either way, he wasn’t waiting.

When she turned back, Hank’s eyes met hers. In the shadows she couldn’t read his expression, but she could feel the intensity of his focus, the heat of his body just a little too close.

Yep, far too much like having a date drop her off on her porch. Her breath choked off in her throat when he seemed to move closer.

“Hank?”

He blinked as if waking from a spell. A flash of disappointment filled her as he straightened. He’d definitely been leaning.

“The apartment?” she reminded him.

“Oh. Right. You’re staying.” He narrowed his eyes. “Right?”

“No. I mean, of course not. I’m sure you want your space back to yourself. I haven’t really had time to find someplace yet, but I don’t want you to think—”

“I don’t.”

“But—”

This time Hank didn’t lean; he reached for her. One broad hand, the fingertips calloused from hours of playing a musical instrument, tilted her chin until she had no choice but to stare into his eyes. So gentle, so careful, but somehow she knew better than to resist. “I don’t want you to be looking for somewhere else to live, not right now. I’m not using the space. And you have enough on your plate. Besides”—he flashed that sexy grin—“I kinda like having a roommate.”

And that’s the way it needed to stay—roommate, business partner, not anything else. She opened her mouth to thank him, but Knight gave a sudden deep bark from the bottom of the stairs.

Hank dropped his hand, his fingertips sliding with seeming reluctance from her skin—or maybe that was just wishful thinking. “You go ahead,” he told her. “I have a dog to take care of.”

“A hellhound, you mean.”

Hank shouted a laugh at that. Sage took one look at his handsome face shining in the moonlight and scurried through the door. Before completely disappearing into the apartment, she forced herself to turn back. “Thank you, Hank. For everything.”

“No problem.” Knight chose that moment to reappear on the landing, summoning Hank with another bark. “That was fast, buddy. Whaddaya need?”

She listened to Hank’s good-natured grousing as she closed the door behind her. Thank goodness for Knight and his comic relief. If it weren’t for the dog, she might go quietly insane locked up in this apartment with Hank and the attraction for him that she had to fight every day, sometimes every minute. She might already be crazy, though, because she was anticipating another night spent with Hank only a few feet away. Within walking distance, really. Close enough to invade her dreams.

“Right, let’s get to bed. No sense putting off the torture.”


Chapter Seven

 

 

He was going insane. Two weeks and he was going completely crazy.

Sage was a constant in the back of his mind, even when she wasn’t in the apartment, and when she was home? He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Couldn’t stop wanting her. He’d never felt anything like this, not even during the years he’d carried a torch for Harley Fisher, the bassist of Aftershock. Harley had been a flame he couldn’t resist drawing closer to; Sage was a bonfire that scorched his skin and his thoughts and God, even his dreams. She awakened things best left alone, slowly driving him toward the edge of any control he thought he had, and her only weapon was herself.

For eight years he’d try to bury the part of himself that demanded surrender, demanded he use his strength to command his partners in bed and out. Demanded he be in charge. He’d seen where that road led, all too clearly, and he’d be damned if he’d ever allow himself to come close to that. Never again. He couldn’t let go, and yet Sage… Every time he looked at her, he wanted to break through the walls between them until they were tiny little pieces and she had no choice but to trust him. To let him control her.

Just the thought nauseated him. That’s why he hadn’t kissed her the other night—because he couldn’t risk it. He just couldn’t. This afternoon he’d found himself standing outside the bathroom door listening to the hot water run over Sage’s body, his angry hard-on throbbing in rhythm to the sound, fists balled against the wall on either side of the door as he fought the urge to demand entry. Demand, not ask. Not coax.

He was losing it.

Flirting he could do; laid-back, lighthearted Hank, that was him. No one else. He wouldn’t allow it.

He stared down the cliffside steps. What had he come down here for, anyway?

Right, workout. He’d brought Knight to the beach for a workout.

He slid his backpack from his shoulder as he stepped out of the flip-flops he favored for the walk down to the beach. There was nothing like the sand between his toes to make him feel at home, but the rough surface would bloody his feet if he ran on it bare. Shoving thoughts of Sage to one side wasn’t as easy as shoving his big feet into his socks and Nikes, but he told himself it was and ignored his psyche’s lack of enthusiasm. Both he and Knight needed fresh air and to expend some energy. If he couldn’t get hot and sweaty any other way, Hank would take the workout.

At the sight of Hank’s running shoes, Knight’s ears went up.

“Ready for a run, buddy?”

With a happy woof, Knight danced ahead of him on the sand, glancing back as if to see whether Hank would follow. When Hank retrieved a tennis ball from his backpack, Knight darted back toward him, tail in the air, eyes bright with pleasure.

“Thought you might like that.” Hank grinned, waiting until the shepherd came close before sending the ball sailing down the beach. While Knight retrieved his toy, Hank began calisthenics, pushing his muscles to warm up for the long run ahead.

The salty breeze swept away the cooped-up feeling as he and Knight played on the rocky stretch of coast. Waves rushed toward them, playing their own game of tag before retreating into the ocean, now a deep blue in the afternoon sunshine. Hank let the peace sink into him, wipe away the past few days’ frustrations, and focused on the buzz of strength in his muscles and the joy in the lines of Knight’s body.

The second Hank pulled Knight’s leash from the pack, the shepherd came to attention. The shepherd had plenty of power and aggression, but Hank had learned to control him. He’d adopted Knight as a puppy and trained him using tactics similar to those his friends in the LA K9 unit had used. The training kept Knight in good physical condition and kept Hank on his toes, as well as assuring them both that the shepherd wouldn’t snap in crowds when Knight traveled with Weekend. He guarded Hank better than an armed escort, able to take down an attacker without hesitation, but he was also highly intuitive about people and their intentions. It was why Hank hadn’t been too apprehensive when he’d heard Sage yell that first morning.

Hank clipped the lead to Knight’s collar. As he moved forward, Knight paused, glancing back toward the path as if looking for something. Or someone.

“You like her too, don’t you?”

Knight lifted his eyebrows and tilted his head to the side, a look that said of course I do; why would you ask me a stupid question like that? better than actual words.

“Right.” Hank sped up. “Well, she’s not here, so let’s go.”

He and Knight both had plenty of energy pent up, and as their legs moved in sync, Hank found himself picking their rhythm, twisting it, playing with it. At least his creativity hadn’t been as reluctant to play as his new roomie. That throbbing rhythm made his fingers itch for his guitar, for paper and pencil, for more of the melody that sang through his mind. The new song wasn’t anything like what he wrote for Weekend, which was probably what had him excited about it. Worry over the band was taking almost as much of a toll as Hank’s sexual frustration. V. hadn’t heard a word from Chad, who’d been silent on social media as well. Probably hadn’t stopped fucking long enough to surface. Hank wished Ron’s little blue pills or whatever it was would run out so they could yank Chad’s chain back into reality. Wasn’t like it would happen, but they could hope.

The endurance run got Hank good and dirty, sweat and sand caking his legs and even his bare chest by the time they returned to the cliffside path an hour later. Knight’s black fur was an equal mess. About two hundred yards out Hank slowed the shepherd to a walk, allowing them both to cool down. That was when he noticed the man just stepping onto the sand—suit and tie, fancy shoes, definitely not a tourist or local. Hank glanced at Knight, taking in the laid-flat posture of the dog’s ears and suddenly tense muscles. When a deep growl rumbled in the shepherd’s chest, Hank swore—only one man in a tie got that reaction from Knight right off the bat. He adjusted his grip on Knight’s leash and slowed them even more.

The man lifted a hand in greeting. “Mr. Nash!”

Yep. Hank felt a growl rumble through him too. “What are you doing here, Reynolds?”

The man was sweating and gasping for breath like he’d run a marathon instead of coming down a few steps. He bent, fists on his knees, struggling to get in air. One hand waved at Hank to hang on a minute. Hank stopped several yards away and rolled his eyes.

Reynolds finally straightened, his face no longer the color of a tomato, and hurried forward. “Hank, hello! Long time, no see.”

Knight lunged to the end of his leash, or at least as far as Hank’s grip would allow. His teeth snapped the air mere inches from the reporter’s extended hand.

A yelp escaped as Reynolds jerked backward away from Knight, landing on his suited ass. Satisfaction at seeing the man humbled mixed with a wince of apology at what the sand was going to do to that fine cloth. Too bad the cloth was on Reynolds’s skinny body.

Hank commanded Knight to sit. “Not long enough in my opinion.”

Reynolds scrambled to his feet, hands moving automatically to his backside to try and remove the sand ground into his suit from his hard landing. “He almost bit me!”

“Nah. He was just playing.” Which was true; if Knight had wanted to snap off the reporter’s fingers, even Hank’s hold on the leash wouldn’t have stopped him. Knight had just been sending a warning shot over the reporter’s bow. He sat now as Hank had commanded him to, though he still strained toward their visitor as if ready to eat the man alive, even baring his teeth, just for good measure. Hank hid a smile. When Knight took a dislike to someone, it stuck and stuck hard. He’d always disliked Reynolds, and he was making sure the man knew it.

Hank had never liked the reporter either. When Chad had come out two years ago as one of the few gay rock-and-roll lead singers, Reynolds had done his best to make all their lives miserable. The uproar had soon died down when Weekend refused to withdraw their latest single or their support of Chad. Still, Reynolds had been particularly persistent. “What do you want?”

Reynolds straightened his tie with a sharp tug. “Just to ask you some questions.”

“Like?”

“I heard your manager has put studio time on hold for Washout’s next album. Care to comment?”

You little fucker. Someone at the studio must be on the guy’s payroll. No way had he gotten that information from V. Hank narrowed his eyes at the reporter and fought the need to let Knight’s leash slip from his fingers.

“No comment.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the album? The band?”

Knight barked. Reynolds threw the dog an alarmed look but persisted. “Chad isn’t leaving the band, is he? I heard he went on a trip last week.”

“You hear a lot, Reynolds.”

Pride puffed up the man’s nonexistent chest muscles. “Yes, I do.”

“Well go hear it somewhere else.” Hank started past the reporter to retrieve his backpack, Knight firmly in hand.

Reynolds smiled a bit smarmily, ignoring Hank’s dig. “So…if there won’t be a new album, what will happen to the band? Your bandmates? Are you planning on going solo, Mr. Nash?”

Knight shifted to stand between Hank and Reynolds once more, probably sensing Hank’s anger, wanting to protect his master. Hank gave Reynolds his best stone-faced glare, the one he’d perfected on the force. “What gave you that idea? Your source isn’t at the top of their game, Reynolds. Who is it?”

“I can’t reveal my sources, Hank. I’m sorry.” The smile got even smarmier.

Hank fought the urge to snort. It wasn’t like the entertainment page was full of national secrets. “You might want to check them a bit more thoroughly,” he said, returning the man’s fake smile. “They can lead you astray.”

Reynolds had one thing going for him: he knew when there was blood in the water. “Are they in this case? I assure you”—he placed a hand on his heart as if planning to swear an oath—“I only want the truth. What will you be working on next? When will you be announcing your decision? Can I—”

“No, you cannot.”

Hank sent a subtle flick down Knight’s leash. On cue the shepherd gave a low, menacing growl. Reynolds finally seemed to get the dog’s message, taking a few more steps back.

“I have no idea how you got your information,” Hank said with a grim smile, “but the method by which you obtained it—and the totally wrong conclusions you have drawn—do not make me want to give you an exclusive. When I’m ready to talk, about anything, and I do mean anything, I will be contacting someone with integrity. Run with anything else in your paper and be prepared for a lawsuit.”

Reynolds spread his hands wide. “Hey, I don’t make the news—”

“You just report it. Yeah, yeah. Heard that before. Now if you’ll excuse me…”

Reynolds shrugged. “It’s a public beach, man.”

An answer that didn’t satisfy Hank—or Knight. The dog crouched as if to lunge again and let out a series of sharp barks. Reynolds almost ended up back on his ass. “Right, right. Okay.” The reporter retreated. “Sure, sure, maybe another time? I can drive over whenever. Just let me know.”

Hank walked away, throwing over his shoulder, “When hell freezes over, maybe.” Mentally he made a note to call V. when he got home. Weekend’s manager needed to deal with the band’s new problem, and not just among themselves. Good thing V. had a lot more diplomacy than Hank did.

Maybe V. had also figured out what to do to pull their asses out of the fire.


Chapter Eight

 

 

“You look tired.”

Probably because her head was on the desk. Sage hadn’t realized it till a few minutes ago, and still hadn’t been able to lift it. She patted the files and papers cushioning her head. “Think I’ll sleep right here.”

Hank’s chuckle filtered over from his spot in the doorway of the market’s office, light, teasing. Almost…reluctant. “Really?”

“Mmmm.” She settled back into silence.

“When’s the last time you ate?”

“That’s too complicated to remember. I’m asleep right now.” Which should be obvious. Her eyes were even closed.

The heavy soles of Hank’s combat boots tapped a decisive rhythm as he crossed the room. “You haven’t been anywhere but the market and the apartment in days. This is your day off, and how many hours have you been closed up in this closet of a room?”

Too long. But there was paperwork to do, things to research, vendors to contact—the list went on and on. And despite him asking, Hank knew all that. She settled for a grunt in response.

Warm hands settled heavily on her shoulders. Sage jumped, startled at Hank’s touch, his heat. When he squeezed down, massaging her aching muscles, she couldn’t hold back a moan, no matter how much it embarrassed her. And she was too damn tired to worry about blushing.

Hard thumbs dug into the knots just under her shoulder blades, the ones created by hunching over the desk. “I have a proposal.”

Sage’s sluggish heart thumped hard as she turned over his words, his tone in her mind. What did he want? And would it be as good as his hands on her shoulders? She shouldn’t want to know, but…

She carefully kept any hint of excitement out of her voice; in fact, she added an extra measure of grumpy. “If it requires getting up, forget it.”

Hank tugged until she was upright in her chair, ignoring her words and the disgruntled sigh she made sure he could hear. Sage made a hasty grab for a pay stub that stuck to her now flushed cheek before Hank could see it. At least, she hoped she’d gotten it before he saw it, though knowing her luck…

“Come out with me.”

She spun the office chair around so hard it almost threw her out. Only Hank’s grip on both chair arms stopped the spinning. It also trapped her practically underneath him as he leaned in—and oh, the fantasies that conjured. Her breath caught. Tension invaded lax limbs. Sweet heat pooled below her belly button. And when she caught a glimpse of the determination in his eyes? Oh boy. “Uh, Hank?”

“Come on.” He pushed forward on his muscled forearms, and for one panicked moment Sage thought he would kiss her. And he did, just not on the mouth. No, his lips landed safely on the top of her head, big-brother style. That’s all this was, just Hank looking out for her, like a sibling would.

Right. Then why couldn’t she breathe?

Hank seemed oblivious to the chaos he was causing. “I’m getting you out of here before you turn into a mole. Let someone else take care of you for a change.” He straightened, and Sage held back a whimper of disappointment. “We’re going to dinner.”

“Dinner? You mean, like a date?” The squeak in her voice couldn’t be missed.

“Is that such a terrible option?”

Her reaction to the amusement in those hazel eyes, curving those full lips, screamed yes! She gripped the arms of the chair to keep from throwing herself at him. “Are you really trying to make me feel sorry for you? You’re a rock star. I don’t think you’re hurting for dates.”

“But none of them would be you.” And then, with the worst puppy-dog imitation she’d ever seen, complete with pouting bottom lip, “Please?”

He’s a flirt. Just flirting. It’s nothing personal, really. And he’d convinced her back at “none of them would be you.” Still, she groaned as if irritated just to save face. “I guess.”

Hank didn’t look fooled, and his hand out to her seemed more demand than suggestion, but she took it anyway.

“Let’s go then.” From the careful way he spoke, she figured he was trying to keep triumph out of his voice. Which was a good idea, because really, bragging would only get him the sharp end of her knee in an uncomfortable place. Not like she was going to be needing said “place” working, anyway.

He gave her time for a quick shower, then hustled her into the Jeep, leaving the windows open to the fresh, tangy air. “Why don’t you sleep for a bit?” he suggested.

Sleep? With Hank right next to her? What if she drooled? What if she— Wait. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.” He drew down dark sunglasses against the glare of the sun, but his amusement still shown clearly on his full lips. “Sleep.”

Surprisingly enough, she did. Without drooling. When she woke, it was to Hank’s warmth against her side where she’d slid over to rest against him. God, he felt good. Smelled good. He’d just lifted his hand from her leg to shift gears—she knew because his palm’s heat still branded her thigh.

A quick glance around only disoriented her. Sage cleared her throat and straightened away from Hank despite her body’s complaints. “Where are we?”

“Seaway Amphitheater.”

She wasn’t entirely sure, but she thought that was about an hour and a half south. “Why?”

Hank raised his glasses just enough to flash those green-brown eyes. “Amphitheater…music…” When she didn’t respond, he added, “Fun? You do remember fun, right?”

Did she really seem that bad off? Yeah, the last week or two had been hectic, but… Okay, she probably did seem that bad off. “I don’t think I’m familiar with that word.”

Hank tweaked her nose. “Funny, Ms. Smart-ass. Let’s go.”

And he made sure she did with a big palm pressed into the small of her back.

The jumble of buildings turned out to be a promenade filled with food vendors, band T-shirts and CDs, even a microbrewery. That was, of course, Hank’s first stop. “Light or dark?” he asked, gathering her close in the crowd. The heat of his hand so close to her butt, the packed muscle pressing against her curves blanked her mind for a moment.

“What?”

“Light or dark?” He nodded at the menu board.

Oh. “Light, please.” The lighter the better. Her head was already spinning, and she hadn’t taken a sip of alcohol yet.

Hank ordered a light ale for her and a lager for himself. The two plastic cups frothed over as the waiter set them on the counter. Sage noticed Hank was careful to wipe them both down with napkins before he passed hers over, then nodded for her to precede him. Thoughtful and bossy. Her inner sub melted.

Sage took a deep drink of her beer, trying to buy time to hide her emotions. “So who are we here to see?”

Hank led her along a wooded path that curved around a hill behind the promenade. “A friend of mine.”

She eyed the crowds. “Which friend?” Someone popular, if she had any guess.

“Isaac Anschau.”

Sage choked on the swallow she’d just taken. “Friend?” Isaac Anschau was a little more than a mere “friend.” The man had burst onto the music scene a couple of years ago with a mix of talent and sex appeal that had propelled him to super stardom immediately. “That’s like saying you’re friends with Hugh Jackman or Chris Hemsworth or…or…”

Hank raised an eyebrow. “I get it.”

Was that a sour note she heard? She would’ve searched closer to find out, but Hank propelled her forward before she could get a good look. She really wished he’d get his hand off the small of her back. It was just too much. She couldn’t think with him touching her. She doubted even the infamous Isaac Anschau would have the ability to scramble her brains like Hank did, no matter what kind of sex appeal he oozed. One look at Hank, the dark lines of his tattoos climbing that thick neck to his rugged face, and her knees went too weak to climb the steps down to their row in the amphitheater.

The front row.

“Hank?”

He glanced back and finally seemed to register her uncertainty. “Don’t worry.” His free hand came up to brush her bangs back behind one ear, leaving a trail of fire along her skin. “Ike really is a good friend. He sends me tickets whenever he’s in town. I thought—” He shrugged, and she could’ve sworn a hint of a blush colored his high cheekbones. “I thought it would be a nice treat for you.”

Nicer than anything anyone had done for her in a while. “Thank you.” Taking a chance, she went up on tiptoe and brushed her lips along the stubble on his cheek.

Hank turned his head.

When their lips met, Sage froze. Her eyes were wide open, locked with Hank’s, and she was too close to miss the flare of hunger she saw there. Too close to look away. Hank’s gaze held hers as his lips parted, molded to hers, his hops-scented breath filling her lungs. That was all, just their mouths touching, but it felt like an avalanche, it shook her so hard.

When the crowd erupted in cheers, Sage thought for a moment they were applauding Hank’s kiss. Only the sudden surge of sound from the stage—the opening band—broke the moment. Hank didn’t seem in any hurry, though. He eased back, a satisfied smile pulling at those full, soft—God, they’d been so soft—lips. “Come sit.”

No apology, no embarrassment. Just taking what he wanted.

This man was so, so dangerous.

Hank’s words were more mouthed than heard over the roar of the music, but he didn’t wait for them to register. He tugged her along to their seats, front row center. Sage had never been this close to a stage before. The drumbeat thumped so loud through the speakers that she felt it trip her heartbeat, not really helping it slow down from the frantic pace Hank had set off. The beer didn’t really help her desert-dry mouth, either, but she swallowed a good bit of it as they stood through the first song. When Hank sat, she sat, figuring he knew the protocol; it had been years since she’d taken the time to go to a concert, back in high school, maybe. And even if she went all the time, this would be different—this time Hank was beside her, and in addition to igniting all her senses with nothing more than his presence, he gave her a unique perspective on everything. Imagining him onstage, singing, playing bass, sweating… She fanned herself with a hand and took another sip of her drink.

She tried to keep her eyes on the bands and not on Hank, but he drew her despite her best intentions. She could see an almost animal pleasure taking him over, and it fascinated her. Hank in his kitchen, strumming a guitar, was one thing, but this man, the one who mastered the very air around him, the crowds? This was something altogether different. And when he stood—which he did at every opportunity—she had the close-up view of his muscled back in a painted-on T-shirt, his high, tight butt cupped lovingly in jeans that hid absolutely nothing. Her eyes wandered, her fingers itching to follow.

Hank must have felt a similar compulsion, because when he wasn’t standing, he was touching her—playing with her fingers, tapping out the bass line with their joined hands… It was like he needed something to occupy him since he wasn’t on the stage, but she didn’t think he was actually conscious of what he was doing. Or maybe he was just so used to women falling at his feet that he assumed she wouldn’t mind him appropriating her body for his amusement.

The bad thing was, she didn’t mind. At all.

By the time Isaac Anschau started his set, Sage felt like she was plugged into a live socket. Her skin was hypersensitive, her body hot with arousal. The entire crowd surged to their feet as the blond rock god ran onto the stage, excitement crackling through the air. Without asking, Hank pulled Sage in front of him and wrapped his arms around her. Warm. Protective. She squirmed against him, against giving in, only to discover Hank wasn’t as completely unaffected as she’d assumed.

“Careful, baby,” he growled in her ear. At least it sounded like a growl, but maybe the music was deceiving her, adding that gravelly quality that tingled along her spine all the way down to her curling toes. And when he pulled her harder against him? The helplessness that stole her strength had very little to do with Hank imposing his will and everything to do with the hard brand of his hard-on against the small of her back. All she could do was dig her fingers into the arms crossed just under her breasts and wait for him to let her go.

And hope that wouldn’t be anytime soon.


Chapter Nine

 

 

Isaac went through two encores before the concert ended around eleven. The crowd emptied out quickly, but when Sage stood to follow, Hank gripped her hand. “We’ll catch Ike backstage for a few minutes before we go.”

“Oh. Okay.” She was going to speak to Isaac Anschau. Of course. No biggie.

Right.

And the rock god certainly lived up to the nickname in person. As tall as Hank, he was equally broad but personified “beach boy” in his casual shorts and flip-flops on his feet, as big a difference from his sexy image onstage as it was possible to get. The change made more sense when she heard the lyrical Australian accent coloring his words as he shook Hank’s hand. “Didn’t think you’d make it. How’s it hanging?”

“Great. Good show, man.” Hank turned to Sage. “This is Sage Lyndsey.”

“Sage. Call me Ike.” His handshake was firm, friendly, as was his grin. “Any friend of Hank’s is more than welcome.”

Was there a bit more emphasis on the word friend? She glanced between the two men, but other than smiles, she couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary. “I very much enjoyed the show. Thank you for the tickets.”

“Anything for a beautiful lady.”

Her blush had more to do with Hank’s disapproving, “Stop with the flirting, dickhead,” than Ike’s compliment. The singer appeared unfazed, his innocent grin proclaiming him anything but. Hank’s arm wrapped possessively around her back, his fingertips far too close to the side of her breast for comfort, branded her as firmly off-limits, it seemed, because Ike steered the conversation toward music, for which Sage was grateful. The two men talked business for a few more minutes, and then Hank shook Ike’s hand with a meaningful glance over his friend’s shoulder at the waiting hordes. “We’ll leave you to it.”

Ike flashed that million-watt smile she’d seen onstage. “Don’t be a stranger, mate.”

“We won’t.”

Sage turned over that “we” far too carefully in her mind as they left the amphitheater. Hank had intertwined his fingers with hers in a way she wished she could escape from and yet didn’t want to. In the dark, the quiet, she admitted she was too tired to fight it tonight, even knowing that letting herself pretend, letting herself sink into the fantasy that grip ignited was just as dangerous as, well, just about anything that had to do with Hank right now. She didn’t have the strength to deny him or herself at the moment.

The quiet crunch of gravel sounded loud as they walked in silence. Most of the concertgoers had left, and the parking lot was fairly deserted. Sage thought back to that moment when Hank’s lips had pressed against hers—would he kiss her again? Did she want him to?

You’re not in high school, remember? We’ve been through this before.

Of course she had, and here she was, still angsting over every little thing between them. As if they weren’t adults. What did a kiss mean, really? To a man like Hank, probably nothing; he got dozens when he was meeting with fans, no doubt. She’d been kissed before. Telling herself to stop being silly, she waited while Hank opened the Jeep door for her. Just get in, Sage.

She tried. Good or bad, though, Hank’s grip tightened on her hand, pulling her back toward him instead. Looking to forestall any awkwardness, she blurted out, “Thank you for tonight. I hadn’t realized how much I needed to get away for a while.”

“I’m glad,” Hank said, his words absent. The single streetlight not far from them did little to illuminate his face, but she thought he was staring at her mouth. No, she was certain he was staring at her mouth, and when his head dipped toward hers, she found herself paralyzed, a deer in the headlights of his hungry eyes.

Their lips met. Brushed. Lingered. Just like before, only Hank pushed it further. His lips parted against hers; his tongue glided along the seam of her mouth, asking permission, asking her to accept him. How could she not?

Except Hank didn’t wait for her to decide. He tilted his head, fitting them together like two puzzle pieces, and licked into her.

His taste… She moaned around his tongue, pushing up to get more, to get closer. Hank gripped her hips, brought her against him as he explored her mouth with a hunger she thought might sear her very bones. A brand, marking her as his as surely as his arm around her had earlier with Ike. She reveled in it, in him, wanting more, wanting—

A scream cut through the dark behind her eyelids. Sage jerked back. “What—”

Hank scanned the lot with a practiced eye, locking in on the far corner almost before the scream died away. A second cry confirmed the source, a truck near the back of the lot, half hidden by overhanging trees and shadows. Sage squinted in that direction, but Hank was already moving. For a big man, he was fast—before Sage was halfway there, he was closing in on the couple grappling against the truck. Sage thought the man was trying to get the woman into the open passenger door, and the woman was resisting, but she couldn’t be sure until the man raised a hand and swung it at the woman’s face. The sound of the slap was louder than the woman’s scream.

Hank’s angry roar startled the pair. Sage saw him reach for the man, but his back blocked whatever he did next. All she knew was suddenly the woman was slumping against the truck alone. Sage reached her before the woman hit the ground.

“Hey, it’s okay. Are you okay? It’s all right; you’re safe now…” The words kept coming, though she had no idea if she was making sense with the adrenaline pumping through her system. She could barely breathe; who cared what she was saying?

Not the woman, apparently. She clutched Sage tightly. “Help…” One shaky hand rose to her face. Sage could see, even in the barely existent light, a dark red welt across the woman’s swelling cheek. “What…?”

Something wasn’t right. Gently Sage tipped the woman’s face up. She didn’t resist, and instantly Sage could see why—the woman’s eyes weren’t tracking. When Sage let go, her head lolled to the side as if she didn’t have enough strength to hold it up. Drugged?

“Hank!”

Turning her head, Sage saw the woman’s attacker on the ground nearby. Hank straddled the man, his fist drawn back, though from the amount of blood on the guy’s face, she didn’t think it was the first one. The ferocious look on Hank’s face agreed.

“Hank!”

This time her yell registered. Hank shook his head as he came to his feet. He didn’t waste the punch, though. The final strike slammed the man back into the ground. He didn’t move when Hank stepped over him.

“She okay?”

“I don’t know.” Anxiety churned in Sage’s stomach, her words. “I think she’s drugged.”

Hank knelt beside them, and for a moment Sage was captured by the pain in his eyes. Had he hurt himself?

Hank was already running careful hands down the woman’s arms. He tilted her head from side to side, cursed at whatever he saw there. Sage had no idea what he was looking for, but she figured he knew what he was doing. He was the ex-cop, after all. She didn’t need to look over at the attacker to know he wasn’t getting up anytime soon. And his nose was probably broken.

Good.

“Got your cell?” Hank asked. Sage’s reply stuck in her throat, so she dug her phone out of her pocket instead and held it up.

Hank nodded but kept his focus on the woman. “Good. Call 911. Tell them to send an ambulance; she’ll be at the security office.”

Without waiting for Sage’s response, he lifted the woman like she weighed no more than a ten-pound bag of sugar. Sage dialed and followed them at the same time.

A thought tripped her up. She spared a look for the man on the ground. “What about—”

“Leave him.”

The ugly bite to Hank’s words made her hesitate. Still… “He might get away.”

“He’s not going anywhere anytime in the near future, trust me.”

She did. And since the man looked like he was barely breathing, much less anywhere near consciousness, she dropped it without a response.

Hank fed her the details for 911 as they hurried across the parking lot. By the time they had the woman in the security office, sirens sounded faintly in the distance.

Sage stood back in a corner, out of the way, while Hank assisted the paramedics. His hands were gentle, his movements efficient, but something in his eyes… She couldn’t put a name to it, but if she didn’t know better, she’d say haunted. Which made no sense. He’d been a cop; he’d seen brutality, probably things she couldn’t imagine. If it was about the attacker, well, Sage only wished she was strong enough to beat the man who’d done this within an inch of his life. If the woman hadn’t screamed, if she and Hank hadn’t been at the Jeep at that exact moment, this would’ve turned out far worse.

No, remorse for a few punches wouldn’t account for that look either.

The paramedics rolled the woman out in minutes, and by then the local PD had arrived. She heard one of them say they’d found the attacker, and that’s when she realized she was shaking. She didn’t want to admit it, but she needed Hank’s arms around her. Just when she thought her legs wouldn’t hold her any longer. Hank guided her to a chair and sat beside her. His heat, close enough for his arm to drape the back of her chair, soaked into her, strengthened her while they talked to the cops. Reassuring her, when she hadn’t done anything, really—it had been all Hank.

The only time he acknowledged that was when they told him the perp had been transported to the hospital under guard because he’d still been unconscious. Hank’s satisfaction then had an almost savage quality to it, but it didn’t translate to his body sheltering hers.

The night was quieter than before, midnight traffic faint and far away, by the time they started toward the Jeep again. Sage matched her steps to Hank’s but kept her words inside, sensing that heavy something that had been hovering for the past hour getting stronger. Probably coming down from the adrenaline too, finally. She noticed he didn’t touch her this time; the distance between their bodies was mere feet, but it felt like a mile by the time they reached the car.

Hank’s gaze was just as withdrawn when he turned to face her.

“Sage…I’m sorry. I didn’t—” He wiped a hand down his face, and Sage swore she saw it shake. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

What? “You didn’t, Hank.”

“Yes, I—”

Sage cupped his face firmly, forcing him to look at her when he seemed to want to look anywhere else. “Hank, you didn’t scare me.” She didn’t know him well enough to say without a hint of doubt, but she didn’t think he could scare her. He was too laid-back, too careful when he touched her, too…Hank.

Something about the thought niggled at her brain, but she pushed it aside to focus on the man in front of her. “You didn’t. I’m not scared of you. You took care of that woman when she needed you. I’m not afraid.”

His hands came up to mirror her grip. Rough fingers stroked the ridges of her cheekbones, sparking what was probably a totally inappropriate desire in her lower belly considering what they’d just experienced. “You never have to be afraid of me, okay? Never.” His hands tightened for the briefest moment, then relaxed. “I’d never hurt you.”

“I know.” She refused to listen to the insidious whispers of her deepest secrets, calling for him to give her something far too close to hurt. Her needs weren’t abuse, and that’s what they’d witnessed. Besides, she wasn’t asking Hank to dominate her, ever. Opening herself up to that kind of pain was the last thing she wanted.

She couldn’t read Hank’s eyes in the dark, but she could read his frown: he didn’t believe her. Or didn’t believe himself. Wanting only to comfort him, she stepped closer, but Hank backed away quickly.

Okay, that message was loud and clear—and too similar to her past for Sage not to feel it like a slap across the face.

“It’s late. Let’s get you home,” he said, tone unreadable.

Not trusting her voice, she settled for a nod. Hank opened the Jeep door for her, and she climbed inside. The drive home was spent in silence, staring out the window and trying hard to ignore the shame burning her from the inside out.


Chapter Ten

 

 

“You’re the brains behind this operation, V.” Hank’s growl sounded an awful lot like Knight’s when he was irritated, and the emotion behind the sound matched. His fist clenched around the paper in his hand—the LA rag Reynolds wrote for. The man’s regular entertainment feature read more like a gossip column, and though he hadn’t printed anything explicit about a breakup, he was fueling rumors that Weekend Washout was in trouble. Chad hadn’t surfaced, and tempers were stretching like taffy. The fact that V. had been less than available since he’d gone to Vegas hadn’t helped. The man had chosen the worst possible time to discover interest in some girl.

The unfairness of that observation, especially when Hank couldn’t get Sage out of his fucking mind, wasn’t lost on him. Control was. Had been since he’d taken her to the concert. He’d known better—he’d known he couldn’t let himself get in deeper with her, but he’d done it anyway.

And come up against an all too visceral reminder of why he should stay the hell away.

Knight glanced up from his position stretched full out in a patch of sunlight, a question in his amber eyes. Envy—at Knight, at V., at the whole damn world—ate at Hank.

V. was his only safe outlet.

“I’m not the only one with a functioning brain, my friend,” V. was saying. The calm tone of the words only aggravated Hank more. “Nor am I the only songwriter in this band. Pull out your guitar and get to work.”

He’d tried that. Repeatedly. The instrument wasn’t cooperating any more than V. or Chad or Hank’s cock were. Music tripped off his fingertips, but not the kind Weekend could use. His muse had decided to torment him with tales of hot, sweaty nights fucking a dark-haired beauty with blue eyes that were all too familiar—and definitely off-limits.

At least they aren’t ballads. You’re not a total pussy yet.

His fuck off didn’t quell his inner comedian one bit. “V.—”

The click of the door latch reached his ears. He closed his mouth and zeroed his gaze in on the sight of Sage entering the apartment. She was dusty with flour and fatigue showed both in the lines of her shoulders and the shadows beneath her eyes, but his muse sang her praises with teeth-grinding insistence nonetheless.

Knight was equally happy. His welcoming woof was followed by a scramble to his feet. The laugh that came from Sage as she pushed away the dog’s inquisitive nose searching for a treat in her pocket heated Hank’s belly.

“Hank—”

He cut V. off without a qualm. “I gotta go.”

V.’s frustrated expletives were silenced when Hank hit the End Call button. He abandoned his phone and the crumpled magazine on the table, sparing them no more than a glance. His feet moved him across the room without permission, leaving him with the unwelcome realization that his reaction to Sage wasn’t all that different from his dog’s. What would she do if his mouth got that close to sensitive places?

He pushed that image away, cleared his throat of the rough need it raised. “Hey. Busy morning?”

Her phone and door keys clattered onto the kitchen table where she tossed them. “Very.” Her smile, despite its tired edges, was triumphant. “But…more than one regular insisted Alice had made the lemon meringue tarts this morning, so I’m making progress.”

“You’re a pastry chef. How hard can it be to follow Alice’s recipe?” He had a vague memory of Alice telling him meringues were complicated, but for Sage he had no doubt there wasn’t anything complicated about it.

“Having the recipe would make it easy.” Sage toed off her tennis shoes. “Unfortunately this is one of Alice’s ‘a little bit here, a little bit there’ creations. And customers are used to it tasting just so. Getting the little bits right and reproducing what the regulars expect can sometimes be a nightmare.”

She rolled her shoulders, and his fingers itched to grip her tired muscles and massage away the fatigue. Before they could take over his will the way his feet had, Sage picked up her shoes, gave Knight a quick head pat, then moved toward the hallway. “I’m gonna take a shower.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, images of water beading on creamy skin searing the backs of his eyelids. Forcing them open helped only for the seconds it took to refocus on Sage. “Need anything? Lunch?”

She was already halfway down the hall. “No, I’m good,” she called over her shoulder.

Of course you are.

He shook his head at himself, his reaction, the fact that he might as well have his tongue lolling out as he followed her around. The minute she walked into the room, all his control went up in flames. He was in hell.

What was wrong with him?

You’re a pussy, Hank. That’s what’s wrong. A pussy.

He turned his back to Sage, the hall, the shower. His gaze landed on the coffeepot with sudden hunger. He needed something to smack him back into reality, and it was too early for alcohol.

He was ensconced on the window seat, guitar in his lap, steaming mug at his side, when Sage’s phone rang ten minutes later. Hank glanced at the table, then went back to his strings; whoever it was would leave a message. Three rings later, the phone went silent.

He was lifting his coffee for a sip when the sound came again. He debated answering it—twice in a row could be an emergency. “What do you think, boy?” he asked Knight.

The shepherd tilted his head as if thinking over his answer. Before he could give it, the phone went silent again. Hank sank back into place.

The phone rang again.

“That settles it.” He placed his guitar safely out of the way and crossed the room. Sage’s phone screen was lit with a picture of a pretty woman who strongly resembled her—her mother, maybe? Hank swiped the screen and accepted the call.

“Hello?”

A long pause met his greeting. Hank propped a hip against the table. “Hello?” he asked again.

“Who is this?”

The man’s tone, even more than his words, ruffled Hank’s already ruffled feathers. “Who wants to know?”

Probably not the way to handle an emergency call, but hey, he hadn’t started it.

Instead of answering the question, the jackass countered with one of his own. “Where is Sage?”

Hank’s temper dangled by a thin thread he struggled to keep from breaking. This might be someone Sage cared about, though given the man’s attitude, he doubted it. “In the shower.”

“What?”

“She’s in the shower,” Hank repeated, relishing the man’s shock. “May I take a message?”

He’d promptly lose it, but the guy could leave one if he wanted.

“Yes,” the man hissed. “Tell her that her boyfriend called. She’s to return my call immediately.”

Hank jerked the phone away from his ear as the call cut off, unable to decide if he was more surprised that Sage had a significant other—despite what she’d told him at Killian’s, despite kissing him the other night—or by the tone that said the man expected to be obeyed. Somehow Hank didn’t think that would fly with Sage, but maybe he didn’t know her as well as he’d thought.

The fact that he hadn’t known about the jackass boyfriend made that highly likely.

His anger was still at a heavy pulse when Sage reappeared in the kitchen, skin flushed with the heat of her shower, eyes brighter than they had been before. He frowned up at her. “Your boyfriend called.”

Sage jumped like he’d goosed her. “Who?”

A spark of relief lit in his chest. She hadn’t lied; Jackass had. “Your boyfriend? He said you’re supposed to return his call immediately.”

Sage reached for her phone. A few moments later, the tension that had invaded her body eased a notch, though it didn’t disappear entirely. Her brows drew together as she stared at the screen. “Kevin,” she murmured.

Hank deliberately gentled his voice despite the lingering remnants of his anger. “Not your boyfriend, I take it.”

Sage turned toward him, her bottom lip caught between her teeth, gaze distant. “Not anymore.”

Better than a no, but not by much. At least that’s what his inner Neanderthal decided. When Sage threw her phone back on the table, Neanderthal Hank purred with pleasure. Guess that’s a no on the call back, then.

And yet just the idea that she’d consider calling that jackass had Hank up and pacing the floor. Christ, what was wrong with him? He might as well beat his chest and bark that she was his woman. Fist a hand in that long wet hair and kiss her hard till she was as crazy as—

Alarm zinged through his gut. No, not like that. He wouldn’t hurt her, not ever. He didn’t hurt women.

Sage’s light sniff and glance at the coffeepot gave him something to do. Her appreciative look when he handed over a full cup soothed his inner beast, but he couldn’t let the question of her “boyfriend” go, no matter how much he told himself he should.

“Recently?” he asked.

Sage seemed to follow his thinking easily. “Recent enough.” She settled her cup on the table with unnecessary precision. “Let’s just say it didn’t end well.”

“Is he having a hard time accepting that?” Obviously.

“A bit.”

There was a clear drop it in there, one he ignored. “What happened?”

“Hank…” Exasperation and resignation mingled in his name. “After my mom…well, let’s just say he showed his true colors,” she finally answered.

The man’s tone of voice had made it clear exactly what kind of colors he’d shown. Hank wasn’t sure if he was angrier that Sage had been hurt or that she’d been fooled into dating the jackass in the first place. And how much of a jackass did that make him?

“How—”

Sage’s hand came up, cutting him off. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”

He was across the room in a moment, that demanding hand captured in his. He settled on a chair and pulled their joined hands down until they settled on his thigh, far too close to his suddenly throbbing crotch. The echo of the man’s words, the years Hank had spent asking the questions that needed to be asked to keep a woman safe, refused to let him stay silent. Some things didn’t change.

“How bad has he gotten, Sage?”

She sighed. “He’s texted me half a dozen times. A couple of calls. I don’t answer, but…” Her shrug pulled against his grip, but he didn’t let go. He couldn’t, not with the alarm bells blaring in his ears.

She didn’t seem to want to let go either. Her fingers idly rubbed the jeans covering his thigh, her gaze centered there as if the movement fascinated her. Hank was pretty sure she wasn’t seeing it at all. “What did you tell him?” she finally asked.

He smirked. “I told him you were in the shower.”

The surprised laugh that burst from Sage’s mouth sparked pleasure deep inside him. “You didn’t!”

“Of course I did.”

Disbelief deepened the blue of her eyes when they met his, quickly fading under his forthright stare. “Of course,” she repeated. “Thank you. That’s…priceless.”

“It would’ve been better to see his face, but—” He winked, triggering another laugh. Watching her, he couldn’t get past the desperate urge to share her amusement, and not by laughing himself. He wanted to taste it, taste her. He wanted her laughter in his mouth—

He stood a bit too abruptly, but it was either that or kiss the living daylights out of her, so he went with the lesser of two evils. Accompanied by the slow fade of her laughter, he crossed the kitchen, picked up his guitar, then settled on the window seat again. Only when his fingers could caress the taut strings of the instrument did he try to speak.

“So you managed lemon meringue tarts this morning. What do you plan to tackle tonight?” Her nighttime experiments meant he got all the sweets he could eat. Maybe tonight would include cinnamon and sugar.

“Not sure,” Sage said on a yawn. Hank studied her in his peripheral vision. Now that the amusement wasn’t propping her up, her long day shone through clearly. When he said so, she shot him a rueful smile. “Yeah, I think I’ll sleep on my baking decisions, let it be a surprise.”

“You mean you plan to torture me by making me wait.”

“Of course.” She headed for the hallway.

“You know, I could probably help you decide,” he called. He could help her with a lot of things, including her nap. Not that she’d get much sleep if he was back there. Better to stay put. And keep his mouth shut. His thighs tightened, preparing to stand, but he forced stillness, forced himself to focus on the guitar in his hand instead of the heat burning in his core, his cock.

“No way!” Sage shouted back to him before closing her door.

That would probably be her answer for anything he offered. Hank ignored the ache of disappointment in his balls and concentrated on the opening riff from Weekend’s latest single.

But even focusing on his music couldn’t drive away the need for Sage, the memory of her in his arms, her soft breasts and sweet mouth and…

A growl escaped, dissatisfaction and a sudden choking realization. For the first time in eight years, he craved more than his music. This music. A faint, unfamiliar rhythm hummed through him, called to him. He closed his eyes, and Sage was there, staring into his soul, her fingers idly stroking his thigh. As those fingers moved higher, his own trailed along the guitar, creating a melody that, though soft, quiet, still burned hotter than anything he’d written before. The sound shook him almost as much as the fantasy that played behind his eyelids. Words echoed in his mind. Desire throbbed through his body. He sank into his creative headspace fully for the first time in weeks, only emerging when his fingers cramped and his eyes were too gritty to blink. What he dragged along with him was a mostly complete new song.

“Well damn.”

He poured himself a glass of water and moved to the table to make notes before the song did a disappearing act. Most of his work took days to perfect, but this one… He needed to let his horny side out more often if this was the result, though he suspected it had less to do with his libido and more to do with the new muse that had suddenly appeared in his life. Sage affected him in ways he didn’t understand, ways he’d never experienced before.

Yes, there’d been plenty of women in his life, but this was something different. Hank drew up the memory of Harley’s face. As much as he’d wanted her, even she hadn’t packed this hard a punch, though the two women were similar. Harley was strong too, full of spunk, just like Sage. She was also happily married now. He wasn’t in love with her anymore, but he would always admire her, and many of those same qualities served to strengthen the feelings buzzing under his skin for Sage. He was beginning to think he had some sort of complex—he was only fascinated by women he couldn’t have. Which was about as fucked up as his libido currently was.

Or fucked over. All he could think about was the fact that Sage was right down the hall, probably undressed, sleeping and vulnerable and sexy as hell, separated from him by nothing but several feet he could easily cross and a damnably thin door…

He smothered a groan. Knight, seeming to sense his turmoil, came up to nudge his leg. Hank sent a sour glance at the hallway as he slid his palm over the silky smoothness of Knight’s ear, then tugged the shepherd’s chin up. “How do you feel about a run, boy?”

Knight’s bark of agreement was muffled, as if the dog sensed Sage sleeping and didn’t want to wake her. Even the damn dog loves her.

He might be fighting a lost cause.

His gut agreed. Which meant he needed a contingency plan.

He went to his room to change into running clothes. Again. He needed to think.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

Sage didn’t realize she was sneaking up the stairs until one of the old wooden boards creaked loudly. Her cringe told her all she needed to know about how tense she was. How hard she was trying not to alert Hank or Knight that she was coming into the apartment. Not that her living here for the past month had been a bad thing, but it had been…strained. The attraction she felt for Hank hadn’t eased at all, had actually increased until sometimes Sage felt like her skin might split with the need to have Hank touch her. Even long hours at the bakery, pushing herself until her legs balked at the climb upstairs in the evening, couldn’t keep thoughts of Hank away, especially when she slept. If she didn’t stop waking up hot and bothered and ready to scream—in frustration, not pleasure—she might jump her roommate and damn the consequences. She knew she shouldn’t, knew it was too soon and she was still too screwed up and sleeping with the man who was essentially her business partner could be the dumbest move she’d ever made, but knowing all that didn’t change a single thing. She wanted Hank.

And to make it even worse, from the occasional heated glances Hank sent her way, she knew that the feeling, and the struggle, were mutual.

Squaring her shoulders, she pushed herself to walk normally up the stairs, creaks notwithstanding. Only when she got to the back deck did she hear the guitar. The strains of a melody floated on the breeze from somewhere inside. Hank’s music, not a recording. She could tell the difference. The stark nakedness of the sound, just the instrument and the fingers plucking at it and the occasional knock of what sounded like Hank’s knuckles against the guitar to keep rhythm, tugged her closer to the door.

Closer to her own destruction, maybe. If anything could make the hunk she lived with even sexier, it was watching him play. It hit her like an aphrodisiac every time. And she’d seen it often enough that she had no problem imagining those fingers plucking her strings, God help her.

She crossed the deck anyway.

The back door was open to the fresh air as it so often was when she came home, only the screen door blocking out the occasional insects in the air. Sage moved to one side, peering through the mesh. Hank was sitting in the open window at the opposite end of the kitchen, his usual spot, guitar cradled in his arms like a baby. One muscular leg was propped on the sill, the other braced on the floor, their long lengths naked from the thighs down and dusted with a healthy bit of dark hair. He wore familiar black athletic shorts and a white tank that stretched across his pecs in a way that should definitely be illegal. But it was his face that really struck her—his head was thrown back to the sun as if in worship, his eyes closed, every bit of focus on the music flowing from his hands.

And then he started to sing, something she’d never heard before, and Sage thought she might melt into a puddle right there on the deck.

It wasn’t a smooth sound—Hank wasn’t a smooth talker. Easygoing, funny, teasing, yes, but his voice had a gravelly quality to it, almost as if he’d just awakened, twisted in rumpled sheets, still groggy, except it never went away. Probably that deep chest of his, resonating the sound of his voice around its confines before releasing it. His singing voice had the same rough sound, almost a growl. It shivered down her spine straight to her core, waking up things best left alone. Things that were already torturing her. Things that, with nothing more than the sound of him singing, surged to the forefront so hard all she could do was grip the door and hang on tight, trying to ride the wave.

Did she really think she could do this for months? She’d barely managed the few weeks they’d lived together; how the heck was she supposed to hold herself back for months more? And yet she couldn’t make herself look for a new place, not if it meant not seeing him except to deliver her rent check.

She must’ve made some sound or bumped the door, because Knight raised his head from where he was laid out full-length in a square of sunlight on the kitchen floor and gave her a welcome bark. The two of them had come to a truce—she gave him good scratches, and he left her alone when she left the bathroom. Of course, she didn’t leave wrapped in towels anymore, but still… The hellhound was growing on her, she had to admit.

Knowing she’d been made, she opened the screen door and went in. Hank broke off midchorus, his long fingers coming to rest flat against the strings of his guitar. “Hey.”

She knelt to give Knight a pat on his belly. “You don’t have to stop on my account,” she told Hank, her eyes on the dog to hide both the yearning and the heat she was sure were evident there. “I haven’t heard you sing before.” And I love it, even if I shouldn’t.

“You’re barely here.”

She couldn’t tell if that was an admonition or not, and when she glanced up at him, she still couldn’t tell. Mr. Not Easy To Read.

She shrugged. Saturdays were a madhouse, but today had been even longer, more emotional than most—Alice’s last day in Citrus Pointe, at least for a little while. Customer after customer had come by to wish her farewell, reminisce with her, gobble up her goodies one last time. Most of them would be at the going-away party tonight as well. And tomorrow Sage and Merry would go back to a kitchen that was one person emptier. The knowledge weighed on her, even knowing it was the best thing for Alice and her family right now.

As she crossed to the sink to wash her hands, Hank turned on the windowsill until he faced the room. The full view of his wide shoulders straining the tank made her swallow hard and drop her eyes. The beauty of his body was half the attraction, sure, but it was his strength that was her downfall. Being submissive, she yearned for a partner to control her, but she also enjoyed things a little rough. Just watching Hank move, measuring the width of his hands, seeing him roughhousing with Knight and imagining how strong he could be with a woman— She clenched her hands under the stream of water, cursing the way her mind wandered, the direction it insisted on going.

She sneaked a glance at Hank as she grabbed a towel to dry her hands. He seemed oblivious to her distraction, thank goodness, staring down as he absently plucked out a short bit of melody.

“You’re home early,” he said to his guitar.

Quite a bit. It was barely two. “Because of the party, remember?” They’d cut the day short in order to give everyone time to get ready to go to Killian’s. Surely Hank hadn’t forgotten.

“Right.” Hank shook his head. “Sorry. I remembered about tonight, just forgot everything else.” He lifted his guitar to ease the strap from around his neck. “It’s hard to surface when I get that deep.”

That’s why he hadn’t heard her on the stairs; he’d been submerged in his music. She could relate. Sometimes, when she became absorbed in a new recipe or getting a taste just right, hours would pass without notice.

She eyed his guitar. “That’s not a bass, right?”

“No, it’s not. It’s an acoustic guitar.” His fingers were idly moving over the strings. How could he draw such beautiful sound from the instrument without even thinking about it?

“But Drew is your guitarist?” Hank had talked about his friend more than once.

Hank laughed, the sound rumbling through her. “We musicians sometimes play more than one instrument, you know. Drew plays guitar for the band’s performances, but I can play it as well. A little bit of drums. Some piano. The guitar is my first love, though. Most rock musicians stick to electric onstage, but I like the stripped-down sound of an acoustic when I’m writing.”

“Writing?”

“Music.”

“Really?” She hadn’t recognized the song he was singing earlier, but she had a fairly specific taste in music, so that wasn’t surprising. “So you don’t just play, you compose as well?”

“Usually me and our drummer, V. We write most of Weekend’s music.”

“That doesn’t sound anything like what I’ve heard on your albums.”

To Hank’s credit, he didn’t preen. In their day-to-day dealings he didn’t act anything like she’d always assumed a rock musician would act, so that didn’t surprise her. What did was the almost sheepish look that crossed his face. “Yeah…this isn’t for the band, exactly.”

Sage crossed to the fridge. “Hungry?”

“Sure.” He stood and began gathering bread and chips while she dug for sandwich fixings in the fridge.

“So if that wasn’t for your band, what was it for? Do you write a different style on the side or what?”

“I write whatever comes to me really. Since we just had a hole open in our schedule, I’m really just messing around at the moment. I’m thinking…I don’t know. Maybe I’ll talk to our manager about developing it for release.” Hank began assembling their sandwiches, not looking at her, but something about the way he held himself said the admission made him nervous. His added, “Maybe. Eventually,” confirmed it.

She thought about the thousands of women who would have the privilege of hearing that growly voice crooning in their ear, and the surge of jealousy that rose threatened to choke her. She busied herself with the food, listening to Hank talk about their lead singer bailing on the band, the band’s need to get back into the studio. Sounded like Chad was a dick. She wished he would get his head out of his ass so she could have exclusive rights to listening to Hank’s new songs.

The thought had her shaking her head at herself.

“So”—Hank took their full plates from her hands and walked them to the kitchen table—“do you play an instrument?”

“No way.” She shook her head ruefully. “I was in band all of one day in middle school. They threw me out when I couldn’t work the triangle. I’m all fumble fingers when it comes to music. Thank goodness I can do other things with my hands.”

Hank’s smile was wicked, his wink even more so. “I can too, but I also play.” He retrieved his guitar. “Come here.”

Every drop of saliva in her mouth went dry. “I—”

Hank straddled the long bench lining the back side of the kitchen table and patted the wood between his thighs. “Come’ere, Sage. I don’t bite.”

I wish you did. Which was exactly why she should make an excuse, any excuse, and get the hell out of here. But she couldn’t resist. Hank had commanded her, and even knowing it was probably a big, big mistake, she had to obey.

Her heart beat in her throat with every step around the table, hard enough she thought she might faint, but she made it to him. When she lifted a leg to mimic Hank’s position on the bench, he cupped the underside of her thigh with one wide hand and gently guided her into position. Sage barely held back a hiss of pleasure, then or when his grip settled on her hips to move her squarely between his legs. And then his arms were surrounding her, bringing the guitar around to rest against her belly, her inner thighs. That broad chest pressed into her back. Sage closed her eyes against the sensations, the hunger, but the deep breath she took to steady herself only pressed her into him more. Cursing herself, she cradled the guitar, mimicking Hank’s earlier hold on the instrument.

“Good.” Hank adjusted the placement of her fingers while Sage turned that one word over in her mind. Was it her imagination or was that gravelly voice even rougher than before?

“The strings you press on the neck determine the sound that comes out when you strum with your right hand,” Hank was saying, his words barely more than a buzz through the haze in her mind. His fingers pressed over hers, forcing them into the position he wanted.

Oh God, she couldn’t breathe.

“This is a C chord.” He brought his right hand around and strummed lightly on the strings. The sound resonated in the bowels of the instrument, vibrating into her where it rested against her body.

“You try.”

Sage ran her right fingers over the strings. A scattered ping of sounds filtered into the air. Hank chuckled.

“They’re stiffer than I thought,” she said by way of apology, only realizing after the words left her mouth that they could be taken more than one way. God, could she crawl into a hole now?

Hank’s rough laugh said he knew all the implications of what she’d said, but he was gracious enough not to point any of them out. “Mm-hmm. Try again.”

Sage tried hard to ignore the sizzle arcing between them and strummed again. This time the individual notes blended together a bit better.

“Good,” Hank said again. He adjusted their fingers on the frets. Her core clenched tight.

“G chord.” His stroke of the strings was strong, the vibration adding to the rioting sensations taking over her body.

Sage’s try this time was better but still nothing like Hank’s confident strumming. A couple of other chords yielded the same results. Finally, unable to take the rising pressure inside her without doing something really stupid, Sage dropped her hands. “This isn’t as easy as it looks.”

Hank’s breath tickled the skin at her nape, bared from the ponytail she’d worn to work this morning. “Usually isn’t,” he murmured. Without asking permission, he tucked the guitar even closer to them and began to play the song he’d been singing earlier.

Sage closed her eyes. It was agony and ecstasy, having him surrounding her, the reverberations of the instrument, Hank’s voice rumbling in her ears. She wondered idly if it was possible to orgasm just from a guitar pulsating against her. Hank’s heartbeat throbbed at her back, keeping counter time with her racing pulse and strangled breathing. He had to know what he was doing to her, but he didn’t stop, just played along as if there was nothing unusual going on between them. Before long she realized he was rocking himself into her, the slightest nudges, rolling her pelvis forward against the bench with the press of his hips against hers. She also realized he was hard. And big. And his corded arms and the instrument in front of her wouldn’t allow her to escape.

She could feel it come over her, the slow slide of submission, the sinking of her will beneath the man controlling her. So dangerous—Hank was strong, powerful, and dominant to a point, but he was also easygoing. Most Doms she knew, while not outright assholes, took control both in the bedroom and out. Cops, soldiers, CEOs, men who dominated their environment no matter the circumstances. Hank seemed to have abandoned that life, learned to roll with the punches. She couldn’t imagine him spanking her, whipping her.

Her body wept at the thought, and she knew she had to stop this now. She couldn’t afford to surrender, couldn’t afford climaxing in this man’s arms with little more than imagining him as her Dom.

“Hank—” What was supposed to follow that, she didn’t know, so she pushed to her feet instead, careful to cradle his guitar so it didn’t go flying. Hank let her up.

See. Not your Dom.

“I…uh…really need to get cleaned up,” she said, stepping over the bench, turning away from him to avoid that big hand on her thigh, so close to where she desperately wanted it. “I have to be at the bar early to decorate.”

Hank didn’t move, but she could feel his gaze hot on her as she laid the instrument gently on the bench. “You haven’t eaten.”

Even his tone was unreadable. “It’ll only take a minute.” She hurried toward the hall. “You eat. I’ll be back after I shower.” And maybe climax. Her fingers were better than embarrassing herself in front of him, if far less satisfying.

“Sage.”

That word she could read: command. The mixed signals were messing with her mind. She stopped at the door to the hallway, but she didn’t face him. “Hmm.”

A long pause, throbbing with words unsaid, then, “I’ll set your sandwich in the fridge for you.”

“Thanks, Hank.” His name came out more strangled than she’d like, but she said a futile prayer that he hadn’t heard and hurried down the hall.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

Hank didn’t know why he pulled out his cell phone to call V. right before he walked through the door into Killian’s. He’d had days to make contact, but he waited until the door handle was in his grasp and his chest was tight with denial. Each ring echoed his footsteps across the small entry to the couple of stairs leading down to the bar proper. The place was packed. Alice’s friends had come to tell her good-bye, every face reminding him of the fact that Alice’s going-away party meant she was actually going away.

Okay, so he didn’t do well with loss. After what his blood family had put him through, abandoning him eight years ago, that wasn’t surprising. He’d never intended to build a new “family,” but Alice had gotten her teeth into him and clamped down with more persistence than a bulldog, giving him no choice whatsoever. And now she was leaving him.

Yeah, he’d definitely face his uncertain musical career before he faced that fact.

Another ring. Hank’s boots thumped across the wooden floor, his steps beelining for a bar stool and something to help him forget why he was here tonight.

V. finally picked up. “Yeah?”

The way V. barked the word said Hank was interrupting something. Too bad. “It’s me.”

“Whatcha need?”

That was V., no pussyfooting around. Hank signaled the bartender for a beer. “I thought about what you said.”

“And?”

“And…I have been writing. Some.” He shifted on his seat, pulled a boot up to hook over the rung circling the stool legs. “Okay, a lot.”

“Really?”

Why wasn’t V. standing in front of him so Hank could punch the sarcastic bastard? “Yeah, really. Dickhead.”

V. laughed. His friend had no intention of making this easy on him. Shoulda known.

When his beer landed on the bar top in front of him, he had the first cold, bitter swallow in his mouth before the bartender had turned away. Liquid courage.

“Yeah, so…I’d like to talk about a solo project.”

That cut V.’s laughter off at the knees. When he finally spoke, his tone had gone pure business. “How long have you been working on the new stuff?”

Hank shrugged despite the fact that V. couldn’t see him. “Not long, but it’s coming fast.” Too fast, mostly thanks to the woman he’d practically brought to orgasm at the kitchen table a few hours ago. The same woman who’d snuck out while he was in the shower so she didn’t have to face him.

The sudden heaviness in his groin told him this wasn’t the time to think about Sage.

“It’s definitely not the same feel as Weekend’s stuff, but I think it might make a good acoustic project. If, you know, you thought that was a good option.” The uncertainty wasn’t normal for him—normal was letting everything slide off his back. Mr. Lay Back and Go with the Flow. But this was his music they were talking about, not the band’s. When he’d left LA, he’d turned to music to define his life, to help him deal. He valued V.’s opinion not just as his friend, but as his business manager. If V. said no, he’d drop the idea immediately.

“Of course it’s a good option. When can I hear it?”

He swallowed his pride along with his doubt. “Sometime this week? I could use your opinion.”

“Might have to be quick,” V. said absently. Hank could almost hear him mentally reviewing his schedule.

“How quick?”

“Overnight? I’ve got a few things going on here that need my attention.”

“How about tomorrow? I can have you home by Monday. That’ll give you the rest of the week for business.”

“That’ll work.”

“Good.” He hesitated. “V.…I’m not gonna abandon you guys. You know that, right?” With the words out of his mouth, he finally realized what had been holding him back all along: fear, and not of the change in his “sound.” Alice and Barry weren’t the only members of his family.

Christ, when had he become such a pussy?

“Hell no! Why would we ever think that?” V.’s exasperation came through loud and clear. “Look, Daddy, you can’t fix things with the band; only Chad can do that. And Drew and I don’t expect you to fix it. Who says doing your own thing for a little while is abandoning us?”

“Me.” It might not be true, but it felt true.

V. snorted. “Well tell ‘me’ to shut the hell up and get back to it.”

“Shut the hell up, Me.” Laughing ruined the effect, but what the hell. “I guess I better get back to it then, Daddy. You’ll be here bright and early?”

“Early for us, at least.”

Hank finished off the last swallow of beer. As he brought the empty bottle back to the bar, he glanced around, his gaze snagging on Sage where she walked with Merry toward the poolroom. How could something as simple as a woman walking cause every ounce of blood in his body to hit his cock at once? But now he knew what that round ass felt like against him, and the need for more wasn’t dying any faster than his hard-on.

His plan was already in motion. It was time to go after what he wanted more than even this new project.

He wanted Sage. Even if he had to hold back a part of himself, he wanted her. Under him. Over him. With him.

Any way he could have her.

“V.?”

“Yeah?”

Sage turned her head to smile at Merry, and Hank sucked in a sharp breath. “Definitely not too early.”

Hank disconnected the call, cutting off V.’s knowing laugh. He’d just straightened to cross the room when Alice’s voice, a bit on the tipsy side, stopped him. “Come on, Hank, you big lug. You can’t drink beer all night and ignore me. It’s my night, after all.”

He turned to take in Alice’s flirty smile and overbright eyes. A grin tugged at his mouth despite him trying to hide it. “Are you drunk, dear Alice?”

When he bent to hug her fragile form, Alice held on a little longer and a little tighter than she normally would. He could feel the tremble of her voice reflected in her body. “And if I am?” She pulled back, and just like that she was normal again—or had a good front back in its proper place. Hank was pretty sure it was the latter. “I’ve been waiting for my dance all night. When do you plan to lead this old lady around the dance floor, huh?”

“Right now.” He held out his hand. “Will you honor me with this dance?”

The sweetest smile touched her lips, and she only wobbled slightly as she placed her palm in his. “Of course.”

They boogied their way through the house band’s cover of several late ’80s hits before the music slowed, allowing them to catch their breath. Alice laid her head on Hank’s breastbone, her weight barely noticeable. Feeling her so small and vulnerable in his arms sent a pang of worry through him. “I’m gonna miss you, ya know?” he told her as they shuffled around the dance floor.

Alice lifted her head, her watery green eyes locking with his, and reached one hand up to cup his cheek. “It won’t be forever,” she told him, pain throbbing through the words.

That pain echoed inside him. He gathered her into his arms for as warm a bear hug as he could give her. “I wish you didn’t have to go through this, you or Barry.” He knew well enough that some things could only be walked through, not changed, but knowing that and accepting it were two totally different things, especially when he wasn’t the one doing the walking.

“I know.” Alice’s voice wobbled again, but she managed to hold back her tears as Hank returned them to dancing. Her look took on a hint of sly. “I’d tell you to watch out for Sage while I’m gone, but somehow I don’t think I need to.”

“No, you don’t.” Not anymore. For better or worse, his decision had been made. He’d be doing more than watching out for her if he had any say in the matter.

“Good.” She nodded decisively. “You take her home and dance with her all you want later.”

Hank burst out laughing, and Alice’s expression turned smug. How had she known? “I will.”

“Promise?”

He lifted his head, searching the room. Funny how they managed to be lined up just right, at just this moment, for his gaze to find Sage leaning on her cue as she watched Merry take her shot at one of the pool tables. Hank didn’t bother to hide the sudden heat that flared in him before he looked back down at Alice. “I promise.”

Alice smiled. “Okay. Now that that’s taken care of”—she tilted her head to one side and fluttered her lashes at him—“what are you gonna sing for me?”

“What? Who said anything about singing?”

“I did. What’s it gonna be?”

Sneaky woman. Hank winked down at her. “You’ll see.”

Their song came to a close just as they stopped in front of the stage. Leaving Alice with a firm command not to move, he retrieved his guitar from the back of the stage where he’d stowed it. The instrument’s weight comforted him as it settled on his chest, the strap pulling at his neck and shoulder, the familiar shape cradled in his hands. He made his way to the microphone, where Aaron, the lead singer for the house band, had already stepped aside.

It took a moment for him to force his eyes up, force himself to look toward Alice. Speaking was more than he could handle, though—if he tried, he’d cry like a baby. He knew how to be tough, to hide, whether behind the facade of hard-core cop or devil-may-care musician, but something about the diminutive woman staring up at him broke through every barrier he could erect. She had been his family when his own abandoned him. She’d assured him he still had a soul when he’d thought it lost forever. He could never put into words what she’d given him, so he’d done the next best thing—found the music to say it for him. When the opening notes of “Your Song” by Elton John rang from his guitar and the first words left his mouth, he saw the dawn of understanding, of gratitude—and tears—on Alice’s face before he closed his eyes against the swell of his own emotions.

The final chords echoed across the bar far too soon, forcing Hank to surface. Stillness had settled over the crowd. His gaze locked on to Sage, standing just behind Alice, Merry at her side. Tear tracks glistened on her cheeks. His heart clenched at the sight even as he silently begged for her help. She gave him a barely perceptible nod and stepped forward to whisper something in Alice’s ear; then the two women moved toward the stage.

Alice didn’t care about grabbing attention; she cried openly, wrapping her arms around his waist and hugging him tight, guitar and all. Hank dipped his head to lay his cheek on the top of her head, face turned from the crowd. Unfortunately that gave Sage a full view of his expression. Her eyes softened, her tears restarting as she watched the two of them.

Hank turned his head to Alice’s ear. “I love you, woman.”

Alice leaned back to meet his eyes. “You’re a good man, Hank Nash.”

Taking his arms from around her left him with an empty feeling he didn’t know how to fill. He needed to protect his friend, to stand in front of her and support her, but she was going someplace he couldn’t follow and definitely couldn’t lead the way. That knowledge was killing him. So when Alice stepped around him to the microphone, he took the opportunity to retreat. To hide.

Hank didn’t know what she said to the waiting crowd; he couldn’t hear anything but the heavy thud of his heart as he lifted his guitar from his neck and stored it behind the drum set once more. He hadn’t noticed Sage leaving the stage until he reached the bottom step and found her waiting for him.

“Dance with me.”

Hesitation was beyond him. The band started something slow as Sage led him for once, out onto the dance floor, and then she was looking up at him, searing blue eyes full of compassion and a flare of hunger when he stepped into her. Gathered her close. Her presence against him soaked up the overload of his emotions, the pain so sharp his muscles ached. She didn’t protest, just gave him the comfort of her body for long moments.

They threaded their way through the crowded dance floor, both of them silent, letting their bodies speak for them. Not until they reached a quiet spot near the back corner did Sage pull back, waking from the dream far before Hank was ready. He growled low in his throat and tugged her right back against him.

“Come’ere.”

She didn’t protest, but neither did she look at him. She didn’t have to. The hard nipples poking him through her shirt told him exactly what she was feeling. Bold nipples and shy eyes. This woman would be the death of him.

“You snuck out on me this afternoon,” he said.

That got her head up. “I—” A frantic glance around, then a hard swallow. “Uh, yeah, I guess I did.”

Good girl. Sage wasn’t afraid to admit what she’d done, even when her actions embarrassed her. Considering what he’d been doing in the shower when she left the apartment, it was probably a good thing she was gone by the time he emerged anyway. His willpower had been at an all-time low.

Over Sage’s head he noticed Merry’s rapt attention centered on them. Alice joined her friend on the side of the dance floor. Alice sent him a satisfied nod before heading for the bar, Merry trailing behind.

Sage was trying to pull away from him.

Unfortunately he didn’t want to release her. So he didn’t. “Where are you going?”

“I should probably go help…”

“Help with what?” The music started up again, and he set them swaying. Sage naturally followed his rhythm. “Everything’s taken care of. Alice is with Merry. The bar runs itself. There’s nothing for you to do but be with me.”

She glanced up at him from beneath her bangs like she so often did, her eyes darkened by the shadows. Mysterious. Mesmerizing. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

You will when I’m through.

“Why not? It’s just a dance, right?” He guided her into a turn, sliding his thigh between hers.

Sage’s breath hitched, her answer hoarse. “Right.”

He turned her again, and this time Sage grabbed a handful of his shirt right over his chest. Her fingers brushed his nipple. A small, hungry sound escaped him.

Sage’s chin jerked up, and their eyes met. “Hank.”

His name on her lips tightened every muscle in his body, pulled a growl of need to his lips that he forced back. Sage was small, delicate. Breakable. He wouldn’t be rough, but he was too far gone for distance. Definitely too far to consider stopping. He just needed her on board. Staring into her eyes, he moved his hands lower, lower. Her ass felt as good against his palms as he’d always known it would, but he didn’t grab at her. He used his hold to rock her gently along his thigh, feeling the tension gathering in his groin all over again as the softness of her belly cupped him. Her sweet sugar scent filled his lungs, and he knew then that he held heaven right there in his arms.

Sage seemed to feel the same. Instead of drawing back, she snuggled closer. The ridge of her pelvis stroked across his erection. God, she fit him perfectly.

Hank tucked his mouth close to her ear. “Careful, baby.”

She did it again, a moan rising to her lips, muffled quickly in the hollow of his shoulder.

“Sage.”

She shook her head, straightened. A wash of pink colored her cheeks. “I—”

Cupping her warm blush in his hands, Hank gently tipped her head until embarrassed eyes met his. “Stop. Stop worrying, stop planning, stop holding yourself back—just let go. I’m here; I’ll catch you.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

If only you would. She just didn’t believe that anymore. She’d tried so hard to control everything, to be strong, to do it all. “I’m scared to.”

The truth came out as no more than a whisper, but Hank heard it. His strong gaze didn’t waver. “You’ve trusted me this far, Sage. Keep trusting me. I won’t hurt you, not if I can help it.”

She closed her eyes against a rush of tears. But what if I want you to? She knew what Hank meant—her heart—but he didn’t know what he was asking. He didn’t know what she needed. How could he take care of her if she wasn’t honest with him?

Her deeper, hidden needs weren’t something she could discuss right now—and she didn’t have to, not for a one-night stand. Was that what Hank wanted? What she wanted? Could she have sex without begging him for more?

She didn’t know. A part of her, the part that wanted the recipe in front of her and the rules and steps laid out, needed the answer before letting go. The other part, the one that had risked everything to leave LA behind, urged her to leap first and figure out the logistics later. As the two sides warred in her mind, she pressed herself tighter into Hank’s embrace.

“Hey.” Hank leaned back just enough to see her eyes, the concern in his tugging at her. Only then did she realize she was shaking. “You can say no, Sage. No strings attached. Whatever you want.”

She ignored the frustrated need for him to command her and took a deep breath. The beat of Hank’s heart beneath her hand, the warm scent of his skin, the sheer size and power of the body against hers sank into her soul, filled her to bursting. She could be content with whatever he gave her. The rest could wait.

She released her tension with the air in her lungs. Grabbed her courage with both hands. “I want…you.”

The feral heat flashing in Hank’s eyes set her core on fire. She clenched her hands, fingers digging into the firm muscles of his chest. “What about you?” She knew the answer, but she needed to hear him say it.

“I need you beneath me more than I need my next breath, Sage.”

Why did he have to be so good with words?

Songwriter, remember?

One of Hank’s hands slid to her nape, gripped her there, the pressure rough, urgent. His fingers dug in just like hers had, setting off the slightest bite of delicious pain. Her eyes slid closed—

Immediately the pressure eased. A small sound—disappointment—escaped her, but when she looked up, that searing heat still filled Hank’s hazel eyes, reassuring her like nothing else could.

“We’re leaving,” he said, voice gone ragged.

As if she’d argue. She let him lead her, the sure grip on her neck impossible to resist for all its gentleness. Past dancing couples, past Merry and Alice and their knowing glances. Sage let it all slip away, her focus on the front door and her need to hurry, hurry, hurry. Hank didn’t let her. He kept a steady pace across the room, kept control. Most women would find it annoying to have a man guide her with a hand on her neck, but for Sage it was perfect. How did he know? Every step, every second Hank made her wait built Sage’s anticipation to critical-mass level. She was shaking again, but this time fear had nothing to do with it.

It was automatic for him, not a dominant act. At least not consciously. That had to be it. And despite the inkling of disappointment that accompanied the thought, she’d take unconscious if it was all she could get. Hank fit her even better than he realized.

He’ll never realize, Sage. He’s not a Dom and you can’t be building him up to be. Accept what you’re given and enjoy it while it lasts. She could be happy with just sex—how could she not be? This was Hank, for Christ’s sake. He didn’t need to be a Dom for this to be good for her.

They reached the heavy oak-and-glass door to the bar, and Hank pushed it open. Sage sucked the warm night air into her tight lungs. Together they angled toward her car, parked in a far corner. The hand at her nape dropped; Hank held it out for her keys, reminding her to retrieve them. She passed them over quickly—anything to get his hands on her again—but instead, Hank unlocked her door and opened it before passing her keys back, all without a touch.

“I’ll meet you back at the apartment,” he told her. “Be careful.”

She glanced up at him in the dim night, uncertainty suddenly rearing its ugly head. “Hank?”

His big hand came up to cup her chin—gently, always so gently—drawing her closer. “Yeah?” he breathed against her mouth.

For a moment she couldn’t recall what she needed to say; everything in her was focused on his lips, his touch. Then she remembered.

“I just need to know, is this…” She swallowed down her fear. “Is this only for tonight…or…”

The intensity in Hank’s eyes went fierce, lighting up something dark in her soul. “What do you think, Sage?”

Did she have to say? “No?”

Their lips touched, melded; then Hank drew back. “It’s for as long as you want, baby. As long as I can get.”

“Oh.”

Hank followed her back to the market. As his Jeep pulled up next to her car, Sage felt a shiver go through her. They were actually doing this. She didn’t know if it was the stupidest thing or the smartest thing she’d ever done—she didn’t care. All she cared about was getting Hank’s hands on her as fast as possible. She was out and standing at the bottom of the steps by the time Hank secured the Jeep. He didn’t tease her about it, though. No, he looked about as far from teasing as she could imagine, more predator than anything. Those eyes gleamed in the dim light of the moon as he stalked over to the bottom of the steps, never leaving her face. But his hands were careful when they gripped her arms and moved her closer. Sage melted into him, opening her mouth the second his lips met hers.

The kiss she got was brief but searing. Hank cursed against her lips, then immediately stepped back. Sage wanted to curse too. She was hungry for him, the buildup of need over the past few weeks riding her hard, making her impatient. She wanted Hank just as impatient; she wanted him to let go, but he seemed to have infinite control. It was enough for doubt to swoop in.

Hank’s fingers bit into her biceps the tiniest bit, the barest edge of hunger. “Stop trying to distract me, woman,” he said. “If I put my hands on you now, we won’t make it up the stairs before I take you.”

Oh. Oh. “I couldn’t care less.”

He kissed her again, and this time he gifted her with his tongue. She let him in, closed her lips around him, and sucked gently, needing to keep him with her, in her, however she could get him. Hank groaned as if he was in agony.

And then he pulled away. Opening her eyes, Sage swept her gaze over his face and down, taking in his hungry expression, the fullness of his wet lips, the heaving chest she suddenly realized she’d forgotten to touch. She reached out a hand to rectify the oversight, only to have Hank intercept her.

He brought her fingers to his lips for a kiss, reconnecting them, calming her. When he spoke, the rough catch of his breath filled her world. “I care.” He turned her around to face the staircase, removing temptation for them both. “Let’s go.”

Sage reached the door just ahead of Hank. A distinct whine on the other side brought her very close to screaming. “Knight.”

Hank grunted, nothing more, and went to work on the lock. Knight shot through the gap between door and jamb as soon as it was big enough for him to squeeze through.

“Knight!”

Hank’s barked order stopped the dog a mere two steps down. He glanced back over one shoulder, doggy tongue lolling.

“Go and return.”

Knight sneezed, the nod of his head seeming an acknowledgment of Hank’s command, and then he was down the stairs. Hank opened the door farther for Sage to pass.

“Will he be all right?” she asked. Waiting for Knight was not at the top of her agenda, but neither would she leave the dog in danger.

“He’ll do his business, have a run, then return to the deck. It’s warm out.” Hank moved close, his hands tunneling into her hair. She bit her lip, drawing her attention away from the need to have him pull it, use it to move her how he wanted her. “He’ll be fine.”

“Thank God,” she murmured before Hank took her kiss. His lips opened hers. Sage couldn’t stop herself; she pushed into his mouth, searching out his tongue, exploring the warm, masculine taste of him. Their tongues dueled lightly, the sensation bringing her up on tiptoes. Her hands landed on his chest. So hard, yet so warm. Giving. His body fascinated her, the power that radiated from him like it was central to his being, yet he didn’t use it. She had no fear that he would hurt her despite his obvious strength. That wasn’t who Hank was; she knew that much.

Hank’s hands slid under her shirt, across the bare skin of her sides, her back. Sage’s head dropped back at the sensation, at the need for more. As easy as his touch was, no rush, no hurry, he didn’t waste time—he went straight for the clasp of her bra. A deft flick and the material lost its tension around her body. He didn’t even take it off, just slid his hands around to cup her aching breasts. Sage arched her back, pushing herself harder into his touch, his heat.

“You have fantastic breasts,” he said, his thumbs finding her taut nipples and starting a slow circle guaranteed to drive her insane. “I haven’t been able to forget them, haven’t wanted to. They’re perfect.”

“You’ve barely seen them,” she managed to choke out.

Hank chuckled, the sound strained. “One look was all I needed. The sight of you naked has been seared on the backs of my eyelids ever since. I close my eyes and it’s there—when I sleep, when I blink, when I write.” His mouth brushed over hers, mimicking the action of his thumbs. Too soft, too gentle. “I’ve been going insane.”

He pinched her lightly, one nipple, then the other. Sage gripped his biceps hard. “I’m going insane now. Hurry the hell up!”

She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it wasn’t for him to hook an arm behind her back and dip her over it. Cool air hit her breasts as he raised her shirt just enough to give him access, then the hot shock of his mouth latching on. Trusting him to hold her steady, Sage grabbed Hank’s head and pulled him hard against her. The rhythmic draw of his mouth blacked out everything else; nothing existed but Hank and the suction sending shots of electricity from her breasts to her core and back again. She was so wet, so ready she wondered if she’d explode before he ever got inside her. No way was she letting that happen.

“Hank.” His name was more gasp than anything, a sharp accompaniment to the wet sounds of his suckling and the heavy breathing she couldn’t seem to control. She couldn’t control anything, it seemed. The knowledge blanketed her, submerged her in a cocoon of arousal as the tight draw of his mouth eased off one breast and switched to the other. A faint tug at her waist—his hand undoing the button of her jeans. She lay in his arms, the loss of control, the illusion of submission swamping her, and all she could do was hang on.

The rasp of the zipper reached her ears. Warm, tough skin smoothed a path down her belly, and then Hank was delving deep once more, this time between her legs. She widened her thighs as much as she could, straining toward him, desperate for a touch that, when it came, brought a sharp cry to her lips. Those rough fingertips, calloused from his heavy guitar strings, slid down either side of her clit to her opening, pushed in the slightest bit but not nearly enough, then withdrew, taking her moisture with them. He circled her most sensitive spot until she couldn’t stand any more. Her knee lifted of its own accord to ride his hip, opening her completely, pulling her closer, and Hank’s fingers slid straight into her, deep, so deep.

That was all it took for her body to detonate.

Long moments later she came back to awareness, standing upright, Hank’s arms a safe, sensual cage as he rocked her gently. His cock was a hard rod against her belly, too high for her to rub against, squeeze the last remaining drops of sensation from her climax, but it didn’t matter. When she turned her face up to Hank’s, the hunger there assured her they were nowhere near done.

His kiss was gentle, coaxing. Far too brief. He leaned back to look at her, his satisfaction at what he found washing through his eyes. No problem reading him now, even in the dim light of the living room. “Goddamn, baby.”

She managed a faint smile. “That was a long time coming.”

Hank flat-out grinned. “Then I’m happy to oblige.” Without waiting for a response, he hooked an arm beneath her knees and hauled her into his arms.

Sage squeaked, the sound embarrassingly loud, and slung her arms around his neck. “Whoa!”

Hank was already striding toward the hall. “We won’t be whoa-ing for a long time, baby.”

“I don’t know.” She brought her mouth to the rough skin below his jawline. “I’m feeling a little tired.”

Hank stumbled when she opened her mouth to that thick muscle along the side of his neck. When she drew on him like he’d drawn on her nipples, he cursed.

“Tired, huh?”

She nodded, her head bumping his chin.

“Well, baby, let’s see what I can do about that.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

He took her straight to the bathroom, not because they needed to get clean but because he wanted any excuse he could get to see her naked again. Not beneath the covers of a bed, not in the dim light of the moon through the curtains in his or her room. He wanted bright light and nowhere to hide when he took her for the very first time.

He nudged the light switch up as he carried Sage inside. He was a big man, and he’d had the bathroom built to accommodate his size and his love of space. A wide counter with double sinks lined one wall, and the other held a walk-in shower big enough for three. Of course, as close as he planned to keep Sage, the shower could be half that size and it wouldn’t matter. He set Sage on her feet on the fluffy rug in front of the sinks, closed the door behind them to keep the room warm, then faced her.

She’d pulled her shirt back down, covering those amazing breasts, and in the wake of her climax, something soft and uncertain had settled into her eyes. He didn’t want her uncertain; he wanted her frantic and climbing his body like she’d been back in the living room. He took a step toward her, then stopped himself.

Careful.

“Take off your clothes, baby.”

He could be gentle, but he couldn’t wait. Bending down, he snatched at the knots that tied his boots together, pulling them just loose enough that he could nudge the shoes off. His fingers went to the button of his jeans.

Sage made a sound, a kind of half groan, half choke. When he glanced over, she was standing there, watching, eyes glazing over with the return of need—and she wasn’t naked.

This he could give her.

The buttons of the dress shirt he’d worn to the party slid from their holes with ease, one at a time, allowing the fabric to gape open. He forced himself to breathe, to go slow, despite the frantic beating of his heart and the scream of his balls drawn up tight to his body. He wanted inside her with a ferocity that threatened every last bit of control he had, and that’s what scared him. He didn’t lose control, not with a woman, especially not when she was vulnerable. He’d never been more aware of his size, his strength than he was when Sage was beside him, against him. The hunger for her shook him, but he wouldn’t give in. He’d protect her, even from himself.

The shirt slid down his arms. He watched Sage trace the outline of his tats with her gaze, watched her tongue leave a wet trail along her lips. The white tank he wore beneath his dress shirt came off next, and at the sight of his bare chest, Sage’s eyes dilated. Damn if that didn’t make him want to puff his chest out like a peacock.

His fingers shook as he fumbled with his jeans, but he managed to undo the button and slide down the zipper. When he shucked them down his legs, he took his underwear and then his socks with them, leaving him bare in the stark light. His cock throbbed like a son of a bitch, and he couldn’t resist fisting the hard shaft, squeezing down to counteract his need to spill before he ever got inside her.

Sage stepped toward him. “Fuck.”

The curse was hoarse, and when he looked up, she was focused on his erection. He wasn’t hung like a stallion, but he was built in proportion to the rest of his body, and he’d had more than one woman comment on his size. The look on Sage’s face said she appreciated what she saw, even if it worried her a little.

When she got close enough, she reached out a hand. Hank felt a pre-orgasmic tingle hit the base of his spine.

He captured her hand before she could reach him. “You’re not undressed.”

Wide eyes clashed with his. A pretty pink blush stained Sage’s cheeks. She made no move to take off her clothes, seeming stuck in the haze of arousal pulsing around them. Beautiful eyes traced his body with longing and pleasure, the stare a touch he could imagine feeling on his skin. He wanted to feel her on his skin, and he was done waiting.

He dropped her hand and had her shirt over her head a second later. Sage gasped as her bra slid down her arms. Her hair was disheveled around her face like she’d…well, like she’d just had an orgasm. Her face had that heavy-lidded look that spoke of satisfaction, but the peaks of her breasts—her naked, beautiful breasts—were tight, pushing toward him, telling him without words that they weren’t anywhere near done.

He agreed with them.

His lips were too hard when he kissed her, forcing her willing mouth open, his hand at her jaw gripping a bit too tight as his tongue plundered her, played with her, pleasured her, but he couldn’t stop. Had no desire to. Her nipples brushed the bare skin of his rib cage, pressed in. He scooped her off the floor, plastering her against him until all he could feel was her heart beating in her breasts and her mouth surrendering to him. Somehow he managed to maneuver them to the counter and settle her on top of it, but he didn’t give her an inch of space; he needed her skin to skin, needed her beneath him, needed to smother her until all she could breathe in was him.

Sage squirmed. Hank pulled back, realizing immediately that she wasn’t trying to get away. His thighs trapped her legs against the counter, and when he moved, she opened her thighs to him, pulled him in so they were breasts to chest, pelvis to pelvis.

And ground against him.

“Sage…God!” He dropped his head, sucking in air in a desperate bid for control. When his brow hit the bare skin of her shoulder, he followed it blindly until his mouth found that sensitive spot where neck and shoulder meet. Sage ground against him again, and without thought he bit down, controlling her, dominating her, making her feel who her master wa—

A sudden cry woke him from the fog of need.

“Damn it.” He planted his fists on the mirror on either side of her head, his own hanging down so she couldn’t see his face as he breathed deep over and over. Careful, goddamn it! Careful.

A tentative touch slid down his arm. “Hank?”

Shame kept him from meeting Sage’s eyes. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

He shook his head. “Too fast, and too rough. I’m sorry.”

Get inside her before you really lose it and do something you can never take back.

He squeezed his eyes shut.

Make sure she’s ready.

He sucked in another breath. A glance down aligned his mouth with her breasts. “Perfect.”

He started to feast, barely registering Sage’s grip as she dragged him closer. He opened wide to take all of her in, the whole areole, pressing her tight nipple to the roof of his mouth and sucking, barely able to moderate his hunger enough not to hurt. He wanted to hurt, to gorge, to devour her until she couldn’t remember anything but his mouth on her breasts. Until he knew for a fact she would feel him on her flesh for days to come. But he couldn’t; she was so small, and he needed to take care of her, not give in to the monster lurking inside. Bad enough he’d lost it once already; he refused to hurt her again.

He was definitely a breast man, and Sage had the best breasts he’d ever put his mouth—or anything else—on. The rise of her moans and pants and begging told him his attention was kicking her arousal into overdrive too. He switched to the other side, taking in the gorgeous red color of her nipple with satisfaction before getting the other to match. It wasn’t until his erection was screaming with need and Sage was clawing his back, her wordless cries ringing in his ears, that he finally released her.

Her eyes were squeezed tight as she moved restlessly beneath him. Laid back on the counter, shoulder blades against the mirror, body completely open to him, she was a feast fit for kings, one he didn’t think he’d ever get enough of. The sight of her breasts shivering as the air brushed cool fingers over those swollen nipples kicked a shot of pure adrenaline down his cock. He needed her. Now.

He tore open the button of her jeans, jerked down the zipper, and gripped both sides. “Up.” One word, guttural, almost unrecognizable, but Sage obeyed, lifted, allowing him to drag the skintight material off her legs. He took her underwear and socks and slip-on boots with it. When he stood back upright, his breath caught. The hot-pink center of her body glistened with arousal, and Hank’s mouth watered. He wanted to taste that cream, savor it, drive her over the edge again and again, but he was a past savoring right now. He barely had the presence of mind to retrieve a condom from his jeans and jerk it down his aching shaft.

“Sage,” he growled.

“Don’t wait.” One hand lifted to push her hair back from her face, and he could see it was shaking. “Please don’t wait.”

He palmed his cock. A hard swallow stuck in his throat when Sage drew her knees up until her feet rested on the very edge of the counter. “Ready?”

“Ready,” she whispered. Her teeth bit down on her lower lip. Hank took her mouth at the same time he breached her unguarded core with a thick finger, then two.

Sage screamed into his kiss.

Tight. So tight. He could barely push through the clenched muscles of her vagina. He sucked Sage’s tongue into his mouth, circling his fingers to ease her open, little by little, until the full length was wedged inside her. Sage panted against his lips, around his tongue, but when he opened his eyes to stare into hers, her eyes shone with dazed pleasure. He pulled his fingers away, then surged back inside, burying them to the hilt. Sage titled her hips, offering herself without reserve. Getting into her was a fight, but one she seemed to need as much as he needed to be inside her. Only when he decided she was ready did he replace his hand with his cockhead—his fingers he brought to their mouths to smear the sweet cream across Sage’s lips, her tongue.

“Suck,” he told her, and she did, nursing his fingers as he eased inside her.

Her eyes went wide at the feel of his thick erection, but she didn’t protest. She sucked instead, taking every bit of her own arousal from his fingers, and when they were clean and he was halfway in, she turned her head to free herself before offering him her mouth. “Hank?”

He knew what she wanted; his lips met hers. The tangy taste of woman and Sage’s sweet flavor filled his senses even as he dug his hands beneath her and pulled inexorably until she was pinned on the full length of him. Sage squealed against his mouth, a high, surprised sound, and immediately orgasmed around his throbbing cock.

Oh God.

He couldn’t wait, couldn’t stop himself from thrusting through each pulse of her release. With every move into her tight body, he swore she wouldn’t be able to take him, that he was simply too big, but every time, she accepted him to the hilt. Each push seemed to take forever, each retreat as fast as he could make it so he could start all over again. And every second he fought the need to drag her hard against him, fuck himself inside her until it finally, finally felt deep enough, until they were both bruised and sore and thoroughly satisfied.

Easy, easy, easy. Don’t hurt her. Don’t hurt…

Sage raised her hips to meet him, using her knees to pull him in. Her breath whooshed out every time their pelvises met. Still Hank fought the urge to slam into her, the moment stretching longer and longer until he thought he really would go insane. Until her racing breath and the pounding of his heart and the urgency building and building and building was all he knew, all he could see. Everything—

The edge rushed up to meet him, and he threw himself over.

In the blur of his climax, he heard Sage scream her release, forcing herself against him, into his thrusts. He had no idea when it stopped or how long they were lost in the dark; all he knew was that he never wanted it to end, and he was damn sure going to do it all over again when it did.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

An insistent beep jarred Hank from sleep. Sage stirred in his arms, her warm weight shifting away from his chest, and then the beeping stopped. An alarm. Probably would’ve made more sense if he hadn’t been up half the night, but damn, it had been worth it. Every minute of lost sleep had been spent either inside Sage’s body or readying her to take him. He was sore, and he bet she was too.

And now she had to go to work. He didn’t mind fatigue for him, but for her?

He slid his hands around her, easing her back against his naked body. God, she felt good. “Do you have to open?” he asked. A quick slide down and he nuzzled his mouth into the bend of her neck.

Sage sighed and tilted her head to the side, allowing him access. Her hands cupped his, pulled them closer. No sign of regret. The realization swelled his heart—and places farther south.

“Yeah. And I can’t skip,” she told him, her tone slurred with sleep. “It’s Alice’s first day out. Merry needs me to be on time.”

He nodded against her skin. Knowing what she had to do and wanting her to do it were two different things. What he really wanted was to get Sage in a hot bath, let her soak away some of her soreness, then take her again. A few times.

“What time is it?” he asked.

Sage pushed up to look at the clock, then laid back against him. “Four thirty.”

“What time do you have to be there?”

“Five.”

Good. He slid one hand up to cup her breast, the other down to lift her leg. Just enough time. He wouldn’t make her more sore than she already was, but he would give her pleasure.

“Hank?”

“Shh.” He settled her thigh atop his. The tip of her breast tightened against his palm as he spread her labia. The satisfaction of caging her like this wasn’t lost on him, but he could keep it under control. Would keep it under control. “Just relax. I want to say good morning.”

Sage chuckled a little, the sound fading into a moan when he slid two fingers down the sides of her clit to play at her opening. A rush of moisture greeted him. “Good girl.”

As his fingers played, Hank brought his mouth to the join of Sage’s neck and shoulder. She was sensitive there, he’d learned, so sensitive. A kiss in that spot, a gentle suck had the power to set her off when she was ready; it also had the power to push her to the edge quickly. He pushed the memory of biting her there—how good it had felt, how wrong it had been—away and took full advantage of what he’d learned last night, mouthing her skin, suckling. Sage began to rock against his hands, pressing her breast into his palm, curving her hips to gain more friction from his fingers at her core. It wasn’t long before she came in a sweet rush in his arms. Hank didn’t think he’d ever enjoyed waking up at oh dark thirty more.

Sage lay in his arms long enough to catch her breath, then sat up. Her eyes were hard to read in the dark, but he could just see a small smile on those full lips. “Thank you,” she said, voice still a bit hoarse from climax. He savored the sound.

“You can thank me later, baby.” He slid a hand down her spine, fascinated by the way his big hands spanned the width of her back. So delicate. Fragile. He repeated the action in the opposite direction.

His dick jerked in protest when she stood. He curled his fingers around the warmth her skin had left behind. “I’m not gonna follow you into the shower, though I want to.”

This time Sage’s smile was clear because she leaned close, her mouth hovering just over his. “Probably a good idea,” she whispered before giving him a kiss. Hank cupped a dangling breast because he couldn’t resist, but he didn’t protest when she stood back up. Sage groaned and stretched, drawing his stare down her body, all the hills and valleys highlighted by what little light was coming from the window. She hesitated a moment.

What could she be hesitant about? He didn’t have to think hard to figure it out. “I’ll see you at lunchtime. And Sage?” he called as she stepped toward the door.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she told him.

He got a flash of ass as she escaped to the hall. Gripping his throbbing erection through the covers, he groaned. “You just don’t know when to quit, do ya?” he asked it. Knowing the bastard wouldn’t go down without a distraction, he forced himself to his feet and over to the dresser. A jog on the beach with Knight would get his blood flowing in a different direction. He hoped, anyway.

Both he and the shepherd were covered in sand and salt when he made it back to the market around seven. As he pulled the Jeep into his parking space next to Sage’s car, he noticed a figure sitting on the steps. Vincent. He’d thought his friend would arrive later in the day. They had work to do, but he needed a shower first.

“You’re early,” he told V. as he climbed out. Hank rounded the Jeep to let Knight out. The dog made a beeline for V., who laughed at his sudden barrage of slobbery kisses.

“Get off me, you big brute.” V. stood up, avoiding Knight’s tongue but not the dog’s feet. Knight jumped up, his front paws landing on V.’s shoulders for another bout of lovin’.

“Knight, down,” Hank said. The shepherd dropped immediately, giving Hank a pleading look that he ignored. Hank shook his friend’s hand and pulled him in for a shoulder bump. “Long drive?” he asked.

“Long drive,” V. told him as they started up the stairs. Hank snapped his fingers for Knight to follow. “I was up, though, so I figured I’d head down early, avoid the traffic. My ass is thankful for our arrival.”

Considering V. lived a couple of hours away, his ass was probably numb, especially if he brought his motorcycle. Hank hadn’t looked in the front parking lot, so he wasn’t sure.

He took a few minutes to rinse and towel Knight off when they reached the deck. The shepherd wagged his tail in thanks as he preceded them into the apartment. “Make yourself at home,” Hank said. “I’ll hit the shower. There’s bear claws on the counter.”

Knight barked at the mention of the sweets, and V. chuckled, used to the dog and his sweet tooth. “As if you’d ever be without those,” he said, walking toward the cabinet. “Want one?”

“Sure. Back in a minute.”

He made quick work of washing off the dirt and was back in the kitchen in ten. V. was talking on the phone.

“Hank’s back. I’ll call you when we take a break.” A pause. Hank took the plate of bear claws V. had fixed and walked toward the table and Knight, lying in a patch of sunlight near the window. “Right. I’ll be home late. Don’t wait up—you have work in the morning. Love you.”

Hank’s eyebrows were as high as they could go as his friend ended the call. “‘Love’? Who was that—and what the hell?”

V. chuckled. “Yeah, guess I haven’t told you the Jane story yet, have I?” His smile turned wry as Hank tore off a corner of his bear claw and tossed it to Knight. “You know I’ve already given him one, right?”

“Of course. And no, you haven’t told me anything about love.” He took a bite of bear claw. “I repeat,” he said, mouth full, “what the hell?”

V. laughed, but only for a moment. When he met Hank’s eyes, his own were dead serious. “So Jane, my girlfriend—yes, I’m actually dating, dickhead—is…the Jane.”

“The Jane? Like Kennedy’s friend Jane?” Kennedy was V.’s sister. “That Jane?”

There was only one Jane V. had ever mentioned, and that one was important—his sister’s best friend, the one who’d come on to him several years ago. V. had brushed off the incident as unimportant, a teenage whim on Jane’s part, but Hank knew better. There was a reason he was the only member of the band who knew that story.

V. nodded. “That Jane. We met up in Vegas when I went to see Kennedy. Or rather, Kennedy set us up to meet in Vegas. Turns out my little sis wasn’t as interested in a family reunion as she let on.”

“Kennedy always has been smart.” And conniving. That woman’s brain put most people’s to shame.

“Well it worked,” V. said. “We’ve been dating since the trip, and last week Jane moved in with me.”

“Wait—and you didn’t tell me?” It was hard to wrap his head around V. being serious about anyone. When they’d first started Weekend Washout, they’d both been high on the rock scene and the endless supply of groupies. They’d both grown up, though, and he couldn’t remember the last time V. had actually dated a woman. He went to that BDSM club in LA when they were home, but that was about it. He’d been consumed with managing the band, and Hank had been consumed with his music.

And now they both had women. V.’s seemed permanent. “Is she…you know…?” Hank cleared his throat as his stomach churned, and he set the rest of his bear claw back on the plate. “Is she…submissive?”

“Would I commit to anything else?”

“I don’t know; would you?”

“No.”

Of course not. Vincent O’Connell was a Dom through and through. They’d discussed it many times after his friend confided in him, right around the time Chad was coming clean about his sexuality. Hank understood where V. was coming from, understood on an intellectual level that dominating women wasn’t abuse, but his own experience, the only practical experience he had with actual BDSM, had taught him otherwise. It still turned his stomach when he thought about it, when memories rose that he wished he could erase.

When his own need to take control threatened to get away from him.

Hank shrugged instead of responding. Trying to give himself some distance, he went for the coffeepot. “Want some?”

“Sure.” But V. was watching him. He knew exactly what had Hank in its hold. He proved it when Hank came back to the table and his food. “This is what I need. You know that. You also know I’d never do anything my partner didn’t want me to do.”

“I do know. I just don’t…get it.” Or want to. Tara’s face was front and center, her jaw broken, her eyes black-and-blue. It hadn’t been the first time Coger had beat her in the name of BDSM games, but it had been the last; Hank had made sure of it.

He knew V. wasn’t like that, but deep down inside, he couldn’t seem to let go of the belief that what V. did and what Coger had done were just different ends of the same spectrum. Hell, he didn’t even trust himself, not when the hunger ran too hot. It was too easy to use his strength against a woman, however inadvertently. To deliberately try to hurt her? No way in hell.

What kept someone on V.’s side and not the side where your sub died? Hank didn’t know. He preferred to avoid the spectrum altogether.

“Short-term, anyone would do,” V. was saying. “In the long-term, though, you can’t bury a part of yourself. So yes, Jane is submissive. We have a contract. I know exactly what she is and is not pleased by. And I love her.”

The tone of his voice said that last admission was the most important. It probably was. And he knew V. believed intent made all the difference. Hank just couldn’t let himself go there.

In the long-term, though, you can’t bury a part of yourself.

He refused to accept that. “But you hurt her.”

“Not like that.”

Those words sent a wave of nausea through Hank’s gut. V. would hurt Jane, but only in ways Jane agreed to. Even with the caveat, Hank’s instincts shouted a visceral urge to flee, flooding his body with adrenaline. “I know it in my head—as in, I understand the words you’re using and I believe you believe them—but I could never…” There was just too much risk of abuse. He’d seen it.

“I know, Hank. I know.” V. sighed. They’d had this discussion many times, but the past had too hard a grip on Hank to ever let go. “It’s not always like that, Ha—”

Hank held up a hand, warding off V.’s words. “I know. Let’s just—let’s get to work.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Hank could tell V. wanted to argue, but they both knew it was futile. Abandoning his breakfast, he went to retrieve his guitar from his bedroom, the heady scent of Sage and sex calming him like a warm blanket. He lingered for a moment, letting the magic work its way into him, and then went back to the kitchen. After fixing them both fresh coffee, he led V. out on the back deck and they got down to work.

It was good. V. liked the new stuff and even suggested an acoustic solo tour, something to highlight the change in style without making it appear as if Hank was leaving Weekend. Something about his friend and manager’s approval eased the tension in Hank’s gut. Four hours later he and V. had finalized a couple of songs and made significant progress on a couple more, but now Hank’s lack of breakfast was making itself felt—his navel was trying to crawl through his spine.

He set his instrument in the chair opposite him and stood to stretch. “Hungry?”

“Starved.” V. mimicked Hank’s actions, then checked his phone. “Lunch?”

“Yeah. We can go downstairs; just let me get my shoes.”

V. followed him inside with their notes, ensuring the papers wouldn’t fly away while they ate. “I can’t wait. I’ve missed Alice’s bread almost as much as I missed her pastries.”

“Alice isn’t here,” Hank called as he walked down the hall.

“What? Where’d she go?”

Hank waited until he’d made it back to the kitchen with a pair of flip-flops before telling V. about Alice’s leaving, the problems with her husband’s health.

“So the market’s closing?” An actual pout pulled V.’s lips down.

“No, we’ve got someone else taking over.”

“Someone? And I’m supposed to trust someone with my bread?”

“Yes, you’ll trust someone,” Hank repeated. “I’d like you to meet her.”

“Her.” V. assessed him for a long moment. Hank set his shoes on the ground and slid his feet in, avoiding V.’s eyes. “Her, who?”

Might as well get it over with. “My new roommate.”

V. sat heavily in a chair. “You’re living with someone?”

“Well, not like you mean, but yeah.” Something bright sparked in his gut, but he kept his grin to a minimum. “We’re dating.” If you could call it that. He should’ve said they were business partners, but after last night…

They were descending the stairs before V. asked any more questions. “Why’s she living with you if you’re not ‘living together’?”

Hank explained about Sage’s move as they rounded the building to the door in the front. The crowds had dwindled a bit, and he left Knight on the porch without worry.

“Is it a good idea to date, whatever you mean by that”—V.’s tone said he knew exactly what Hank meant—“someone you have business ties to?”

“I don’t know if it’s a good idea, but it happened anyway.” And he didn’t regret it. All he regretted was how long the day lasted. Twelve hours was way too many before he could get Sage back in bed and repeat last night all over again.

“I know that look,” V. said, swerving around a display of scented candles. “Now I definitely need to meet her.”

He was about to get his wish. A small line waited at the bakery counter where Merry stood, smiling at the next customer. Sage must be in the back filling orders. “I’m sure Sage will like meeting you too.”

V. came to a dead stop, his eyes wide and staring across the room. “Sage?” he asked, his voice strangled. “Your girlfriend’s name is Sage?”

“Yeah.” He stood next to V., but his gaze was riveted on the swinging doors leading to the kitchen. “Why?”

Not that he cared. All he cared about was his next glance of the woman he’d spent the night making love to. He was screwed; he was finally realizing that. He’d never had it this bad for a woman, especially after he’d gotten her in bed. That at least took the edge off, or it should. With Sage it just seemed to make his appetite for her all the more sharp.

The door to the kitchen swung open, and Sage stepped through carrying a large tray of pastries. Hank felt his heart skip a beat.

V. made a strangled noise next to him. “Uh, Hank?”

“Yeah?” He met Sage’s gaze across the store and smiled.

“I think you have a problem, bro.”

Hank turned to his friend. “What are you talking about?”

V. was staring at Sage. A loud clatter sounded behind the counter, and Hank jerked his head back around to see Sage and Merry resettling Sage’s tray. It looked like she’d almost dropped it but managed to hit the counter instead. Pastries leaned at odd angles, jumbled together instead of their usual neat rows.

He wanted to help, even took a step toward the counter. V.’s hand on his arm stopped him.

“What’s the problem, exactly?” Hank asked his friend.

V. nodded toward Sage. “Remember that discussion about Jane? Whether you like it or not, you’ve got a submissive on your hands.”


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

Out of all the people she’d considered walking through the door of her new life, Master V. would never have entered her mind. She hadn’t seen the man in months, not since… A surge of nausea hit the back of her throat. Not since her last night at Heathers. Not since that last disastrous scene with Kevin. Not since the most humiliating experience of her life.

She forced herself to straighten the tray she’d almost dropped, to smile at the customer commiserating with her clumsiness. Merry patted her shaking hand, and Sage gave the woman a grateful glance. When the customer’s lunch was passed to him and they’d finished their small talk, she grasped her tray again and moved to the long bakery case to deposit the pastries.

On her way, she swept her gaze across Hank, still standing at the back of the bakery with Master V. The two men were leaned into each other, their body language and the movement of their hands telling her whatever they talked about was urgent. Emphatic. What was it? Surely Master V. wasn’t telling Hank about her, about… No. He wouldn’t do that. He’d been kind to her despite her complete fuckup that night. He wouldn’t…

Except the sudden reddening of Hank’s face and the flash of revulsion in his eyes said the Dom was, in fact, telling him. How much?

Oh God, she couldn’t handle this.

When the last cinnamon roll was transferred and the case door closed, she tucked her chin and headed for the kitchen. She needed to hide, to be safe, to not have her freakin’ past follow her into her new life. Unfortunately the swinging doors to the kitchen were incapable of slamming. Their soft swish just wasn’t as satisfying. She needed anger, needed to embrace it—it was the only thing that would combat the shame. Her mistakes haunted her enough; having them thrown in her face, or rather in the face of the man she’d had sex with last night, ate at her enough to make her seriously contemplate the nearest appropriate object for throwing. Of course, that wouldn’t help either.

She’d left LA so she could leave her life and her memories behind. Now here she was, hiding in her own kitchen because they’d managed to follow her. Maybe a new life had been a pipe dream after all.

The door to the bakery opened. She tried to brace herself, to tell herself that no matter what, she could bear it. She’d borne a lot already; what was a little humiliation in comparison? Still she found herself praying as her eyes met Hank’s piercing gaze. V. followed him, but Sage didn’t drag her eyes away from Hank’s.

Want me. Accept me. Touch me like nothing has changed in the last few hours since you made me come in your bed.

He didn’t. Every part of her cried out for his touch, his reassurance. Instead Hank came to stand opposite her, the wide steel countertop separating them. It might as well have been the Grand Canyon. The hard set of his mouth told her he wasn’t going to cross it; he’d stay safely on his side.

V. stopped next to him, and Sage made herself look his way. Gentle green eyes met hers. That look— She squared her shoulders. She might be a sub, but she didn’t need a Dom’s pity. Especially not the Dom who’d just ruined everything.

Might as well get it over with. Not like there was any avoiding it, was there?

“Hank. Vincent.” His full name felt odd on her tongue, but at least the instinctive Master didn’t slip out. “Good morning.”

V. smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Sage. I didn’t know you’d moved out here.”

Of course he hadn’t. She hadn’t ventured near anyone or anything related to BDSM in months. Even if she’d dared, she would’ve been ostracized. The bad sub. Screwed-up sub.

She slammed the door on all that. “I didn’t know you ever came out here. We’re a long way from LA.”

Hank’s lips tightened, but he still didn’t speak.

“Hank and I are band members.”

That surprised her. “You’re a musician?” She’d never been unattached, so she hadn’t been included in much of the gossip the other women at Heathers tended to absorb. Kevin had kept her on a tight leash, something she hadn’t minded at the time. Before that final night at Heathers, she hadn’t shared an actual conversation with Master V.

“Drummer,” Hank finally said. The word was short, sharp. Empty of emotion.

“Huh.” Explained his talent with floggers, she guessed. He’d always had good rhythm.

If he was a member of Weekend Washout, then he and Hank knew each other well. Likely Hank knew about V.’s interests, but they still appeared to be friends. Why did Hank seem to be having a problem with her? Was it because V. had told him she wasn’t a good sub? Or told him— No.

“What are you doing here?” V. asked. Something about his words…

“You already know that,” she said, the certainty of it ringing in her chest. Hank would’ve told him, just like V. had obviously told him what she was.

What she was. Submissive. She’d accepted that aspect of herself long ago, a part of her but not the whole part, so why did she suddenly feel the need to hide it as deep as she could?

V. nodded once, a wry smile touching his lips. “I’m sorry. We aren’t at Heathers, but I wouldn’t prevaricate with a sub anywhere else, and I won’t do it here.” He tilted his head. “I’m very glad you found a place that fits you so well, Sage.”

“I’m not a sub here, M— V. And you’re not a Dom. I’m an adult and I own this business. Any other man would treat me as an equal, not decide how to treat me based on my sexuality.”

V. had the grace to blush. “Old habits, Sage. I’ve never known you as anything else.” Outside of the BDSM scene, he meant. He’d never seen her acting “normal.” He leaned a hand on the counter. “You’re living with Hank upstairs, then?”

She waited for Hank to answer, and when he didn’t, something small and precious, something very like hope, died inside her. “For now. He’s been kind enough to let me stay for a little while, just till I get on my feet.”

Hank didn’t deny it. He’d told her to stay, had made love to her last night and this morning with a sweet urgency that had seemed utterly real. Now? He wouldn’t even talk to her.

The tears waiting at the back of her throat sprang to her eyes. She looked down at the mixing bowl in front of her, desperate to hide them.

Neither man said anything. Try as she might, she couldn’t scramble a single thought together to fill the awkward silence sitting heavy as an elephant between the three of them. The slightly panicked look in V.’s eyes said he was searching for a topic, but Hank… He’d gone back to unreadable, though the anger coming off him in waves was fairly clear. She just couldn’t read the why.

Her hands tightened into fists on the steel countertop as she fought the moment. She was pretty sure her lungs were straining under the weight of the pounding silence, or maybe that was just the weight of her pain. Okay, no maybe about it. She’d given herself to Hank without reservations. She hadn’t questioned him about D/s, but then neither had she expected him to be so obviously thrown by a sexual preference. She’d been wrong.

V. finally broke the silence with a quiet, “So…” The single word shattered her every nerve. It was quickly followed by the sound of a stomach growling. If she hadn’t been flattened, she would’ve laughed. Instead she grabbed the chance to focus on something practical with both hands.

“Have you two had lunch?”

V. glanced at Hank, sighed, shook his head. “No, but we’d love some.”

Sage forced her feet across the room though they felt as heavy as two blocks of ice. Since this whole scene was like the sinking of the Titanic, she shouldn’t be surprised. “Here’s a menu; just tell me what you want.” She passed the laminated card to Vincent. “Want your usual, Hank?”

She’d said his name differently this morning when his fingers had been on her clit.

“Sure.”

He’d moaned her name this morning too. Now his voice was flat. That spurt of anger in her belly earlier flared back to life.

“Chicken club on rye? Do you want a bear claw? I noticed we were running low this morning.”

If he remembered anything about this morning, he hid it well. He hid everything well. “No thanks.”

“Fine.” She resisted the urge to add asshole and turned to V. “You?”

V. gave her his order, and she got to work. The men moved toward the back door, their voices low as they spoke—or rather V. spoke and Hank ignored him. When he turned to stare out the window as if he couldn’t wait to escape, she let the pain rise just a little. Would he cancel everything, throw her out? Tear up her lease? She knew all about tearing up contracts. She had the feeling this time would hurt far worse than the last.

The thought shocked her so much she almost sliced her thumb. She forced herself to stop, get a grip, take a breath. Whatever happened, happened. She’d just assumed the Hank who’d held her tight against his warm body all night would at least talk to her.

She glanced at his rigid back. Guess not.

Packing up the food took so little time, no matter how she delayed. Five minutes and she was crossing the room with bags in hand. “Here you go.”

V. turned with a smile, hand out. She passed him a bag but didn’t return the smile—she couldn’t. It would be a long time before she smiled again.

Hank wasn’t smiling either. “Thanks.”

He took his bags, and she noticed he kept his fingers away from hers. That hurt. “You’re welcome.”

Did he remember saying those exact words this morning? Would it make a difference if he did?

“Thank you, Sage,” V. said and leaned forward, placing a kiss atop her head like a pleased father—or an indulgent Dom. She glanced at Hank, but if he was jealous of another man touching her, it didn’t show. He looked through her, not at her. She couldn’t stop herself from trying to gain his attention.

“Hank?”

“Hmm?” He was already reaching for the door.

“I’ll see you tonight, okay?”

Was she asking? Did she think he wouldn’t let her come home, even if he refused her the comfort of his arms? She couldn’t answer her own questions, only knew she needed something from him, some acknowledgment.

He stopped with the door halfway open. “Sure,” he threw over his shoulder, and then he was gone. V. followed him, but not without shooting her a pitying look.

Bastard.

It was a measure of her pain that she wasn’t sure which man she cursed. Likely both.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

Hank slammed through the apartment door as if the faster he moved, the easier it would be to get away from the revelation V. had just dumped on him. When it didn’t help, he threw his lunch on the table and cared not a bit that the bag slid across the slick surface and fell off the other side. Knight’s head came up, a low growl rumbling in his chest. Hank knew the feeling.

“She’s a what?”

V. came through the door calmly. Quietly. But he wasn’t calm; he was more angry than Hank had ever seen. Hank could read the rage in his eyes, in the set of his mouth, could feel it radiating off his friend, but he couldn’t seem to care at the moment. All he could think about was Sage. All he could see was her face black-and-blue, just like Tara’s. Hurting. Bleeding. The thought of her asking for someone to do that to her had him eyeing the sink as bile rose in his throat.

Holding open the door, V. motioned to Knight. With a small whine and a glance back at Hank, the shepherd went out. V. closed the door behind him with extreme care, retrieved Hank’s bag, and set both of their lunches on the table with that same careful precision.

Only then did he respond to Hank’s barked question. “She’s a submissive.”

“And you know this how?”

He managed to get the words out, but he was pretty sure he already knew how, and the knowledge was a gnawing pit where his stomach had been. It turned his guts to lead and his voice to gravel. He couldn’t eat now if his life depended on it. “How, V.?”

“Because she was a regular at Heathers.”

He didn’t want to ask, but he had to. “Were you… Did you…?”

“Did I fuck your girlfriend?” V. asked, disgust in his voice. Hank was pretty sure it wasn’t disgust at the thought of having sex with Sage. No, his friend’s aversion was a hundred percent directed Hank’s way. “No, I was not involved with Sage. She was never my sub.”

If his friend hadn’t sounded so matter-of-fact, Hank might’ve doubted him. One look at V.’s face and he couldn’t. V. was telling the truth.

“But she—” Fuck. He couldn’t finish that sentence. He didn’t want to. Details of Sage with some other man were on his never-ever-discuss list. Details of her being dominated? He shut that down as soon as it popped into his head. Or tried to.

Striding to the window seat gave him as good an excuse as any to stop looking V.’s way.

“Hank…” V. trailed off with a curse. Hank thought about reassuring him, but most of his attention was sucked up with breathing as deep as he could. Trying to ignore the strange surge of something that wasn’t quite revulsion inside him.

His stomach rolled.

“I’m gonna be as honest with you as I can without punching you,” V. finally said. “If anyone had treated a sub the way you treated Sage downstairs, disdaining her for what she needed, and I witnessed it? The guy wouldn’t last till sunrise without the beating of his life, and I’m not talking BDSM.” The bite of V.’s words assured Hank his anger hadn’t faded one iota. “I haven’t jumped you yet because you’re my friend and I know what you’ve been through, but if you don’t get your head out of your fucking ass, I won’t have a choice.”

Hank’s own anger took off like a rocket. “Like you beat your women?”

It wasn’t fair and he knew it, knew he was spiraling off the deep end and taking V. with him. Hell, he prayed V. sent him there. One well-placed punch and he wouldn’t see his nightmares playing out on the screen of his mind, this time with Sage in the starring role. With Hank—

Fuck.

And it looked like his friend was about to oblige. V. was in Hank’s face before the curse could fade, his eyes burning as he shoved Hank back.

“Did you really just say that to me, asshole? You know me. You practically live with me when we’re on the road. You’ve seen me have sex more than once on a damn tour bus where there’s less privacy than there is in a public restroom. What the hell do you think you’re saying?”

When Hank opened his mouth, V.’s hand came up, and Hank wasn’t entirely sure it was only to caution him. “Think very carefully, bro, before you say whatever’s in your head. Very carefully. I’m not above making you swallow your teeth.”

Maybe that’s what I need.

Hank looked into V.’s blazing eyes and closed his mouth. His anger deflated like a popped balloon.

Not knowing what to say, how to sort through the jumble of thoughts and memories and questions stewing like weeks-old soup in his brain, he turned away. The calm landscape outside the window drew him, and he answered the call, leaning his head against the glass.

V. let him be for a few minutes. When Hank heard his friend pulling out a chair at the kitchen table, he forced himself to turn and face V., to relax back against the window. He’d done enough damage to their friendship today.

When V. spoke, his voice was still tight, but far calmer than Hank felt. “You know the difference, Hank. You know that what happened eight years ago wasn’t BDSM. It was abuse, plain and simple.”

Was it simple? He wanted to believe that, and yet, years later, he still couldn’t. He’d tried, but…

“Can you tell me for certain that no woman has ever been abused by a Dom?”

“Of course not, just like I can’t tell you any religion has never killed in the name of their faith, or any activist hasn’t done the same. Fanatics are everywhere, in every philosophy. That doesn’t make it right, and it doesn’t mean BDSM condones it. You know that.”

He’d thought he did. Still…Sage was—had been—his to protect, not to hurt. Why would she ask someone to do that?

V. wasn’t finished. “You also know not all subs need pain; some, both male and female, need to be controlled—for any number of reasons. Wanting someone else to control you, even needing pain to get off is not shameful. But that’s exactly what you made Sage feel: shame. You made her feel disgusting because you judged her needs. And if you are okay with that, then you aren’t the man I thought you were.”

Hank closed his eyes, but he couldn’t close out the truth of V.’s words or the remembered pain on Sage’s face when he’d stood across the counter from her downstairs. Rubbing his knuckles against his eyelids didn’t erase the past, but it helped him think. “So what do you suggest?”

V. didn’t answer until Hank dropped his hands. He had an elbow leaned on the table, looking casual and composed. Only the tightness around his mouth spoke to his earlier anger. Hank leaned his butt on the windowsill and attempted to relax himself.

“I suggest you spill your guts.”

God no. “I don’t think I can do that.”

“Then you should apologize and kiss her good-bye—and realize you’ve left her with wounds that may never heal. And trust me, Sage has plenty of wounds already.”

Hank hated that V. knew more about her than he did, but he forced down the jealousy and made himself listen.

“Nothing less than a full explanation will ever wipe this slate clean,” V. said. “You have to explain about Tara; it’s the only way she’ll understand.”

He hadn’t talked about it with anyone but V. since he’d left the force. It had taken a bottle of tequila shared between the two of them late one night for him to get it out at all. Just speaking the words, reliving the event that had destroyed the life he’d built, seemed impossible.

And then he replayed the scene in the kitchen, the look in Sage’s eyes when she’d said she’d see him tonight. He hadn’t given her anything to work with; in fact he’d done his best to hurt her, but she’d still reached out. She’d tried to build a bridge to him, even knowing he could hurt her more. Could he live with himself if he walked away now?

Could he live with himself if he accepted what she was? There were only two options at that point, to either become the Dom she obviously needed—though the thought went against everything he’d told himself the past eight years—or ask her to ignore that part of herself so they could be together. Would it be better to cut this off now?

His mind threw up the image of Sage in climax, the ecstasy on her face, the breathtaking beauty that overtook her. The satisfaction that came with knowing he’d transformed her like that. Fulfilled her. Owned her in that moment. He didn’t want to let that go—he wanted to take her again and again until both of them couldn’t move and, after they’d rested, do it all over again.

He didn’t want to walk away, but…

“I can’t be what she needs, V.”

“That should be her decision, not yours.” V. stared him down. “Talk to her. Start there. Everything else can wait.”

Everything else can wait. A weak huff of laughter escaped. Could it? Was there anything to salvage but the trash littering the floor after the wake?

That should be her decision, not yours.

“Okay.” He blew out a breath. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Good.” V. stood, grabbing his lunch and taking it to the counter. “Then I’m gonna eat and run.”

“You’re not going back to LA, are you?” They still had work to do.

“Not permanently.” V. busied himself putting his sandwich and chips on a plate. “I have a feeling you two will need me after you talk. But you also need privacy. I know how to get myself in trouble,” he said with a passable attempt at a smile. “I’ll be back tonight.”

Hank didn’t know about that, but he wasn’t going to argue. He needed to get his head on straight and get ready. Sage would be off work soon, and he… Well, he didn’t know what was going to happen, but if he wanted to be able to live with himself, he had to start with an apology.

It took her longer to come upstairs than usual. He figured that was on purpose. The light outside was fading rapidly into dusk by the time he heard her footsteps on the stairs. She was dragging. His heart squeezed; she’d worked longer than usual just to avoid him, after being up half the night because of him.

You really are a bastard.

He was sitting in the dark when the door opened. He didn’t wait for her to come in. “Sage.”

She froze in the doorway. He hadn’t bothered turning on the light and her face was covered in shadow, but he could sense her wariness. She didn’t want to be hurt any more than she already had been. Yeah, definitely a bastard.

“Come in, baby. Come talk to me.”

She took one step, two. Knight followed her inside, threw Hank a solemn glance as if sensing the emotion churning inside his master, and headed for the hallway, probably his bed.

Sage eased the door closed. She didn’t tell him not to call her baby, and she didn’t refuse to come in. Good signs, right?

“What is there to talk about?”

Sensing her emotions was nowhere near as much a punch to the gut as hearing them. Hearing her fear. He never wanted her to fear him, but she did. He’d hurt her and she was afraid he would do it again. God, what he wouldn’t give to take back the last few hours.

What had she asked him? What was there to talk about? “Us.”

A little snort escaped her, almost obscured by the scrape of her shoes on the floor. Such a tiny sound, but it struck like a knife.

“Sage, I…” How did he do this? “I’m sorry. I really…I’m sorry. I was a dick downstairs. I was just…”

“Surprised?” She didn’t cross to the window where he sat. Instead she pulled out a chair at the table. Her and V. He was beginning to hate that table. “Not nearly as surprised as I was.”

She hadn’t expected to run into V. Another notch against him. “Why were you surprised?”

“Hank…” A sigh reached him. Sad. Tired. “It’s fine. It was just one night. Don’t worr—”

A rough sound he couldn’t hold back cut her off.

“It’s not fine. Even if you were nothing more to me than a one-night stand,” Hank said, “you deserve respect. I didn’t give you that. I’m sorry.” And he truly was. He had higher standards than that. A man didn’t hurt a woman, even if the hurt was purely emotional. He’d just been too blindsided to see beyond his own fucking emotions.

“Okay.” Sage’s word said one thing, her tone another. “It’s not important anymore.”

Another lie. Everything about her was important. He’d known that for a while now. He just hadn’t expected everything about her to include this. He stared through the darkness at the woman he’d held in his arms last night and realized, accepted for the very first time, that with her he had come back to life. He’d been living in a daze, the mask of easygoing rocker without a care or responsibility in the world except his dog getting him through the days with a minimum of effort. If he didn’t care, he didn’t hurt. He didn’t lose, like he’d lost his family, his job, his friends.

Until Sage. She’d shaken him awake, and he knew with sudden certainty that he didn’t want to lose that, lose her. He wanted to keep her, and that meant he had to fight for her. For them.

“Everything about you is important, Sage.”

He meant it, but she didn’t think so—he caught the shake of her head through the darkness.

“It is. Tell me.” He stood and started slowly across the room. “Trust me.”

“I don’t trust dicks,” she said. The strain in her voice cut into him, drawing blood.

That’s when he got on his knees. Pride didn’t matter, and neither did being right. All that mattered was healing the hurt he’d inflicted. He knelt at her feet, scooting in as close as he thought she’d let him—and, admittedly, hoping to mitigate the impact if she decided to kick him—and took her hand. It was balled into a fist, but she didn’t pull away. “I’m sorry. I— There are reasons I…” Fuck. “I want to explain.”

“Probably a good idea.”

He fought to find the words. Man up, Nash. “You know I used to be a cop in LA. My dad was a cop, my uncle. My brother.” He reminded himself to breathe. “It was the only route I considered after college. Upholding the family tradition. Fighting for truth, justice, and the American way.” Bitterness coated the words, a bitterness he hadn’t been able to erase in eight long years. His belief in truth and justice had soured along with his law enforcement career.

Sage’s fist relaxed as she listened. He stroked his thumb across the back of her hand, coaxing her, saying I’m sorry with every pass. “I had a few years under my belt before I was assigned a new partner. Coger. Big guy, knew his stuff. Good partner, or so I thought.”

He had to take a moment to swallow. Sage didn’t move, didn’t protest; she waited.

“Partners tend to get close. Wasn’t long before we were attending family barbecues and hanging out after work. Coger was married, and it took even less time for me to notice there was something off about his wife.”

“Like what?” Sage’s hand opened beneath his as she waited for him to speak. Hank kept his strokes steady, not wanting her to realize what she’d done, the gift she’d given him, and have her jerk it away from him again.

“Like she was timid. Scared. I’d seen it before, women who’d lived through abuse. I didn’t want to pry, so I didn’t ask. Not till I ran into her one day at the store. She was bending over to grab a flat of water, and when I went to help her, I noticed a bruise. It was on her neck, a ring of blue, like she’d been choked.”

His breath was getting faster, his pulse beginning to thump in his ears. Sage turned her hand beneath his, opening herself to comfort him.

“I got a lot more observant then. Started asking questions.” He’d investigated his own partner. “Turns out Coger was a Dominant. His wife was his sub. Only…” He squeezed Sage’s hand. “Let’s just say he didn’t play by any rules. I tried to convince her to get away, to trust me. I tried—”

He choked off the words.

“What happened, Hank?”

“She almost died. And I took the fucker down.”

Sage’s gasp rang in the air between them.

“There’s an unwritten code in many departments, mine included: never rat out a brother. I broke that code.” He made himself meet Sage’s eyes, and a jolt of surprise hit him at the gleam of tears. “I couldn’t live with it, and I couldn’t live with the men who would rather sweep it under the rug than give the PD a bad name. Including my family.”

“So you left,” Sage said quietly. “Is that when you moved here?”

He nodded. When he’d moved here, when he’d thrown his lot in with V. and they’d started Weekend Washout. When he’d abandoned any and all responsibility for other people, preferring the uninhibited loyalty of his German shepherd to most humans. He’d been hiding, even if he hadn’t known it. He couldn’t hide any longer.

“V. is my family, Sage, V. and Knight and the band. Alice and Merry. I love them, and I love him like a brother. But I try not to think about what he does, what he is. All I can think about when I hear the word ‘Dom’ is Tara’s face. Her beautiful face, bloody and beaten. I can’t—” Nausea rose again, and he put his head down on her thigh, right next to their hands, unable to let Sage see what those memories did to him.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

“It’s okay, Hank.”

Her words seemed to bring Hank out of the memories that had taken over his reality. His gaze cleared, his skin lost that green tinge that had crept in, and his eyes lifted to lock with hers. She repeated them, wanting to know for certain that he understood exactly what she was saying. “It’s okay. I understand. I don’t need…” She didn’t even want to say it, didn’t want to bring up things she knew hurt him, but she had to. “I don’t need to be dominated.”

“Yes, you do.”

She met V.’s eyes as he came in the door across the room. She really wished he’d go back out. She wished this whole day had never happened. “I can go without it, V.”

“But you can’t.” V.’s words rang in the air, in Sage’s mind. “You can’t submerse that part of yourself.”

“I can.”

Hank spread his big hand atop her thigh, the fingers wrapping down the sides. Warm support, from someone who had every reason not to support her. “Should you have to?” he asked.

“It doesn’t matter. I wasn’t very good at the whole sub thing anyway.”

Hank snorted. “Says who?”

“Everyone. Isn’t that what Mas—what V. told you? He knows exactly how much of a failure I was as a sub.”

“That’s not what I saw,” V. said. The sincere tone made her eyes tingle with would-be tears. “I saw a sub who needed more than her Dom was willing or able to give. That doesn’t make you a failure, Sage. That’s all on him.”

She stared at him. “V., that’s…”

She didn’t know how to finish that sentence. The problem had been hers, not Kevin’s. Hadn’t it? And when he couldn’t deal with his broken sub anymore, he’d dumped her.

Hank squeezed her thigh to get her attention. She focused on him instead of the memories, the questions. “What exactly happened?” he asked.

Oh no. No. She couldn’t—

V. cleared his throat, opened his mouth.

“No.”

V. shook his head. “You’ve both been through the ringer today; I know that. And I don’t think he needs details right now, but he has a right to know, at least some of it. It’s the only way to work this out.”

Hank cupped her face. “It’s okay,” he said, repeating her words back to her. “It’s gonna be okay, I promise.”

You can’t promise that. The words rang in her head as V. began to speak, and she found her mind wandering down pathways she’d long hoped to forget the map to. Images she’d thought exorcised. Emotions that ripped through her just as hard now as they had all those months ago.

“V., that’s enough.” Hank’s voice. His face appeared before her. “Breathe, baby,” he whispered softly, just between the two of them. “Follow me.” He stared into her eyes and sucked in air, pushed it out. Sage found herself mimicking his actions without thought, easing the pain in her chest, her heart. With every exhale, the memory of Kevin’s face, that last look of pure disgust, faded, replaced by the acceptance she found in Hank’s expression. No disgust there, no disappointment, only strength.

God, he would make such a good Dom.

She closed her eyes at the thought. He’d never do it, not after what he’d shared with her.

The softest brush of lips crossed hers. A kiss. Her eyes popped open, and there was Hank, still staring, still accepting, lending her his strength. She could love this man—she knew it right then, right there. The thought brought her tears back, but she blinked them away, reached up instead to cup his face, rub her palm along that sexy stubble. When he closed his eyes and tilted his head deeper into her touch, she knew what she had to do.

“I’m done with it, Hank.” She met his reopened eyes with what she hoped was determination. “I mean it. I don’t need to submit to be happy. I’m fine without it.” If there was a twinge of longing in her chest, she ignored it. Hank and whatever they could have together was more important. She wouldn’t give up this chance.

A confused crease appeared between his eyebrows. “Then why does V. say you do need it?”

“Because he’s a Dom? They always think they know best. I’ve been there, done that. I’ll find my own way from now on.”

“So when I do this”—he pushed into her hair and fisted a handful, tugging just enough to make sure she felt it—“it does nothing for you?”

Her knees wobbled despite the fact that she was sitting, and her eyes rolled back in her head. The moan that escaped didn’t surprise either one of them, though Sage tried to hold it back.

“We’re hardwired to want what we want,” V. said from somewhere behind Hank. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“But I don’t want to want it!” She jumped to her feet, tearing away from Hank and nearly balding herself as her hair tangled around his fingers.

“Sage!” he hissed, forcing her to be still with a hard hand on her hip while he freed his fingers. She told herself the tears in her eyes were from the pain in her scalp, but she knew better.

“Hank, I will not let this rule my life.” She slapped a hand to her chest. “I decide what I want, and what I want is you. You aren’t a Dom. You can’t even take pulling my hair. I could never ask you to hit me, be rough with me. It wouldn’t turn you on; it would disgust you—I would disgust you. I can come just fine without the dominance.”

Hank frowned. “But you’d always feel like something’s missing.”

Why did he have to get her so well? “You’re talking like we’re in a committed relationship—”

“We are.” The way he prowled toward her set her stomach fluttering. “For as long as we’re together, we’re committed. Long-term or not, one night or a thousand, I’ll give you what you need.”

“My sexuality is not your problem,” she whispered. She would not saddle him with this.

Hank’s eyes went soft, tender at her words as if he knew exactly what she was trying to do. “Then why do I need to take care of you? Because I do, Sage. I need to know you have everything that makes you happy, that fulfills you. It’s not what I want; it’s what I need, what I have to have.”

“You’re a nice guy—”

“Nice? You think this is about being nice? You think my cock is rock hard and hurting because I’m nice?” One dark wing of an eyebrow went up, daring her to repeat her words.

“I—”

“Because I’m warning you, I’m not feeling particularly nice right now.” He moved right into her space, his big body forcing her back until her shoulder blades met the fridge. “In fact I’m feeling decidedly un-nice.”

And it was getting her hot as hell. Thank God the unforgiving surface behind her made up for her suddenly noodle-weak knees. “Hank, I—”

“Hush.” He leaned closer until his breath gusted against her lips. “Just…don’t say another word.”

Her gut clenched at his command. Yes, that’s what I want. Control me. Please. She wanted to kneel before him, wanted so badly to surrender, but Hank didn’t truly want her submission. She couldn’t relive that, wouldn’t beg for something her partner didn’t want to give.

“What is it?” he asked.

She closed her eyes. Dom or not, Hank had the instincts down pat. Even an experienced master didn’t always catch the subtle cues of a sub; she knew that from experience. Painful experience.

“I want…” She shook her head.

“What?” Hank’s rock-solid body pressed her against the cool stainless steel at her back. His voice dropped an octave, rumbling through his chest and into hers. Her nipples throbbed in time with her racing heartbeat. “Tell me what you want. Be honest with both of us.”

“I want…to get on my knees. I want you over me, commanding me, even…forcing me.” Her voice cracked as she revealed her deepest secrets to him. “I want you to take complete control, and then I want you to lose it. But you don’t need the same.” And she wouldn’t ask it of him. It was as wrong to ask him to change himself as it was for him to try to change her. “It’s okay. You don’t need the same.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

Hank swung his head to stare at V., his gaze as shocked as she felt.

V. moved closer.

“I’m no Dom,” Hank told his friend.

“Not yet, but you are dominant.” V. moved to their side, and she watched as he eyed Hank’s posture. “Here’s what you’ve got to get in your head: You associate being a Dom with hurting someone. Dominance doesn’t have to be pain. It doesn’t have to be a lot of things—it’s what you make it between the two of you. Start with what makes you hot, what you need, and go from there.”

Sage tried to move away, to give herself some breathing space, not from Hank but from the conversation. He wouldn’t be budged. When she tried again, that hand delved into her hair just like before, this time gently holding her still. Still, a delicious tingle of pain crossed her sore scalp. Sage closed her eyes and tilted her head into his grip, unconsciously begging for more.

“Look at her, Hank. Really look.” Satisfaction saturated V.’s words. “See that? That look says it all. Not fear, not abuse—that look is need. You can be what she needs if you’ll let yourself.”

Hank’s hands started to shake, the shiver spreading down his body as it pressed into hers. “I can’t hurt her. I can’t.”

“You can. You are,” V. told him, “but her body isn’t registering it as pain, not really. Look at her.”

And Sage let her control go, let herself give in to need. Let herself accept that maybe, just maybe V. was right. She did need this, and Hank could give it to her. Maybe they could both heal from pasts that had wounded them. She gave in and pushed her aching breasts into Hank’s solid chest. “Please,” she begged.

“I don’t—”

V. stared hard at Hank, and Sage swore he was trying to will his friend into believing with every molecule of his being. “You know the answer. And you know what you have to do if you want to keep her: find the balance, for both of you. Let me show you. Teach you. Trust me, Hank. You can take care of her.”

Sage met Hank’s tortured eyes, and she couldn’t resist. Please, she mouthed. Please try. If dominance ended up not being right for him, well…they’d face that crossroads if they came to it.

Hank seemed to agree. He closed the distance between them, their mouths clashing together, and Sage prayed he was saying yes. Despite his control, despite the way he took over her senses and pushed everything away but him, his tongue tasted like surrender in her mouth.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

“And with that, I think I’m done for the night.”

Sage wasn’t listening—all she could hear was the thundering of her heart and the speeding up of her breath. It was all she wanted to hear for now. Hank didn’t seem to be tracking either. From what she could glimpse around Hank’s side, V. didn’t care either way. He rumbled something about seeing them in the morning and disappeared down the hall. She glanced up, into Hank’s smoldering gaze. The air between them went electric, as if the absence of other bodies allowed space for the spark flickering between them to suddenly ignite.

She didn’t think he’d be needing his room tonight.

Hank tucked his chin until his warm breath brushed her earlobe. “It’s been a long night,” he said, voice taking on the hoarse edge of arousal.

That sound… The tension that had settled on Sage’s shoulders as they’d argued finally released the last fingers of its hold. When she slid her palms up his chest to grip the thick ropes of muscle along his shoulders, she found him hot to the touch but not tense. “It has.”

Hank’s lips closed around her lobe. The warm suction tore a moan from her throat.

Well, the night isn’t totally over.

Hank released her ear only to drag his nose along the sensitive skin of her neck. She heard a long inhale. Was he as fascinated by her scent as she was his? He always smelled of musk and cinnamon sugar.

“So sweet,” he whispered against her skin.

Maybe their scents matched. If only they fit as well in the bedroom.

Hank’s hands dropped to her hips and dragged her closer with a groan. He took her mouth as he ground a hard-as-nails erection against her pelvis.

Okay, maybe they matched this way too.

When he finally drew back from their kiss, they were both gasping for air. Hank’s grin was self-satisfied and sexy as hell. He ran a thumb along her cheekbone. “Sage…I might not know my way around this thing between us. I might not understand it all, and I might be feeling my way, but there’s one thing V. was right about.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?” The same rough edge in Hank’s voice had crept into hers.

His hands slid down to cup her ass cheeks. “I definitely like control.”

“I don’t think I’d have ever guessed that about you.” Which was a total lie. She’d guessed, but the way he held himself back had made her uncertain. Now she understood—he was making sure he never hurt a woman the way he’d seen Tara hurt. He had plenty of control; he just used it on himself. Considering how big he was, it made sense in a twisted way. If only he could see himself the way she saw him, he’d know that, no matter how rough passion made him, he wouldn’t truly hurt her.

Maybe that was something she could teach him.

Hank raised an eyebrow at her sarcasm. Before she could guess what he was planning, he stepped back, gripped her waist, and then he bent over and tugged her hip tight against his shoulder.

“What—”

Hank tossed her over his back. The sudden shift knocked a whoop from her lungs. He was halfway down the hall before she could draw another breath. Her core reacted much more quickly.

“Hank!”

“Hang on, baby.”

She did—everywhere she could touch. As Hank closed the door to her room behind them and flicked the lock, she let her hands wander over slim hips, thick thighs. He took one step, two, and the play of muscles beneath her fingertips amazed her. Aroused her. She wanted to lick those muscles—among other things, things her hands were getting fairly close to.

Hank shifted to flip her over his shoulder and let her slide down his body until her toes curled into the plush rug on her bedroom floor. “Thanks, He-Man,” she teased as she trailed her fingers along his bulging biceps. His tattoos called to her—she’d never found out if they tasted different under her tongue. When she leaned in and traced the eyes of the tiger staring out at the world from his skin, Hank hissed her name.

She peeked up at him and couldn’t hold back a grin at the impatience hardening his face.

Hank dragged her closer. “What do you need, baby? Tell me.”

The demand hardened her nipples. She met his eyes, those sexy hazel eyes, and the answer came to her—not a sexual act, not a position, but an attitude.

“I need you to let go.”

Hank frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Hank…you’re always holding back. I understand it now, understand why you’re afraid to let go, but I don’t need you to hold back. I want you in all your passion, rough or soft; I want you to give in to the hunger that rides you so hard”—she rose on tiptoe to whisper in his ear—“and then I need you to ride me.”

The me was barely out before Hank tackled her to the floor.

The rug cushioned her back as it met the ground, but even so, Hank’s hands were there, cradling her, easing her down under him. Only when she was safe and settled did he let loose again. His body came down on top of hers, the weight of him taking her breath as she felt it fully for the very first time. So good. She’d always loved that heavy feel, and Hank’s solid weight pressed her hard into the floor, so hard she struggled to breathe, but she didn’t want him to move. Never. She wanted him on top of her forever. Instead of struggling, she pulled him closer and opened her knees wide to allow his hips to fill the space. Cradling him…there was nothing like it.

She arched up, wishing she could meld their bodies together. “Hank, please.” And then she hesitated, realizing something. “What about V.?”

“He’ll pretend he can’t hear us if he wants to live.”

His mouth skimmed her neck, the curve of her shoulder. When he kissed her there, sparks shot down her body. He didn’t just kiss, though—he devoured, mouth open, teeth nipping, tongue laving. She whimpered and turned her head, offering herself to him completely.

It wasn’t enough, not for Hank. He lifted himself with one hand—and oh, what that did to his biceps—and gripped the hem of her shirt with the other, jerking upward. Sage found herself summarily bared, only the thin lace of her bra protecting her from his sight. She didn’t want to be protected. Arching her back, she reached beneath her and undid the clasp. Hank was back at her throat, kissing, sucking, nuzzling as if he couldn’t get enough of her. His hands roamed restlessly, and when her bra went slack, he jerked it away as well. His rough fingers rolled her taut nipple until Sage thought she might scream from the pleasure swamping her.

She wanted his skin too, and went after it. She tugged his T-shirt until it came free of his jeans. Smooth skin rippled beneath her hands as she smoothed the shirt up his body. Thick ropes of muscle lined the furrow of his spine. Sage followed them up until she could pull the fabric over his head. It got in Hank’s way, and when he pushed up, allowing first one arm and then the other to be freed, his gaze locked on Sage’s naked breasts.

“Holy shit, you have the most beautiful breasts.”

She giggled. She couldn’t help it; this fierce man with more power in his little finger than she had in her whole body combined was staring at her nipples with actual greed. Would he still be doing that the tenth time he’d seen them? The one thousandth? “You have such a way with words.”

“You won’t be laughing when I’m singing about those nipples onstage.” He dipped his head to rub his five o’clock shadow across one pink nub.

“You wouldn’t,” she gasped, both from the threat and the pleasure-pain of his stubble.

He raised an eyebrow. “You think?”

The tender points tightened until they felt like they might burst, straining toward him, begging without words for more of his touch. A surprised squeak escaped her when Hank latched on. He didn’t lick, didn’t prepare her; no, he simply sucked her in and drew on her with such determination that Sage’s back came off the rug. Her eyes closed in bliss, and she cupped his head, feeling the bristle of his hair scratching along her palms and the tender skin of her breast as she pulled him closer.

Hank undid the button of her pants when he switched sides. He stripped her lower half one-handed. He didn’t bother with removing his jeans, simply shoved them down enough to free his cock and pushed inside in one smooth stroke.

She hadn’t known she was close until she felt her body splitting wide around him, felt an orgasm sneak down her spine and slam her unexpectedly. She choked, convulsed, unaware of the cry she let loose until the final notes echoed in her ears. When she peeled her eyes open, it was to see a grimace on Hank’s face as he shuddered above her, obviously trying to hold back.

“Hank?”

He eased out of her. “Condom,” he rasped. “Forgot.”

“Oh.” So had she. He hovered over her as he prepared himself and wasted no time slipping back inside her warm depths. Her sigh was ragged around the edges. “God,” she wheezed. “So big.”

“Now who’s good with words?”

She clamped her body down around him. “Don’t need words,” she rasped. “Just need you.” She pulled his head to hers and took the kiss she wanted. It wasn’t long before Hank took over. His tongue tangled with hers; his teeth nipped at her tender lips. He drew his knees up under her legs to give him leverage and thrust into her with the evenness of a metronome—but he didn’t let himself go.

Sage felt her frustration rise.

“Hank, damn it.” She reached between them, tracing the surging muscles of his belly as he pushed into her, ground their pelvises together. She found that sweet trail of hair below his navel, leading her down, down, and when he retreated the next time, she slid her fingers around his wet cock.

“Shit!”

As if her touch was electricity, Hank jerked upright. His big hands went to her hips, and then he was dragging her down hard, kicking his hips forward to shaft her over and over and over. The power in his body surprised her, bruised her, fascinated her. She lifted her pelvis high, desperate to get closer, to get every damn inch of him inside her. Her climax balled up in her stomach muscles, her core, tightening, tightening, the promise of release right there at the edge of her consciousness. She bowed her back as hard as she could, held her thighs wide, needing it, needing him, and with one final shove into her body, Hank set her off.

“Sage! Shit!” The words came out in a distorted groan as Hank jerked above her in a frenzy of thrusts before every muscle seemed to seize. The rhythmic kick of his cock inside her triggered aftershocks that had her digging her nails into the tense muscles of his ass, desperate for closer, more, deeper, even on the downward slide of orgasm.

Long moments later Hank collapsed onto her, then rolled to put her above him. She sprawled over his torso, her body like jelly. Even if she’d wanted to move, she couldn’t, especially with the ache in her back. At the thought, a quiet laugh escaped.

“Think that was funny?” Hank’s words came out hoarse.

“Well yeah. We didn’t even make it to the bed.”

“Beds are overrated,” he said, but his shifting beneath her said she wasn’t the only one with an ache in her back.

“Uh-huh.” Sage patted his bare chest.

He tilted her chin up for another one of those rough kisses. “Come on,” he muttered against her mouth. “Stand up. I’m not finished with you yet.”

“Thank God.” And thank you, for trusting me. She didn’t say the words, but she was sure he could see them when he pulled her down on top of him once more.


Chapter Twenty

 

 

Despite her words, the stress of their argument and the exhaustion of their sex-interrupted night had Sage falling asleep almost as soon as Hank managed to topple her into the bed. He padded into the bathroom, wet a washcloth with warm water, and returned to clean Sage up as carefully as he could without waking her. After a quick swipe over himself, he crawled into bed and tugged Sage back against him. He’d never spooned a woman all night, preferring to sleep on his back, but when he woke late the next morning, he was still curled around her. Sage stirred when he left the bed, but drifted back to sleep without much more than a murmur. Deep satisfaction settled in his chest at seeing her there, curled in the bed they’d shared, knowing she was safe and sound.

He shut the bedroom door quietly behind him before going to the kitchen. V. sat at the table, chowing down on eggs and toast. Knight sat on his haunches right next to his friend, eyeing the full plate. Hank went immediately to the pantry to grab Knight’s food.

“Did you make me any?” he threw back at V. on the way.

V. snorted. “Make your own.”

When Knight’s bowl was full and the loyal shepherd was eating—right after giving Hank a good-morning tongue bath—Hank wandered over to the counter, where he spotted a piece of the Italian cream cake Sage had made the night before Alice’s party. Popping the lid off the container, he smirked across the room at his friend. “That’s okay; I’ve got something better.”

V. eyed the cake with more than a little greed. “If you eat that big a piece, it’ll be hell to work off.”

“Not with Sage around,” Hank said. The first big bite went into his mouth, the fluffy cake and silky-smooth icing drawing a moan from him.

“Bastard,” V. said.

Hank grinned and took another bite.

They’d finished breakfast before V. got down to business. “Been thinking,” he said as he washed up his dishes. Neither one of them would leave more work for Sage if they could help it, especially not now. Just the fact that she was still asleep said the past couple of days had taken a major toll on her.

“’Bout what?”

“About bringing Jane down here.”

That surprised Hank. Not that he didn’t want to meet Jane, he just… “Sure.”

V. chuckled as if he knew Hank had expected the topic of discussion to be far different. “We have more work to do on your music, and we need to discuss a tour. If that’s what you want, of course.”

Hank searched V.’s face. What he saw there affirmed what V. had already told him—the songs were strong enough for release, strong enough to carry him solo while they waited for the future to figure itself out. The tension in his gut eased. “It’s what I want,” he admitted finally.

V. nodded, his only acknowledgment, though the knowing look in his eyes said he was patting himself on the back for convincing Hank. Self-righteous bastard.

“That’s not why I want to bring Jane, though.”

With the dishes clean, Hank wandered over to his usual spot on the window seat. “Why then?”

“Because I think you need to see what you’re really getting into.”

Hank squirmed. How did he admit he didn’t think he could watch?

If you can’t watch, you sure as hell can’t do it yourself, stupid.

True. He’d never been one for macho posturing either. He gripped his thighs hard. “V., I don’t… I’m not sure how to do this, or if I even can.”

V. leaned a shoulder against the fridge a few feet away. “You won’t know, not till you try.”

“And if I fail?” That more than anything was his biggest fear, even beyond pushing his own boundaries. Just letting himself forget about his own strength last night had been a major step. He’d let go, and it had felt good for both of them. Pleasing Sage had satisfied something far beyond his own hunger; he didn’t want to go back to not being what she needed.

“Do you care about Sage?” V. asked. The words were soft, the tone deadly serious. Hank met his friend’s stern gaze.

“You know I do.”

“How much?”

“I—” How did he answer that? “More than I ever expected.”

“Enough to put her before your own fears? Enough to put her first, give her what she needs?”

There was only one answer he could give. “Yes.”

“Then you can do this.”

V.’s absolute certainty steadied him. “Okay. So…how?” He felt ridiculous asking V. for what was basically a lecture on “how to do sex,” but he wouldn’t leave anything to chance, not where Sage was concerned.

“Good question.” V. crossed his arms over his chest. “Right now I’d suggest you explore on your own. Learn by doing. Sage knows what she needs, she’s experienced”—he paused at Hank’s grimace but didn’t comment—“and asking her what she wants is better than any tutorial I could give you. Unless you want to talk contracts?”

Hank rubbed a hand over his suddenly achy forehead. “A contract?”

“No, I didn’t think so.” V. waved the idea off. “We’ll save that for later. Anyway… You’re naturally dominant, Hank; you know, even if you won’t admit it, how to control her in bed; the trick is letting yourself go. Most Doms have the opposite problem: they have to learn to take complete control. You have too much. You’re so locked down that you can’t be as dominant as you need to be.”

Isn’t that what Sage had proved last night? “How do you know that?”

V. smiled. “A good guess. You never let yourself get the least bit rough. When you touch women, you’re conscious of every slight pressure, every little possibility that you could get too rough and leave a bruise or cause the slightest bit of pain. Sage likes pain—not punches and kicks, not what you might see as ‘real’ pain, but she likes rough.”

The fact that his friend had intimate knowledge of Sage’s preferences tightened his chest.

V. shook his head at whatever he saw on Hank’s face. “I know you don’t like it. I’m sorry. But you need to know this. You need to know that she can take whatever you hand out.

“Let me ask you this,” V. said. “When you’re with Sage, when things are hot and heavy, how conscious are you of the way she reacts? Are you totally lost in your own response, or do you notice the least little change in expression, how her breath catches, if her hands ball up in pain or her pussy clenches in pleasure?”

Hank thought back to last night, how even though they’d been on the floor, Sage hadn’t been uncomfortable until afterward. He’d known it because he’d watched her, and if she hadn’t liked their position, he would’ve changed it.

“I notice everything,” he admitted.

“Then you’re a good dominant. Those responses tell you everything you need to know, including when you aren’t going far enough. Asking questions and truly listening to Sage’s responses, without bias, will take you the rest of the way.”

Hank let out a breath. “Okay.”

V. straightened. “Two things.”

Hank waited.

“Before you go any further—with anything—Sage needs a safe word.”

“Why?” He knew what a safe word was, but subs used it for pain, right? He had no intention of exploring anything involving pain right away.

“Because you need a way to determine if you’ve got a green light or not.”

“So the safe word is more for me than her?”

V. nodded. “You know, if she’s not using her safe word, that you aren’t doing anything she objects to. Even then, though, you can question her. Many couples use colors to determine how comfortable a sub is: green for ‘good to go,’ yellow for ‘slow down,’ red for ‘stop immediately.’”

Hank considered that. “So I can ask what color she is, and if she says yellow, I know I’m getting close to pushing her too far?”

“Or that she needs time to take a breath, needs reassurance. Those are things you will learn with time, but the colors can help you determine whether or not you need to be asking more questions. Hank, what Sage went through with her ex… You have to understand that in many cases a sub is taught to obey, to not question their Dom inside a scene.”

“That’s stupid,” Hank muttered.

“It can be in the wrong circumstances,” V. agreed. “Of course, some subs don’t want to speak up—that’s part of the beauty of submission for them, the complete letting go and allowing a Dom to take them over totally. Sage was…” V. grimaced. “Her ex put her in a situation where she had no choice but to speak up, to question him just to get his attention. She can explain in more detail when she’s ready, but what I can tell you is this: she thinks of herself as a bad sub. And the pressure she will put on herself to be perfect for you will lead to one thing: she won’t tell you what she needs unless you question her.”

“Like asking what color she’s at?”

“Exactly. And asking her what’s okay, what feels good, if she needs more. Get her talking if you can. Usually D/s couples have some form of contract in place so they go into a scene with boundaries already established. I don’t think you or Sage are ready for a contract, though. A safe word is a surefire way to know you won’t cross a boundary she doesn’t want crossed—not that I think you will; your problem will be not pushing her far enough. But because you don’t have a contract, a safe word and questioning her during your explorations are an absolute necessity.”

Hank nodded, overwhelmed but also grateful V. was here. Hank had always tried not to think about V.’s role as a Dom, but he trusted his friend to tell him the truth, to lead him in something he knew only bad things about.

“ Any questions?” V. asked.

“Just one. Does this”—he waved a hand, not sure how to put this—“this…philosophy…govern every interaction? How often do we do this?”

V.’s brow creased. “Has it governed every interaction between you two so far?” When Hank shook his head, V. explained. “It happens as often as we want it to happen. You might need more formal ‘lessons’ through this initial period if you want to explore some more complicated things, but you’ll get a feel for when you need it, when she needs it.”

“I don’t want to risk not being there for Sage, either out of ignorance or stubbornness.”

“That’s her job,” V. reassured him. “The two of you have to talk. She has to tell you what she wants.”

Hank rubbed the stubble across his chin. “Okay.”

V. gave him what Hank could only call an indulgent smile. “Look at you, talking about all this stuff. You’re not even green. I’d say that’s progress.”

Hank caught his friend’s eye, wanting V. to see how deadly serious he was. “For Sage, I’ll do anything.” He just hoped he could keep it up when they got to the more advanced stuff—if they ever did.

V.’s smile got bigger, even more approving. “Good. Now, aftercare.”

“What’s aftercare?” Like cuddling? That might be the easiest part of this whole deal. He already couldn’t get enough of cuddling Sage’s sweetly curved body.

“Glad you asked.” V. reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. He handed it over. “Here’s how you find out.”

Hank read down the page. If he had to guess, he’d say these were book titles. “What is this?”

“Your homework.”

“What?”

“A reading list,” V. said as he turned toward the hall, throwing over his shoulder. “And when Jane and I come back, we’ll talk about flogging.”

“What the hell?” Hank yelled after his friend, belatedly realizing he risked waking Sage up. A chuckle floated back to him through his open bedroom door.

“Hey, if watching it doesn’t reassure you, I can always let you experience it,” V. called.

“No way in hell!” Hank stopped at the bedroom door to watch V. pack.

“You’d be surprised. A lot of Doms won’t do anything to a sub they haven’t actually experienced themselves.”

“Like?”

“Like anal sex, wax, any kind of whipping.”

The bile at the back of Hank’s throat returned with a vengeance. “No anal.”

“For which one of you?”

Hank shot him a murderous glare. V.’s cleared his throat, his choked-off laugh rubbing salt in the wound.

“Flogging doesn’t really hurt, you know. More like a deep tissue massage. It sounds scary when the leather hits skin, but there’s very little pain. I’ll be honest; I’ve seen Sage take more than a flogger, but I’m not certain she really wants it. Other things that push her limits, maybe, and that cause mild pain—like wax—but a switch or cane?” He shook his head.

Hank hesitated, not wanting to get his hopes up. He scrubbed a hand down his face. “I… Damn it.”

V. stopped packing to walk over and grip his shoulder, but Hank didn’t look at his friend. The reading list he still held crinkled as he clutched it a little too tight.

“Remember, bro, can’t and won’t are two very different things,” V. said into the heavy silence. “Sage has limits, and so will you. There are things you won’t do, and things you can’t. Same for her. All of that can be determined later. What you need to know now is where to start. As trust grows, things can and do change. You’re just at the beginning right now.”

Hank thought back to last night, to the look on Sage’s face as he he’d lost himself inside her, the way he’d felt as he’d held her sleeping body in his arms, and resolve brought his head up. He wasn’t a coward, never had been. Sage deserved everything she wanted and more—and he’d be damned if anyone but him was going to give it to her. When fulfilled exhaustion overtook her, it would be his arms around her, his heart racing against her body.

Past or no past, he would do this. No matter what.


Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

She padded down the hall just in time to catch V. throwing a final glance around Hank’s bedroom, his overnight bag in hand.

“Hey. Where’s Hank?”

V. took in her sleep-rumpled appearance with an indulgent smile. “Took Knight for a run. The big brute was getting antsy.”

“Is that a reference to the dog or Hank?”

“Both.”

She laughed.

The kitchen was empty of dirty breakfast dishes, for which she said a silent thank-you. “I thought you and Hank had more work to do,” she said when V. followed her in. She didn’t mind admitting, at least to herself, that she’d hoped V. would hang around a little longer to…help out. Her hang-ups in regard to telling Hank what to do were a mile wide; having an intermediary had seemed like a godsend.

One side of V.’s mouth tilted up in a smile. “Gotta get back to Jane.”

She wondered what the woman who’d captured his heart was like. V. had never played with the same type of sub; he’d liked variety, and he was well experienced. She hadn’t known a sub named Jane at Heathers, though. Maybe he’d met her elsewhere? On the road?

Her stomach sank at the thought of Hank on the road again. She hadn’t considered it much before, but now the idea of all the groupies she was sure hung around made her hands tremble. She swallowed hard, turning her attention to making a fresh pot of coffee.

“You okay?” V. asked quietly. He must’ve noticed her shaking, though she wished he hadn’t. A good Dom always followed up, and V. was, above all, a good Dom. And usually right, even now, when she’d rather he stayed to play go-between. That was really nothing more than the need for someone else to fill in for her inadequacies, and it wouldn’t help in the long run. She and Hank needed time together, just the two of them, to solidify things, establish solid ground.

“I’m okay, Vincent.”

V. nodded, his attention on her solemn, serious. Then, lightning quick, he shot her a wink. “Then have fun. And take care.”

Always with the concern, even when he was playing. Sage flipped the switch to start the coffee, then walked right up to the intimidating Dom to give him a hug. “Thank you.”

“Anytime, Sage.”

After V. left, she took her coffee to the bathroom for her shower, then returned to the kitchen. Mondays were her time to play—the market was closed and things were usually quiet, and the happiness bubbling up inside her called for some baking.

The open windows allowed the late-morning ocean breeze to blow through. Sage enjoyed the feel of it against her bare legs, the way it shifted the soft cotton of her short dress against her skin. Her muscles burned as she mixed cake batter by hand, humming along to the radio absentmindedly. She’d been dreaming over a cooking catalog when she’d come across a mini-bundt cake pan she simply had to have, and it had come via mail order a few days ago. She’d decided on red velvet with cream cheese icing. Maybe if the cakes turned out well, she could try them out in the market.

Her cell phone rang just as she was putting the tray of cakes into the oven. The screen flashed an unfamiliar number with a Cali area code. She rarely got phone calls, except from Deirdre or Alice.

Alice.

She had the oven closed and the phone in her hand before the third ring. “Hello?”

“Sage.”

That’s not Alice. It was her first thought. Her second was son of a bitch. “Kevin?”

“You’ve been avoiding my calls.”

“So you called me from a number I wasn’t familiar with.” It wasn’t a question. As persistent as her ex had been, this really shouldn’t surprise her. “Good-bye, Kevin.”

The phone was only inches from her ear when his barked, “Wait!” reached her. She didn’t bring the phone back because of his command; she brought it back because she honestly wondered what the hell he wanted. If he thought there was even a remote chance of them getting back together, he had more selective memory than she would’ve thought possible.

When the dial tone didn’t sound, Kevin must’ve realized she hadn’t hung up—the hint of smug in his tone said he’d counted on her obedience. “Good girl.”

The words made her sick to her stomach. “What do you want, Kevin?”

“What I’ve wanted for months: to talk to you.”

She snorted. “You haven’t wanted me talking for a long time now. Try again.”

He hesitated. Surprised? She didn’t think so, but there was always a first time.

“Sage…” The slightest touch of contrition entered his voice. “I know things went bad. I handled it all wro—”

“Do you know what I think? I think you want what you can’t have. There are dozens of subs at Heathers that would be more than happy to fall at your feet.” And they would be as complicated as a one-night stand, which was probably what he preferred since he hadn’t been able to handle a relationship with her. “Go find one and leave me alone. We are through—you made that quite clear the last night we were together.”

Remembered humiliation washed through her with the memories. Sage deliberately brought up the image of Hank as he’d been last night, his beautiful face tight with climax, mouth twisted as he pushed against her with all the force in that powerful body. He hadn’t held back. He’d let go, for her. For them, despite years of training himself to do the exact opposite. No matter how far they were able to take this, Hank knew what a relationship needed: giving. Not taking. Kevin didn’t have the slightest clue and never would.

He was sputtering words she didn’t bother to listen to before cutting him off. “Kevin.”

Something in the quiet intensity of her voice must’ve warned him. “No, Sage. I—”

But that Dom voice no longer affected her. “I’m done. I’ve moved on with my life. I’m not your submissive anymore, and I never will be again. Don’t call me. Don’t text me. Don’t contact me again. Is that clear?”

He didn’t answer; she didn’t expect him to. She hit the End Call button without waiting, then placed the phone on the counter with extreme care.

Air. She needed air.

The decking roughed up her bare feet, but in her haste to get out, she’d forgotten shoes. Who cared? Certainly not her—all she cared about was gulping in deep breaths to keep from losing it. Only the equally rough railing beneath her hands grounded her, steadied her with its solid weight.

And then Hank’s hands, so big and so rough and yet so sweet on her body, came around her waist. There wasn’t a moment of doubt as to who was touching her; she’d know him anywhere, not just his touch but his warm breath on her bare neck, his solid body pulling her in.

“Hank,” she whispered, unable to get out more. Just his presence filled her that full.

He didn’t speak. It was as if he could sense everything roiling inside her without her having to say a word. No one had ever read her as well as he did. She let herself lean against that wide chest, wide enough to take on the world’s sorrows and carry them seemingly without effort. She wanted to carry his. She’d give anything to gift him with the sense of belonging he was giving her. He had no idea what he’d committed to when he’d slept with her, but he’d never be sorry. She’d make sure of it.

Long minutes passed just like that, absorbing Hank’s strength, breathing in the clean ocean air. Only when she sagged back against him, the last bit of tension gone, did Hank speak.

“That was damn good to hear.”

She closed her eyes and savored his approval. “Thank you.”

“Thank you. I would’ve paid money to see that.”

A laugh escaped past the knot in her throat.

“You did well, Sage.” Hank ducked his head to lick that sensitive spot below her ear, flattened his palms just beneath her belly button to feel her muscles jump with the spike of hunger he set off. When his mouth traced the line of her throat, she shivered.

“Hank.” It wasn’t a whisper this time; it was a plea. Hank made love to her sensitive skin, his mouth magic, his tongue a hot whip against her throat. Sage felt the tightening in her nipples, the heat between her legs. Against the small of her back, Hank’s erection firmed. When his teeth came out to play, she dragged his hands up and pressed them to her aching breasts.

Hank’s chuckle was rough with arousal. “Again? Didn’t you get enough last night?”

He was teasing, she knew, but her response wasn’t. “I can never get enough of you.”

Hank sucked her earlobe gently, bit down until she moaned his name a second time. She could feel his grin against her neck, in the rough brush of his scruff, and she bet that look was smug. She didn’t mind his smug.

“I can’t either,” he assured her. “All I can think about when I’m not inside you is when I get to come back in.”

A surge of hunger arrowed through her. She tried to turn, to press herself against him like her body was screaming to do, but the abrupt lift of Hank’s head and a hissed curse stopped her.

“What is it?” She didn’t need him to tell her, though; she already knew. She’d seen it this morning when she brushed her hair after her shower. A dark splotch, right there where her neck met her shoulder, her favorite place for Hank to kiss—and bite. And he had last night. Enough that he’d left behind a reddened patch there. The collar of a button-down would easily conceal the mark when she went back to work tomorrow, but her scoop-necked summer dress was nowhere near enough to hide it from Hank’s sensual exploration. If it weren’t for her hair loose around her shoulders, he would’ve spotted it the minute he saw her.

Now he stepped around her, a scowl pulling his sensual mouth tight. Light fingers traced the hickey. “Did I do that?”

“Yes.” She tried to put all her approval, the pleasure seeing his mark gave her, into that one word.

“Damn it, I’m sorry, baby.”

“Why?”

His finger traced another circle around the spot. Shadows clouded his eyes. “I hurt you.”

The smile left her face; she could feel her desire disappearing with it. Without a word, she turned away, escaped to the kitchen. Straightening things on the counter gave her eyes somewhere to go besides Hank’s face.

He was behind her in a second, his hands settling heavily on her shoulders. A hesitant squeeze. “Hey.” He bent down, his words cautious, almost wary in her ear. “I really am sorry. I’ll be more careful.”

Sage caught her bottom lip in her teeth, trying hard to keep her words in, to not upset him. Not because she was afraid; it was just one more emotional overload of a conversation she didn’t think she could handle. Even now, she had to force herself not to beg him to squeeze a little bit—or a lot—harder. To give her another hickey, somewhere no one but the two of them could see. She fisted a measuring cup until the metal handle creaked.

She should’ve known Hank wouldn’t let it go. He turned her around to face him, took the poor cup from her hand, and placed it on the counter. A finger tilted her chin up so she couldn’t hide. “What?”

“I—” Her throat closed up tight.

Hank’s frown deepened. “Tell me,” he demanded, voice sinking into that deep Dom register that made her want to get on her knees. Even knowing he wasn’t aware of what he was doing, she couldn’t disobey.

“I…like it.”

The words came out in a rush, seeking the air before she lost her nerve, before Hank’s command could lose its power.

“The bruise?” Confusion flickered in his eyes.

She nodded, struggling to find words to make him understand. “I like…marks.” She settled a palm over the hickey. Protecting it, maybe, which seemed ridiculous. “It reminds me, forces me to remember. It’s like taking you with me when I have to leave.” A barely there twinge of pain went through her as she pressed lightly on the spot. “Like a secret that’s just between you and me.”

Hank shook his head. The vee between his brows dug deeper. “A man shouldn’t leave behind bruises.”

And a woman shouldn’t want them, right? If he still felt that way…

She opened her eyes and stared straight up into his, trying to project every scrap of strength she had. “Did you hear what I said? How it makes me feel? Or are you stuck back on some code of behavior that has nothing to do with us?” When she settled her hands on the thick muscles of his chest, she could feel his heart racing, matching her own. She refused to stop, though. “Think about it again. What did I say, Hank?”

His finger was still beneath her chin, but the strength to look at him left her along with any other way to explain. She didn’t know what to say—or at least, how to say it so he would get it. Old shame, so close to the surface after talking to Kevin, rose in the back of her throat. Hank’s sigh made it worse. Staring at his chin wasn’t enough; she closed her eyes—it was her only place to hide.

“Look at me.”

That tone couldn’t be denied. And in his eyes, she thought she saw the disapproval fading. In its place was something calculating, considering—Hank was trying to assimilate what she’d said. Hesitant, she held his gaze and her breath and let him think.

Slowly, one by one, the finger beneath her chin became fingers, then a palm. Hank cupped her jaw, stared into her eyes. His hand tightened. Sage sighed, everything in her melting at the power of his touch. The security. The knowledge that nothing could break his hold on her—that’s what the bite of pain in her jaw gave her. She didn’t know why she needed it; she only knew that she did.

Hank continued to watch her. He used that hard grip to pull her forward, to bring her lips to his, to take her kiss whether she wanted to give it or not. As if she’d ever want anything else.

She opened to him immediately. Hank pushed his tongue inside, a sensual slide that had her moaning into his mouth. Their bodies didn’t touch, only his grip and their kiss connecting them, but it was the sexiest thing she’d ever experienced. And when his hand moved from her chin to the back of her neck and gripped her nape equally as hard, her knees wobbled. Two handfuls of his soft T-shirt kept her on her feet.

Hank released her, but he didn’t go far. “So…hickeys are okay then?”

Her smile might be shaky, but it was there. “I call them love bites.”

He already knew she liked his teeth on her skin; she’d made that plain last night. She liked his fingers stroking the evidence left behind too. Tilting her head gave him even more room to wander.

“What about other marks?” he asked, the words as cautious as his touch.

She considered that for a moment. “I don’t like deliberate bruising,” she said. That’s what Hank probably thought of when she said she liked marks. “Some things will leave behind a bruise just because I’m fair-skinned, and…I like that. Just as a bruise can remind you of the pain of a fall, it can remind me of the pleasure that put it there. Finger marks, love bites, redness from a flogging or spanking or wax.”

His laugh held more than a touch of strain. “I’m stuck back on spanking. Let’s leave wax play for when I’m a bit more experienced.”

Meaning he wanted to gain the experience it took to keep her safe, to please her and himself. She rose on tiptoe to kiss him this time.

Hank being Hank, he took over immediately. The rough grind of his mouth on hers, his stubble on her skin, his teeth and tongue and…

The timer on the oven beeped, warning her that the cakes were ready. Hank drew back with seeming reluctance. When she didn’t move, just stood there in a daze staring up at him with half-closed eyes, his mouth twisted ever so slightly. A light smack on her rear brought her out of the haze.

Oh yes. More. “Hey!”

The teasing erased the hint of concern in Hank’s eyes, filled them with laughter. He rubbed the spot on her ass in a way that made her want to climb him like a tree. “You better get that before whatever’s in the oven burns. I don’t want to miss a treat because you were distracted,” he told her, voice low and still growly.

“Do that again and I’ll go,” she dared him.

She did manage to salvage the cakes, but it was a close call.


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

Sage took her cell phone outside. Seated on the steps, she dialed Deirdre’s number and waited for it to ring, enjoying a cooling breeze in the meantime. It had been a long week for all of them. She and Merry were training two new employees, Jill and Faith, to handle the cash register and taking orders and deal with inventory for the front of the market, so that Sage could be free to focus on the kitchen with Merry. They would still interact with customers—she didn’t want to lose that connection—but the two of them couldn’t handle it all, not and avoid getting burned out and overwhelmed. Jill and Faith had been a godsend in that respect. Training new employees when she was new herself, though, was a challenge.

And then there was Hank. She’d been dragging home late each night. He’d been feeding her and cleaning up and taking care of everything so she didn’t have to. She appreciated it, but this wasn’t how she’d wanted to spend their first week as lovers. He made her feel special, cared for. She wanted to make him feel the same. They’d had sex, but they hadn’t had the time to savor each other that she would’ve liked.

Soon. Things will settle soon.

After another ring, Deirdre came through the line. “Hey, girlfriend. How’re you doing?”

Deirdre was one of those people that, no matter how bad things were, just the sound of her voice could make you smile. It was what had drawn them together in college, Deirdre’s natural friendliness and Sage’s shyness, and over time they’d become inseparable. Deirdre had a husband and family now, but they still kept in regular contact. “I’m missing your mother, but you already know that, right?”

Deirdre laughed. “Of course you are. You’re just like the rest of us, latching on to her coattails and wailing for any small bit of attention you can get. It happens to everyone.”

It did indeed. “Think she’d deign to talk with me?”

“Of course.” The phone rattled as if her friend was moving it from one ear to the other. “Let me go find her. Dad had a doctor’s appointment this morning, so he’s asleep—they wear him out. She’s probably resting on the couch.”

“If she’s resting, don’t bother her.” Alice probably needed all the rest she could get right now.

“Oh hush.” The sound of footsteps echoing came through the line. “She’d want to talk to you; you know that.”

“Stubborn woman.”

“Her or me?” Deirdre asked.

Sage laughed. “Both.”

“I’ll remember that. Here’s Mom.”

Another rattle—the phone being handed over. “Sage!”

The welcome in Alice’s voice brought tears to Sage’s eyes. I’m just tired; that’s all. She couldn’t even fool herself into believing that, though, so it was a good thing she was alone out here. “Hey. I was missing you.”

“I’m missing you too. How’s Hank? Got that boy into bed yet?”

Sage choked. “What?”

“Come on.” Alice chuckled. “I told him he better take care of you. He knew what I meant, but if he hasn’t made a move yet, you better tackle the big lug.”

Sage rubbed a hand over her face despite there being no one around to see her embarrassment. “Alice…good grief.”

A knowing silence filled the line, then, “So he did make a move. Am I right?”

“Of course you’re right!” A sputtered laugh escaped. “You’re right. He’s…uh…taking very good care of me.”

“Good. I knew he was capable,” Alice gloated. “And the way he was looking at you when you left Saturday night, I had a feeling he wouldn’t wait long.”

Not long at all. Like minutes. But she hadn’t called to talk about her sex life. “So how are you settling in?”

“Oh, you know Deirdre,” Alice said, the words somber. “She always has everything under control. We’ve…” A heavy sigh. “We were advised this morning to call in hospice.”

God. Sage’s heart squeezed. “I’m sorry.”

The words were no more than a rough whisper, but Alice heard them. “I know, dear. But it’s okay. Barry— Well, he’s ready. And I’m ready for him not to suffer anymore. We’ve had a lot of good years, you know.” A sniffle came through the line. “I think he was just waiting for me to be here.”

Sage thought about her mother, how those last few horrible weeks had sucked every last bit of will to live from her. It had been the most exhausting, terrible, unimaginable time of Sage’s life, watching her mother drift away. The only thing that had kept her going was the knowledge that Claire Lyndsey had finally been at peace, with her husband alongside her, after far too many years apart.

“What do you need?” she asked.

“I need to know that you and Merry are okay and the market’s doing fine. Nothing else,” Alice assured her. “There’ll be time for you both to help me later. Deirdre has everything under control here. I couldn’t want for anything if I tried.”

“She’s a good daughter.”

“So are you, Sage.” The words wrapped around her, a hug Alice couldn’t physically offer right now. “You loved your mother, and you were good to her; Deirdre told me. You’re like a second daughter to me, and I want you to know that. You might not be able to be right here with us, but you’re taking care of me and mine all the same.”

Sage couldn’t speak. Every word that came to mind tangled on her tongue, refusing to come out. All that escaped was a ragged sob.

“Hey now.” The crooning tone of Alice’s voice, so like her mother’s, soothed her in ways nothing else could. “No crying. You tell me what’s going on down there. How are the new girls working out?”

They spent long minutes talking about the training, the regular customers that had come in that week, the tweaks Sage needed to make to her raisin-rum bread to get it just right. When Alice told her she needed to go, a strange desperation rose, as if cutting off the call would cut the only line she had to Alice. It was ridiculous, but she couldn’t shake the feeling.

Alice seemed to understand what she couldn’t put into words. “I’m right here; you know that, right? Anything you need, you call.”

“I will.”

“And in the meantime, go give Hank and that terror of a dog big hugs from me. Can you do that?”

“You’re just trying to distract me.” The tiniest bit of light pierced the dark blanketing her.

Alice’s laugh brightened things even more. “Of course I am.”

“Alice…”

Her friend stepped into the silence. “I love you too, dear. Now go let your man hug you.”

“I will.”

When the call had ended, Sage sat for a long time, phone gripped in her hand, staring at the blank screen. Alice wasn’t the one dying; she had to remember that. She wasn’t losing her friend, but she had intimate knowledge of what Alice and Deirdre and Barry were going through, the hard road they were walking, and it hurt not to be able to make it better.

The door to the kitchen opened, and Merry’s gray head poked out. “You okay?”

She stared into Merry’s sweet gray eyes. She couldn’t change things for Alice’s family, but she had a legacy here that had to be nurtured, loved. People who needed her. A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “I’m okay.” She stood up. A quick dust of her backside and she moved away from the steps. “I’ve got raisin-rum bread to make.”

Merry patted Sage’s back gently as she passed the older woman.

By the time she got up to the apartment a couple of hours later, Knight was frolicking around the back field, chasing “prey” in the late-afternoon sunlight, and Hank was ensconced on the deck.

“Hey, you.” She crossed the deck toward him.

“Hey, baby.” Hank lifted his sunglasses to the top of his head, giving her a striking look at his hazel eyes. The intense focus he projected, the way he stared as if he was pushing all her layers to the side to get to the heart of her, every last secret, sent a shiver down her spine.

“What?” he asked. One hand reached for her; the other patted his lap. Sage let him settle her on his hard thighs. When his arms wrapped around her, it was like being wrapped in armor—completely protected, completely safe. Nothing could get to her here. And when he tucked her head into the hollow of his shoulder? She wished she could purr but settled for a sigh as every muscle relaxed against him.

“I talked to Alice today,” she said.

Hank rubbed his stumbled chin along the top of her head. “How’s she doing?”

“It’s rough.” An understatement, but Hank talked to Alice every other day, so he knew exactly how rough things were. “They’re calling in hospice.”

She felt his nod, the gust of his sigh in her hair. “I know.”

They sat like that for a long time, absorbing each other’s strength. His arms helped ground her, but still the emotions of the afternoon churned beneath the surface. She needed to escape them, if only for a little while, escape the memories of her mother that her talk with Alice had brought back. They would never go away, but she needed to focus on something besides grief right now.

“Hank…” No, she couldn’t ask. This was all too new; she wouldn’t pressure him into anything.

Hank shifted beneath her, drawing her closer. “Tell me, baby.”

She peeked up at him from beneath her bangs. “You’re getting that command thing down fast,” she teased. Luckily, unlike more rigid Doms, Hank didn’t take offense. He did retaliate, though—one hand slid beneath her butt, his fingers gripping the flesh just below and giving her a squeeze. She jumped, laughed, then squirmed when he did it again.

The tense moment broke beneath his “punishment.” The relief gave Sage the courage to explain. “I want to ask for something, but…I’m nervous.”

“Why?” Hank’s wide palm began a mesmerizing stroke along the length of her thigh. “I want you to tell me what you want, what you need. How can I know otherwise?”

“You can’t. It’s just”—she shoved a hand through her hair, tangling in the long strands—“this is hard.”

Hank gently separated the knots in her hair until her fingers came free. Then he leaned close, closer, until his eyes took over her world. He kissed her, sweet and hot, wiping away everything but him.

“Talk.”

Head nestled once more in the hollow of Hank’s shoulder, barriers down, she found that she could. “When things started going downhill with Kevin…”

“I’m not Kevin,” he said, his hand stilling on her thigh.

“I know. Believe me, I know that very well.” Being with Hank was nothing like being with Kevin, and she didn’t think Hank’s inexperience with D/s was the only reason for that. “But our past shapes us, and…with Kevin, I tried telling him what I needed.”

“What was his response?”

At first? Understanding. Trying to fix things. But the more the situation disintegrated, the longer he’d worked and the less he’d listened. And the more she’d withdrawn.

Her nonanswer seemed to be plenty for Hank. “That’s what I thought. You’d just lost your mother, the only family you had left, and your boyfriend wasn’t helping you. You couldn’t talk it out, couldn’t work through things in a healthy way, couldn’t get what you needed, and when you pushed harder, he refused to recognize your cry for help. Is that about right?”

Those books he’d been reading, the ones V. had recommended, were teaching him a helluva lot. She managed a little nod against his chest.

“Bastard.”

A laugh took her completely by surprise.

Hank nudged her chin up and captured the sound with his lips. Need was swift and sharp, urging her to open to him immediately, gratefully, no hesitation, no holding back, just surrender to the push of Hank’s tongue. His kiss commanded her even better than his words, telling her she had nothing to be ashamed of, reminding her that she wasn’t broken, singing to her of the desire surging between them. It was the taste of perfection, and it healed her in ways the past few months away from her old life had yet to do.

When he finally released her, all Sage could do was blink up at him. “What were we talking about?”

Hank traced a finger along her bottom lip, spreading the moisture from their kiss, staring into her eyes as if he was putting the pieces of a puzzle together. “That’s what submission does for you, doesn’t it? Helps you shut everything off.”

Sage nodded. “That’s not the only benefit, but…yes.”

“Hmm.” Hank considered that for a few minutes. She was content to rest in the security of his arms and wait. “Like a workout,” he finally said. “It’s the same way I feel onstage. In that moment everything else fades away, and after it’s all over and I come down from the high, things feel just a little smaller and easier to handle than they were before.”

Sage knew her mouth was open; she couldn’t help it. In a few short minutes he’d understood something it had taken her a very long time to understand. Any latent fears about giving herself over to this man dissolved in that moment—Hank might think he couldn’t do this, but he could. Any man who understood her that well could easily give her what she needed.

“That’s why you have to talk to me, Sage.” His quiet words were accompanied by the stroke of his hand from her mouth to her jaw, then into her hair, where it tightened. Her eyelids fluttered down in response, but she forced them back open. “I never want you to feel like he made you feel. I will give you what you need, but you have to help me discover what those needs are.”

This time she didn’t wait for him; she simply raised her head, glorying in the pull on her scalp, and kissed him. The throaty growl Hank rewarded her with, the surge of his tongue into her mouth—God, it was good.

Hank finally pulled away, though he kept his grip on her hair. “Hungry?”

“Not really.” She would probably be content to stay here all night, in fact.

But Hank pushed her to her feet. “Good. Let’s go for a swim.”

“Go where?”

Hank merely smiled that wicked smile and shooed her inside.

“Well…okay.” Swimming it was.


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

He’d had this planned even before she came home; she knew that somehow. And it was just what she needed. That didn’t surprise her either. The drive down the coast, top down on the Jeep, helped blow away the cobwebs of the past couple of hours, days. By the time Hank slowed to turn into a private drive, Sage felt a hundred pounds lighter. “Where are we?”

“Friend of mine,” Hank said, navigating the twisting dirt road. At the end, a large house came into view, but instead of stopping, Hank drove around to the back. “He’s out of town right now, but I have standing orders to use the cove anytime I like.”

“Cove?”

Hank parked the Jeep, pulled the brake, and glanced her way. “Cove. Come on.”

The strong scent of salt filled her nose as she exited the Jeep. As much as she was around sweets all day, she enjoyed the change and the fresh warmth of the sun on her skin. Hank let Knight out of the backseat, the shepherd racing around with a series of excited barks. Hank chuckled and led them across the gravel parking area and through a dense stand of trees behind the house to a set of steps much like the ones set in the cliff across from the market. The Pacific Ocean spread out as far as she could see, but the cove at the base of the cliff was what truly took her breath. Thick walls of ancient stone, easily six feet higher than the water, formed a basin that cupped blue-green water as calm as glass. “Wow.”

Hank’s hand tightened around hers. “That’s what I said the first time Owen invited me over. Beautiful, isn’t it? And private.” He winked before continuing down the stone stairway. Sage followed, with Knight bringing up the rear.

A thin strip of white sand waited at the bottom of the steps. The light slap of waves against the outer walls of the cove could be heard, but distance and the peaceful water inside muffled them. Sage deposited her beach bag close to the cliff face with her towel, then grasped the hem of her tank top to pull it over her head.

“Sage.”

The rough timbre of his voice set her pulse racing. “Hmm?”

Hank moved in front of her. She watched his chest expand with a deep breath, release it, but instinctively, she didn’t raise her eyes higher. Did he want her to look at him? Did it matter? They weren’t scening. At some point she had to follow her natural instincts and let Hank tell her if he preferred otherwise. Her gaze dropped all the way to the ground as she waited.

Hank’s hand settled heavily on her lowered head. “Strip everything,” he commanded. “Your suit too.”

Her gaze shot to his. The heat she found there…God.

“What about Knight?” The shepherd was exploring the rocks at the far side of the cove, but he wouldn’t stay there long.

Hank shrugged. “He’s always going to be around, and I’m not kenneling him or leaving him at home when I want you, so he might as well get used to things.”

“Okay.” It was all she could get out, but it was enough for Hank. Except when she still didn’t move—

“So what did I ask you to do?”

Her breath caught. “To strip.” Sir. The word hovered on her lips.

“And?”

“Yes”—she took a chance—“Sir.”

Hank’s gaze went dark, hungry. Did he like her calling him sir?

A slow drag lifted her shirt, bared her naked stomach, her bikini top. Sage tossed the material onto her bag when it cleared her head, then went to work on her shorts. Hank watched every move. When her fingers hooked in her swimsuit bottoms, a sound a lot like a hiss escaped him. She hid her smile with a dip of her head.

The material slid easily down her hips, her thighs. In her peripheral vision she watched Hank’s fists clench tight. Straightening, she reached behind her neck for the tie to her top. He licked his lips.

A throb set up residence between her legs.

“Aren’t you joining me?” she whispered, unable to push the words out louder.

Hank didn’t take his gaze from her still-covered breasts. “Eventually.”

The tie came undone. Her bikini fell forward. Sensitive nipples crinkled and tightened against the gentle breeze.

“Finish,” Hank demanded.

When her top was set aside, he finally reached for her. Sage’s head fell back as he palmed her breasts, thumbs flicking the needy tips. She couldn’t stop herself from cupping his hands, forcing them tighter against her, arching up to offer him more. Hank was ruthless in arousing her, playing with her bare mounds until she thought she might scream. Her knees did give out, but his grip on her body kept her upright until he decided he was satisfied. She had no idea how long she’d stood there, letting him touch her, naked while he was clothed, nor did she care. All she cared about was getting more, harder—everything, including him inside her.

What she got was him stepping back.

“Hank?” Opening her eyes, she was relieved to see a slight smile on his lips. And an erection straining his swim shorts. She’d always needed a response to know if she was pleasing her lover, unlike some subs who went for the whole emotionless-bastard vibe. Knowing he was pleased, she could wait patiently for whatever he wanted.

Hank didn’t make her wait; he shrugged his open button-down off his shoulders, allowing her an unobstructed—and mouthwatering—view of his chest and tattoos. “Into the water.”

The sea embraced her bare skin with sensual warmth. Hank followed right behind her, his gaze hot on her body, devouring her every move. She’d never felt sexier. When the water reached her hips, she fell forward into it, ducking under to wet her hair and swimming a few short strokes to the middle of the cove. “This is amazing, Hank.”

“You’re amazing,” he said, striding toward her. His muscles strained against the weight of the water. She wanted to ask if he planned to swim, if he planned to get as naked as she was since his shorts were still riding low on his hips, but he didn’t give her time. “Let’s play a game.”

“A game?” He’d planned an actual scene. She couldn’t keep the smile off her face, the excitement out of her voice. “I think I can do that.” She stood facing him, waiting for instructions, a giddy butterfly-wings feeling taking up the space between her ribs and pelvis. Or maybe even lower.

He wanted to keep playing with her. Yes, she could definitely do that.

Hank kept coming until he was beside her. Heat seared her skin everywhere he stroked—across her hip, her belly, around to her opposite side, back up. When he came close to her breast, she had to remind herself to breathe.

His other hand went to the back of her neck. “I want you to lie back, just like when you were a kid. Remember how you’d float, staring up at the sky?”

Did he want verbal responses? Could she manage them? “Yes, Sir.”

Hank’s approval shone in his eyes. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do. Just float.”

She had a feeling it would be much more than just staring up at the sky, especially considering her naked breasts would be pointing straight up at him, but she had no desire to question Hank. Sinking into the water, into his hold at her back, she lifted her legs and let herself float. Water engulfed her ears, lapped at her skin, covered her, retreated, but through it all, Hank’s hands held her steady, safe. He controlled her.

This is about control.

The knowledge brought with it a sudden urge to cry—he was trying, learning.

He wanted to control her.

Were it not for his hold, Sage would’ve sunk beneath the surface as her emotions surged. As it was, all she had to do was let go.

“What’s wrong?”

The words sifted through the water to arrive muffled in her ears, but she understood them. All she could get out, though, was, “Thank you.”

Hank kept her body steady as he leaned down to take her mouth. The kiss was hotter than the water, than the sun. “You’re welcome,” he told her, his look saying he understood exactly what she was thanking him for.

He didn’t straighten fully; instead, he moved from her mouth to her neck. Firm lips trailed along the sensitive skin, his stubbled chin adding a brush of harsh to the sweet heat. She jumped, moaned…but didn’t sink, not with Hank surrounding her. In fact he lifted her upper body slightly to allow his mouth to settle in that spot between neck and shoulder, the one he latched on to now and gave a gentle suck. Teeth grazed her as she struggled to lie still and not reach for him.

Hank bit down on the muscle. Gently at first, then tighter, tighter, until shock zinged from her shoulder to her nipples and vagina. “Oh yes!” She shook with the need to grab him, throw back her head, and beg for even more, for him to use his teeth in other, more sensitive places, gifting her with the exquisite edge of pain. Hank, her ever-careful Hank, gifting her with pain, and it was so good, so—

Her arm brushed his erection through the wet silk of his swimsuit. Hank grunted, the shock of the touch jerking through him, but he didn’t lose his hold on her, didn’t allow her to sink. His mouth left the burning spot on her shoulder, moved down her collarbone, her cleavage, tracing one breast. The instinct to arch, to insist with her body that he take her nipple in his mouth overcame her willpower. Hank nipped the upper curve of her breast in retaliation. “Be still.”

She squeezed her thighs together, but when water surged closer to her face, she forced herself to relax again. “Yes, Sir.”

“I like that,” he murmured against her tight nipple. “I like you calling me ‘sir.’” He licked her. “Somehow it doesn’t feel…subservient, maybe?…so much as reverent.”

“Yes,” she moaned as his lips closed around her aching nub and sucked hard. “Yes.” That was exactly what it meant. She wasn’t a slave; she wasn’t afraid. She was so lost in the pleasure he was giving her that nothing and no one mattered but him in this moment. Even the water didn’t matter anymore, only Hank’s rhythmic drawing on her flesh and the heated yearning between her legs. “Yes.”

When he let go, the cooler air pinched her nipple like a clamp. A slight shift and then Sage felt Hank’s knee come up beneath her, the water rise slightly on her body. She didn’t tense, though, unafraid of him dropping her. The hand that had been supporting her spine began to wander her body in tandem with his mouth, skimming her skin, drawing patterns of need everywhere it went. Hank licked the droplets of water from her, breathed shivers of air against her, whispered sweet, sensual, even dirty words over her most sensitive places until the blood pounded in her veins and she couldn’t decide which was worse, drowning or waiting a moment longer to have him inside her. Above the rush of her heartbeat and the water in her ears, she realized her cries had turned to begging and she was helpless to stop.

Hank chuckled and nipped the jut of her hip bone. “All right, baby.” With both hands he shifted her. The current of water pushed lightly against her side as he moved them deeper into the water.

Hank’s gaze locked on hers. “Ready?”

Ready for what?

“I want you to spread your arms wide, keep your head up.” He positioned himself between her thighs, his big hands cupping her lower back and ass to steady her. All it took was gentle waves of her arms to keep her above water, but still she wondered. What was he doing? The water was chest-high on him, too deep for him to…

“Oh!”

The touch of Hank’s nose nuzzling her lower lips apart was electric. Sage felt it all the way up her spine, a spine she couldn’t arch if she didn’t want to sink. Hank was binding her tighter than any ropes, with nothing more than water and his hands under her body. She widened her legs, giving him room, giving him everything she could as all her concentration went to her core and the slick heat of his tongue lapping water from her clit. He licked, sucked—she even felt the slightest graze of teeth as he feasted on her most intimate spot. “Hank, oh yes, don’t stop.”

He didn’t. His tongue slid lower, lower, to find her opening, and then it was inside her. Nerve endings screamed with pleasure as he pumped in and out, nudging her clit every time, over and over and over…

“Hank!” Her back arched instinctively, her climax hitting with the force of a bomb going off in her core. Hank was right there, his hands keeping her afloat as the pleasure took over. His tongue thrust inside her until her muscles went slack and every breath was a sigh; only then did he reach around and tug her into his arms.

She wrapped her legs around his waist, dropped her head into the perfect hollow beneath his collarbone, and let the peace envelop her.

She wasn’t sure how long it was before Hank reached between them. His hand jerked. Wet skin slid against her: he’d opened his shorts. She replaced his hand with hers. Slick latex already covered him, and she didn’t hesitate to guide him to her opening. Hank slid inside with a grunt.

That full feeling overwhelmed her just like it had every time before. Probably always would. He was so thick, his cock perfect inside her, and when he pulled back, then surged forward again? Perfect didn’t even begin to describe it. She adjusted her hips, her legs to let him all the way inside, and Hank took advantage, rocking her up and down his erection, strong and steady, over and over, until his fingers bit into her skin and his pace went frantic and he shuddered through a release of his own.

That was it, exactly what she wanted. To please him as he’d pleased her. Nothing else mattered. And when he carried her out of the water and placed her feet on the sand with a low, sexy “Thank you, baby,” there was really only one response.

“Thank you, Sir.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

Pleasure and pain

Beauty in surrender

Hunger so deep

It has to last forever…

 

Hank stopped strumming to make a notation on his sheet music, then began the chorus again. He’d woken with the new song flowing through his brain a few days ago, which really wasn’t a surprise since it was all about Sage. They were all about Sage. The bridge had him stumped though. He—

A loud knock rattled the screen door to the apartment. From where he sat on the window seat, Hank couldn’t see onto the deck. Sage wouldn’t knock. Neither would Merry. He glanced at Knight, but the shepherd hadn’t done more than lift his head and stare over at the door with mild curiosity. Someone Knight knew, then.

Who the hell was it?

The answer surprised the shit out of him. There, standing on his deck, out of the blue, was Chad Rezler. The son of a bitch.

Hank didn’t even consider opening the screen. “What do you want?”

Not the best choice of opener, but what did the prick expect?

“Hi, Hank.”

If he didn’t know better, he’d describe Chad’s look as tail tucked between legs, but he wasn’t buying it. Knight, seeming to sense his antagonism, padded over to sit just behind his leg. Guard duty. Hank dropped a hand to the shepherd’s head. “When did you get back?”

Chad sighed as he ran a hand through his shaggy blond hair, making it stand out in all directions. When he looked away, the sun shone on his empty earlobe. That’s when Hank realized his former friend was completely stripped down. No glitz, no glamour, no flashy clothes or fancy boots. This Chad was a shadow of the persona the man had worn onstage for years now, and even offstage since he’d met his boyfriend. Looking at him now, a twinge of pity awoke in Hank’s gut. He squashed it ruthlessly.

“This morning.”

“And you didn’t go straight to V.’s?”

Chad shook his head, still looking away. The half of his face that Hank could see had red creeping up the side. “Can…can I come in?”

Everything in him shouted hell no! but Hank just quirked a brow and pushed the screen open.

Chad picked up a backpack Hank hadn’t noticed and grabbed the door. Knight came to attention. Chad jerked to a stop.

“Relax,” Hank told the shepherd, signaling him across the room to the sunny spot he liked to sleep in. Knight whined but went.

Chad dragged himself into the house.

“Where’s your luggage?”

“At the bottom of the stairs. I figured—” Chad shrugged, still without meeting Hank’s eyes.

He’d figured right. Hank gestured to the kitchen table.

Chad pulled out a chair and, when he sat, dropped his head into his hands. Something clicked in Hank’s brain.

“He dumped you, didn’t he?” Figured. A two-month European vacation was a helluva parting gift, especially when the person paying for it didn’t know about the “parting” part.

Chad didn’t bother to deny it; he nodded, face still covered. No longer the charismatic playboy, at least right now. What Hank was staring at was a shattered shell.

If he could believe his eyes.

Man, when had he gotten so cynical? “You really did love him, didn’t you?”

“I did. I-I—” Chad shut up, straightened, eyes anywhere but on Hank. “Can I use your restroom?”

“Sure. You know where it is.”

While Chad was gone, Hank rewarded Knight for his diligence with a treat, then grabbed two beers from the fridge. When Chad returned, the old him was back in place, but without the continual cockiness he’d worn like a second skin for a long time now. “I’m sorry” was the first thing out of his mouth.

Hank took the apology with a nod, slid a bottle across to Chad, then waited for more.

“I don’t know how to fix this,” Chad finally said.

Not what Hank had expected. “I’m not sure I know either.” He took a cold swallow of beer. “You’ve put us through some pretty bad shit, you know. The studio, the album…”

“I know.” Again without the arrogance Chad had become known for. “I really thought— Well, it doesn’t matter. I let someone take advantage of me, and in the process I hurt a lot of people.” He squared his shoulders. “If the band still wants me, if you guys don’t…haven’t… I want to come back.”

“Then answer me one question.” Hank leaned forward over his beer and pinned Chad with a look. “Why? You chose him over us. Why?”

Something sad and lost came over Chad’s face. “Would you give up your responsibilities for someone you thought loved you?”

Would he? Hank knew what Sage was coming to mean to him. Would he give up the band for her? Would she give up the market?

Finally he shook his head. “If she or he asked me to give up my responsibilities to others, no warning, not even a real good reason, then they never actually loved me in the first place.”

It was an ugly truth, but it had to be said. True love was give-and-take, not just take. It was working together. Giving Sage what she needed had been more fulfilling than most of the things Hank had done in his life, including his career as a cop. But this wasn’t all about Sage. She was helping him too. He’d been bound in chains so long he hadn’t realized how heavy they were. He wasn’t becoming a different man for her—she’d already told him she wouldn’t force him past where he wanted to go. No, he was rediscovering the man he’d been all along. That’s what happened when two people cared about each other.

Chad cleared his throat. “You’re right, absolutely right. I know that now. I’ll find a way to make it up to you, to all of you.”

Hank nodded toward his phone, sitting where he’d left it earlier in the middle of the table. “Start with an apology. To them, not just me.”

Chad nodded. “Right. I’ll just…” Pulling his phone from his pocket, Chad walked toward the door. Hank didn’t envy him the talk he was about to have with V. That’s why Chad had come to Hank instead, to avoid having to talk to their manager. V. didn’t just have the Dom act down in the bedroom—when it came to their band, he was an intimidating SOB.

Hank? Well, V. called him Daddy on occasion for a reason. He’d cultivated the easygoing persona for a long time, but as his conversation with Chad had just proven, it was no longer who he was. Pity Chad found that out too late.

By the time Sage’s footsteps sounded on the stairs later that afternoon, Hank and Chad had progressed from bitter standoff to temporary cessation of hostilities. Hank could usually tell by the sound of her footsteps how rough a day she’d had, and tonight they were particularly slow and heavy with the stress of a new business and new employees. He’d looked forward to helping get rid of some of her stress tonight, like he had at the cove, but not with Chad here. Not till they went to bed, anyway.

The look of interest Chad shot her way when Sage came in the door had Hank gritting his teeth and reminding himself that Chad was gay. Still, a surge of jealousy spun in his head. He was crossing the room before Sage could ask the question so obviously on the tip of her tongue as her gaze landed on their guest.

“Sage.” One arm slid around her as if he’d been doing it all his life, and just like that she was against his chest. The fact that his wide shoulders blocked any view of Chad was a bonus, as was the cock-hardening kiss he gave her before pulling away.

And then he realized what he’d done and a wry grin tugged at his mouth. He marked territory better than Knight, didn’t he?

“We have company.”

“Uh, okay,” she said, staring up at him. The distracted look on her face made him feel ten feet tall. When he chuckled, she snapped out of it enough to give him a light punch in the stomach.

“Hey, you know how I feel about hitting.”

Both of them stopped, stunned. He’d joked about it. Good God… Then Sage’s smile broke through the shock. “I do,” she whispered. A sweet kiss above his heart made it melt. “Thank you.”

They didn’t need words for him to know what she meant. He knew now exactly how much his understanding and, yes, validation meant to her. He just wished he hadn’t given it in front of his dumb-ass bandmate.

He satisfied himself with rubbing his thumb across her chin, and then he turned toward the kitchen. “Sage, I’d like you to meet Chad Rezler.”

“Ch-Chad.” Sage’s gaze shot to his, wide and surprised, before going to the man now standing next to their kitchen table. She stepped forward, hand extended. “It’s a pleasure to meet you finally.”

Chad winced at the finally.

That’s right; she knows all about what you did. Just to make sure Chad understood, Hank added, “Sage is my girlfriend.”

Chad might be a great front man, a natural showman onstage, but off? He’d never been able to overcome the blush that now crept into his cheeks. “Congratulations.” He shook hands briefly with Sage. “It’s…uh…nice to meet you too.”

Sage moved around to a seat. The sigh that escaped when she toed off her shoes must’ve been stored up for a while. And then she added her own wicked barb. “So you’re back from Europe. How was the trip?”

Chad choked on the beer he’d just taken a sip of. Hank resisted the urge to give his little hellcat a high-five. He retrieved a drink for Sage to keep himself from laughing.

Sage and Chad talked about Paris as Hank started on the hamburger patties for the grill. Nice thing about SoCal—there was never a bad time to barbecue. He and Sage had gotten into the habit of him cooking the meat while she fixed a side or two each night for dinner. Tonight, when she would’ve risen to help, he waved her back into her seat. Alongside the patties he prepped some veggie kabobs to grill and washed lettuce for a salad. In short order dinner was ready.

“This bread is fantastic,” Chad raved after diving in. He’d had Hank’s hamburgers a million times, but the buns were Sage’s made-from-scratch specialty, complete with sesame seeds on top.

Hank smirked. “That’s because my girlfriend is the best pastry chef in California. You should taste her bear claws.”

Sage blushed like he’d said something dirty. Considering the effect her cooking had on him, he kinda had.

Chad stopped, looked between the two of them. “Really?”

Sage lifted a shoulder. “Really.”

Chad burst out laughing.

“Care to explain the joke?” Hank asked when he could finally be heard.

Chad swallowed back the last vestiges of his laughter. “It’s just…the bad-boy rocker and the baker. You’re dating Suzie Homemaker.” More laughter.

Hank rolled his eyes. If his friend only knew…

Sage reached up, her fingers going to the spot on her neck that she loved for him to kiss. To mark. No, she wasn’t Suzie Homemaker at all, and he liked her that way. A lot.

“Keep it up and you won’t be getting anything else, including bear claws,” Hank warned.

Chad shut up. He even did dishes. Hank wanted to ask what aliens were inhabiting his friend’s body, but it didn’t matter as long as they didn’t leave anytime soon.

After they finished dessert, Sage went to change out of her work clothes. Hank wandered over to the window where he usually sat and stared out at the night sky, midnight blue with a hint of yellow from the streetlights in what passed for downtown Citrus Pointe. Chad retrieved his luggage from the parking lot while Hank changed the sheets on his bed—not that he’d slept in it recently. Not since V.’s visit, anyway.

Chad returned to the kitchen after stowing his things. He came up behind Hank, his steps hesitant, still uncertain of his reception. Hank turned, his calf bumping his bass in the process.

Chad indicated the acoustic on the opposite side of the window seat. “May I?”

The words reminded Hank of when he was a kid playing “Mother, May I?” out on the cul-de-sac street with his brothers and the neighbors’ kids. The memory tightened his vocal cords, and his answer, when it came, was rough around the edges. “Sure.”

Chad dragged a kitchen chair over, sat, and pulled the acoustic onto his lap. A few taps of the strings brought out a melody. Chad always had a light touch with an instrument, in direct contrast to his hard-edged image onstage. Now he strummed the opening to “Hell To Pay,” the band’s first single chart topper. Hank picked up his bass and joined in.

They surfaced a while later when Sage wandered in. “That’s more like what I expected to hear from you,” she teased.

“I know; I’ve gone soft. Rub it in, why don’t ya?” She wore a loose T-shirt and yoga pants with her bare toes sneaking peeks from below the hem, a look he couldn’t resist. He snagged her around the waist and pulled her onto his lap. Her round ass against his groin took care of any possible softness there immediately.

“What do you mean, you’ve gone soft?” Chad asked.

For a minute Hank went blank, staring at his bandmate, and then he realized: Chad didn’t know about the solo project. He cleared his throat.

Sage didn’t suffer from the same hesitation. “His new songs. Not exactly Weekend Washout–worthy, I guess, though I love them.”

Chad raised an eyebrow in Hank’s direction. When Hank explained, Chad’s forehead creased. “But…you’re not leaving the band, right?”

“I formed the band, Chad. No, I’m not leaving it. Just trying something new.” Sage’s thigh relaxed beneath his kneading palm. “We’re considering an acoustic tour for me this fall.” If they could get him in the studio in time.

“Oh.” Chad took a breath as if needing the time to decide how he felt about that. When he let it out, he extended the guitar to Hank with a tentative smile. “Can I hear some of it?”

Once he got started and Chad realized where he was going with the new sound, a collaboration spilled over despite the wounds between them. Hank stayed up far later than he’d planned, and by the time he walked into Sage’s bedroom, only the hall light illuminated her body beneath the thin white sheet.

He closed the door quietly. Stripping at the end of the bed, he strained to see Sage’s face, any movement that might indicate she was awake, but she didn’t move. Not till he slid between the sheets and up against the curve of her body did she stir.

“Hank?”

He nuzzled the warm, sweet skin of her neck. “Yeah. Go back to sleep. You’ve got an early morning.”

The nightshirt she wore had ridden up. She turned onto her back, putting her naked hip against his groin. One leg lifted to lie across his legs, which he slid up toward her bare bottom, positioning her as if she was sitting on his bent knees. Sage squirmed, her folds going damp as the hair on his legs abraded her core.

“None of that,” he whispered. When he moved to add space between his legs and her pussy, she whined. A nip to her earlobe cut off the sound. “Work tomorrow,” he reminded her.

Sage nodded. His command didn’t stop her from snuggling closer, though. She fell asleep minutes later, leaving Hank and his overactive brain alone for another hour before he, too, managed to drift off.


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

“Relax.” Hank ran his hands up and down Sage’s bare shoulders, more than a little amused. She’d handled a visit from his estranged bandmate with no hint of nerves, but today, as she prepared for Jane and V. to arrive, her anxiety had built no matter what he did. He’d thought it would affect him more, especially considering what he’d agreed to try tonight—a scene in front of his best friend and, oh yeah, a flogger—but though the grill was set up out back, the menu set, and she’d baked everything but the kitchen sink, she still hadn’t settled.

Her response to his command was a snort.

“I’m pretty sure that’s not an acceptable ‘sub’ response,” he said and moved his hands from her arms to her lower belly. There was something so fascinating about that vee between her hip bones; he couldn’t get enough of touching her there. And as a plus, it was the perfect place to pull her back against him.

“I’m not a sub in the kitchen,” Sage said. She leaned over to grab a knife from the butcher block.

Is that so? Hank had her wrist before she could remove the knife from its holder. One nice thing about this D/s stuff was he got to indulge himself whenever he liked, and that included anytime Sage needed stress relief—like now. He moved her hand to the countertop in front of her, placed the other hand next to it, just far enough away that she had to bend over to rest on them. When he stepped back—

Oh yeah, perfect.

The thin summer dress she wore was no barrier to his invasion. He slipped right underneath it, between her thighs, and beneath the silken panel of her underwear before she knew what was happening.

“Hank!” Irritation and arousal competed for equal time in her tone.

He made his voice deep, hard—the tone he’d used on rookie cops who were on the verge of screwing up. It worked just as well on Sage, he’d learned. “Yes?”

Liquid heat coated his fingers. Much better than rookies, actually.

A moment of silence, then a shiver down Sage’s spine. She angled herself slightly lower and opened her legs, giving him easier access. Surrendering.

Now the shiver was his, right down to his balls, which drew up in need.

“That’s it, baby.” He pushed two fingers from the back of her slit toward the front, wetting her with that first bit of arousal. When he got to her clit, he separated his fingers, slid up the sides, then back down. By the fourth trip Sage was more than wet.

He tucked himself close to her high, round ass. Her body suited him perfectly, unlike any other woman ever had. Just being near her, remembering how well they fit when his cock was deep inside her made him hard. Right now was no exception. His free hand went back to her pelvis, securing her against him. When he pushed his fingers inside her pussy, she surged forward, came up against his hold, and whined. He didn’t think it was an objection. The way she tilted her pelvis, allowing him to get deeper, agreed with him.

He set a fast rhythm, in and out. This wasn’t about emotion—he wanted to get her off and do it quick. Sage rocked against his hand. Her head hung between her arms, and within minutes it was on the counter and she was fully bent, open to him and whatever he chose to do. He chose to rub her clit. The thrust of his fingers inside her, the stimulation to that sensitive bundle of nerves, maybe even the knowledge that she couldn’t escape even if she wanted to, sent Sage careening toward an orgasm that made his cock more than jealous. He drew it out, taking every last ripple he could get, every shiver and moan, before he slid his fingers away.

Sage straightened with a shaky sigh. When she turned around, he had his fingers in his mouth, the taste of her sweet arousal on his tongue an aphrodisiac he refused to waste. Her eyes went electric blue at the sight.

“They’ll be here any minute,” she said huskily.

He searched her face for signs of tension. Found none. Leaned down to kiss her lips, pouty from biting them as he worked her to climax. “Yep.”

“Pleased with yourself, are you?” But she was smiling. He’d take that as a win.

“Yep.”

She shoved him away with a laugh and went back to preparations. He walked out on the deck to heat the grill. The sound of V.’s car parking below reached him a few minutes later. He met his friend at the top of the stairs, his own nerves starting a slow churn.

“V.” Their typical bro hug reassured him like nothing else could—not about the dinner, but about later. V. planned for them to “scene,” he called it. Hank still wasn’t sure he could flog or spank Sage, but he knew, whatever happened, that his friend would be right there to guide him, to protect Sage no matter what. The knowledge had loosened the knot in his gut anytime he saw the new flogger lying on his dresser.

When V. had suggested a talk about toys, he’d expected Sage to ask for a vibrator or something simple like that. Not his woman. She’d told him her absolute favorite was a flogger. Her excitement when she’d seen V.’s gift told Hank she hadn’t been pushing him just to push him—she really was looking forward to using it, to him using it on her, but his doubts hadn’t disappeared.

Pushing those thoughts aside, he glanced over V.’s shoulder and met the gaze of a pretty blonde. “This must be Jane.”

V. radiated pride as he held his hand out to the woman, drawing her up the last step and close to his side. Hank noticed Jane was just the right size to fit beneath V.’s shoulder, and she moved into his embrace easily. No signs of fear. A couple more strands released from the knot in his gut.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Hank. It’s nice to finally meet someone V. cares about so much.”

“I can say the same,” he told her with a smile set to ease any worries she might have. People who didn’t know musicians personally tended to think they were wild and crazy, partiers, destructive even, but Jane had been with V. a little while now, so she knew the truth. They were just regular guys with a talent. Well, now they were. They’d had some adventures when they’d first started out. Thank God for experience and wisdom—he had no desire for the sexual antics they’d gotten into when the headiness of the music circuit was fresh. Or maybe he was just getting old.

He grinned at the thought. They were in their thirties now, he and V., but he didn’t feel old. Especially not with Sage.

And speaking of… He turned at the sound of the screen door creaking open. “Sage.”

Her name on his lips brought her eyes to his, and something soft in her gaze hit him like an arrow. He took the tray she carried and set it near the grill. “V., you know Sage.” He nodded to Jane. “This is V.’s…uh…girlfriend.”

Jane shrugged as she reached for Sage’s hand. “Girlfriend, sub, whatever,” she said with a grin. Not shy about their relationship, then. Good thing to know.

Sage wasn’t either. “Congratulations.” She didn’t elaborate on their own status, but he didn’t think it was because she was shy. Probably not wanting to make him uncomfortable. He cocked an eyebrow at her before putting the steaks on the grill. Sage ushered the couple into deck chairs and took drink orders to the sizzle of fresh meat over fire. Before long they were sipping beer and margaritas and chatting about the area. Jane worked as a librarian, a long-time friend of V.’s sister who’d had a crush on V. since she was a teenager. Kennedy’s sneaky reintroduction had resulted in their dating, and as Hank watched them together, he sent V.’s sister a mental thank-you. They fit together; there was no other way to describe it.

“So studio time is rescheduled,” V. said as he cut into a juicy steak a while later.

“But they’re making us wait for it, I bet.”

V.’s mouth twisted in a grimace. “Of course. I’ve made it crystal clear to Chad that he has a lot of sucking up to do before we can move past this.”

And Hank didn’t blame him. Chad hadn’t damaged only their business relationship; he’d damaged an eight-year friendship. That didn’t heal overnight, especially when they would be dealing with the business repercussions for a long time to come.

“Leon got us a session in four months, but you— He must like you, because he let me schedule some time in studio for the new music next month.”

Hank felt his eyes go wide. “Really?”

A chuckle went around the table. “Why is that so hard to believe?” Sage asked. “People like you.”

“You like me,” he said with a shrug. “I’m just a bassist.”

“Wrong, bro.” V. shook his head. “But that’s exactly why people like you.” To Sage he said, “Lack of ego is a rare thing in the music industry, especially for a musician/songwriter as talented as Hank. As the new stuff he’s writing can attest.”

“I have to agree,” Jane said. “LA is so full of ego it’s amazing the city doesn’t just float away. Too many big heads.”

“The culinary industry is the same,” Sage said. “Everyone competing with each other instead of with themselves. Nothing makes your food better than focusing on the food, not the personality.”

“Is that why you left LA?” Jane asked.

Sage shifted in her seat, eyes lowered. “One reason.” She gestured toward the edge of the balcony above the parking lot. “I’d rather enjoy my food and my clients than constantly have my stomach in knots.”

Hank reached for her hand, and when she sneaked a glance at him, he leaned in. His kiss was met with gratitude. It wasn’t only her job that had stressed her out. He and V. both knew it, and knowing his friend, Jane did too. Her discretion at not giving that away made him like her even more.

Moans of delight accompanied the chocolate lava cakes Sage served for dessert. When their dishes were practically licked clean, Jane leaned back in her chair and tugged at the waistband of her skirt. “I can see I’ll have to be careful about visiting you, Sage. I gained twenty pounds in one sitting.”

“We’ll just have to work it off, I guess,” V. said. The deepening of his voice told Hank he had specific plans to do just that. As if following Hank’s train of thought, V. turned to him. “I rented that beach house over on Henderson for the weekend.”

“The one with the enormous balcony facing the cliff?”

“That’s the one. Has a great room that’s big enough for tonight. No offense, bro,” he said with a smirk over his shoulder at Hank’s apartment. “There’s just not enough room in your old barn, and you definitely don’t want to do this outside.”

No, he didn’t want to risk interruptions. And some part of him didn’t want anyone to know, either. The stigma of what he and Sage planned to do still stained him deep down inside, where she couldn’t see it. He just hoped that, like controlling her, he would get used to this aspect of D/s as well.

Jane stood. “How about I help with the dishes?”

V. grinned. “How about we all help? The faster we’re finished, the faster I can have you.”

Hank caught a glance of Sage out of the corner of his eye, trying to hide a grin as she stacked dishes. And then she peeked up at him, her gaze dark and hungry and beautiful, and he couldn’t get into the kitchen fast enough.


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

They stepped into the great room just after sundown. The wide expanse of windows facing the Pacific Ocean were curtainless, giving the sense that the room was even bigger than it already was. Sage went straight to the French doors that led to the deck, but she didn’t go outside, just stared at the water for a moment. Was she nervous? He sure as hell was, and if someone was going to slap his naked skin with a bunch of leather straps, no matter how soft, he’d be damn scared. Sage was braver than he was.

The realization shamed him.

Ignoring V. and Jane, he walked over until he stood behind Sage. She didn’t wait for him to touch her, just leaned back like she knew he’d always catch her, no matter what. Her shoulders, then her head settled against his chest as his arms came around her. She tilted to one side, baring her shoulder, and he knew what she needed. Her throat was warm against his lips, her pulse a steady thump accompanying his kiss.

“Are you sure?” he couldn’t help whispering. He knew the answer, but he needed the reassurance all the same. Her heartbeat was steady; he felt like his would pound out of his ribs any moment now.

Sage turned her head until she could meet his eyes. “I have never been more certain of anything, or anyone, in my life.”

Good God, he loved this woman. He’d known, somewhere deep inside, that the feeling was there, but that look in her eyes… He loved her, and with sudden fierceness he knew he could do this for her. He, and only he, would give her what she needed. Right now.

Well, not right now. He had to kiss her first. When they were both breathless and his jeans were too tight for anything resembling comfort, he stepped back. Sage turned to face him. “What is your safe word, sub?” he asked. The signal they’d agreed on, the indication that they were stepping into roles meant to be taken seriously. He wasn’t just trapping her wrists in his grip tonight. He had to know she was ready.

“Hellhound, Sir.”

He heard a chuckle behind him. Yeah, V. would get that little bit of humor. Hank brought his hand to the back of Sage’s neck and gripped tight, surprised when it didn’t even occur to him to worry about hurting her. “Ready?”

Sage melted into his touch. “So ready.”

V. hadn’t traveled with major equipment, though he’d educated Hank on things like a St. Andrew’s cross and spanking benches. Since Hank had neither the equipment nor the space to put it, improvising was a better teaching tool. As he and Sage approached the middle of the room, he could see V. laying out a few things from what he called his play bag on the wide, plush love seat. The coffee table had been moved against one wall, leaving the middle of the room empty, and in the center Jane knelt. She’d removed her shirt and skirt, and now only a lace corset and thong covered her curvy body. Her head was down, knees wide apart, palms up on her thighs. She looked graceful, peaceful, just waiting for V. to be ready. Looking at another woman that way felt surreal after sleeping with Sage, but there wasn’t more than an abstract interest in Jane in his brain. She was more a beautiful object lesson than a sexual being.

When Hank looked to Sage, the surge of hunger in his gut seconded the thought.

“Dress off,” he told her, voice low. They’d agreed on how much skin to show beforehand. Sage was fine with nudity—she’d been used to it after visiting Heathers. Hank, not so much. Panties and bra stayed on unless he changed his mind later.

“Kneel.” He felt self-conscious, as if the other couple would judge how well he controlled Sage. He tried to ignore the feeling and focus on Sage—his sub—and on learning. The sight of Sage and Jane together, mirroring each other, helped. He emptied his bag of flogger, a vibrator he and Sage had gotten intimately familiar with, condoms, and lube. A water bottle near the couch to rehydrate his sub afterward. By the time he was ready, V. was standing in front of the two women, his wide-legged stance and crossed arms screaming authority. Hank joined him, his hands shoved into his back pockets to hide their shaking.

V. didn’t take his eyes off Jane. “Look at your sub, Hank.”

Hank did. Sage’s head was lowered just like Jane’s, her creamy skin gleaming in the soft light of the room. Breathing even. Nipples pebbled slightly beneath the thin fabric of her bra. He searched for signs of anxiety and saw none. Good.

At least one of them was doing okay. He felt like a junkie on adrenaline overload, nightmarish thoughts of Tara flashing in his mind while the performance anxiety he felt before going onstage surged in his gut. Hopefully, as with a concert, it would ease after the scene began.

“You’ve discussed limits for this?” V. asked.

“We have.”

“Sage?”

Without raising her head, she said, voice husky, “We have, Sir.”

Oddly enough, V.’s questions eased the nerves. He leaned down to speak quietly to Jane, giving Hank space to breathe. When he felt more in control, Hank knelt beside Sage, his height still allowing him to tower over her petite body, and drove his fingers into her long hair. His tight grip lifted her head, and as her eyes met his, they dilated. Good.

V. was directing Jane to walk behind the love seat. Hank released Sage, making sure his pleasure at her response was clear. “Stand, baby.”

He led her behind the couch, the wider expanse giving him more room than necessary—a good thing for a novice. He’d been practicing with the flogger and a firm pillow, getting the feel for the swing, the impact. The familiarity of the handle in his grip when he balanced it on the back of the couch between Sage’s planted hands helped his nerves. Her breath sucked in at the sight of the tool. When he laid a hand on her head, adjusting the angle so she stared down, seeing nothing but the flogger, the reminder of what would happen between them tonight, he felt a tremble of excitement go through her. He held on to that knowledge like a lifeline as he rounded the couch.

V. had Jane in position. Leaving his sub, he walked over to Hank, though Hank noticed he glanced frequently toward Jane. “You want her far enough back that you have a good surface to strike. Avoid the kidneys, even with a soft flogger. Watch the wraparound; tails snapping around to the front can have a nasty sting.”

Hank kept his voice low, deep, commanding. Thank you, rookie trainees. “Legs back, Sage.”

Without a word, Sage shifted her feet backward until her spine was at a slight angle, her ass pushed out, thighs straight and sexy. He nudged the inside of one foot. “Out.”

She complied, her hands fisting in the soft suede of the couch. Judging by the way her breath was speeding up, he knew it was pleasure, not fear she was showing.

V. hesitated. “She can keep the thong, but the hooks on her bra might hurt if you get that high.”

Hank nodded. He’d considered that. V. returned to Jane, and Hank ran a finger up the slight valley of Sage’s spine. Lingering near her bra, he waited, drawing the moment out, letting her anticipate what came next. Over the strap, up to her nape. He gathered her hair and settled it to one side of her neck before he leaned in and gave her nape a bite. Sage groaned, her arms shaking as she held herself up.

“Don’t move,” he reminded her. He traced her spine several more times before flicking her bra open on the last pass. Sage gasped as cool air hit her breasts.

God, she looked good. The bra had caught midbiceps, just far enough down to tease her nipples as her body swayed, yet still give him access. He left it there.

“Let’s warm them up,” V. said.

Hank nodded. This time he pushed his whole palm against Sage’s back, beginning a massage that he gradually deepened. He rubbed and squeezed the muscles along her spine, her shoulders, her hips, her ass. He could hear other noises in the room, V.’s voice a low, indistinguishable croon, but all his focus was on Sage’s body and her responses. She moaned and arched as her skin turned pink beneath his hands, began to radiate heat. He reached around to cup her breasts, roll her nipples until they went rock hard, ran kisses and bites down her back and wished it was her taut tips in his mouth instead. Her sweet sugar scent grounded him in the moment as he went back to her ass, allowing his arousal to rise above his fears. His cock throbbed hard behind his zipper, making him wish he could release his fly, but he didn’t. This was for Sage, not him.

The sharp sound of a slap split the air. Hank jumped. His gaze shot to V. just as another slap landed on Jane’s bare ass.

Hank squeezed Sage’s hips, unconsciously moving her body back to him. V. spanked Jane again.

Look at her face, Hank. Look at her reaction.

The way they were positioned, at right angles to each other, Jane’s face was visible to him—probably on purpose—as V. spanked her. With each impact, her eyelids squeezed shut, a brief flash of pain crossing her face before she relaxed and a deep, throaty groan escaped. She didn’t sound unhappy. She looked… She looked excited, actually. She seemed to lift on her toes as if needing to get closer to the hand striking her skin, needing more. And despite the sharp sound, Hank could see that V. wasn’t hitting his sub very hard. Not a full draw back of his arm and harsh swing, but a controlled, deliberate application that Jane liked.

Sage would like it too; Hank knew that. Could he give her that?

After a brief internal struggle, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and proceeded with the massage. When Sage was warm putty beneath his hands, he stepped to one side.

Her breath hitched.

Oh yes, this was what she wanted.

Come on, Hank, haven’t you ever had a fantasy of throwing a woman over your lap and spanking her ass? Ever seen The Quiet Man and thought about what that would be like?

Of course he had.

His first smack was tentative, light, one he might deliver if he was playing around. Sage didn’t react. He cupped her butt cheek, rubbed it, drew back again…and popped her on the opposite cheek.

Sage moaned.

He drew back again.

That pop was slightly harder. Sage moaned again, her back arching ever so slightly. She wanted more.

Steeling himself, he set up a rhythm. He tested out intensities, allowing more and more force as he and Sage both got used to the movement. He moved down her upper thighs. Up above her ass for light taps to warm the muscles even more than his massage had. He avoided the area of her kidneys and eased higher, then back down. Increased intensity as he returned to those round, beautiful globes. By then Sage was rocking back into him, begging for more with her body and her wordless cries and whimpers and soft grunts that sounded just like the ones she made when he shoved his cock as far in as it could go—

Shit.

His erection felt like it would explode at any moment. It really wasn’t that different than “vanilla” sex, observing what made Sage feel good, what excited her, then driving her along that road until she couldn’t stand any more and she reached the pinnacle. She wasn’t screaming in pain or yelling in anger; she was dripping wet and ready for his cock. He wasn’t sure anymore exactly what he’d been afraid of.

A pause in V.’s rhythm got Hank’s attention. His friend didn’t speak, didn’t break the moment, but he did pick up a flogger much like the one he’d given Hank and nodded toward the couch. Hank trailed his hot palm along Sage’s body before retrieving the tool, not wanting to lose contact.

Sage’s eyelids snapped open when he grasped the flogger. “Hank,” she whispered, voice hoarse, “please.”

Not please stop; no, this was please continue.

“Shh, baby.” Gripping her hair, he brought her mouth to his. A deep, hot kiss grounded them both. “I’ll give you what you need, I promise.”

Sage seemed too dazed to respond, but the desperate plea in her gaze told him all he needed to know. He moved back behind her.

Eyeing V., Hank mimicked his friend’s stance. He gave the flogger a couple of experimental swings away from Sage, refamiliarizing himself with the weight and movement. Easy, Hank. Just like with the spanking, he lifted the flogger and gave it a light push toward Sage’s beautiful, waiting ass.

Swish. Snap.

Sage’s “yes!” reassured him.

Another swing. Swish. Snap. Another. Just like before, he set up a rhythm. Sage responded beautifully. Her body rocked back toward him, her breath starting to rush along with the flogging. Her swaying breasts caught his attention on the in swing, and when he moved up and lightened his touch along her back, he reached for the nearest tit and played with the nipple. Sage’s whine went high, frustration and need combined, when he moved back down her body.

Stepping around her became increasingly difficult as his own arousal grew. He cupped his erection, pressing hard to ease the ache as he switched between cheeks. The feeling brought a grunt to his lips.

Sage heard him, her own cry catching in her throat. She switched back to words. “Hank, please!” She arched her ass higher into the air, exposing her core. His next swing landed right above her pussy.

“Yes!”

This time she lifted onto her toes. The flogger landed directly on her wet center, and Sage’s cry went up an octave as her elbows gave way. The sound was the same one she made when she climaxed around him. Hank dropped the flogger in an instant. He had to know, had to—

Her vagina clenched madly around his seeking fingers as he shoved them inside. “Yes!” she cried again. He rode her hard, meeting her demand, her need, until her spasms lightened and her cries turned to shuddering groans. The sight of her, spent and fulfilled, acted like fire on his already raging hunger.

“Sage—”

He couldn’t ask; they hadn’t discussed full-on sex for tonight. But Sage seemed to sense what he needed.

“Take me, Sir, please.”

His hand went to the button of his jeans as he glanced over at V. and Jane. His eyebrows shot up. Okay, no problems with public sex there.

He shoved his zipper down, sheathed himself, and moved between Sage’s thighs a moment later.

At the feel of him against her tender ass, she let out a sigh of satisfaction and lowered her forehead to the couch. Careful not to rub her reddened skin, Hank pushed inside, and then it was he who groaned. She was wet, tight, gripping him as hard as he gripped her hair. Using his hold as leverage, he pulled her back onto his begging cock, released her, pulled her back. Before long he couldn’t control it anymore. He shoved into her over and over, all control lost. Sage didn’t mind, though—her cries went high again, up and up and up, and just before he reached the edge, she contracted around his cock and drove him over into insanity.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

Heavy arms wrapped around her waist from behind, pulling her back against a broad, muscular chest. “Bear claws. My favorite.”

The familiar growl sent a tingle down Sage’s spine as she relaxed back against him. Hank had been asleep when she left at dawn. That husky tone in his voice told her he hadn’t been up long. She was getting very good at reading him, seeing beneath the surface. She was starting to rely on him. Surprisingly the fact didn’t make her want to run away anymore.

The creamy icing was right there in the bowl next to her hand, waiting, beckoning. She couldn’t resist. Didn’t want to. She swiped a finger across the sticky surface and brought it up blindly to Hank’s nose. A quick dab decorated him just like his favorite treats. “Good morning.”

His laugh rumbled through his chest and into her. Merry joined in from across the room. “Could you two get any cuter?” she asked with a wink.

Sage winked back, finger in her mouth to suck it clean.

“Hey now, that’s mine,” Hank complained.

Sage tilted her head back and to one side until she could meet his eyes, noticing he’d already cleared the icing from the tip of his nose. “There’s more where that came from.”

He had his mouth open to respond when Jill pushed through the swinging doors. Merry shushed Hank quickly, her smile teasing. “Quiet. Much more of that sexy stuff and you’ll scare the newbies.”

The look Jill flashed over at them didn’t seem scared; envious might be a better word. Sage didn’t blame her.

The handful of orders Jill flapped in the air caught their attention. “Here’s the latest batch.”

“Thanks, Jill.” Sage reached from beneath Hank’s arms for the small stack. When he refused to ease up, she wiggled inside her “shackles.” Hank’s grunt confirmed her rear had rubbed across the spot she’d intended.

Merry giggled. “Here, gimme those. Sage is occupied, obviously.” She shook her head at Hank. “Always trouble, that’s what you are.”

“Absolutely.” Hank was unashamed, and it showed. He curled around Sage, his head filling the space next to hers so he could nibble his way up her neck.

The swinging doors whooshed, announcing Jill’s exit. Sage turned in Hank’s arms. “I need to work.”

“I know.” He pushed her hair back to hook behind her ear. Baring her face. Her emotions. She wasn’t sure what he was looking for. Whatever he found caused the hard, ultra-masculine lines of his face to soften. “In a minute.”

He held her still, taking his time to bring their mouths together, to gift her with the taste of his kiss. His full lips brushed across hers, once, twice, and when she instinctively licked them, sugar and hot male spice registered on her tongue. Hank’s gaze went dark, too intense for her to handle, but her closed eyes made everything that much more intense. Hank’s grip hardened. His kiss became a conquering as he delved deep, molding them together, taking her over until his touch, his hold, his body and breath became her world.

When he finally drew back, she kept her eyes closed, savoring the moment, the burn his beard stubble had left on her skin, the throbbing of her lips, his taste on her tongue.

The hand on her hip disappeared. Sage opened her eyes.

An icing-coated finger appeared in front of her face. Hank tapped the end of her nose, leaving behind a dollop of the sticky substance.

“Hey!”

His laugh this time rumbled through her breasts. Sage sucked in a breath as her nipples tightened into hard little nubs.

Hank rubbed his nose against hers. “Fair’s fair.”

She swatted him. Too bad her hand didn’t want to leave once it made contact; she ended up stroking the hills and valleys of his chest instead. Her nipples weren’t the only hard ones around here.

“It certainly is.” She reached behind her to the bowl of icing. This time her finger went to his lips instead of his nose. Hank opened for her, his tongue tracing the length of her finger before he clamped down and sucked. A thready gasp escaped her throat.

“Sage?”

The deep voice hit her like a punch to the gut, her fingers curling into Hank’s pec until he winced. Her anchor. She’d misheard, that was all. Kevin couldn’t be here. Hank was here, she was touching him, he—

“Sage, what the hell are you doing?”

God, he wouldn’t come here. Would he?

She would’ve snatched her finger from Hank’s mouth, but he increased the suction, allowing no more than a slow slide as he narrowed his eyes at something—someone—behind her. With a deep breath that did absolutely nothing to calm her thudding heartbeat, Sage turned in the circle of his arms.

He would. Of course he would.

Kevin stood across the counter from her. She’d talked to him just a couple of weeks ago, hadn’t she? Told him in plain words that he wasn’t to contact her ever again, and here the arrogant ass stood in her kitchen, face-to-face for the first time since the most humiliating experience in her life. Memories clashed with the real world—Hank’s arms around her, Merry crossing the room toward her. God, she must have some terrible look on her face for Merry to be wielding her sandwich knife like that. A laugh fizzed in her throat, but though she tried, nothing came out.

Kevin didn’t suffer the same problem. “Aren’t you going to say hello?”

Merry stopped at Sage’s side, knife still at the ready. “You okay, Sage?”

Everything inside her screamed to respond. Why couldn’t she respond?

Hank didn’t say anything either. Didn’t move.

The silence thickened until she thought she’d suffocate. Until she managed to choke out one word: “Kevin.”

Her tone was as blank as her mind, but she felt a hard ripple of response go through Hank’s body.

Kevin’s stare, his frown bored into her like a battering ram. “You haven’t answered me, Sage. What are you doing?”

“Sage doesn’t answer to you anymore,” Hank said quietly. Too quietly. There was something more menacing about those few words than if he’d screamed them in Kevin’s face.

Still Kevin didn’t appear fazed. If anything, he seemed amused. “Who are you?”

She felt Hank shift then. “Merry,” he said, the words staying gentle, “could you give us a minute?”

“Uh…sure.”

She didn’t want to; Sage could hear the reluctance. She shot the older woman a grateful look, but only managed to mouth a thank-you.

Kevin didn’t wait for the swinging doors to settle; he stepped closer. The wide counter still separated them, but Sage couldn’t help the instinct to step back, the animal need to avoid pain. She came right up against Hank’s wide chest.

This had to stop. She didn’t care what this man had been to her in the past, she wouldn’t show fear now, especially when it had nothing to do with the physical and everything to do with her heart. Hank held that part of her as solidly as he held her body right now, so there was nothing to fear. Not anymore.

“What do you want, Kevin?”

Her mental pat on the back for getting the words out was cut short by Kevin’s laugh. The sound rolled over her, at once familiar and alien. Had she ever truly known this man?

Hank’s hands slid to her hips, but he didn’t speak, even when Kevin nodded his way. “You’ve acquired a couple of mother hens.”

Hard fingertips dug into her. Sage forced herself to ignore them, to focus on the man in front of her right now.

“I’ve acquired a lot more than that,” she assured Kevin. “Now I’ll ask you one more time: what do you want?”

Kevin’s brows shot up. “You back, of course.”

“Not gonna happen,” Hank warned.

Kevin ignored him. He reached a hand out to her, commanded her, “Come here, Sage.”

Funny, a few months ago she wouldn’t have even thought about it; she’d have obeyed without question. Now she stared at him, probably like he was a complete nutcase, which he was if he thought she’d ever…

“No.” Her voice was hoarse, like she’d been screaming instead of laughing with Hank just a few minutes before. It had sounded that way at Heathers too. “What happened to you? You don’t even know what you did to me, do you? You can’t if you think I’d ever come back.” She couldn’t figure it out. Kevin was an intelligent man. Why chase after her when he’d let her go so publicly?

She frowned, trying to put the pieces together in her head. “What happened? Did you finalize your deal, come home, and finally realize there was no one there?”

The way he avoided her gaze shouted bingo better than any yell could have.

“So you, what, need a maid again?”

“Sage, we were always good togeth—”

Anger had her leaning over the counter despite Hank’s grip. “There are two key words in that sentence. We were good together. Past tense. And there is no always about it. You hurt me, and then instead of taking care of me like you should have, you uncollared me in front of the whole damn club. What in any crazy-ass world is good about that?”

She was shouting by the time she finished.

Something like remorse leaked into Kevin’s gaze. “I was busy with work, Sage. Just distracted.”

“You were so distracted you left me tied to a St. Andrew’s cross while you walked away?”

Hank made a small sound in his throat. Sage startled—she’d forgotten he was even there. And if she’d thought he wasn’t upset? For all its quiet, the rage creating that one sound was crystal clear.

In the silence that followed, Sage realized something else: saying those words aloud felt good. She’d essentially walked out of Kevin’s life without a word, or he’d turned away from her without a word. She’d even managed to move out of his apartment while he was at work. All she’d had to do was leave her key on the counter. She’d needed to validate what happened, make him see exactly what he’d done—and even if he couldn’t, she needed what had happened to her to be witnessed, this time by someone who gave a damn about her.

“I know I made some mistakes,” Kevin said. “I know I…hurt you. But before that, before everything went wrong, we had something special; you know we did. I— Christ.” The sound of a harsh breath escaping reached her. “I just need…I want you to let me explain, let me take you home. Stop trying to prove a point, to get back at me, and come work it out. Please. I need you.”

“This shouldn’t be about what you need,” Hank snapped. “That’s where you went wrong.”

Kevin shifted like he would step forward, but Hank’s low growl stopped him. Really, her lover had quite a bit in common with his pet. Still, his protective attitude reassured her in a way no other response could have.

And he wasn’t done yet.

“She told you very clearly that she didn’t want to hear from you again. Exactly how does that translate into ‘come stalk me in my own business’?”

Kevin zeroed in on Hank, probably coming to the conclusion that ignoring the man wasn’t going to make him go away. “Again, who are you?”

“I’m Hank Nash. Sage’s boyfriend.”

Kevin’s snort was dismissive. “Sage, honey, we were good together. He can never master you like I did.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Hank moved to stand beside Sage, and when she glanced up at him, it was to see satisfaction crossing his face. “See, I don’t need whips and chains to master her. All I need to do is love her.”

Love her? Sage dug her fingernails into her palms. Did he love her? He’d never said. But then, neither had she.

“You should also know I’m an ex-cop with friends still on the LA police force. So if you don’t suddenly want all kinds of hell coming down on you, I suggest you say your good-byes now and never—and I do mean that literally—never come near her again.”

He didn’t still have friends on the LAPD; at least, she was pretty sure he didn’t. The fact that he’d lie to keep her safe warmed some of the ice that had taken up residence in her chest in the last half hour.

Kevin got the message; the whiteness of his face said it was loud and clear.

“Now you’ve got about a minute to get yourself back out that door.” Anger vibrated in Hank’s voice. “Consider it a gift—to Sage. I’d rather kick your ass.”

Kevin turned a narrowed gaze on her. She lifted her chin. “My life is no longer your concern, Kevin.”

If her words registered, she couldn’t tell; Kevin’s stare was unreadable. After a moment he backed toward the door, only speaking when he had a hand flat against its surface. His smile was stiff. “It probably wouldn’t have worked out anyway. You could never be the sub I need. A good sub.”

And then he was gone.

His words rang in her ears long after the doors went still.

“Sage?” Hank asked quietly.

She tried to look up, to reassure Hank that she was fine, but she didn’t have the strength. She was shaking, she realized.

Careful hands turned her toward him. “Sage, are you all right?”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

You could never be the sub I need. A good sub.

“Sage, are you okay?”

Hank’s demand finally registered. She didn’t know why it took so long to turn her head, to look at him, didn’t know why her chest ached like she was having a heart attack and she couldn’t breathe. She didn’t understand any of it. But she met his eyes like she was supposed to. Like a good sub.

A shaky breath finally filtered into her lungs.

“I’m fine.”

Hank didn’t seem to believe that any more than she did, but he didn’t challenge it. Instead he waited silently while she took off her apron and set it on the counter. She managed something that probably barely resembled a smile, though it felt more like stretched taffy than the reassurance she’d intended. “I’m fine. Really.” What is wrong with me?

Hank didn’t hug her, one of the few times she’d been upset that he hadn’t immediately taken her into his arms. Bear hugs were as common as bear claws with him. But instead of surrounding her, he gave her space to breathe, merely clasping her hand between both of his and chafing it lightly as if trying to warm her some other way. “Why don’t you take a break?”

Wasn’t that why she’d taken off her apron? And yet she opened her mouth to say no, she didn’t need a break. What came out instead was, “I can’t leave Merry shorthanded.”

The swinging doors opened as if her friend had been waiting for a signal. “Merry can handle herself,” she said as she breezed into the kitchen. “Lunch rush is over. Maybe the big lug over there can help me out.” Her warning tone dared him to argue despite it being his idea for Sage to leave. “You go on now. Get a bit of a rest.”

How had Merry known Sage desperately needed to be alone, just for a few minutes? Sage hadn’t even realized it, not consciously. “I—”

Tears pricked the backs of her eyes, which was ridiculous because all the drama was over. So why did she want to cry?

Hank nodded at Merry’s suggestion, seeming to understand even if Sage didn’t. His kiss was sweet, careful, his eyes understanding. The thumbs that stroked across her cheeks were rough with calluses but oh so tender. And then he turned her around, a soft shove on her backside sending her toward the back door. “Take a nap, baby. I’ll be up in a little bit.”

“Okay.” She stepped past him, then turned back. “Hank, I…” Love you.

Hank’s beautiful eyes went soft as he smiled down at her. “I know.”

He didn’t even know what she was going to say. How could he know? But for some reason it seemed too complicated a puzzle to figure out at the moment, so she went out the door without responding.

You could never be the sub I need. A good sub.

Upstairs, she let herself into the apartment. Knight danced at her feet, eager for attention, but her strokes along his broad head were automatic. Why? She didn’t still love Kevin. She didn’t want him back. Didn’t care what he thought about her. Maybe this was relief?

You could never be the sub I need. A good sub.

Why had that hit her so hard?

Her steps down the hall were taken without thought. In her bedroom she closed the door behind her, ignoring Knight’s whine to follow her inside. One by one, her clothes came off, dropping to the floor with no more than a whisper of sound. When she was naked, she walked to the dresser, not the bed. Wasn’t she going to take a nap? That’s what Hank had told her to do.

What she did was kneel. Right there, facing the door, the plush rug beneath her bare knees. She knelt, thighs apart, palms up, spine straight. Closed her eyes. And waited.

She had no idea how long she was there. Minutes, hours, days passed—she didn’t know. Only the click of the bedroom door opening finally registered.

Hank.

Help me.

He understood her so well. All he had to do was see her, and he would know. Just from the position of her body. What she needed. What she wanted from him.

“Sage.” His low voice demanded her attention. The perfect blend of understanding and command. Relief melted her fear away. “Look at me.”

It took forever to tilt her chin up. On the way, she became aware of her trembling mouth. Sniffling nose. Fever-hot cheeks. She was crying. When had she started crying?

“Look at me, Sage.”

She did. And winced. The worry in those hazel eyes burned so deep it hurt her just to look at him.

“Baby…” He went to kneel in front of her.

Panic beat at her, bruising her breastbone. “No! Stay back!” Look at me. See me! “I need—”

Hank backed away, but his head was already shaking. “No, Sage. We need to talk.”

“I need—”

“What you need,” he said, “is to talk to me.”

The words were a lit match to the building tension inside her. “Don’t tell me what I need!”

“I will tell you what you need—I’m your Dom. But aside from that, I love you. And I can see it so much clearer from the outside than you can on the inside. That’s what I’m here for, isn’t it? To see what you need and give it to you?”

His words echoed in her head. She couldn’t even deal with the I love you right now; that was impossible. And crappy timing.

Somehow the irritation broke through her fog when nothing else had. She pushed it away.

“Sage, you can’t deal with your problems like this.”

She shot him the nastiest look she could, uncaring that being on her knees and naked had her at a disadvantage. “Of course I can. I can deal with them however I want to—it’s you who’s not willing to deal. You don’t want to help me any more than Kevin did.”

Whoa.

Just like that, everything clicked. And not only for her.

Hank’s eyes went wide. “This isn’t about Kevin, really. Is it? This is about testing me, making sure I’m not like him.”

“No!” Of course not. Except it was, wasn’t it? “I kno—”

He was on her in a second. Sage fought like a wildcat, but Hank sat on the floor and wrestled her naked body into his lap like she was merely swatting flies. Hugging her into his chest gave her zero leverage to get a good hit in; his head tucked behind hers forestalled a head butt. He simply clamped down and waited.

But she couldn’t surrender. When she couldn’t smack, she shoved herself against him, doing her best to throw him away from her. She yanked against his hold, kicked her legs, yelled every name she could think of, and still he held on. Horror tinged the edges of her awareness—she was trying to hurt the one person who gave a damn about loving her—but all control was lost in the firestorm of emotion raging inside her.

And Hank stayed with her through every second.

Sage hadn’t realized her breathing had sped up until the harsh sounds began to echo in her ears. Her throat closed up tight, choking off her air. The rough wheezing scared the shit out of her, making it even harder to draw breath.

Hank laid his hand between her breasts.

“Easy. It’s all right. Easy, Sage.”

“I can’t— I can’t—”

“Easy, baby.” He rubbed her breastbone lightly. Even when she clawed at his hand, desperate for air, he didn’t panic. “Breathe with me, Sage.” The sound of air being sucked in was a distant hiss, then the release. Again. Each time he repeated the action, it got louder until she found herself trying to follow him, trying to do as he commanded. It took long moments for her panic to subside, but Hank held her through it, every second.

When finally she got a full breath of air, she sagged against him. Her body ached, bruises and tension and the strain of kneeling for so long mingling until she couldn’t tell the difference. Her eyes were closed, she realized, her face streaked with tears that refused to stop. Lying still in Hank’s arms, she wept like her world had come to an end.

And maybe it had. The old one, at least.

The display didn’t shock Hank—nothing seemed to shock him, scare him away, thank God. He rocked her gently, soothed her, crooned to her. Sang. His gravelly voice washed over her, a reassurance that he was right there with her and wouldn’t go anywhere, no matter what he saw, what she did. No matter what had happened in her past, who had abandoned her before.

He wasn’t Kevin. He didn’t have to say the words for them to sink into her heart and sprout leaves. Her heart had been a barren wasteland without her mother, her home. Even who she was had been shaken to its foundation. In this moment, the death throes of that life surged inside her, but Hank was there to show her the way back out. She was lost, but he would find her. She was crying out for help, but he wouldn’t leave her alone.

She didn’t have to be afraid anymore.

“I’m sorry.” The words were hoarse, but she managed to squeeze them through her ragged throat.

The shake of Hank’s head tangled her hair in his stubble, tugging on her scalp. “This was inevitable. You’ve been trying to be perfect for so long—the good daughter, the good chef, the good sub. This was just the final straw.” He shook her lightly. “You needed to get it out, little hellcat.”

And he’d helped her do that. “How did you know…?”

“Instinct. You and V. are always telling me to listen to them, right?” He rearranged her into a more comfortable position across his lap, leaned her back against his arm so he could look into her eyes. “You don’t need me to hit you to deal with your grief, or your anger, or your pain, Sage. You need me to see you, deep down where no one else can reach. I can do that. I can keep you safe.”

She knew he could.

“I’m not really, you know.”

“Not what?”

“A good sub. Maybe that’s what’s been wrong all along, why Kevin never understood me. I mean, I can’t even do this”—she waved a hand, barely able to lift it under Hank’s hold—“right. What good am I to anyone if I don’t even know what’s best for me?”

The muscles beneath her, around her had tensed bit by bit with every word out of her mouth. By the time she finished, Hank was stone and steel. “Sage, look at me.”

That tone pulled her gaze to his whether she wanted it up or not. He looked angry. A shiver ran down her spine.

“Did you do anything wrong that night, with Kevin?”

When she opened her mouth to answer, he brought a finger up to her lips. “Be very careful, baby. Think about it. Think about the details of that night, the ones you’ve told me and the ones you haven’t. Think about it without the overwhelming emotions that, quite justifiably, have colored the way you see what happened. Strip all that away and then decide, did you do anything wrong?”

She did as he asked. If anything, all she’d been guilty of was putting her Dom’s needs above her own. That wasn’t wrong, even if it had been misguided at the time. “No.”

Hank’s face relaxed the tiniest bit. “Did you try to stop him when you realized you couldn’t go through with it?”

“Yes.” Even without her breath, she had tried to say her safe word.

“Did Kevin see that? The way he should have if he’d been paying attention like a good Dominant?”

“No.”

Hank took hold of her chin, his grip as comforting as it was confining. “Then why would you believe any of this was your fault?”

The only answer she had was, “I wasn’t a good sub.”

“You are my sub,” he told her, “and that makes you the best sub. I am the one to judge how good you are, not anyone who was there that night, and not you, since your judgment is colored by the experience.” He lowered his hand to her throat, circled it, held her there without the least hint of knowledge in his eyes that this was the same hold he’d seen evidence of on Tara. He wasn’t hurting her, bruising her, and he wasn’t afraid he would. Her heart did a little flip before he leaned in and took her mouth—there was no other word for it. There was nothing gentle about Hank’s kiss, and it couldn’t have been more perfect. He devoured her, his tongue forcing its way in, his lips hard and demanding on hers. Her adrenaline shot up at the twinge of pain in her jaw, the push of his body bending her backward. This was Hank off his leash, exactly as she wanted him to be. Strong, unyielding. He tangled with her and demanded that she tangle back until the two of them were so entwined she couldn’t find their boundaries. She didn’t want to. Through him she’d found who she really was, and who she wanted to be. Everything she wanted to be and more.

He said she was a good sub. What she knew was that he was the best Dom—he’d seen what she needed and given it to her, when he’d first come in the room and now. How had she been so blessed to find him?

A distant sound—her cell phone ringing—finally reached her ears. The sound stopped, then started again. Sage eased back from Hank, breathing heavy. “That’s Deirdre.”

Hank was breathing heavy too. “Go answer. I’ll wait.”

She ran a finger across his bottom lip, swollen from their kiss. “Thank you.”

“You are more than welcome, baby. Now go see what she needs.”

As Sage crossed to the door, she realized the ringing had quit again. Maybe she should call back.

Deirdre’s ringtone sounded before she’d taken two steps down the hall.

Sage glanced back at Hank and saw her worry reflected in his expression. Naked or not, she ran the rest of the way to the kitchen.

“Hello?”

“Sage?” Ragged breathing, then her friend’s tear-filled tone. “Sage, he’s gone.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

“It’s a beautiful day,” Alice said. The back field was bright with late-afternoon sunshine and people in pretty-colored clothes. No black here. That had been Barry’s one request. No black, no coffin and grave site and tears. Just the people who’d loved him and the place that had nurtured his family for so many years. There was something about knowing your life would be celebrated instead of your death mourned that was comforting, even for Hank. Barry and Alice and Deirdre deserved a celebration.

And Sage had been determined to give it to them. From the time they’d arrived home from LA, she’d been cooking. At first Hank had protested, but the more he watched her, the more he realized this was her way of coping, so he’d let her go. Now the fruits of her labor burdened a long string of tables behind the market. Alice had taken one look and burst into tears, but they’d been the last of the day. His friend was strong, stronger than he thought he could be. But she wasn’t alone, either.

“It is beautiful.” He turned his gaze from the perfect Cali weather to Alice’s hand, resting in his. Her hand, like the rest of her, was small, fragile, delicate. He’d seen those hands master huge tubs of bread dough and manipulate the tiniest decorations on a cupcake. Size was irrelevant; it was the determination behind them that gave those bones strength.

Nolan Jones’s granddaughter, Katy, ran up to them, her black hair flying behind her. She held a battered rose, a bit worse for wear after the child’s rough handling, but still beautiful. A little shyly, Katy handed the flower to Alice.

“Here you go,” she said. “Isn’t it pretty?”

“It is.” Alice leaned over to kiss the top of the little girl’s head. “Thank you.”

Katy smiled, flashing a gap where her two front teeth should be, then ran off to play with Deirdre’s daughter. Alice set the rose in her lap and fingered the velvety petals.

They sat that way for a long time, listening to the crowd around them but not speaking. Hank watched the breeze play with Sage’s hair, remembering the way those long strands had felt dragging across his chest last night. She’d been above him, her body enveloping his, her face so close he’d been lost in her eyes. They’d stayed that way for what seemed like forever, not really moving, just absorbing each other. Finding comfort. Loving each other. One of the most poignant moments of his life, a moment when weakness in them both had become strength. Honesty had become a foundation, one he’d known with certainty he wanted to build on. When things were settled…

“She’s an absolute treasure, isn’t she?” Alice said suddenly. Hank turned to her and found her gaze on Sage moving through the crowd.

The lump in his throat got bigger, almost too big to clear away. “She is.”

“You love her.”

Certainty. Hank eyed his friend. “Of course I do. Was there ever any doubt?”

“Not for me, though I wondered about you there for a while.” Alice grinned a little bit. “I knew the minute she walked into my kitchen that she was perfect for you, maybe the minute Deirdre told me about her. There was just something…lost, maybe? In her eyes. She needed more than a place to belong.” Alice turned to him, her green eyes intense in the summer sun. “Like you, when you found me. You needed a family, but there was something else too.”

Hank brought Alice’s hand up to his mouth and kissed the back, those delicate bones and paper-thin skin hiding so much strength. “You gave me a family.”

“I did.” She went back to watching Sage. “You talked to your parents while you were in LA.”

He’d tried, at least. “My dad.” Hank shrugged. “Didn’t go well.” His dad had heard Hank’s voice and hung up the phone. Surprisingly, it hadn’t bothered Hank as much as he would’ve guessed. He had a family here. He’d made the effort to reach out, knowing his dad, like Barry, was getting older, knowing the chances of mending broken fences were disappearing by the second. The fact that nothing had changed was…bittersweet, but not the agony it had once been.

“Bastard.”

That earned a chuckle. “Yeah, well…” He sighed. “It isn’t important anymore. You are, Sage is, Merry and V. and Knight. I can live with my choices. It’s up to them to do the same.”

“You make me proud, Hank.”

The burn of tears didn’t surprise him. He let them come, unashamed. Leaning over, he pulled Alice to him and hugged her. “You taught me well.”

Alice wiped the moisture from his cheek. “Then let me teach you one more thing. Don’t wait. None of us knows how long we have on this earth, and really, it’s not the length of time that matters.” She smiled, small but there. “It’s what we do with it, who we spend it with that matters. Your family—the family you’ve chosen, not the one you were born with—is what matters. The ones who accept you as you are, love you through whatever, those are the people you spend your life on. Nothing, no one else.”

“Alice…”

She stared up at him. “I did exactly what I’m telling you to do. Barry was my everything. I wouldn’t trade the years I had with him for all the money and pleasures in the world. And even though he’s gone, I’m not alone. I still have family—you, my girls, grandkids, the market, even that damn dog of yours.”

A huff of laughter caught him by surprise.

“See,” Alice said, the corner of her eyes crinkling, “we still have laughter.” Her gaze shifted over the field. “And love. Don’t waste it, you hear me?”

He followed Alice’s attention over to Sage, the breeze blowing her hair back from her face as she separated from the crowd, moving toward him. His guitar was cradled in her arms, and when her eyes met his, the smile she gave him stopped his breath. He held that look close to his heart as he answered Alice. “I won’t. I promise.”

“Good.” She squeezed his hand again. “Now I think it’s time for a concert; don’t you?”

He wasn’t sure he could sing with the emotion clogging his throat, but he’d try. When Sage came near enough, he pulled her down into his lap, guitar and all. “Hey, baby.”

“Hey.” Sage nuzzled his neck, her lips grazing his tattoo. “I think you’re supposed to play this guitar,” she whispered.

He turned to stare down into her face, awe filling him as he took in the sweet curves, the long lashes, the lines around her mouth that said she smiled often. All of it, all of her was his.

A bear hug wasn’t enough to tell her how much he loved her, but he’d do better later. In the meantime, he had a concert to perform.

A few of the men helped him load tables into Mick’s pickup just after sunset. Hank gave the tailgate a final slap, then stepped back for Mick to leave. The final guests dwindled out of the parking lot soon thereafter. Only when all was quiet did he climb the stairs to Sage.

He found her on the deck with Knight, a half-full glass of tea on the table, the shepherd sitting next to Sage’s chair, beneath her dangling hand. Knight didn’t budge when Hank topped the stairs, too busy reveling in the drag of Sage’s fingertips along his head, tugging at the points of his ears.

Three strides was all it took for Hank to reach her, and then he was kneeling by her feet in much the same way his dog was kneeling beside her. He wasn’t patient, though. He pushed between Sage’s thighs, making a place for himself, closing the distance until her arms around him could finally ease the ragged wounds he’d carried all day.

“I missed you.” Not what he wanted to say, but it’d do for starters.

“I’ve been here all day.”

“I know.” She still wasn’t close enough. He stood up. “Come with me.”

Sage didn’t question him. Maybe, with her mother’s death such a close memory, she understood what he was trying to say, what he needed—which would probably be good, because he sure as hell didn’t—but she let him pull her to another chair. He sat this time, then settled her in his lap. Sage squirmed around until her knees were on either side of his, her chest to his, her eyes staring up at him with a depth of emotion he wasn’t quite sure he deserved.

Yeah, she understood him very well.

This time when he gathered her close, he felt the melding of their bodies right down to his fucking soul. Like coming home. Sage settled her cheek in the hollow of his shoulder, her breath warm along the Weekend tattoo crisscrossing the side of his neck. Hank tucked his head over hers.

“I love you.” The words were gravel rough, stark and utterly unembellished, an embarrassment to a songwriter like himself, and yet they said exactly what he needed to convey. “I love you.”

Wetness hit his neck—Sage’s tears. Her hands fisted his shirt, hanging on tight.

He rocked her against him, crooning wordless melodies, letting her get everything out. Today had hurt, badly, but they’d all gotten through it together. Just like he’d get her through the rest of their lives. There was no rush; they had all the time in the world.

“You’re all right, baby,” he whispered in her ear. Privately. Intimately, only for the two of them. “I’m right here. It’s all right.”

“Hank.”

The word was ragged.

“I’ve got you, baby. We’ll be okay.”

“I love you. I do.” She said the words against his skin, a pledge, a prayer.

“I know you do.” He took her kiss then because he couldn’t wait any longer. The taste of her tears mingled with the raw hunger that sparked every time their mouths met.

He let it simmer, taking his time. Enjoying the ride as much as the destination. Sage’s mouth tender and wet, lips molding to his, tongue slipping, sliding… When she closed around his tongue and sucked, all he could think about was her mouth on his cock. How good it would feel. How hot.

He wanted her, now, wanted to give her something to remember today besides sorrow and tears. Her hands still clutched his shirt, and he gripped her wrists lightly. Tugging got her attention, had her leaning back. “What—”

“Shhh.” Sage didn’t resist, and almost before the final note left his mouth, he secured both wrists at the small of her back in one fist. Sage’s deep breath rubbed her hard nipples against his chest.

She tried to escape his hold; of course she did. She had to know it was impossible, and he knew the moment she realized it. Her eyes went wide and hazy, her body arched back to offer herself to anything else he desired, and between her legs, wet heat spilled out to entice him. The temptation was almost too great.

Using his hold as leverage, he began a slow rocking motion, up and back, up and back. Sage’s legs were spread wide, and with every tug forward, her pelvis rode the ridge of his stiff cock, pressing so hard he swore he could feel her engorged clit through her underwear and his light cotton dress pants. Her retreat left him desperate for the next glide, the next kiss, the next moment, and the next after that. “Sage…God, yes.”

He tilted her away from him and slid his mouth down the creamy skin of her neck to those breasts he couldn’t get enough of. “I love you, baby,” he said into her skin, then clamped down around one rigid nipple.

He bit her lightly, and that was all it took—Sage bucked up, breaking apart with a cry that shot straight to his straining cock and pulled his climax from the very depths of his body. When the last spasm had wrung his balls dry, he realized Sage was sprawled over him like a rag doll, boneless and pliant. And smiling.

He smiled back.

Still in his position by the other deck chair, Knight barked lightly, seeking attention. Hank eyed the shepherd. “I’m not the only one who loves you,” he told Sage.

“You think?” She leaned over the side of the chair, and Knight came immediately, head lifted to demand more petting. “Yeah, I think maybe it might be a little bit of that.”

“What else could it be?”

Sage sent him a duh look. “Bear claws.”

“Right.”

He laughed, the echo of Alice’s words filling his ears.

We still have laughter.

And love.


Chapter Thirty

 

 

Walking inside the hallowed halls of the infamous nightclub, Once, was a bit like walking into Le Cordon Bleu during her first trip to Paris. Everyone in LA—and most people beyond—had heard of the trendy club and concert venue, and the man who owned it. Damien Adams had been LA’s favorite bachelor for several years before he’d married Harley Fisher, bass player for the indie rock band Aftershock. Their wedding had been featured above the fold of the LA Times’s entertainment section despite the fact that it had taken place in Atlanta. Meeting Damien wasn’t as nerve-racking as meeting his wife, though. Hank had known her way back when, a fact Sage tried not to dwell on as the pretty woman with candy-striped hair approached her.

“You have got to be Sage,” Harley said. Without waiting for a reply, she pulled Sage into a hug. Sage used the moment to hide her utter dismay at the mix of sophistication and raw sexuality the woman exuded. No wonder Hank had, in his words, “had a crush” on her. Sage was pretty certain she had a crush, and she didn’t even swing that way, for goodness’ sake.

Harley drew back, took one look at Sage’s expression, and broke into fits of laughter.

Am I drooling?

A handsome man she didn’t recognize walked up beside Harley and shook his head, his smile rueful. “Don’t worry, querida. It’s all the hormones running rampant in her system. She’s gone loco since Damien Junior made an arrival on the scene.”

The last word was cut off with an oomph as Harley backhanded the man in the stomach. “No hormone comments, Marc, if you don’t want yours cut off permanently.”

Beautiful and vicious. Sage grinned.

“Don’t mind him.” Harley patted the small mound of a baby bump beneath her shirt. “He’s just jealous because I’m still more beautiful than him.”

“Yes, that’s exactly it,” Marc dared. He extended a hand to Sage. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Lyndsey. I’m Marc Ellis, general manager here at Once.”

Sage shook hands with him. “Nice to meet you.”

“Hank has talked nonstop about you all week,” Harley was saying. “I was beginning to wonder if he’d made you up, but I know you run your own business—and exactly how hard that makes traveling.”

If Sage remembered correctly, Damien had clubs in three different cities across the US. Harley probably understood very well then. Sage had come up last week with Hank, but he’d been immersed almost immediately in details and practices for the concert. She’d stayed only one day, to visit with Alice and Deirdre, who were working to finalize some of the details of Barry’s estate before Alice came home; then Sage had returned to Citrus Pointe. There were people to help Merry now, but it was still difficult running the market, and Sage hadn’t wanted to leave her for longer.

She’d managed one more thing while in LA last week, a surprise for Hank. She planned to reveal it to him later tonight, after the concert. The thought of his reaction—and how she’d be revealing it to him—started her nerves back up.

Can’t think about that now. Get through the concert first. It’s an important night for Hank.

Harley broke into Sage’s self-tongue lashing by taking her hand to lead her away from Marc. “So did you happen to bring any of those bear claws Hank talks about like they came down from heaven? Because I’d pay good money for sweets right about now. Think mail order would work for those?”

Sage couldn’t get a word in edgewise, and she didn’t bother trying, just let Harley chatter on as they crossed the club’s main floor. It took about half the length for Sage to realize Harley wasn’t talking just to talk—the woman was nervous. Which was laughable. She had nothing whatsoever to worry about. She was fantastic. If anyone should worry, it would be Sage.

Taking a chance, Sage put a hand on the other woman’s arm. “Harley.”

Harley ground to a halt, physically and verbally. A sheepish smile took over her mouth. “Sorry. It’s just”—she waved a hand in the air—“I always knew whoever hooked Hank would be a very special woman, and, well…look at you. I mean, you’re perfect.”

Sage had to be gaping. Had to be. She quickly closed her mouth. “Perfect is not a word I’d apply to myself, ever.”

That earned a laugh. “Would any of us?” Harley urged Sage forward with a slender arm around her waist. “Hank has been a good friend to me for a lot of years. I can’t tell you how it feels to see him so happy.” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a loud whisper. “And obsessed, did I mention obsessed? That’s a very good thing.”

“What secrets are you telling, Harley?” Hank called as they entered the concert hall. His voice echoed off the walls of the massive space, emphasizing the room’s proportions and the stern tone of Hank’s words. His expression, however, was indulgent as he glanced at the pretty woman leading Sage inside.

“Every secret I can think of—you should know that by now. We women need all the inside knowledge we can get.”

“Is that so?”

He still hadn’t looked at Sage. Her heart sped up, waiting, hoping. When the bright hazel of his eyes finally settled on her, the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding escaped in a rush. “Hank.”

He held his hand out. “Come here, baby.”

That tone. It was nothing like the one he’d used with Harley, nothing. It held a note of secrets, of intimacy just between the two of them. Those secrets were echoed in his eyes. She took the time to absorb it, revel in it, even as his command pulled her forward, feet moving of their own accord until she was close enough for Hank to wrap her up in those massive arms that felt like nothing else in the world.

She tucked her head against his breastbone. “I missed you.”

He didn’t respond with words; he responded with his mouth. His kiss took her over, tongue pushing inside, filling her mouth and her heart both. Even when he pulled back, his hand at her nape held her close.

“Wow!”

Sage jerked at Harley’s interruption, her eyes rounding up at Hank. He grinned. “Exactly.”

A giggle spilled over like the froth of champagne. Maybe she was getting poetic after all this time living with a songwriter.

Hank cupped her face, his thumb stroking across her cheekbone like he couldn’t get enough of touching her. “So, you wanna stick around for the sound check, or do you want to be surprised?”

She considered that. She’d heard most of the new songs he’d written, but there were a couple he was keeping as surprises. “I think I’ll wait. I’d like to have the concert experience. I’ve never seen you in concert before.” Something she would definitely remedy the next time Weekend went on tour.

“Okay then, surprise it is.” Hank released her with seeming reluctance. “Harley, think you can find some mischief for you and Sage to get into?”

Harley’s snort said it all, but she followed up with, “Of course!”

Hank leaned close to whisper in Sage’s ear, “Watch her. She’ll be teaching you all the ways you can disobey me before the night’s over.”

“Sounds fun,” Sage whispered back.

Hank’s free hand cupped her ass cheek, his palm so big it covered one side completely. He squeezed down, a playful warning in his eyes. “I think so too.”

A gentle push sent her off with Harley, who took her straight to the bar. By the time the doors opened for the limited audience to take their seats, Sage was relaxed just enough not to be nervous when V. led her to the front row.

V. had billed the concert as an “intimate acoustic evening with Hank Nash.” The concert hall would seat three hundred, but only half that many tickets had been sold to keep with the intimate part of tonight. If a hundred and fifty people could be called intimate, but considering Hank had played to fifty times that, Sage guessed the viewpoint was relative.

The stage had been kept minimalist too, just Hank and his guitars and a high leather padded bench with no arms. Sage never did figure out where the microphones were, but she could see an earpiece she assumed was giving Hank feedback from the sound booth above their heads.

All the missing bells and whistles didn’t deter the crowd. From the moment Hank walked onstage, they were eating up every note, every word. So was Sage. Seeing Hank play and sing at home on the window seat in the kitchen was one thing; seeing the power he radiated onstage was another. This was the man who had doubted he could be a Dom? If she hadn’t been able to see it before, she would now. He controlled the audience effortlessly, whether he was jamming out on an old rock classic or crooning about the night sky in a woman’s eyes. Sage figured some of those lyrics were about her—she was just thankful none of them were an ode to her nipples.

Two hours passed without notice. It was only when Hank stopped to down an entire bottle of water that she realized the time. Sadness twinged in her chest when he picked his guitar back up and smiled at the audience.

“One last song?”

People booed and hissed, but good-naturedly; they’d gotten their money’s worth and more. Sage had seen concerts before, but when V. had said people liked Hank, and not just for his skill on a bass, she saw what he meant now. He had a way with people that couldn’t be taught. And a talent that couldn’t be duplicated.

“Yeah, I know. I don’t want it to end either. You guys have been awesome guinea pigs tonight.” Hank grinned. “Have you enjoyed this just a little, maybe?”

A chorus of yeses echoed through the hall.

“Good. Great.” Hank adjusted a tuning key on the head of his guitar. “One more?”

When the chaos settled into quiet, Hank narrowed his eyes a bit and seemed to search the edge of the audience until his gaze came to rest on her. His fingers plucked the strings, one at a time, then two, the sounds creating a delicate melody that ran counterpoint to the heat his eyes bathed her in. He was playing for an audience, but in that moment, only the two of them were in the room.

A slight hush interrupted the music, and then he started to sing.

 

Pleasure and pain

Beauty in surrender

Looking back, how could I ever resist it?

Hunger so deep

It has to last forever

You found the me I never knew existed.

 

Sage brought her fingers up to her mouth, desperate to keep her tears back, to hide the overwhelming emotion his words evoked deep inside, where no one else could see. He could see, though; she knew by the way the green of his eyes darkened until the hazel was closer to brown. They did that when he got serious, when he felt something intensely. They’d looked like that when he’d fought with Kevin, when he’d told her she was the perfect sub. When he’d sung for Alice in the field behind the market.

And now for her. Good God, what had she done to deserve a man like this?

When Hank’s voice and guitar whispered off into silence, there was only one response, and everyone in that room knew it: a standing ovation. The power of the music brought them all to their feet. It took a long time for the whistles and catcalls, the clapping to finally settle. Sage watched Hank through it all, the exultation on his face. He’d pushed his creativity just like he’d pushed his perception of himself, his needs, his beliefs about the past—and accomplished so much more than he’d probably thought possible. He’d accomplished…magic, and they all felt it. He deserved far more than a simple standing ovation, so much more.

“You all liked that, didn’t you?” he asked when things finally settled. “How would you like to meet the woman who inspired it?”

A jolt went through Sage, the feeling magnified when an uproar of demand answered Hank’s question. She looked to the stage, to Hank, shaking her head helplessly at the determined look on his face.

Hank winked her way but said to his audience, “She’s kinda shy. Let her know you want her up here to meet you.”

The crowd grew louder. Sage looked to her left, and her gaze snagged on Harley. “You might as well go,” the woman said, smiling. “They won’t stop—and neither will he—until you do.”

The little push Harley gave her helped get Sage out of her chair, at least. It was only then she realized she had no idea how to get onstage. V. also stood, a couple of seats down from her, and gestured her over.

“Can’t you get me out of this, V.?” she griped as she followed him around the side of the stage.

“I could,” V. said. He pulled aside a curtain and motioned her into a dark alcove. “But I’m not going to.”

“Gee, thanks.”

She could see stairs to her right leading up to the stage proper. As she moved toward them, V. popped her butt hard. “Hey!”

V. chuckled. Damn it, why was everyone laughing at her tonight?

“You’re getting soft, sub. Do I need to talk to Hank about working you harder?”

She threw him a nasty look, followed by a quick exit up the stairs, in lieu of a verbal response. Saying the wrong thing with Master V. was almost the same as asking for whatever punishment he meted out. She was wise enough to want to avoid both.

Hank was staring at the entrance when she topped the staircase. His smile when she came into view was electric, lighting her up inside despite her nerves about being the center of over a hundred people’s attention. Still she hesitated at the edge of the stage, uncertain.

Hank had no reservations. His gaze invited her; his hand stretched out to command her. Sage could do nothing but obey. When she appeared onstage, the crowd went wild, stomping and shouting and yelling encouragement. Sage startled, but Hank just laughed. When she reached the safety of his arms, she managed to share the laugh just a little.

“I thought fans didn’t like it when gorgeous rock stars got involved with someone,” she said, glancing up at him from beneath her bangs.

“I’m not a rock star.” He kissed her, and not just a peck—no, he went all out, including tongue. The audience loved it. When he drew back, satisfaction glimmered in his eyes. “I’m just a bass player.”

She snorted. “Even I know better than that. You could never be just anything.”

She hadn’t realized Hank’s mic was picking up everything she said until a feminine voice from the audience shouted, “Damn right!”

Hank winked at Sage before turning to the audience. “Only if you say so. Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce Sage Lyndsey.”

The audience applauded, though she was pretty sure they were just being polite. But when Hank went down on one knee next to her, the roar that filled the hall threatened to deafen her. She scooted instinctively closer to Hank.

“Sage.”

The audience calmed at her name, probably drawn to him as much as she was. She couldn’t look away. “Yes?” Sir.

The mischief in Hank’s eyes said he knew everything she was holding back. That look mesmerized her enough that she didn’t notice anything until a small blue jeweler’s box appeared in her line of sight—in Hank’s hand.

“What—”

Hank flipped the box open. Inside was a diamond engagement ring. “Oh my God.”

Another laugh, this one half-smothered—smart man—pulled her gaze from the ring to Hank. “Marry me, Sage.”

Not a question. A laugh of her own bubbled up, and then she was on her knees in front of him. She didn’t even wait for him to slip the ring on her finger, just threw her arms around his neck and held on tight. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered in his ear. If the mic picked it up and shared it with the crowd behind her, she didn’t give a damn. In fact she said it again, just in case he’d missed it.


Chapter Thirty-One

 

 

Hank was still riding high on adrenaline and exhilaration when he pulled into the parking lot at Heathers several hours later. Not where he’d ever pictured himself, not by a long shot, but as with a lot of things lately, he realized this was where he needed to be. With Sage. He had zero nerves about tonight.

Sage, on the other hand… They’d talked about this, but Hank could see her trembling even in the patchy parking-lot light. “Are you sure?”

She turned from staring at the door to staring at him. Her grip crushed his fingers together. “I—”

She got no further. Hank didn’t push her, just sat and held her hand, his thumb stroking his ring on her finger as he waited. Whatever she wanted, he would do. What he had planned didn’t need an audience, but when she’d brought up the idea of going back to Heathers to exorcise the last of her demons, he’d agreed to do it. For her. As far as he was concerned, no one in this building but V. mattered to him. He could take it or leave it—preferably leave.

“Am I doing the right thing?” Sage finally asked.

Hank bent over the center console, his pull on their clasped hands bringing her to him until their brows met. “I think you’ve done the right thing all along. What really matters is, do you think you need this?”

She nodded. An answer or an acknowledgment? He wasn’t sure. The seconds ticked by, but he ignored everything except the feel of her smooth skin beneath his fingertips. Sage had told him more than once that she loved the rough texture on the pads of his fingers, loved feeling it against her skin, her nipples, inside her. Hank focused on the pleasure, not the past. And waited.

Sage’s blue eyes, bright with fear and something else he couldn’t name, finally met his again. “I want to do this.”

“Why? To prove to the people in there”—he nodded behind her—“that you’re the ‘good sub,’ not the ‘bad sub’ they labeled you?” Because he didn’t give a rat’s ass what they thought. She was his, and perfect. He knew it, and he’d made sure she did too.

“No.” Sage’s sigh brushed his mouth with warmth. “To prove to myself…”

“What?”

She didn’t answer; instead her lips met his, opened, asking for his tongue. He gave it to her without hesitation, savoring her taste and the beauty of the passion surging in her expression, overtaking the fear. It made his chest ache, his cock tight. He’d wondered if he could even perform with the anger that swelled in his chest every time he thought about this place, but with Sage, hunger was never more than a glance away.

Sage graced him with a smile when the kiss ended. “To prove to myself that they don’t matter anymore. I can say it all I want, but the reality is, there’s only one way to know for sure, and I don’t want them—not Kevin and not the dozens of faceless ‘thems’ that still haunt me—to have that kind of power over me ever again. You’re the only one I surrender to.”

“You just remember that when we walk through that door, sub.”

Sage shivered, her gaze going dark and hungry at the word. A habit they’d gotten into, sort of shorthand for time to play. She called him sir, and he called her sub. He’d noticed whenever V. used the name for Jane, Sage’s eyes would shine with envy. He’d started to enjoy it too, almost as much as when he called her his baby.

Telling Sage to wait, he exited the Jeep and retrieved his bag from the back, then circled to open her door. Sage twisted to face him, one leg reaching for the ground. The high heel she wore made that leg seem a mile long. Hank gripped her calf and brought it to his mouth, drew the scent of her arousal deep into his lungs as he nipped her ankle. Sage’s bangs fell forward over her face, but they couldn’t hide the sultry smile she flashed when she took the hand he offered to help her down.

The loose blue-green shirt she wore barely covered her navel, just hitting the top of the leather skirt that slimmed down her thighs almost to her ankles. When she’d walked into V.’s living room in the outfit, Hank had almost swallowed his tongue. The barely there straps of her shoes left her feet and blue-green toenails naked, just as her hair piled high on her head and the unbuttoned collar of her shirt bared her neck. And his mark. Call him possessive, but he’d made sure anyone who looked at her could see that she belonged to someone. After tonight, that would be even clearer than it was right now.

V. and Jane crossed the lot toward the Jeep, the two of them in what was probably termed “club wear”—latex and skin. The sight didn’t bother Hank as much as it would have a few months ago. The couple had scened frequently with them, V. teaching Hank what he needed to know. The experience had been invaluable and, at this point, even enjoyable. Having V. at his back when he took his sub into this place had been Hank’s only caveat. V.’s presence insured that Hank was allowed in as a visitor, but most of all, that Sage was surrounded at all times.

A booming rhythm echoed through the walls as they walked into the entry area of Heathers. The door closed behind them, locking out the lights of the city, and Sage tensed. Hank wrapped an arm around her and walked toward the reception desk.

“There is some paperwork you need to fill out, Hank,” V. told him, ignoring the man behind the desk. “Do you want Sage to visit the locker room before we go in?”

Hank turned to look at his sub. Sage’s face shone pale in the gloom, but she nodded. “I should probably use the restroom first.”

Of course. A full bladder and scening didn’t go together. “Stay with Jane.” He didn’t have to assume V.’s girlfriend would go with Sage; it was a given. “You won’t be alone for a second,” he’d told her, and meant it.

Sage stared up at him from beneath her bangs. “Yes, Sir.”

Hank signed the paperwork, and then he and V. waited outside the locker rooms for the women. She’d told him once that Kevin didn’t wait for her. Fuck that. She was his only focus, and only when she returned to him did the tightness in his chest relax.

V. led the way, Jane just behind, tugged along by her hand clasped in his. Hank looked to Sage, and she bowed her head slightly, asking for his hand on the back of her neck. Asking for security. He obliged, urging her forward behind their friends.

The inner sanctum of Heathers would intimidate someone who’d never been there before, someone new to the BDSM scene, but the rock scene Hank had lived in for so long had jaded him, he guessed, because this didn’t intimidate him at all. Not even close. The flashing lights, the smoke, the snapping of whips and faint screams, cries of pleasure and even orgasm. He’d heard it all before, both from the stage and behind the scenes. He walked Sage through the crowd, staring down those around them who glanced over curiously or, sometimes, stopped to watch.

People who probably knew who Sage or possibly Hank was. He didn’t worry about the risk to his reputation; if anything, this appearance getting out would enhance his bad-boy persona. The cynical smile that brought to his lips had the added benefit of intimidating the looky-loos. More than one gaze swept over his face before turning swiftly away.

Sage’s gasp yanked his attention to her the second it passed her lips. Her gaze had locked on a seating area close to the far wall. Hank’s followed, catching sight of Kevin in passing. Damn it. They’d acknowledged the possibility, but that didn’t mean Hank wanted the bastard here.

A tightening of his grip stopped Sage immediately. He circled around her, knowing his size would block out anything she might see. She didn’t wait for him to tilt her chin up—her gaze sought his and clamped on, an anchor in the chaos.

“Sub.” Just that, nothing else.

Sage swallowed hard. “I’m sorry.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “For what?”

“I—” She hesitated. A crease appeared between her eyes. Thinking. Good girl. “No, I’m not sorry.”

This time he said it out loud. “Good girl.”

The sweetness of her smile rivaled that of her bear claws. He’d decided a while ago that he’d rather have this than any pastry she could possibly come up with.

“Sir?”

“Yes?”

“May I… Would you kiss me?”

A smile tugged at his lips. “All you ever have to do is ask, sub.”

His fingers in her hair forced her head back. His kiss was hard, demanding, and the ease with which she submitted jacked his cock up behind the unforgiving leather of his pants. The tight hold of the fabric mimicked the hold Sage took of his tongue, sucking him into her, holding him inside just like she held him every time he pushed his cock or his fingers or his tongue into her pussy.

A groan escaped his throat, resonant with hunger, with need.

V.’s semipolite cough finally got his attention. Hank raised his head reluctantly, assessed the arousal evident in Sage’s expression, then turned to his friend.

“Sorry.” Amusement filled V.’s green eyes. “I have the platform already reserved, and they won’t hold it for more than ten minutes unless you show up.”

“Thanks.” Without removing his hand from her hair, Hank guided Sage forward. He noticed with satisfaction that she no longer looked anywhere but at V.’s broad shoulders.

The reserved platform was really a small stage. The wide space spanned a good fifteen-by-fifteen feet, big enough for small implements like a flogger, not big enough for a whip. What he had planned tonight wouldn’t require that much space, but he appreciated the breathing room.

Sage was still, silent beside him, and from his hand on her neck, he knew she was holding her breath. When he faced her, he noticed her wide eyes fixed on the St. Andrew’s cross centered on the stage. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen one since that night months ago, but here, in this place, the impact swirled in her dark pupils. “Sub.”

“Sir?” She dragged her gaze to his.

He tucked his thumbs beneath her jaw, taking his time to assess her reaction. Sage’s chest expanded with a deep breath, and each one after followed the pattern of his. Relaxing herself. Trusting him. “Good girl.”

Pleasure lightened her eyes. No fear, no more nerves. Just pleasure and his reflection. That was all he ever wanted to see in her eyes. “Thank you, Sir.”

When he felt she was ready, he led her to the back of the stage, to a clear area where he could see her with no more than a glance in her direction. “Kneel.”

With more grace than he’d ever realized was possible, his sub sank to her knees, back to the wall. Her legs were together due to her skirt, but her spine was straight, head down, palms open on her thighs. He stroked one high cheekbone. “Beautiful baby.”

Her mouth curved the slightest bit, eyelids fluttering down. Savoring. The power he held over her, the ability to please, scared and thrilled him. He’d spend his life earning that look on her face.

“I’ll be right back.”

When everything he needed was ready and waiting on a small table near the cross, Hank returned to offer Sage his hand. “Up.”

She kept her eyes lowered as she stood and followed him around the table. Hank led her to the edge of the stage. With his back to any audience that had cared to gather, he drew a finger from Sage’s throat down to the open vee of her shirt. “Take this off for me.”

Sage presented her back to him. Slowly her shirt sank off her neck, shoulders, lower, lower. He didn’t notice when it dropped completely—he was too mesmerized by what Sage revealed to him: a tattoo. There, between her shoulder blades, the watercolor image of a phoenix rose from scattered ashes. The reds and yellows stood out in sharp contrast to blue and green and black, the effect almost 3D, as if the mythical bird would fly from her skin at any moment.

He stroked a finger along the vibrant feathers. “Sage.” The word came out choked, shaken. Like him. “Amazing.”

Her skin still held a slight puffiness—she hadn’t had the tattoo more than a week. “You got this before you went home last week.”

“I did,” she admitted, voice husky. “It’s what you’ve given me.”

Hank leaned forward. His breath hit the tattoo, and goose bumps rose on Sage’s flesh. “Baby.” He smoothed a careful kiss along her skin. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. The rasp of tears coated the words. Hank gripped her shoulders, gave the beautiful marks on her skin another long look, and then turned her to face him, to kiss her tears away.

Shock jolted him. “You’re not wearing a bra.”

Sage laughed. No tears there. “Surprised?”

Hunger pulled blood into his groin as he cupped her full breasts. “Yes.” He pinched both nipples hard. Sage gasped, her back arching. “Very surprised.”

“Me too,” she choked out.

Hank laughed into her mouth, her kiss. Maybe other people did this differently, would disapprove of his “lenience,” but they had a rule: Sage was never allowed not to speak. He needed her feedback, and she needed to know he heard her. Besides, who would want to miss the fun of those little shocked exclamations?

He stepped back and nodded to her skirt. “Strip for me, sub.”

The quick duck of her head couldn’t hide her pleased expression. “Yes, Sir.”

He’d given Sage full discretion on how much skin she wanted revealed during the scene. Her choice to fully bare herself had surprised him. Most people, unless drunk, didn’t have the courage to get naked in front of total strangers, much less a roomful of what he’d deemed judgmental assholes—maybe unfairly, though he couldn’t bring himself to give a damn. But his Sage was never a coward. Her shrugged “I’ve done it before” hadn’t hidden the disquiet in her tone, but she didn’t hesitate as she stripped now. When she walked toward the cross, the tattoo blazed fire against the paleness of her skin, highlighting the strength in her petite body. Her soul.

Sage waited patiently for him to enjoy the view before he joined her. Her slender arms stroked sensually along the wood to grip the upper X of the cross; legs spread to align perfectly with the base—a gleaming sacrifice to whatever he chose to do to her.

A lump rose in his throat. “Thank you, sub.”

He reached for one of the cuffs he’d already attached to the cross: fur-lined leather, soft and safe on her skin, strong enough to hold her secure. The thick bands wrapping her limbs looked sinful, beautiful. Sage was beautiful, stretched out like a human star, skin gleaming bright in the dim light of the club. He ran a finger inside each wrist cuff, checking for constriction, then splayed his hands over hers, lying open and relaxed against the struts of the cross. Her shoulders, too—no tension there. Even the rise and fall of her ribs showed easy breathing despite the memories that must stir in her brain.

He continued down. His palms across her ass had her arching into his touch, earning her a grunt of approval. When he gripped one ankle, a deep breath shuddered through her. The scent of arousal hit his nose as he secured her cuff. If Sage was aware of anyone but him, he saw no evidence of it. They might as well be in their own world. Any doubts she might’ve had about the past, these people’s hold over her, had long since fled in favor of the trust she had in him. When the final buckle was closed and he stepped back, the sight of her like that struck him in a way none of her words had in the past, a graphic representation of her deepest desires.

He glanced out at the crowd that had gathered beyond the stage to stare, maybe gawk at the newcomers and their simplicity. Did they see the beauty of this moment—not mind games and pain and forcing obedience, but the sheer beauty of surrendering your will to someone you trusted? Did they see the difference between this and what Kevin had done to Sage?

For himself, he didn’t think he’d ever felt as powerful as he did right then, realizing he’d earned her surrender—a bass in his arms, good as it felt, didn’t affect him this way. A gun in his hand had never made him feel this strong. Only Sage could affect him this deeply, right down to the core of who he was. He wanted more of it, more of her.

He knelt, starting at one ankle, and let his lips skim the contours of muscle and bone. As he moved, he crooned a wordless melody of pleasure, breathing praise straight into her skin. It pebbled beneath his mouth, but not from cold. No, Sage was silently begging him for more, a need he was determined to meet just as he was determined to play her body like the perfect song. Memorize every curve, every note of desire in her breath, her moans, the occasional cry. The lines of her body whispered to him, revealing secrets—where she liked to be touched, where she was ticklish, where she lost control enough to arch into his kiss. He stored every one in the back of his mind, a library of touches to draw on, to please this woman who’d pushed him so far past what he’d ever dreamed he was capable of.

When he reached her neck, he tilted his head and latched on to that sweet spot he loved, sucking the mark there. Reminding her of his possession. And then he retraced his path down her body, this time pushing the heels of his palms into her muscles—a warmup, for her and for him. He could feel the muscles in his shoulders, arms, and back start a slow burn.

At her feet, he stopped. Stood. Circled to face her. Sage’s forehead rested against one arm, her eyes closed, face relaxed. She could’ve been taking a nap.

Not for long.

He cupped her bare breasts. Sage gasped, eyelids shooting upward. Anticipation sizzled in his veins. “Ready, sub?”

Light pinches to her tender nipples.

Sage swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.”

He took his time circling back around, letting her anticipation build. On the way he grasped the flogger from the table. The swish it created as he swung it through the air brought a moan to Sage’s lips.

“Color, sub?” he asked.

“Green, Sir.” Confidence. Anticipation. She was ready.

Here we go.

Light slaps of the flogger, back and forth, back and forth, warmed Sage’s body even more. Thighs, ass, back. He knew now where to avoid and where to get the most reaction, and he’d practiced enough to hit his mark with certainty. As he worked, Sage’s skin went pink, and when he moved to the side, he could enjoy the jiggle of her full breasts with every strike, the slow tightening of her nipples until they stood out like beacons. He paused to twist them, to stroke along her wet pussy, to take her mouth, feel the pleasure churning inside her. To keep her off balance, focused and trusting: where would he touch her next, how, when?

As the intensity of his strikes grew, so did the tunnel vision; nothing and no one mattered in that moment but his sub, not worry or fear or the past or the present—just the two of them, the rising hunger, and the need screaming for fulfillment in both of them. He let her tell him when it was time to move on, when she was rocking her head against the cross, gasping for breath, begging and squirming and dripping for his touch.

Then he stepped back.

Exchanged the flogger for a short rattan cane.

The feel of the thin wood in his hand should’ve made him gag. He didn’t. He’d worked for more hours than he could count to learn control of the implement, to figure out how he could use it to bring Sage pleasure and not pain. Or shame. The stain on her soul hadn’t been caused by anything she did, but it was there all the same. Tonight he would exorcise it, once and for all.

He moved to face her. “Color, sub?”

Sage groaned, barely surfacing enough to respond. “Green.”

Her nipples called to him. He went to his knees and took one in his mouth, the feel of that fleshy nub between his lips shooting electricity straight down his spine to his already tight sac. Ruthlessly squashing the need to orgasm, he focused on Sage, on suckling her hard, biting down, consuming her. He brought a hand between the lower legs of the cross and up to Sage’s pussy. His fingers shook as he separated her wet lips, delved inside to collect her liquid arousal and swirl it around her clit. Sage bucked into his hand, his mouth, her wild cries ringing in his ears until he knew her climax was right there, right at his fingertips…

He released her.

The wail Sage gave brought a smile to his lips.

Standing once more, he moved to her side and slid his hand between her belly and the cross to press against her womb, use the pressure to heighten her need. He knew she could feel the heat of his body against her, the hard, throbbing, son-of-a-bitch erection screaming filthy names at the delay. He also knew Sage understood, without a doubt, that no matter what his body demanded, she came first. Always.

He positioned the switch behind her ass. Sucked in a Sage-scented, sugar-and-spice breath.

And struck.

The light hit rippled through her. Hank crowded closer, absorbing the impact with his body and the press of his hand.

Another strike, angled up against the fleshy part of her round ass. Not with the end of the switch, the way Kevin had used it. Hank had done his research, knew his sub. Sage didn’t enjoy pain. Staying close to her, striking with the part of the cane nearer his hand meant a thuddier impact. Still more sharp than a flogger, but Sage wasn’t jolted out of her pleasure; instead she sank into the increased intensity, her head dropping back, ass arching into each strike. Her wordless begging slurred with the descent into subspace, her cries rising note by note alongside her pending orgasm. He struck again and again, reading her body with his gaze, his hands, every sense he possessed, until she was at the very edge…and then he shoved his fingers down to squeeze her clit. Added one last pop of the cane.

Sage flew over the edge with a scream.

A light smattering of applause and approving murmurs reached his ears. Hank shoved them to the back of his mind. Threw the cane on the ground. Without waiting for Sage to come down from her high, he pressed two fingers inside her, holding them deep and squeezing one hot ass cheek in a rough palm. Sage arched her pelvis into his fingers, into his palm, again and again, until Hank released his grip and brought his hand down flat on her tender ass.

Pop.

She climaxed again. Another slap got him one more. Only when the last spasm had stopped and Sage went lax against the cross did he finally withdraw his fingers from her body. He moved behind her, pressed himself over her spread-eagle form, grounding her with his weight as her breathing slowed and her cries turned to moans, then heavy breaths—coming back to the surface, back to him.

Long moments later, a hoarse “Hank” escaped her mouth.

“I’m right here, baby.” Cupping her belly to keep her tight against him, he murmured in her ear, “I’m right here. Take your time.”

She didn’t stir for a while, and he didn’t either. The crowd moved on until only one person stood at the periphery. Hank focused there. Kevin. He shot the man a look that had had trainees pissing their uniforms, but Kevin didn’t cower; Hank had to give him that. What Kevin did do was salute him—not a cocky, whatever kind of gesture, but an acknowledgment. Hank didn’t respond, and Kevin turned and walked away.

Sage wobbled when he finally helped her down from the cross. He leaned her against the wood long enough to wrap her in a soft, silken robe. And when he knew she was stable, he got on his knees.

“Hank?”

V. walked up beside them, a smirk on his face. “Here you go, bro.” The smirk got wider. “Nice job. Very nice.”

Hank had nothing more than a nod of acknowledgment to give his friend—all his brainpower still centered on Sage. But he took the scrap of leather V. handed him, waiting till his friend walked away before offering it to Sage on both hands.

“I already know you’re mine. And I’m yours. My ring on your finger tells me that. This?” He nodded at the collar in his hands—a soft, curved edge like filigree, to grace her throat, with a silver lock in front that only he possessed the key to. “This is just a bonus. With or without it, I want you forever, but…will you have me? As your husband, your lover, and your Dom?”

Sage pulled him up and guided his hands to her throat. “I will, Hank Nash.”

He circled her neck with the collar, then locked it in front. The tiny padlock dangled in the hollow of her throat. The sight took his breath, but when he met her eyes, that was so much more breathtaking. She was looking at him like her world hung on his every word. The responsibility was enormous, but the satisfaction of meeting that need… God, he thought his heart might explode with it.

“What?” she asked, that shy smile tugging at her lips. Curious. Trusting.

“You.” Leaning down, he cupped her face in his hands, savoring the feel of her smile and smooth skin against rough. “Just you.”

“I love you.”

“I know.”

When he took her lips, she tilted her head and opened herself, just like always. His baby. His Sage. His sub.

 

∞

 

 

Did you enjoy ONLY FOR THE NIGHT? If so, you can leave a review HERE. And thank you!

 

To find out all the latest news on this series and other upcoming releases, sign up for Ella’s newsletter today.


Also by Ella Sheridan

 

ONLY FOR THE WEEKEND

If Only 1

 

She’s his completely…but only for the weekend.

When a rock star Dom is asked to teach a lovely woman to submit, she turns out to be his sister’s best friend—the woman he left behind years ago. Can he show her the ropes and watch her walk away this time, or will she leave him yearning for more?

When Jane Jacobs flies to Las Vegas for a blind date with a Dom, she’s expecting a stranger who’ll show her how to submit sexually—but she’s not expecting him to be masked. Or every bit as powerful, magnetic and sexy as the man of her dreams, rock drummer Vincent O’Connell. Her volcanic response to this commanding stranger shocks her, and leaves her daring to hope she’s finally free of her obsession with Vincent. Until her Dom reveals the man behind the mask.

Vincent knows agreeing to dominate Jane is a calculated risk. But the innocently sultry blonde has figured in his own fantasies for years, and he’s damned if he’ll let another man explore her submissive depths. When their encounter flames hotter and more satisfying than any in his memory, he knows that to keep her, he must tell her the truth. But that means revealing more than just his face.

It means showing her his heart.

 

 

∞   Please enjoy an excerpt from V. and Jane’s story.   ∞

 

 

“Jane.”

He kept his voice low, but still she startled. The trembling in her hands increased. She tugged her full bottom lip between her teeth in a way that made him want to bite as well, but not yet. He waited, instead, forcing control so that she could look her fill.

Her gaze took in his half mask first, a piece of soft black fabric covering the top half of his face and head, leaving everything but his eyes and jaw and ears a mystery. Even most of his hair was covered, and what could be seen at the back of his head hopefully didn’t shine too brilliantly red in the shadowed room. She measured the width of his shoulders, his height. Her nostrils flared as if trying to breathe him in, to determine who he was, whether or not she was safe, by scent alone.

She didn’t speak. Good.

“Come in,” he told her.

A hesitant “Yes, Sir” accompanied her steps farther into the light. The yellow glow lit a fire in her hair as she tucked her chin, dropping her gaze to the vicinity of his boots. The Dom in him purred its approval.

“Kneel for me, Jane.”

There was no hesitation this time. With a feminine grace rare in a first-time sub, she sank to her knees. Head still bowed, knees parted just enough to show off the lace atop her stockings, hands at the small of her back.

His gut clenched. She’d been practicing. For him.

Logically he knew it hadn’t been for him personally. She didn’t know the masked Dom before her was the man she’d propositioned as a teenager. She only knew the mask hid a Dom. But telling himself that didn’t stop the flare of possession and satisfaction burning its way through his chest.

Ignoring the dangerous emotions inside him, he walked forward, his steps heavy, deliberate. No leather for him except the boots. He’d chosen black button-fly jeans and a black silk shirt. The fabric cupped him, slid along his skin as he moved, and he imagined it was Jane’s hands on him, molding along his cock, brushing his pierced nipples. He barely held back a groan as he circled Jane’s kneeling body.

She turned her head the slightest amount, probably trying to keep him in sight. He laid a single finger along her jawline. “Eyes down.”

Jane shivered as she obeyed. Oh yes, definitely submissive.

He circled her again, this time allowing his finger to trace her lips, her cheekbone, the delicate curve of her ear. As he moved behind her, he delved into her curls, indulging himself in their soft texture before fisting the thick mass and tugging her head back. Jane kept her eyes lowered, but she couldn’t keep her breath from catching, and as he looked down her body, he could see the tight tips of her breasts forced against the fabric of her shirt.

“You’ve read and signed the contract.” A statement. He knew she had; he’d read every line. But he wanted the acknowledgment between them—and to hear her voice.

A moment’s quiet, then, “Yes, Sir.”

That word on her lips… He bent over her, letting her feel his size, his heat, his power. “And you are certain you wish to proceed, sub?”

No pause. “Yes, Sir. I wish to proceed.”

He stood, trailing his fingers through her hair, showing his pleasure at her response. “And what is your safe word?”

Her voice quivered as she responded. “Weekend, Sir.”

Weekend. The word hit him like a two-by-four to the head. A reference to his band, Weekend Washout, or a reminder that she was only his for the weekend?

She’s not yours, dickhead. You’re an experiment, nothing more.

But would he be if she knew who he was?

If she knew who you were, you’d be out on your ass.

He couldn’t forget that. Jane must never find out the identity of her first Dom. And he… Well, he could never forget her. At least he would have this.

He moved away, taking a position between Jane and the light. His shadow covered her. “‘Weekend’ it is. If you feel overwhelmed, need to pause or talk or just catch your breath, you will use ‘yellow.’ Is that clear?”

“Yes, Sir.”

That breathy voice, ripe with arousal and fear, threw gasoline on the fire of his lust, threatening to burn out of control. He needed to shut that part of himself down, needed to focus completely on his sub. But just like his body had warned him earlier, he couldn’t. All he could give her was every piece of him—lust, dominance…everything.

“Then stand.”

Without a word Jane rocked back onto her heels and came to her feet. Regret ached in his shaft as the hem of her skirt once more covered the delicate bands of lace circling her thighs, but he was about to see so much more.

“Undress for me, sub.”

 

 

∞

 

 

Want to read the book that first introduced Hank and Weekend Washout? Here it is!

 

NAUGHTY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

Secrets To Hide 2

 

Harley Fisher’s life changed forever when her twin sister gave birth to a baby one month before she died. This Christmas, Harley wants her adopted daughter to have the very best gift possible: her real father. Determined to discover if Damien Adams is worthy of being a part of the baby’s life, Harley forces her way into a job as the manager-in-training for his new nightclub, Thrice. Damien is blunt, challenging, and sexy as all get-out. Desiring him is wrong, but when he touches her, it’s oh so right.

Damien needs a manager for Thrice so he can return to overseeing all three of his clubs. Harley’s too young, too hip, too damn tempting—and perfect for the job. Wanting her violates every rule he’s laid out for his life, but even the strongest convictions can falter under the mistletoe.

Harley’s keeping one hell of a secret. When Damien finds out, will Harley and his daughter be the best Christmas gift he’s ever received, or will her secrets leave them with nothing more lasting than a naughty little Christmas this year?

 

∞

 

And the first book in the SECRETS TO HIDE series…

 

DIRTY LITTLE SECRET

Secrets To Hide 1

 

Cailin discovers her one-night stand is actually her boss, and he’s married. She can’t live with being Alex’s dirty little secret, but he has secrets of his own that just might free them all.

 

∞

 

JUST A LITTLE MORE

Secrets To Hide 3

 

Angel is determined to find herself again. Brad is determined to wake her up—to life without fear, and a love that heals the deepest wounds.

 

∞

 

And don’t miss Ella’s romantic suspense trilogy, SOUTHERN NIGHTS, including:

 

TEACH ME

Southern Nights 1

 

Some lessons threaten your heart. Some threaten your life.

A tough security specialist rides his Harley to the rescue when a young woman is menaced by her ex. She'll do anything to survive, except put him in danger. He'll do anything to keep her safe, but will he share his heart?

 

∞

 

TRUST ME

Southern Nights 2

 

Her past taught her to stand alone, but trusting him may be worth the risk.

She's on a mission of vengeance against the man who destroyed her life. Discovering there are more victims only strengthens her resolve. Only one thing can weaken it—an ex-Marine who wants to keep her safe, and doesn't care how he accomplishes it.

 

∞

 

TAKE ME

Southern Nights 3

 

When twin brothers fall for the same Southern beauty, passion ignites three ways.

One twin left when she needed him most. Now both want her heart, but giving in may cost more than they realize. A Southern restauranteur has a secret goal when she arrives in a small town—getting back her son, kidnapped as a newborn. She'll let nothing stand in her way, not even two hot brothers determined to make her their own.

 

 

∞

 

 

“Ms. Sheridan writes suspense that grabs you and won’t let go.”

~ Pat from Tea and Book
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