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RUNNING SCARED

 

 

Billi Jean

 

 

 


When a woman running scared runs into the arms of a sexy cowboy, she might lose her fear, but will she also lose her heart?

When a woman on the run hits a town right out of the Wild West, the first cowboy she meets sets his sights on her. Alone, scared, and starting over, Susan will have to decide if the big, bad Russell Ryland, retired Navy SEAL, now rancher, is for real or just using up his down time between missions.

Russell takes one look at the smiling, blue-eyed beauty and realises there’s a heck of a lot more after retirement than he’d thought. As he begins to dream of a life with Susan, he fights an unfamiliar battle within himself-doubt. Does she want him, or is she merely out for some fun?

Time for the reluctant couple nearly runs out when the very men Susan is hiding from come to call. Will Russell wake up quickly enough to save her? Or will their doubts get them both killed?
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Chapter One

 

 

 

There has to be some kind of mistake.

The MapQuest directions sat on the truck seat next to Lacey, outlining that this was the right exit. She hadn’t accidentally decided to take a wrong turn. Besides, there weren’t any decisions in her life right now, only directions. She smiled at the thought. Yeah, her attempts at making colossal, life-changing decisions had landed her here, in the middle of nowhere, with no one and nothing around her. 

Well, not exactly nothing. There were mountains everywhere. Huge, monstrous mountains, like the kind you could see on the travel channel seconds before some giant paw-waving, open-mouthed, roaring grizzly ate the cameraman. 

Oh, yeah, this had to be some kind of mistake. Lacey needed the beach. And people. At this point, she’d settle for a pizza from her favourite beach shack. To hell with anyone else. She needed out of this truck, she realised, surprising herself with a broken mini-sob. 

There wasn’t a car in sight when she pulled her truck off the turn lane and stopped a few hundred yards onto the cracked asphalt of the old highway. 

Two fumbles at jerking the door handle open, and she jumped down, the map in her hand. Blue sky, a cold November breeze, clean air and mountains filled her senses immediately. One deep breath, two, and half the tension simmering along her skin disappeared. Not the unease, though. The breeze felt different from home. Smelt different. Was different. 

This has to be a mistake. 

She rubbed her hand through her hair at the thought. Yeah, sure, this had to be a mistake, right? Wrong. Throughout this mess, she’d kept thinking that any time now she’d wake up, that this couldn’t be happening, that there had to be some kind of freaking mistake. Life couldn’t turn from normal to horrible in the blink of an eye. A decision to go outside a club trying to avoid a creepy guy couldn’t destroy everything she’d worked so hard to build. 

But, yeah, one look at the rugged, wilderness reminded her that, yeah, one thoughtless decision had ripped her life to shreds. 

If she could reverse time, she’d—what? If she’d known that by leaving the bar she’d witness a mob hit, would she have taken her chances with the creepy guy? Probably not. 

So here she was, standing on the side of a road on what looked like some crazy Wild West movie set. 

Reality sucked. Delusions worked so much better—at least for about ten seconds. Lacey hadn’t witnessed a murder. She hadn’t been beaten to within an inch of losing her life. She hadn’t spent months in a hospital trying to breathe on her own. She hadn’t been forced to testify against some of the nastiest criminals in the world. She hadn’t been left out to dry like this, forced to move, alone, to a place so remote and far from normal she might as well have been on another planet. 

She was used to people, sunshine that smelt like the ocean…heck, music and noise, for God’s sake. She was used to delis filled with adorable little old Italian men, smiling at her and asking about her day. She was used to Jewish bakeries with bagels that she’d get up at seven for on a Sunday morning. She was used to coffee shops brewing wicked espresso by the cup. She was used to nice people. Beaches. Safety. 

The landscape facing her she was not used to. Big open grasslands, lined with the brilliant colours of fall foliage. Yellow and burnt cinnamon, deep green pines next to the white bark of some other kind of tree—beech or aspen, she didn’t know—all created a wildly beautiful picture. 

The view gave her the creeps. Maybe she was afraid of wide-open spaces. Agoraphobia was a possibility. 

Humour bubbled up and she rubbed her face with both hands. The map crumpled a little, reminding her of the brutal reality of her new life. She was running scared. Nothing was going to change that. Not standing here, not staring off at the mountains, nothing.

So many regrets washed over her. Tears stung her eyes—she felt like they were clogging her throat. Lacey fought them and ignored the deep hollow pit in her stomach. 

She needed a plan. Action washed all the turmoil aside—always had. She’d always filled her life with action. Being forced to sit in a truck for days on end had driven her slightly insane, no doubt. 

The real estate office in Troy couldn’t be too far. She’d find that, then her home, and see her new address for the next… Ah, God, who knew how long she’d be here? 

Forever? 

And didn’t that thought put a huge dollop of pity into her pity-party sundae? Two blinks and the tears held off, so she focused on the mountains. The peaks looked white, possibly ten feet deep in snow by now. She could hike up to that snow; feel the cold on her face, maybe trail run along the ridges and ravines? They would be a challenge. Something to do. Later, maybe, after she’d settled in. 

A truck slowed behind her, bringing the heartbeat she’d settled down to normal skyrocketing. What felt like ice water flooded her veins, while goosebumps beaded along her arms and a huge whoosh of adrenaline raced through her veins. The FBI agents had been clear: do not act anything but normal. What that meant, really, after all she’d endured, was a bit unclear. She didn’t feel normal in her own skin, let alone here in this wilderness. Besides, she doubted she would look normal to a small western town filled with redneck cowboys. She was a beach babe, had always been one, and didn’t think the changes of hair and scenery were going to make a difference. 

Truck doors closed and she turned to face two guys—two cowboys, she corrected herself, taking in their jeans, rough looking tan jackets, scuffed boots and dusty black cowboy hats. Both walked over, and she panicked. What was she supposed to say? 

They don’t look Russian. The thought ran a frantic circle in her mind, followed by, what does a Russian hitman actually look like? God, did he have to be Russian? Or even a he? A humorous hysteria built up, but she took a deep breath and clenched her hand around the map. She steeled herself not to take a step backward as both men walked right up, almost breaking her bubble of personal space.

“Miss, can we help ya out?” The blond guy stopped a few feet from her. At least six feet two, broad shouldered, his face worn with sun and weather, he towered over her five feet three inches. His blue eyes crinkled in a smile that looked genuine enough, but it slowly faded when she didn’t respond. 

She managed a shaky smile. 

He glanced at the other guy and so did she. 

The other guy wasn’t smiling. She caught a flash of his grey eyes in a lean, tough face set in a stern expression. Dark brows, dark shadow on a square jaw, he reminded her of the FBI agents. With broad shoulders packed with muscles, he was handsome in a rough and rugged sort of way. Her heart skipped around. 

Lacey was normally a picky kind of girl. Not picky as in the guy had to be this way or that—she never knew what would attract her—but picky as in not many men drew a second glance. She couldn’t pinpoint her attraction to a certain look or background or genetic makeup she could name, but this guy had it, whatever it was. And he had it in a bad way. Her heart fluttered in her chest. Her skin tingled, and not because of the cold air. Suddenly very conscious of the scar along her temple, she forced herself not to brush her hair over her forehead to hide the damage. 

 She was on the run, starting a new life alone, and now her heart was tripping against her ribs for a guy she hadn’t even met. Life was strange. 

Suddenly Lacey realised she’d not spoken. With heat hitting her cheeks, she broke eye contact and turned to the first guy, but the other man took a step closer and instantly drew her complete attention. 

“Trouble?” the darker-haired guy asked. 

Oh, yeah, he was a heartbreaker. He had a deep, kinda rough voice, but crisp and used to authority, which reminded her in an odd way of her father. And made her groan inside her head because, yeah, deep voices like that made her weak in the knees. And from a guy that looked like this? Bad, very bad.

“Trouble?” She backed up a step, stopping when her butt hit the side of the red Chevy. “No, no trouble; just stopped for a quick break.” 

“Lost, are you?” The first guy shot her a grin again, no doubt trying to reassure her.

“Ah, well, I was on my way to Troy. Rob’s Realty?” 

The guys exchanged a surprised look before they both stepped closer. 

Lacey held her directions up like a shield, hitting Heartbreaker in the chest with them to keep him back. He barely noticed. One quick glance down, and he handed them to his partner. He wasn’t threatening, but focused solely on her, his attention packing a powerful punch to her already out of control system. 

“Ah, yeah, this works…” The other guy took the map, checked it over and cleared his throat. “Yeah, this will get ya there.”

“Great.” When neither moved, she quickly added, “I go straight down this road and I’ll reach Libby, and, after that, Troy?” 

“After about an hour, yeah.”

An hour. She deflated. An hour? She was ready for this adventure to end now, not in an hour. Still, she was close, and that was good news. “Great. Thanks. That’s great.” 

“You’re not from here,” Heartbreaker said, then seemed a bit uneasy he’d spoken. He raised one big arm and rubbed the back of his neck, reminding her of when she’d say something that embarrassed her and her neck would heat up. Suddenly, some of her anxiousness settled down a bit. Maybe he wasn’t so scary, after all. Heck, he seemed more nervous than she was. 

“Yep, you could say that. I bought a place outside of Troy.”

The first guy gave a low whistle.

She wasn’t quite sure what that meant. Of the two, he was definitely the friendlier, though. 

Especially compared to Heartbreaker, who was suddenly scowling. Before she could process the look, he said, “By yourself? From where?” 

“Albany.” The lie simply flowed from her mouth, but, hey, this was her life now. Lying. Fun, fun. And she was so good at make believe, too, she thought miserably. Her inner sarcasm really sucked.

He didn’t blink, but she got the impression that she’d startled him. 

Another whistle from the other guy. Elbow on the truck, he leant back, seeming to feel they were going to have a nice long chat. On the side of the road. Highway. Whatever. 

“New York? Damn, that’s far, ain’t it?” His accent sounded southern, low and soothing. He tipped his hat back when she met his eyes. “So, you’ve come all this way to live here, huh?” 

“Yep. I like it here. Came once on a trip and loved it.” Lie. She’d never driven a truck before this trip. Never slept in a motel by herself. Never…done a lot of things. Funny how the possibility of death could make a person appreciate life a bit more. And make one braver. Or too scared to disagree with men in authority, she added in a silent grumble. 

Big and Smiling gave her an encouraging nod. Heartbreaker didn’t. She sensed disapproval in his serious expression. Didn’t that take the cake? Not only did she have the hots for a guy, but he was one of those big, domineering guys who thought he knew what was best for her, so much better than anyone else did. 

“How old are you?” Heartbreaker asked. 

Lacey blinked at the rapid-fire question. Did she look too young to drive alone? 

“Just wondering. Travelling alone and all.” He glanced significantly down at her hands and she wanted to groan. God, she should have bought a ring, worn anything that said, yep, I’m taken and he’s a huge linebacker who will kick your ass. Not that the man drilling her for questions would have thought that, even if she had worn a ring. 

She was alone. Probably looked it, too. Yep. No cat. No dog. No friends. No job. 

Still, she wasn’t answering his question and she wasn’t going to let him intimidate her. 

“Yep, it was a long trip. So…” She trailed off, hoping they’d take the hint.

“If you follow us, we’ll show you Rob’s. I’m Russ Ryland; this is Tim Brighton. We own the Double R and T Ranch.” 

“I’m…S-Susan. Fielding.” Shit, that’s it, stumble over your own new name. She usually went by her nickname, Lacey, but now she couldn’t use that, or Sarah, her real name. So, Susan she was. Gah—she really didn’t like the name. It reminded her of a girl back home who had always snubbed her in gym class. 

“Ah, nice to meet you, Susan.” Big and Smiling sounded like he’d not missed her stumble. 

“Brr—cold out here, huh? Well, it’s nice to meet you both. I’m off. One hour? Great. One more hour to get there, then deal with the realtor, then I can finally take a nap. Later.” Without waiting for a response, she got the truck door open without a fumble and hopped in with a quick wave to the big guys. They hadn’t moved, but she dipped her head and strapped on her seatbelt. When she looked in her rear-view mirror they were already getting in their white truck. 

It was only after she’d started the truck and pulled out after them that she realised Russ Ryland—Mr Handsome and Domineering—how old are you?—had been standing on her right and would have been able to see her scar. Was that why he had stared at her so intently? 

Men with scars were hot. Women? Nah, not so much. Even if hers was kinda cool, a starburst kinda thing on her temple. Lighter now, but still pink and slightly swollen. The doctors had said the scar would fade to silver. Soon. But not now. 

The memory of getting it? That wasn’t fading soon enough.

 

Russ took a deep breath and shifted in his truck seat. 

Not in a million years would he have believed he’d come back from a fucked-up mission in Columbia and run smack into the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. And he’d seen his fair share of women. But none like this one. Small, delicate, soft, and moving into his town. 

His neglected dick punched more fully against his Wranglers when he thought about her soft, shy smile. She’d not only looked delicate standing outside her truck, she’d looked scared. He reached up and scratched his cheek. Not scared, maybe—well, yeah, maybe—but vulnerable, too. He’d had to concentrate on her eyes to see the flash of fear, but it’d been there. She’d been brave, too, facing off against two men she didn’t know on the side of a highway. Still, something about her had said she was scared, so the bad boy roaring for action below his belt needed to calm down. Susan was new, and, by the look of her, she wasn’t a simple romp in the hay. She was a keeper. 

He’d not missed the look of a woman who’d seen too much of the nastier side of life and lived through it. He’d seen that look too many times. He’d faced the same expression on a few of his teammates. Every mission, every battle, every assignment held danger. Sometimes life threw some punches you couldn’t dodge, and you couldn’t handle them when they landed. ‘Sucker’ had a new meaning when you were suddenly flat on your ass in some desert with several semi-automatics pointed at your head. 

He was weary of it. Weary of the chase, the catch, and the kills. 

He probably wore the same look she had. It was a starkness, a kind of tired resignation that came on when you knew that one more hit, and you’d not come back up. But he didn’t wear fear. And he sure didn’t wear that smile. 

No, Ace Man didn’t smile. Even when he lived up to his nickname, Ace in the Hole, he barely smiled. Not until the mission was done, the fees paid, and the men safe in the barracks. Then he might crack a grin, but not before. 

But this woman? She’d been through something. And she’d still smiled softly up at him and he’d known, just known he wasn’t smiling down at her. He’d been too focused, too…pissed off at her for being all alone, he realised. Somehow, her being alone and scared had pissed him off. 

On some level, he recognised that she brought out his male instinct to protect, like nothing he’d ever experienced outside of combat. After more than fourteen years of service, ten years of it in the SEALs, he recognised when his body was set for battle. And it wasn’t from the fight he’d left behind in the mountains of Columbia. He was primed to protect a woman he’d just met. Simply meeting her eyes and seeing fear there had clicked his brain into that centred, focused level he usually only hit during a mission. 

Eagle laughed low next to him, pulling him out of his misery.

“Damn, Ace, you really can sweet-talk the ladies. How old are you?” he mimicked and shook his head. “Why not say, hey, are you old enough for a quick fuck?” 

Ace gripped the steering wheel so tight his knuckles cracked. “Shut up. Don’t talk about her like that,” he tacked on for good measure. He didn’t like the idea of Eagle thinking along those lines. Or talking about her like that. Or looking at her. 

He did a mental catalogue of what he wanted, and, sure, he wanted her in a bed, but he wanted more. His body felt like it was never going down, but his thoughts weren’t centred only on sex. He wanted—needed to lay claim to her. 

He mulled that realisation over. The thought should have spooked the hell out of him. But it didn’t. He’d met her—or not even really met her—and here he was driving around thinking of fucking her, which for once in his life made him feel like a sorry son of a bitch, and now he was thinking what? A relationship? He laughed and shook his head. 

Eagle gave him a long look, “I’ve never seen you so out of your element. You scared the piss out of the poor girl. She was alone, on the side of the road, and did you even try to look less intimidating—?”

He shot Eagle a look, and his buddy snapped his jaw shut with another laugh. 

“She was alone. All that way. Alone. She probably didn’t even have a gun and she was driving across country. What was she thinking? Doesn’t she read the news? Watch the TV? Listen to the radio?” 

Well, at least she was single. No way would a guy let such a woman out of his sight. And if he had? Well, the guy didn’t deserve her anyway. 

Eagle barked a laugh and shook his head. “What the hell? A gun? Of course not. What would a pretty girl like that have a gun for?”

If she’d been his, he’d have made sure she’d had a gun. “And now she’s going to live alone. Here.” 

He got another amused look from Eagle, but he ignored him. He was a little out of his element here. He hadn’t expected to see such a beautiful woman in his town. His place. Alone. Without anyone. He wanted to know everything about her. Find out what made her tick. And what frightened her. And who’d given her the scar. 

He’d not missed the mark on her temple. He could shut his eyes and describe every inch of her he’d been able to see, and guess at a few others. 

Her hair had been shiny black against the soft sky blue of her eyes and the pink of her cheeks. He knew her breasts would be firm and high. His dick had filled at the sight of her little nipples outlined under her T-shirt. Some band across the front of the soft material had drawn his eyes right to her breasts, making his hands itch so badly he’d shoved them in his jacket. Her ass had been a handful, too. He could imagine turning her hot body over and cupping those lush cheeks as he took her from behind. She’d love it, too. He’d make sure of it. 

But not now. He needed to slow down the power of her appeal. Distil it. Or he was going to lose his mind. And with one look into those blue eyes, he’d known she’d needed him to slow down. Maybe she had been frightened of him. He hoped she hadn’t picked up on how hot he’d been for her. 

He’d been in lust before. 

This wasn’t it.

He’d let one woman in. Or at least part way, he realised. He couldn’t even clearly remember much about Melissa now. She’d been lush, too lush, now that he was thinking about Susan’s little body. She’d moved in with him and they’d had sex. That was pretty much the extent of it. There hadn’t been much more. When he’d gone on his first mission, she’d hooked up with another sailor within days of his departure. Life went on. No big deal. Melissa had been sex, no more. He could see that now. He’d never felt the complete need to protect her that he’d felt after two seconds in Susan’s company. 

He wasn’t a sniper in the SEALs any longer. He wasn’t training men to do what he’d done. He was a rancher now. And bored to tears. He’d watched Susan reach up and do something with her hair. She even did that sexily. Right when he felt like life was settling down, in walks the perfect woman. 

“So, this should be interesting,” Eagle rumbled next to him. 

Tim, or Eagle—because the man had eagle eyes, and not only for enemy snipers—gave him a superior look. No doubt he thought he knew what Russ was thinking. It pissed him off that Eagle would try to read him now, but the man knew him.

Eagle was a man most wouldn’t want on their bad side. Good thing Russell had saved Eagle’s life as many times as the man had saved his. Iraq? Both been there, done it. Afghanistan? Worst fight he’d been in with no support other than his team, and still they’d all made it out alive. Columbia? Hell, yeah. And they’d got the captives back as well. They’d done a great deal together, and Russ would have Eagle’s back any day. 

“Sometimes it happens like that, man. You see her and damn if it doesn’t feel like you’ve been sucker punched. Or stepped on a mine and need to chill until the team shows up and takes the trigger out. But, hey, maybe play it a little”—Eagle tilted his head to the side—“less aggressive? Smile, man—try it once in a while. The war’s over. Or at least for us it is, bro.”

Less aggressive? Shit, he had ideas flooding his brain faster than he could process, but being aggressive wasn’t one of them. Although, long, sweaty sex would definitely ease the hard-on he had going on. But he needed to think about this, about her, before he made a move. A sense of urgency to rush forward flooded him, even though he was known for his patience. He gripped the steering wheel tighter to tamp down his desires. 

He might have his endurance tested with this little bit of a woman, he mused, adjusting the rear-view mirror to get a better look at her face. 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

 

Lacey walked through the house as if she was in a dream. This could not be her new home. It was beautiful but, God, it wasn’t hers. Not one thing was hers. Not one. She could unpack her things, the few the FBI had allowed, and still this empty house wouldn’t be home. Hardwood floors added warmth and colour to every room in the house. They’d seemed to design the place like a home, cosy-like. There were creamy, neutral coloured walls, and heavy wooden beams in a high ceiling that arched over her head in the open-plan living room and kitchen, complete with a big, black wood-burning stove and stone hearth. 

“So, Miss Fielding, did the movers set it all up for you? I have to admit I was amazed that they not only moved you in, but they brought you food, too. That’s some moving company. I always dreaded people touching my things, let alone unpacking them, but they did an incredible job, didn’t they? Look at this place…” The realtor’s wife, Irene, trailed off, caught her eye and went on to say, “Simply wonderful. Just like I thought it should look when we first put it on the market.”

Lacey turned from examining the view through her sliding glass back doors and smiled politely at the other woman. She’d not met Rob, the owner, when she’d followed Russ Ryland into town and on to the realtor’s office, but Irene had been there, excited to take her out to see her new home. Middle-aged and smiling, the woman looked curious and friendly. She was dressed in a cute little skirt and jacket set that looked right off JCPenney’s rack, and was full figured and pretty, despite her age—exactly the type of woman her dad would have appreciated. 

And what kind of woman did Russ Ryland appreciate? 

Now, where did that come from?

 She’d had a hard time dodging him. He’d opened her truck door for her, which had freaked her out for several seconds because she hadn’t been sure exactly what he was doing, until he’d stepped back and waited while she hopped down. Then, after an awkward moment, she’d realised that he wanted to usher her into the office, as if she might break on the three foot trip to the front door. And she might have. She’d been tired—still was—and worn out from driving. Worse, he’d made her heart do some strange things, let alone her legs, so maybe an escort to the one and only real estate office in Troy had been necessary. 

“And so quiet and efficient, too. Why, we never even knew they’d come and gone. One day a man came for the key, signed your papers and, golly, you were moved in.” Irene paused, colouring a nice pink with embarrassment. “I have to admit I came over to sneak a peek… They did such a wonderful job, though.”

“Yep, I had to pay them well.” Not. The agency had paid for all of it. She suspected they paid because they’d dropped the ball. The agents had nearly got her killed. “It cost a great deal, but look at it. It’s perfect, right?” She’d trade it all in for her old life back. 

Irene nodded happily, trailing a manicured hand over the dark surface of the shiny marble counter top, near the built-in six-burner stove. “My goodness, you must be exhausted. How on earth did you drive so far, and alone? I think Rob would pass out if I even considered doing something like that. And this house, all to yourself? Amazing, really.” 

Irene was digging. Most people would. 

“Yep, all to myself. The trip was difficult, but also very freeing. I mean, I’d never done anything like that either, never even stayed in a hotel by myself, but I did. Now I can say I did,” she added shyly. She liked this woman and didn’t want to lie to her, so she skated the truth, trying her best to stick as close to the true story as possible. “Besides, after my father’s death”—she paused and shrugged, trying to keep the emotions from rising up—“well, a change was needed.”

Irene sucked in a breath, and Lacey regretted opening her mouth when the other woman’s eyes widened in sympathy. 

“Oh, dear. I hadn’t realised. Your lawyers never said. I’m so sorry. Losing a parent is so difficult.”

“Yeah, it was. But he was sick for a long time, you know? He was ready, and he would have loved me living here.” Not. Her father, the alpha Navy SEAL he had been, would have hated her driving alone. And he would have had a fit at her living alone. He’d been nothing if not protective. At least, when he’d been able. Even sick and so shrunken with the cancer he could barely sit up, he’d been protective. Grumbling at her to eat, to stop wasting time with him, to go out, to be careful—all those things he’d always harassed her over. 

“Oh, dear. That is so difficult. My father died of cancer ten years ago. It was difficult. But I think it got better after a while. Just knowing he wasn’t in pain any longer helped.”

Lacey fought the rush of tears building behind her eyes. Yep, her dad was not in pain, and remembering that was the only thought that kept her going some days. He’d been her rock. Her foundation. She’d not gone a day of her life without thinking of him, of seeing him or at least talking to him on the phone. They’d lost her mother when she was ten, and, since that day, her father had always been there for her. He’d even quit working full-time in his SEALs unit to train SEALs instead. He’d always put her first, even refusing to be relocated twice so she wouldn’t have to switch out of school in mid year. He’d taught others to do what he’d once done, but he’d never gone on another mission. Yep, she missed him. Missed him didn’t even cover it. 

“Exactly. Thanks, I didn’t mean to unload on you. I’m a bit tired.” 

Irene gripped her cold hands with her warm ones. She had nice, soft hands.

“Don’t worry, honey. All that driving? Terrible. I can’t imagine.” Her words were well meant. Irene released her hands after another squeeze, and walked to where she’d left her big jacket. “Well, you take a nice hot bath in the bathroom they designed for you, have a cup of cocoa and you’ll be asleep before you know it.” 

“That sounds great.” Lacey didn’t want to be alone in this house, but she would do it. Yep, she would, all alone in a new, spotless and unfamiliar place. Great. 

“How about you meet me tomorrow, honey? We can do lunch and I’ll show you around all the right spots in town.”

“Oh, I don’t want to be any trouble…”

“Trouble? Good Lord, you’re new to town. I can’t let you wander around. You come by at, say, eleven. Then we’ll go eat and I’ll show you all the nice shops.” 

Nice shops? In Troy? The place had looked like a picture out of some Wild West show. She’d even seen a carved totem pole. A post office, a hotel, a few shops, a grocery store and the town was gone. If they had shops, she must have blinked and missed them. 

“That sounds wonderful, Irene, thank you.” 

Irene waved a hand and tutted at her. “No, thank you, honey. I can’t wait. You can tell me all about your home back in New York. Well, your old home,” she said, surprising Lacey with a hug that smelt of baby powder, soap and some kind of flowery perfume. 

“Of course.”

“All right. See you tomorrow, honey. Welcome to Troy!” 

Lacey watched Irene totter out on her high heels to her little white Ford sedan and waved at her when the older woman got in. 

As soon as Irene had backed out, having waved once more, Lacey shut the heavy door and let out a deep, long breath, her back to the heavy wood. Well, now what? The empty house was so quiet that her own breath rattled her.

Two bedrooms, both pretty, softly coloured in neutral tones, warm thick comforters and silk sheets on the beds. Two bathrooms. A workshop for her stained glass. A garage. A small shed outside the back window. And acres of land. 

All to herself. And all empty. 

They’d even sprung for a computer, a television, huge couches, a big wooden butcher-block table with straight-backed chairs, kitchen gadgets, and tools in the garage. There was probably a lawnmower in the shed, and more tools. 

Everything a girl would need to start a new life, as if her old one had never existed. 

God, it was awful. She sank into a chair in the kitchen and let the quiet fill her senses. 

This was so not real. Was it? 

The agents had sure seemed to think so. After the attack they’d felt responsible, she knew. They’d said as much. Asked about what she liked to do, what colours she liked, what she thought was essential in a home. Or, at least, they had when her jaw had been unwired. She knew they’d also done some checking into her past and dug up everything they could about her. 

A sigh gusted past her lips. And this was what they’d come up with for her? This was it? This was her? Or what they thought was her? Would this make up for everything? 

Her stomach bottomed out. Nerves were making her feel too tightly strung, too tense and way too out of control. This wasn’t going to work. She should have told the agents that from the beginning. 

This was supposed to be home, she reminded herself. 

But it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. Not yet. She was too scared. Too scared of too much. She felt as if she was drowning in anxiety. This was worse than the first night at the hotel. Then, she’d been so nervous she’d placed a chair under the door and sat up in another chair, with the lights out, for hours, waiting for the bad guys to show up. She’d been so certain they would. 

Her cell phone rang, almost giving her a heart attack. Her chair made a horrible scraping sound on the wooden floor when she shoved it back, but she answered the phone she’d been given on the third ring.

“Yes?” 

“You’ve made it to the house?” a man’s voice asked in a clear, firm, familiar tone. She’d met him once—an older guy with hard, sky blue eyes and salt-and-pepper hair, deep grooves in his face and a commanding body and voice. 

“Yes.” 

“Remember that no one can know. No one.”

“Yep, I remember.”

“Blend in, be normal and call if anything, anything doesn’t seem right. You have this number now.”

“Yep.” 

Silence filled the line. What else could she say? They knew where she was and they wouldn’t come near here. It was the only way to keep her safe from the men who wanted her dead. If they found out she hadn’t died the first time around. She’d considered running when the agents had explained the plan to hide her away in Montana. Why do it their way? she’d grumbled. Their way had nearly got her killed. But, somehow, the thought of running from the FBI had frightened her enough to do what they ordered. 

“Don’t let this battery go down. Keep the phone with you at all times.”

“Yep. I will.” 

“Be normal, blend in and you should be fine, miss.”

What to say to that? That she wasn’t normal and she didn’t feel fine? That they’d taken her life and given her—what? This place, and a fear that wouldn’t go away? A fear that kept her up at night and made her cry unexpectedly during the day? 

“Great.”

“Goodbye, miss. Don’t call unless you need us.” 

Like she would call to say hello? 

“I won’t.”

“Remember, you need to activate your bank accounts by tomorrow. You can use the computer in the living room. Be careful and you’ll be fine. Goodbye, miss.” 

He hung up, not even waiting for a reply. 

Bank accounts? In her living room. On the computer. God, the man knew this home better than she did. Did they have it bugged? Carefully, she set the phone down on the spotless counter and gazed around at the empty house. She couldn’t sleep in here. She couldn’t. She had an extra mattress in the U-Haul. The agents had set up the mattress when they’d driven her partway. They’d made sure to hide her in the back when they’d left town. She’d been all for it. There was no way she’d wanted to chance being spotted. 

She’d since grown used to the U-Haul. One more glance around the empty house and she decided. The U-Haul would do for now. She’d lock this place up and sleep out there. It was cold, but she could do that. Sleep out there. 

First things first, she needed to go for a run. It was time to start putting her life back together. The physical therapist had said she was good to go. She’d done six miles on the treadmill at the clinic. Time to hit the road…or dirt? Maybe trail running would be fun. Now, if she could just find some running clothes in this museum they called a home…

 

Russ made it up to the ranch in record time, gathered his gear, showered and was back down the mountain within forty-five minutes. Eagle was probably already hip-deep in his woman. Russell had managed with his fist. Life could have been better, but at least he had taken the edge off. And he was actually looking forward to something. 

If only he could look forward to being hip-deep in one dark-haired woman he’d only just met. Of course, he had no such hopes. But a guy could dream. 

He’d spooked her. She’d looked a bit dazed in the real estate office, but, by the end, she’d given him some clear looks that had had nothing to do with coming here and having sex until they needed a break for food, and had been all about shock at his interest. She looked eighteen, but was twenty-six. He’d seen her ID when she’d introduced herself to Irene. She looked innocent, and he had to wonder how innocent she was…

When he rounded the bend near Saddleback Creek, he had to jerk the truck nearly off the road to avoid the runner heading down the dirt road. 

Son of a bitch. What was she doing? Not resting. Hadn’t she said she’d needed a nap? 

Without his boot on the gas, his truck rolled to a stop. He took a few slow, long breaths to calm down. He never got this heart-poundingly frightened by anything. But he could have hit her with his truck.

A soft knocking on his window made him narrow his eyes and swing his head to see her smiling tentatively up at him. Her smile grew as his frown increased. Unbelievable. He had to bite back a smile in response at the wicked little gleam in her blue eyes. She was laughing at him. That was a good sign, wasn’t it? At least she wasn’t running scared. 

He hit the button and the window went down. 

“Going a bit too fast?” she asked, hardly even breathless. Her cheeks were pink, though, and she was sweating. And smelt wonderful. His cock swelled.

“Did I scare you?” she asked, her smile fading when he didn’t say anything. “I was on the right side of the road and I heard you coming. There was no danger,” she added. 

“Yeah, didn’t expect you. Not many runners out here.” Except him. And Eagle. They'd left the SEALS, but stayed in shape for the security jobs they still helped out with, down south. 

Her smile returned, then she glanced away. “Well, got to go. Don’t want to lose my groove.” She waved and headed off at a good pace. If she’d kept that up from her house, she was fast. Except, he noticed, she favoured her left leg enough that she’d be sorer on her right by the end of the run. It was a five-mile loop, if she was on her way back to her place.

She kept going, still at the same mile-eating pace. For some reason, that turned him on even more. But that slight limp was going to hurt her. Had she sprained her ankle? 

He rolled up beside her. She gave him a surprised look then, of all things, rolled her eyes, but took her ear buds out. 

“You’re on the wrong side of the road.” 

He grinned at that. 

“You’re limping on the left. You’ll be sore if you don’t straighten out that stride.” And if he got what he wanted from her. Down boy. There would be no sex, not tonight or in the immediate future, but one day there would be. He had his new mission, and she was giving him a long look, then the road. 

“I can’t straighten out my stride. Not yet. I hurt my left leg; the right is just going to have to cowboy up.” She put her ear buds back in and moved off after giving him one of those cute smiles. 

Cowboy up, huh? He grinned after her. She was something. She’d hurt her left leg? How long ago? Should she be running like this? He was about to steer back over to her when she shot him a warning glance and headed off the road, down across the little creek where it narrowed out and crossed the open field. Damn. Obviously, she’d kept track of where she was and knew that this field led straight to the back of her property. 

Now, why did that make him even hotter for her? He usually didn’t care if a woman was smart or not. If she was half-decent looking, wanted hot, hard sex and was willing, that was enough. He usually simply needed to blow off some steam. And he had a lot of steam to blow off right now. 

Watching her, he considered that. It wasn’t the need to blow off steam that had his dick throbbing at the sight of her. His sex drive was pretty high, or had been until he’d moved here. But he had it bad. He was days off a mission and, now that he’d met Susan, his body was demanding some attention he couldn’t ignore. Usually, any generic woman would do. He didn’t get hot for a smart, teasing women with a sunny smile any more than any other woman when he was like this. Or that had always been the way of it, before meeting Little Miss Sunshine. 

Exactly. Before. Before he knew there was a Susan Fielding. 

And now? 

Here she was. She didn’t look all that willing for hot or hard sex any time soon. So why was he still zeroing in on her like she was the target and he was on a mission? His cock was practically urging him to jump out after her, tackle that sweet, sweaty woman and kiss her senseless. Black Adidas shorts, pink sports top and all.

His mind knew better. 

Besides, once all the blood had started pulsing to his brain and not his cock, he’d think of something better than tackling her down. Whether or not he could understand the why of it, that sweet, soft—and, he realised now, stubborn and teasing—woman was the only one who could ease the pounding he had going on. Glancing down at the erection outlined under his jeans, he hoped it would be in the very near future. 

He spotted her easily when he looked back up. The muscles of his face softened and stretched in a rare smile as she jumped on a low log and nimbly followed it across the creek, before jumping down again and continuing. 

Oh, yeah. He was more than willing to show her how much he could cowboy up. 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

 

Lacey glanced once more around the little hardware store, trying not to feel so open and exposed, but it was difficult. Clearly, this was a man’s domain. It made her want to grin at the way the old guys had watched her when she’d walked in, as if she was either a creature from another planet or a sweet little thing who might break a nail if she wasn’t careful. Maybe she was both, she considered, as she filled her cart with what she needed. She definitely didn’t feel as if she belonged here, that was for certain. But, for now, she had reasons for being here. 

Besides, she was on a mission. She had a wood-burning stove, but no wood to burn. She had trees down on her land. It seemed a waste of money to buy wood when she could use her own. She had eighteen acres of wooded, beautiful property filled with more timber than she could possibly need. All she needed was something to cut the fallen trees into fireplace sized pieces with. 

Easy peasy. 

She spotted chainsaws two aisles down and pushed her cart over to give them a long look, considering their size and how heavy they would be with all the vibrating and shaking going on. And noise. Could she even start one? And use it to cut up a tree?

Geez, if Dad could see me now, she thought. He’d freak. He’d been all about her learning how to care for her car—no one should operate equipment they didn’t know how to run and repair, had been his motto—but she could guess chainsaws and his baby girl hadn’t exactly been what he was thinking about when he’d given her that little lecture. 

Still, they didn’t look too bad. She was a woman. She could conquer such loud, vibrating and annoying things. Right? 

Well, Lacey had thought so until getting up close and personal with the monsters. Geez, would the little ear buds she’d picked up on aisle two be enough? The package holding the tiny ear buds looked way too wimpy for the amount of noise one of these heavy beasts made. The ear buds were ugly, too. Why orange? Yuck. Who would want slightly soft and squishy orange foam in their ears? They were supposed to go right inside each ear, too. No strings attached, no band to hold them together, just two odd little buds that looked reasonably able to keep out the sound of a cricket. 

Lacey paused with the ear buds in her hand and glanced around at the rickety shelves, which were lined with anything anyone could want. There were a lot of things she’d had no idea a man could want, she realised. What she wanted was the old drill sergeant who owned this place. He’d been here all three times she’d come by the store previously, though why he’d followed her she still didn’t have a clue.

Or maybe she did. It must be obvious that she had no idea what to do with her time, so she’d come in three times for different things. Paint, the first trip, and then back again for rollers, drop cloths and paintbrushes, before driving back over for a ladder, which he’d convinced her she didn’t need and hooked her up with some extension thing that twisted on the end of a roller. Pretty cool, actually. She’d told him that when she’d walked in today she’d disturbed all three old guys from their talk and coffee. He hadn’t been pleased. But now, when she could use the little guy, he was where? 

Maybe he actually did do more than follow her around. Eyes back on the task. She sighed. So, chainsaw. Black ones, orange, some red huge-looking thing, but no pink ones. That made her laugh. Picking up a lightweight one, she hefted the thing, wondering how it would feel once it was switched on. The weight wasn’t too horrible. She was about to set it down when a deep voice behind her made her nearly drop the thing on her toes. 

“You’ve got to be joking.” 

Her heart fluttered like a butterfly on the breeze. Russ. 

It’d been two days since she’d talked to the handsome Russ Ryland. She’d spotted him yesterday when she’d had lunch with Irene, but he’d merely passed by the diner in his big truck, giving her a long, slow look. He’d tipped his hat when she’d glanced at him, but he’d not come in. And, of course, she hadn’t been the least disappointed that he hadn’t. Sigh. She had been, but he’d made up for it by tripping all over himself at the one and only little grocery store in town, when he’d turned down an aisle and seen her. He’d looked so cute, all big and pushing a grocery cart. 

She kept hold of the chainsaw and didn’t stop the happy grin from splitting her face when she turned to confront Mr Russ Ryland. She might get the thing, simply to see him have a small fit. The man was impossibly chauvinistic and more than a little arrogant, but sexy enough to take her breath away. 

Dark black brows went down at a sharp angle at the chainsaw, then zeroed in on her face. God, he was handsome. Such a bad boy. Why, oh why was she drawn to someone who looked like he could eat her for lunch? The idea of this man and his mouth between her thighs… She was not going there. Keep him off balance, not yourself, Lacey. 

 “Good afternoon, Mr Ryland.” They had some kind of unspoken battle going on over the name. He kept telling her, quietly, that his name was Russ, and she just as quietly called him Mr Ryland. He’d done it at the real estate office but, when he’d done it again at the grocery store, she’d been tickled to watch him when she ignored his request to call him Russ. Each time his jaw would clench slightly, like he was gritting his teeth. It was fascinating stuff, but she felt a bit like she was bear baiting.

“Listen, S—”

“Hey! Major! What the hell are you doing back? It’s good to see you, sir.” 

She glanced away from Russ’ deep grey eyes to see a young man—a soldier, his look said—grinning and striding up. The short blond hair recently shaved to the scalp, the broad shoulders, lean body and the way he walked all said he was probably about a year out of boot camp. Long enough for him to feel like a man. Geesh. Her dad had loved to show them how they weren’t quite there yet. 

Her dad. All things went there, it seemed. Stilling the urge to sink into a self-pity party, she glanced back up at her big bear instead. Her big bear who had not looked away from her for more than an instant, it seemed. Her heart fluttered, but she still mouthed, “Major?” at him. She mocked a shiver at the forbidding look he gave her and turned back to set the now much heavier chainsaw down. To jerk his chain, she squatted down to examine the boxes on display, as if she was going to buy one. 

“Bud, good to see you. How was your stint? Heard you were headed back in a few.” Russ’ voice seemed to be more gravelly than usual. It made her shiver. 

“Yeah, it was good. Nice stint, sir. I have leave for a few weeks—elk season, and you know my dad.” His words trailed off slowly as Lacey stood back up. “Hot damn…ahem, Miss, can I help—?”

“I got it. Tell your dad to come by any time. The elk have been pasturing about a half-day ride from the ranch, heading southwest. Good little five point buck.” She felt Russell’s body heat against her skin and suddenly she was being ushered down an aisle by a firm, but gentle hand and a large, hard body. A very firm, strong hand, she noticed, and a body that felt like velvet over steel. “Call me later. I have to have a word, here,” he called back over his shoulder. 

She got a glimpse of the guy’s surprised face before Russ had all her attention. Holy cow, did he have her attention. He had manhandled her down an aisle, away from her cart and the fun of teasing him with the chainsaws. So maybe bear baiting wasn’t the smartest move, but, wow, did her body go hot for him. Just the touch of his hand on her arm had her breathless. Why was that more exciting than irritating?

“A word, here?” she echoed, glancing up at his worried expression. A word, here? Was he completely nuts? It was one thing to be so sexy he had her all hot and bothered, but to pull her down an aisle as if he were entitled to? Wow. She so couldn’t let him know how hot that was. Right? “Hey, I have my things back there, big guy, and this is a free shopping zone for everyone, right?” 

His grey eyes darkened in warning and his nostrils flared. And no, that should not be sexy, but man, oh, man, could he not be sexy? Impossible. Too bad he was also a bit arrogant and bossy.

“Listen here, Sunshine, I’ve had about enough of that. You are not buying an axe or a chainsaw.” Her body felt a happy little burst of adrenaline at the cute nickname, but, when he turned her gently but firmly to cup both of her upper arms and look down at her, she lost the ability to breathe. His hands were rough with calluses, but he made sure to hold her carefully. Not so with his fierce expression. 

Well, he was about to get what her dad called an education.

She pulled back her arms, forcing him to either tighten his hold and hurt her, or let go. He let go. Quickly, too. But his frown deepened.

“Now, would you like to repeat that? Because I’m certain I’m well over eighteen and able to think on my own. Oh, and chew gum and walk, too. I can even count higher than ten.” 

Hands on lean hips, now, he eyed her as if reassessing her. Good. He should. She might have got beaten up badly and been scared half the time—well, most of the time—but she wasn’t scared of this man. Her dad had been a guy like this—big, tough and meaning business with that look. Only Russell wasn’t her dad. Not even close. 

“And Major?” 

He broke eye contact to contemplate the floor. She chose to believe it was most likely the first time he’d been forced not to do what he pleased. If he was in the military, which was beginning to fit, and a major, for goodness’ sake, he wasn’t used to hearing ‘no’. Or being questioned.

His broad chest expanded and she blinked. Could a man have that many muscles? He wasn’t wearing his jacket today—the light brown one that hung down over his hips and made his broad shoulders look huge. No, today he was wearing a grey tee that hugged his big biceps and thick chest, and made her heart flutter a bit too much at how it also stretched over thick stomach muscles. Oh man, oh man. And for some reason he looked even bigger without the jacket. His dark hair still looked wet. From a shower? She even noticed how his skin looked as if he might have a tan line where his neckline met his firm throat. 

He looked back up and she was glad he spoke, because she had to swallow at the intensity in his face. 

“I was in the Navy.”

Navy. God. Her stomach bottomed out. “And a major?”

“Yeah, retired now.” 

“Ah…” She let that stand, not quite sure she believed him. A major was a big deal. 

His brow rose as if he sensed her disbelief, and his lips quirked up before he caught himself. Then he did it. He actually smiled. It was amazingly effective. She held her breath and felt every drop of blood zing through her. He was dazzling with that slow grin. It was sexy and, yes, she admitted, made him look a great deal younger. More manageable? Maybe not that—good Lord, he would never be that—but more approachable. More human, less warrior. Did he have dimples? God, she was in trouble. 

She smiled up at him. She couldn’t not have. He seemed to be trying so hard. At what, she wasn’t sure she really wanted to know…but still. 

The man wasn’t a smiling kind of guy. Or a talker. But he was a persistent man. And she was beginning to feel like an entirely different kind of prey. He wasn’t out to kill. No, he was out for something altogether different and perhaps more dangerous. He definitely wanted to shake up her world. But telling her what to buy? With her own, or Uncle Sam’s, money? No, no, Mr Big Bad Wolf.

“And this title, retired Major Ryland, gives you authority over my MasterCard?” 

His lips quirked again at that, then he nodded, straight-faced. “Damn straight, if you’re thinking of buying something that could cut your leg off.” 

“What if it only cut up all the wood in my backyard? Then would it be out of your jurisdiction? And oh, by the way, I don’t see any ocean around here, Major Ryland. Aren’t Navy men supposed to be near it?” 

“Still no, still in my jurisdiction, and I can visit the ocean. I’m retired,” he said, his grey eyes twinkling with a bit of humour. He was enjoying this. And man, oh man, was he good. And, God help her, was she in trouble. He had that ‘dark, but you can make me light’ thing going on. That was it. That was what drew her, the ‘bad boy needing to be saved’ thing.

“Now, let’s talk about what else you have in that cart. Why do you need a new lock? Didn’t you just get the house? Doesn’t it have a security system?” 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa there, big guy. My house and my cart are not your concern. Really, I am perfectly capable of spending my money, making my own decisions, driving and oh…all that other stuff adults do. Brush my teeth before bed, drink beer…all that adult stuff.”

“Adult stuff?” He shifted closer, reminding her how very much bigger he was. She had to look up or get lost in how his pectorals filled his lightweight shirt. Really, were those allowed? They looked like slabs of muscle. 

“What did you do in the military, Major Ryland?” she asked sweetly, to try to calm her racing heart. He smelt good, too. Darn it. Leather, horses and some male scent only he had, she was certain.

A slow smile slid across his face. Odd…it seemed like he was remembering how to smile and now couldn’t stop. 

“Special ops. SEALs, Sunshine. Like me better now?” 

God, that explained so much, she thought—the attraction, the attitude, all of it. She tried to keep her reactions to herself and sniffed at him, “Not hardly. But it fits.” 

His brow lifted a tiny bit. Then his eyes dipped to her breasts before he met her eyes again. Had her nipples tightened? Oh, God, that was way too exciting. This was exciting. And had to be wrong.

“I’m sure it will,” he murmured, moving into her personal space. 

He was throwing off heat like a furnace and she was tempted to back up, but Geez, the man was intimidating enough without knowing it. 

Then his words hit home. Oh, the devil. The man had a sense of humour. He was handsome, obviously smart, deadly with weapons and funny. Her stomach did a little dip on the rollercoaster called Russ Ryland. He was bad enough at a distance, but up close? He was more sexually attractive than anyone she’d ever met. She tried not to shiver, but heck, he was the only man she had ever been sexually attracted to who wasn’t on some television show. He looked like he could chew her up, for a long, long time, then spit her out and move on without a backwards glance. This was a small town. She was alone. And she didn’t do casual sex with tall, handsome SEAL strangers. Did she? And heck, he didn’t look like he did anything casually. 

“Well, well, Major, you can smile and make nice. Very funny, but, if you don’t mind, I was shopping.” She edged around him, deciding that playing it safe was best, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. 

He bent down and bracketed her between the aisle and him, until all she could see were his grey eyes and the strong angles of his face. He had a shadow-beard, that sexy, rough stubble men got from not shaving. His lips were soft-looking, the bottom a bit fuller than the top one. She swallowed and met his eyes. His had darkened to something that reminded her of storm clouds. 

“Sunshine, I won’t bite. No need to be frightened. I’m harmless.” 

She gave him the look that deserved. Yeah, right. “Why are you calling me Sunshine?” 

“Because your smile reminds me of it.” 

Smooth, real smooth. And this was getting strange, like some movie where she’d missed the first half and was now scrambling to keep up. Had she missed something? Had they known each other in another lifetime? 

She tried to think what to say while he glanced around quickly, as if he was assessing the area. Then, before she could open her mouth, he dipped down and kissed her, hard, fast and skilfully. Heat rushed over her like a brush fire. He cupped her neck and eliminated the inch of space between them until their chests melded together. She held back a sigh at the strong feel of his body along hers. His lips caressed and smoothed over hers before she felt his tongue glide erotically along the seam of her lips. When she gasped and opened he dived in, his flavour minty with a taste of coffee and something else, something she guessed was all Russell. Whatever it was, she was hooked. Just as she raised her arm to touch him, he slowed the kiss and pulled back. His gaze burned into hers when she blinked her eyes open, and she felt weak and fluttery as he brushed a big thumb over her lips, where she could still taste peppermint. 

“What—?” 

He covered her lips with his thumb again, stilling her words. 

“I had to have one taste,” he murmured in a low, husky voice. “Listen, this is how it’s going to be. You’re not going to buy that chainsaw or axe. And Sunshine? You can’t run forever. I’ll see you soon.”

With that arrogant announcement he sauntered out of the aisle, leaving her breathless and off balance.

Chainsaw? What chainsaw?

He tossed her a grin that looked more like sunshine than anything she’d seen in months, and dipped his head before he left her line of sight. 

He’d see her soon? Heck, she might not survive seeing him soon. She glanced around, but no one had seen the sneaky SEAL. Even so, she felt heat flush her face. She’d let him kiss her. 

Oh man, oh man, she probably would let him do anything, wouldn’t she? Suddenly, the little town of nothing in the middle of nowhere held a lot more possibilities than she’d considered. 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

 

Some things took time. Eric Northcutt knew that. He’d lived by that motto for more years than he could count. He’d gained nothing in life by rushing. He’d always taken his time, and look what he had now. Everything. 

Except the one thing he wanted. The perfect family. 

He watched Mara lie where he’d tied her, face down on the bed. She was naked, gagged, hooded, and spread-eagled. This was the third time in less than a month that she’d disappeared. The first time had been merely minutes. The second time the same. The story she’d spun about needing to call her family, he had believed until today. Today, she’d been gone for several hours. 

Didn’t she realise she was his? She belonged to him. Eric considered killing her. The chances of finding someone to replace her were slim, though. Besides, he’d trained her, and in his own way he loved her. That cold, penetrating bleakness followed by panic he’d experienced when he’d checked her day planner and then the Mercedes’ GPS and discovered her off the charts had settled in him like death. What if he lost her? The panic induced by those five words had driven him insane until he’d found her. There would be no more freedom for Mara, he decided then and there. None. No more lies. No more trust. No more freedom. He couldn’t live without her. He wouldn’t live without her. She was his. 

But she would need a lesson. She knew better than to do this shit when he had a job lined up. The Russians wanted him to find out if a little snitch was as dead as the newspapers claimed, or still walking this planet, more than ready to rat them out. The reward would be enough for him to retire. Enough for them to start the life he’d dreamed of. They could have the perfect life. He deserved it. She owed it to him. After all he’d done for her, she owed him everything he wanted. 

But first, a reminder of whom she belonged to, from the top of her blonde head to the tips of her little pink toes, was in order. 

Eric rubbed his fingers over the half-moon scar that ran along his palm as he walked up to the side of their king-size bed. He wore the scars of his life. Mara wore none. She was pure, untainted by anyone’s touch—other than his. Easing his knee onto the mattress, he made sure she felt him hovering over her. 

She didn’t speak, but then she couldn’t. He watched her breathing quicken, the shallow, steady rise and fall increasing to a faster, more frantic rate. Only then did he reach over and tighten the knot on her wrist. He gave the rope a good tug and watched as the abrasive nylon tore her delicate, porcelain skin. 

He reached down, gripped his erection, and gave himself one long, slow stroke as he watched her skin flush pink. He’d taken his clothes off when she’d been still facing him. He’d wanted her to know exactly how much he’d enjoy punishing her. She’d known. She still knew. This close to her, he could hear her short, soft breaths against their silk sheets. 

Her small, slim back trembled. The curve of her heart-shaped ass was already dark pink from where he’d landed a few smacks. She’d be bright red and hot when he was finished with her. He’d make sure she never stepped foot outside without him again. 

“So, my little pearl. We have come to this again. What must I do?” He tugged the rope, adjusting the way her slim arms angled off the bed, creating a slight bow to her back. The ropes weren’t soft. He’d got the rough, coarse weave this time. They’d cut into her tender wrists and ankles and leave marks she’d have to cover, but he didn’t care. Not now. Not after she’d betrayed him. 

Again. 

Why would she leave him for even a minute? He’d given her everything. Everything. As he looked around the dazzling bedroom, his anger tripled. He’d given her this luxury, this extravagant home—clothes, jewels, cars—and she’d tried to leave him. 

He couldn’t understand her. She had her freedom, to an extent. He’d never release her completely; he’d not chance losing her. She belonged to him. He’d bought her at an auction over five years ago. One look at her pale, unblemished face and large aqua eyes, and he’d known she was what he needed. He’d paid fifty thousand dollars for her and done a job for the Armenians as payment. 

She adored him. Looked up to him, depended on him, and, in turn, Eric needed her, needed her soft looks and eager acceptance of his demands. He owned her. She was his. He took care of her, all of her, and this was how she repaid him? 

“Do you not find happiness with me? Do I not cherish you? Give you all you need? Spoil you, even. Allow you freedom?” 

Again, he didn’t need her response but she moved in protest on the bed, tightening her fists and shifting. The ropes would cut her deeply. Concerned, he knelt next to her and gripped her left biceps in warning. He didn’t want her scarred. 

The hood he’d put on her face covered her from her nose up. The gag wasn’t a gag at all, merely package tape. This was Mara, his little pearl—he wouldn’t prep her like his marks. He merely didn’t want to hear her excuses. Her parents, her sisters, her family. She had no need of anyone but him. He was her family. He was her all and everything. No one else for him. No one else allowed for her. 

“Don’t move. I don’t want you harming yourself.” He would do the harming. He would have to. “You force me to punish you, force me. How else can you learn? I pamper you, care for you, and how do you repay me? You betray me.” 

Tracing the side of her breasts where they lifted from the bed with each of her breaths, he experienced a rush of pleasure. Such a surprise, her heavy, full breasts. She’d been so small when he’d brought her home when she was merely fifteen, so flat and thin, but now…now she was a Goddess. Truly, Aphrodite could not have compared. 

“I may not trust you again, Mara, not after this. I may not ever trust you again, but I won’t let you go.” 

No, she was his. He’d earned her. Ten years in the Navy on that filthy boat, sacrificing a sock to his jacking off, and then years of having to hunt down girls because there was no way he was letting some whore touch him. Then, after years of suffering, worrying over the people that might not understand his need to have fresh, safe and pure women, he’d found Mara—scared, frightened, and pure as snow. Two weeks he’d spent on her, soothing, calming the frightened child, making her at ease with him before he’d claimed her. 

She was his. Now and forever. He removed the tape and hood but stayed crouched over her, overpowering her with his body. 

She didn’t speak, but a soft sob escaped. Tears trailed down her cheeks and more drenched her eyes in pools of aquamarine. 

“Now, tell me now, darling. Tell me why you would hurt me this way.” 

Her lip trembled prettily. “I never…never wanted to hurt…to hurt you. I love you.” 

Narrowing his eyes, he let his heavy erection settle on her hip, rubbing it crudely over her in warning. She’d not said this before. Always, before, she’d made excuses, a sick mother, needing to talk to her sister, all excuses. 

“I wasn’t leaving. I wasn’t. I promise. I never would leave. Please, a call. I promise. I never lie, never lie to you.” Her soft Russian accent made him soften his anger. She only let her British accent go when she was upset. He hated that she was upset. Crying. 

“Who? Who were you calling?” 

“My sister.” 

No hesitation. He took the hood off completely and stared down at her, still angry but slowly able to think more clearly. He needed to come again. If he came again, he would think more clearly. His dick was throbbing and needing more. 

“Suck me off.” It wasn’t a request, and she knew it. 

Sniffing, she nodded slightly, still cautious with him. 

Good. This was good. She would bring him clarity. He needed clarity. He had a target to find and take out. 

Cupping her face, he took her mouth, showing her who was in charge before breaking the kiss. “Say it again.” 

Pink lips quivering under him, she did. “I love you, Eric. Please, I never want to be parted from you.” 

He nodded, not having heard this before either. She was his. She was his and knew it. Could she still need him? “You’re mine. I don’t want you calling them again.”

She sniffed but nodded. A tear leaked out. 

“Say it, Mara, convince me. I don’t believe you love me.” 

Something like shock filled her beautiful eyes, then more tears. Her face screwed up tight and she sobbed. “No, no, I love you. You’re my everything…everything good…everything good in my life, Eric.” 

He softened. Every ounce of anger dimmed. She wasn’t faking. She never had been. He knew she loved him—he was her everything. She grew more upset, worrying him enough that he gentled her with a soft whisper and untied her arms.

Immediately she clung to him, sobbing and so upset she was going to make herself sick. Her arms tightened desperately around his neck. He could feel her tears along his shoulder. Warmth momentarily filled his chest. She loved him. She was his. Her family would remain a problem. 

“No more calls, Mara.” He rubbed her hair and shifted her on his lap, untying her legs with one hand. “No more of this.” 

“No more… No more, I promise.” Tear-drenched green eyes met his when he tipped her face to meet her eyes. 

She was his. “Stop crying now. You and I have to take care of things.” He shifted her so she felt every inch of his cock. 

She blinked and shuddered in a breath. “You still want me?” 

Want her? Cupping her face, he kissed the salty tears, feeling his heart swell. “I want you. Now, show me how much you want me.” 

Mara nodded, and the slow, shy smile he’d dreamed of on too many nights made an appearance. He should still punish her, he knew, but she was his. He’d take care of this family, and then she would be all his. 

“Beg for it.” 

“Please let me…suck you off.” 

His erection pulsed, painful and ready for her sucking mouth. 

Yes, he’d forgive her. Maybe find this sister and kill her. And this mother and father that dared to draw her from him. 

First this, then the woman the Russians wanted guarantees was dead. Then, he’d take care of his life with Mara so that no one else could ever interfere. 

 


Chapter Five

 

 

 

Russ could admit he was becoming a bit obsessed with Susan Fielding. She was like a sore tooth a tongue rubs against, even when one knows one shouldn’t. It didn’t help that he drove past her place to get to town. Or maybe it did. At least he had a chance to spot her. 

He could barely remember the taste of her soft lips. She’d been so warm in his arms. But she was a difficult woman to corral. 

For someone new to town, she sure was busy. So far he’d seen her out to lunch with Irene twice, at the hardware store three times, and at the little market half a dozen times. Each time, as soon as he’d managed to haul his truck into the parking lot, she’d pulled hers out. He felt like they were playing cat and mouse.

He wanted a lot more than to play with her. He wanted to catch her and…well, do things he’d never considered before. He dreamed of her every night. Not simply rolling around in her bed until they were both exhausted, but marking her as his so everyone, from the young punk at the hardware store to any Tom, Dick or fucking Harry, knew she was taken. By him. But that was in his dreams. 

Reality was a tough son of a bitch. Reality said he was a long way from even rolling in bed with her. Susan Fielding thought he was nothing more than some flirt. A flirt. He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles popped. He sank further in his seat and leaned an elbow out of his open truck window while he tried to relax his cramped muscles. 

Yep, Susan Fielding was one tough little thing. She’d told Irene over lunch that he was a big flirt and got around way too much with the women. What the hell? didn’t even cover it. 

He didn’t even know how to flirt, did he? Well, by Susan’s response, he’d say no. She even had him questioning himself. He didn’t flirt with women. He didn’t even buy them drinks. Women always came to him. They bought him drinks. Well, they had when he’d still been down at the base. And that usually got them what they both wanted. Sex. He had been good to them. He’d always been careful to see to a woman’s pleasure as well as his own—even if it was a one-night stand, he’d tried to make it good for them. Sometimes he’d hooked up twice, but never more. 

He’d never wanted more. Now? He wanted more. It felt like he needed more. More than simply sex. He wanted to see Susan smile, listen to her life story, find out what made her seem so happy. But, yeah, he was a man. He wanted to see her cry out when he made her climax eight or nine times. 

Russ snorted, remembering the things he’d fantasised about doing to her. He had it bad. This wasn’t going to be some all-night sex, maybe followed by a morning dip before he left. Not with her. He needed about thirty-six hours of straight sex. Hard, hot, heavy and wet. And then? Then he was certain he’d need more. And he needed it right now. His hard-on hurt. A man couldn’t think clearly in this condition, and hell if he didn’t feel like a major dick for jacking off remembering how soft her lips had been in that too brief kiss at the hardware store. Like he was disrespecting a friend’s daughter or some shit like that. He didn’t examine that bit too closely—he couldn’t. If he did, he might decide he needed to date her and not have sex for months—while he did what? Whatever dim-witted men did to win a girl like Susan, he supposed. 

He had it bad. Could he manage another day of this? He’d fought an erection all night. Even jacking off hadn’t tamed the boy down. 

He hadn’t been this edgy since a terrorist cell had been an inch away from cleaning his clock in Afghanistan. He’d lost four good men in that fire-fight. Four good, solid men. He’d been so pumped on adrenaline, and, finally seeing a woman who had all four limbs, a face and a willing body, he hadn’t taken a breather from straight sex for days. He wasn’t even sure of the woman’s name now. Some older woman he’d let pick him up at a dive outside the base. That was the closest he’d ever been to being this bad.

But hit on women? He never even paid women any mind, unless he was on leave and horny. And, shit, he was a man; men were always horny, right? He sure didn’t hit on women as often as his dick demanded. He’d been horny for months and not gone to the trouble of finding a willing woman. He frowned as the thought settled over him. The truth hit hard enough to make him tense up. He’d not had sex since moving up here. Well, maybe he’d been a bit off his game, but that was all.

Watching the rolling hills pass by his truck, he stretched his legs and shifted on his seat. Life had a way of knocking a person down one too many times. He simply hadn’t known what he wanted. Now he knew. And wouldn’t you know it? What he wanted thought he was some kind of loser, hitting on all the women. Because of one kiss in a hardware store? 

He didn’t have a clue how to pursue a woman. He was from a man’s world. He’d served with men. He’d fought side by side with men for years. And now? He worked on a ranch, surrounded by more men. Women weren’t really a factor in his life, and he sure never flirted with women, as in plural. Oh, he was making a play for Susan, but not for some quick tumble. From Susan he wanted a great deal more. What exactly he wanted, he wasn’t quite sure. But he wanted it. 

His stomach knotted as he took the curve in the road that led down to her house. Her truck wasn’t parked in the driveway. Didn’t she ever stay home? He sat up straighter and considered where she might be at this early hour. Maybe the grocery store. Women got up early for that shit, didn’t they? He exhaled heavily and headed down to town. Maybe he’d catch her buying food and he could suggest dinner out or something easy like that. 

Frowning at the thought, he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. She might think he was coming on too strong if he did. Maybe he had been too forward with the kiss, but she’d been so damned hot. She’d smelt so good and that recruit, Bud, had been staring at her ass as if he’d had a chance of touching it. It’d been all Russell could do to only kiss her once and not drag her into something a lot hotter. 

How did a man fight a misperception? He was trying here, and the ache in his groin was a killer motivation to speed things up a bit. He could be patient. He knew he could. Maybe with time Susan would see he wasn’t a flirt. He could do patience. He’d been a Goddamn sniper, for Christ’s sake. He could crouch down in the hot sun, not moving more than an inch every thirty minutes, and wait for three days in the blazing heat for his shot. 

And now, when patience might actually be useful? He felt like he’d used up a limited supply. He felt desperate to secure Susan. Now. Not in a day. Or a week. Or even two months. He knew a great guy from another team who’d gone months dating a little nurse down in Oklahoma. The guy hadn’t scored a thing for all that time. Was that even physically possible at this point? 

He shifted his legs to ease the ache in his groin and exhaled wearily. He supposed so. Simply thinking of all that creamy skin and those big, blue eyes made him want to be with her right now, hold her close and breathe in her scent.

And there she was. He had to force his hands not to jerk the truck over the kerb so he could get into the parking lot before her truck left. 

Slow down, big boy. Down. He yanked the truck door open and raked a hand through his hair as soon as he’d made certain her truck was empty. Chilly air helped tamp down the simmer he had going on, but a panicky feeling settled in his gut. 

He headed towards the store and hauled the door open in a daze. Think. She thought he was a big jerk, some kind of womanising redneck. Well, cool and calm might work. Shit, could he even do that? Exhaling, he ran a hand through his hair again and shook off his unease. He was a Goddamn Navy SEAL. He could do this. 

Maybe he should ask her out for coffee. Or lunch? Or maybe she would like to come up to the ranch. His heartbeat hit a hundred and eighty. He had no idea if she even drank coffee or liked horses or even ate lunch. 

“Why, Major Ryland, good morning.” 

God, she sounded so damned teasing. Were all beautiful women like this? A creamy beige skirt hugged every inch of her from just above her sexy knees, all the way up to meet a silky green top under a small, beige, feminine jacket. High heels with a thin strap across the small ankles completed the sexy-as-hell outfit. And, of course her hair was down her back, one side hooked behind her tiny ear in a casual style. 

He blinked to clear his head, then had to clear his throat, and thank God he’d kept his jacket on, because his dick was not going down. He gritted his back teeth at how tight it felt against his zipper. 

“Russell, and good morning, Ms Fielding.” Correcting her had become second nature now, but maybe Sunshine had been too much. And why was she dressed up? And why did she insist on calling him that? He wanted to hear her call him Russell, or Russ, even. No one called him Russell or Russ. Ace, Major, Major Ryland, Ryland, but not Russ and never Russell. 

Her smile slipped, and she blinked before busting out in another pretty laugh. “Ms Fielding?” She pursed those pink lips and shook her head up at him. “You are too much.” 

“Here we are; try this one.” Dave, the owner, operator and chief-in-charge of Dave’s Hardware strode up with some kind of lock in his hand. Another lock? Had she had trouble with the first one? And why need another one anyway? Hadn’t the house come with a top of the line security system?

“Ah, great. So, you were going to show me the back of it?” Susan sounded hesitant, even a bit uncertain, which was new. The woman always looked so active and happy. Other than the first day, he’d not seen anything but a grin on her face. 

Now, a lock made her look worried? Her small fingers played with her hair, tucking it back behind the shell of her ear. He wanted to kiss her there, right behind her ear where he just knew she’d be sensitive. 

Dave gave her a blank look. She tilted her head and waited. Dave was not the most gentle of men, but that look got him to do what she’d asked. 

Pointing to the lock he’d set on the counter, Dave said, “Now, see this? This is the front locking mechanism. The back goes this way—”

“Oh, no!” Susan startled Dave with a laugh and covered her mouth, her blue eyes widening in surprise over her hand. “I think…oh, I am so sorry! I think I put it in upside down. That’s why the lock wasn’t working.” She grumbled the last as if it was the lock’s fault.

Russell coughed to hide a laugh and got a quick, blue-eyed glare. And, of course, that brought his dick to attention. 

“Yeah, that’ll do it every time. Doors are tricky that way.” Dave blinked and slowly grinned.

Susan shook her head slowly. “Tricky is not what I would call it. I worked on that thing”—she gave the lock a dirty look—“for a few hours.” She picked the lock up and turned it around. “I think I got it inside out, too.” 

Dave grinned even more at that, then wiped his mouth with a hand and nodded. “Yeah? That’s too bad. Now, what you need is—” 

“I’ll come by and help you out, how’s that?” Russ asked, hoping he didn’t sound too pushy, like he was hitting on her or otherwise flirting. Didn’t matter if she thought so, though, because he wasn’t allowing her to put another of these useless locks on her door. “Better yet, why not have a security system installed? This”—he took the cheap lock and turned it over in his hand—“would stop someone for about five, ten minutes tops, right, Dave?” He could break it in less than ten seconds, but she didn’t need to know that. 

“Less, if they’re determined. Locks like this are to make you feel better, not stop anyone,” Dave assured her, sending him a sharp glance. The man was no fool. At fifty, he was still as sharp as a tack and no doubt had Russell pegged. 

Susan gave him a blue-eyed stare. It seemed Little Miss Sunshine had, too. “Let me get this straight…” Hand on hip, she squinted up at him. “That lock won’t stop anyone from entering my home, and I wasted a few hours, a lot of cursing, and a whole lot of frustration on it? Why sell it, then?” 

Russell watched her give her little lecture, amazed at her all over again. She was worked up, that was for sure. Would she be that passionate in bed? 

Dave shrugged. “People like them all the same.” 

“Yeah, but they’re crap. These things are worthless. Any criminal worth his spit could have this open in no time. Or go through a window. Or jimmy the back garage door…” Russell said, not willing to let her try for a cheap lock again. Shit, she needed a real security system, not some bolt lock. He stopped when Susan’s eyes widened. Maybe that was too much? 

“There isn’t much crime in Troy, miss,” Dave said. 

“Well, that’s lovely.” Susan looked down at her watch and gasped. “Oh! Gotta run! Thank you, Mr Dale. Major. Later.” 

Russell shot Dave a grin, tipped his hat and followed Susan in time to shove the door open for her. He took her arm as soon as they hit daylight. She didn’t slow down, but shot him a quick frown.

“You really need to stop this arm tugging thing. I have an appointment, and now I’m late.” 

An appointment. What did that mean? “I can put that lock in for you, or I can call a company that puts in a much better system. Might be better than a bolt that won’t stop a teenager. My friends have a security system that won’t let a fly in unannounced.”

A feminine brow lifted at that. “Maybe, but, for now, I have to run.”

“How about lunch? I could show you the specs for the security system…”

“I’m busy for lunch. Driving to an interview, but thank you.” 

Interview? She was going to work. Of course she was. Most did. Everyone did. She would. He should be. He had colts to worry over, some mares needed to be bred soon, his studs were anxious, the cattle needed tending, calves needed to be checked, fences needed to be maintained, but not much of that made any sense when all he wanted was this petite woman facing him with a teasing look on her pretty face. 

“No lunch break?” 

She blinked. “They’re taking me out to lunch. Some Italian place.” She met his gaze steadily, and no doubt she saw his mind working at ten times less than its usual speed. It was her smile, he decided. It was so warm, so sweet. And honest. Not forced, but a natural expression. He’d dropped her arm, but could still feel her heat in his palm. Even through the layers of clothing she wore, he felt it. 

All right. At least she wasn’t giving him that look women had when men came on too strong. He’d watched men crash and burn, so he knew what it looked like. Only she wasn’t looking too open to negotiation for this, either. He crossed his arms and sighed, put out with her. He’d wait at her door if he had to. 

“Well, then, I suppose I might be able to come by after I go pick up a colt, and set that lock up then? At least, until you let me talk you into that security system and contact my buddies to install it.” She would be getting a security system one way or another. Troy might be safe, but no place was safe if you were frightened. And she was frightened. Hours working on that lock? He would have liked to have seen her hot and frustrated…she’d look sexy, he had no doubt. 

She chewed her bottom lip, obviously debating how to turn that down cold. Before she could, he met her look with a determined one of his own. She wasn’t as unaffected by him as she tried to appear—he’d spotted the soft pink flush darkening her cheeks. His cock lengthened and swelled. At this rate, he’d need a freezing shower after this and another before he went to her house. 

“How about four? That’ll give you time, right? See you then.” He forced a casual wave and turned to walk back inside the hardware store. Why his stomach was in his toes he had no idea. But it was. His heart was racing, too. He was thanking whatever God looked after poor fools when he heard her laughing softly behind him. At least she wasn’t telling him no. 

He turned for one more look to take with him through the long day, and instantly wished he hadn’t. Holy hell. She shimmied that tight little knee-high skirt up to get in her truck, and she was wearing thigh-high stockings. His entire body tightened. He spotted lace against a creamy line of pale, toned skin. His gut clenched. Susan was trying to kill him, wasn’t she? She was a fantasy come to life. He’d never seen a woman so sexy in his life. He was a straightforward guy, used to simple things. But she was giving him all kinds of ideas. 

Once inside her truck, she looked up and caught him staring. Her lips curled in a knowing little smile. Damn. And he had to make it through another few hours? 

Impossible. 

 

If he’d thought the past few hours worrying over seeing Susan had been difficult, not seeing her truck in her driveway nearly killed him. After Dave’s, he’d got his colt, had even dropped off a new mare, and had then driven back to the ranch to help clean stalls since Andy, their hired hand, was out for a few weeks with a bum wrist. Russell had rushed through the chores as if he were on a mission. Now, after taking a long, hot, sweaty two-hour run and showering for another hour because he’d needed to jack off for that long, he was primed to see Susan. 

He pulled in and considered what to do. Nothing came to mind, but, before he could even shut the truck off, Susan turned into the driveway. He opened his truck door and got down as she parked next to him, smile already in place. Damn. Now, why did his heart jump around at the sight of her? Was she happy to see him or smiling because, like some dope, he was here waiting for her? 

“Sorry I’m late! God, the traffic was horrible! I never realised it would be so busy. Who goes to Spokane anyway? Geez. Have you been waiting a long time?” She was breathless, and he didn’t hear half of what she said past sorry and Spokane. She was just so pretty it made it difficult for him to think. 

“You went to Spokane? For an interview?” Alone? he wanted to add, but didn’t press his luck.

She gave him a little frown and he realised with a shock that he’d snapped at her. Shit, he was treating her like some new recruit. 

“Yep! Uh, the job sounds great. The guys were all okay, but I’m not certain about the commute. I do consulting, but still they’d want me there sometimes, so…not sure.”

She headed for her garage door, and he had to step quickly to beat her to opening it for her. She walked pretty fast for such a tiny thing. Breathing deeply to try to slow his erratic heartbeat, he caught the scent of her. Sweet like some flower, not overpowering, but barely there and mixed with the warm scent of woman. She reminded him of a fresh breeze on a sunny day. She smelt so good he wanted to tackle her against the garage wall, and rip that skirt up to cup her little bottom above those stockings. And didn’t that make him feel like a real big jerk? 

“That’s not so far, is it? Not if it’s once in a while.” He didn’t like the idea of her driving so far, but he couldn’t say that. 

He held the door for her and she headed in, saying, “Thank you. Well, it’s still far even for once a month or so…” She was chattering away, juggling a backpack and two bags, clearly unaware of how badly he wanted to kiss her. He tried to take the bags, but she set them down on a little counter near a big outdoor refrigerator.

“Once a month? What kind of work?”

He tried to focus, but he was distracted by her scent and the stockings. He’d never seen a woman in stockings. Outside of a magazine or movie, he amended. Not in the flesh. Certainly not less than a foot from him. 

“I’m a structural engineer, drafting mostly. Nothing special, but there’s not much around in the way of jobs.” She disappeared practically inside the refrigerator with her bags of food, then popped her head back out. 

Damn. That was very cool. She was smart and beautiful. “And you can do this from home?” 

“Yep, Internet and all. Most of it is computer programmed anyway, and, well, since I am a girl…” She turned, then, and handed him a long-necked beer, smiling up at him again. “Beer? And it’s mainly a guy’s business, so working at home works great.” 

Yeah, he’d have to agree with that. She was a girl and he’d rather she wasn’t surrounded by a bunch of construction workers, either. “Yeah, that sounds great. Working at home. Nice.” 

Smiling, she leaned against the little shelf behind her and held her beer out. “Can you open?” 

Open? He grinned and knocked the top off with the counter, handing it to her. She took the bottle with a little quirk of her lips, as if she’d known he was completely capable of taking the cap off. Now, why did that make him hotter for her?

“Thanks. So talented. So.” She took a sip and tilted her head. “Lock. What are these security systems you were talking about?”

Taking his own sip, he glanced down at the bottle and squinted at the label. Saranac? Oktoberfest. It was good, too. He had a buddy, or used to have a buddy back at the base, who drank Saranac. He’d loved the brewery beers and had always had Saranac or some small microbrew on hand when Russell stopped by. So, Susan had good taste in beer. 

“Good, huh?” she asked. No doubt she had him pinned for a meat and potatoes guy and until her? He had been. Now, though? He was contemplating whether he could find out if she was wearing a silk or lace thong. It had to be a thong. He wanted to run his hands over her, spread those firm, slender thighs and taste her. Blinking, he pulled his brain back above her waist with trouble. 

“Very. From New York?”

“A microbrewery, but they’re big time now, not so small scale. I found it in town. Not so bad, huh?” 

She definitely thought he drank Bud. Or Coors. “Yeah, it’s good. I like it. Now, that locking system is crap. Let me make a call, have some guys come out and they’ll hook you up with a system no one can break.” 

She made a face. “Your language sucks, Major.” 

He practically choked on his beer. Wiping his lips off with his wrist, he grinned. “Sorry. Navy does that to a man’s language.” 

“Really?” She sipped her beer, not cutting him any slack at all. Not that it really was much of a defence. “How much does this security system cost?” 

He hadn’t thought of that. She was going to baulk at spending five thousand dollars on a new system. “A couple hundred, but it’s worth it.” She gave him a long look for that, then glanced around her garage. Her clean, neat garage. “Well, maybe…” 

 She bit down on her plump bottom lip and his dick jerked. Reaching out a hand, he touched her chin. She blinked up at him in surprise. He surprised himself. He’d touched her like he had the right. 

“Here, let’s make a bet, what d’you say?” He wasn’t letting her off this easy. She needed this system and being all sexy with her lip wasn’t going to distract him. “You let me set this lock up for you, make sure it works, then you let me show you how quickly I can get in.”

“You?” She tilted her head, sizing him up adorably, as if she was picturing him creeping around in the dark. He didn’t bother to say anything. She’d never hear him coming. He got the job done. Now the job was her, and he was going to get this done. The sooner he did, the better he could think about something other than the pain of his dick against his suddenly too-tight jeans. She finally shook her head, the small smile on her face blooming into a grin. “You can break locks?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Very well. I did all kinds of dirty deeds for Uncle Sam. This? Piece of cake, Sunshine. Now, let’s get this on.” He finished his beer and tossed the bottle into her recycling bin. “You gonna let me in?” 

She laughed at that, a quick splutter that made him grin down at her. She was nervous. So was he. This was uncharted waters for him. He didn’t want to screw this up by jumping any fences he shouldn’t. He wanted to be patient, wait for the right signals from her, but that was proving to be a challenge. She was harder to read at times than anyone he’d ever met. 

“Or you’ll blow the house down?” she teased, sipping her beer but walking over to the door to let him into the house. So far, so good. Then she opened the door. Without unlocking it. Her house was unlocked? “Before you ask, I couldn’t get the lock to work, and I can feel your need to say something but I suggest you really don’t.” 

She could feel his need, eh? He hoped not. And what could he say to that? Nada. “Well, we’ll fix this for tonight, then I’ll have my buddies come by. They’ll set you up, give you a code and no one will be able to get in.” Except him, but he wasn’t sharing that he could break any lock ever created. He was betting he wouldn’t have to break anything to get in. 

“If you can get this lock to work, then do some breaking and entering…” 

There went his hard-on, painfully rubbing as it jerked to attention. Shit, jeans were not the thing for a man to wear in this condition. “Right.” His voice came out low, but what could he do? 

She clicked over to the couch on her pretty little high heels and tossed her hair over her shoulder when she bent down to glance at him. 

“Whew, so do you know any of the local ranchers? Maybe anyone at the Triple Bar?” She unstrapped the heels he’d imagined digging into his back and swung her long hair off her face impatiently, casting him a questioning look when he didn’t respond. 

The Triple Bar? Why the… “Why?”

He must have sounded too rough because she gave him a soft frown and tilted her head, pausing with one high heel in her hand. She looked like she was debating answering him. That was sexy. No one ever challenged him like she did.

“Well, they have puppies.” 

“Puppies?” 

“You know, four legs, cute, furry little things?” She tossed the heel aside and bent to take off the other one. Her green silk top gaped, and he got a view of perfect, rounded breasts over some kind of low-cut, darker green silky bra.

He needed a cold shower. Now. He’d seen a woman in cheap silk and lace, but he’d never been in the same room with one he wanted this badly. She was not out to look sexy—she just was sexy. She probably wore the silky things because she liked them, not to entice some sex starved solider to tackle her down on the couch and unwrap her like a Christmas present. 

“And I thought a puppy might make this big place less…empty.”

He snorted at her logic. He’d make sure the place didn’t feel empty. “Yeah? Tell you what, let me set this lock up, break and enter, and if I can get in the house in less than—”

“Five minutes?” 

Piece of cake. He nodded. “Five minutes, then you let me take you out to the best burgers in the state, and I’ll show you some good pups a buddy of mine has. They’re too young yet, but you can check ‘em out. You remember Tim? His blue heeler had a litter and there’s one little lady still unclaimed.” 

She sat down on the couch, sighed and tucked the tiniest feet he’d ever seen under her butt. She was adorable. He needed to slow the flood of blood to his dick. He was ready to break a zipper, not to mention her. 

Their gazes met and he thanked God she was unaware of his raging cock, because he’d most likely scare that smile right off her face if she knew. 

“Okay, Major, on second thought, five minutes seems like a long time. After all, you’re a SEAL, which means ‘sneaky’ in my book. So, how about, if you break and enter in less than three, I let you buy me a burger?” 

Like he wouldn’t have bought her the burger anyway? Ah, the little witch. He would have demanded to pay for dinner and she would have baulked. She was giving him an out for his macho, redneck attitude. Well, okay, maybe he was a macho, redneck cowboy, but he always bought a lady’s meal.

He frowned. Had he ever bought a lady a meal? No, but he would. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned a shoulder against the wall. “That’s a tough bargain. What do you get if I don’t make the deadline?”

“Me?” She touched her chest with a finger and gave him a look that went right to his balls. And hurt. “I get to cook my own dinner, and I might let you eat with me, then take me to see the puppy.” 

Should he let her win and have her cook for him? The offer was tempting, but he had more than one game on, here. This mission included her wanting that system put in so she’d feel safe. 

“Hell, that sounds like a better deal than mine…” 

“No cheating.” She laughed and got up. “Another beer? I have plenty.” 

“One more, but, first, come here. Might as well show you how this is done…” 

 

Lacey hid a grin at Russ’ order. He was so used to giving orders, he didn’t even seem to realise how often he issued them. Grabbing him another beer first, she joined him at the door. He’d brought all kinds of tools in a big case, complete with three little shelves inside housing more tools than she knew what to do with. She had to admit it was pretty cool.

“Now that’s a toolbox. I got one today in town, but it didn’t come with this.” She touched the step-up shelves on his and Russell grinned over at her. And oh, my, was he devastating with that smile. He’d been smiling a bit more. It seemed he alternated smiling or frowning at her without any hint of a neutral expression in between. It was like he was always on edge, then forgot and simply smiled. 

“Yeah? Mine took a while to make. Been adding tools since I was a boy.” 

“You’ve lived here your whole life? Except for the Navy?” She wondered about him. Irene had sworn he didn’t fool around, or hadn’t since he’d got back to town six months or so ago. He ranched, and the story was that he did jobs down in Florida for a security company. Maybe the buddies with the inside scoop on her new locks? she wondered. And she wondered about him a lot. More than she should, she knew, but it seemed like she was addicted to knowing more about Russell. And, well, Irene was a gossip.

“Wasn’t born here, but we moved here when I was pretty young. I stayed until I was a teenager, then I moved down south,” he finally said. 

He was already taking out the lock she’d had in wrong, concentrating on the little parts inside and doing something to the inside of the door. His black hair looked shiny and smelt clean, fresh and a bit…spicy, maybe? Or maybe that was him. He’d taken off his jacket, but he had on a great cable-knit, dark blue sweater, with a hint of a white T-shirt around the collar. As usual, he had on a pair of jeans, but these looked brand new, still stiff and dark blue. And his boots. He looked fantastic. All man, and all lean and strong. She could see his biceps under the sweater. Guys in sweaters with T-shirts underneath just looked so good. And his thighs were impressive, too. They were so long and muscled. When he crouched down he filled in the jeans tightly, making her wonder what he looked like out of those jeans, completely naked. Would he have black hair on his legs? And his chest? She imagined he’d have some hair on his chest. He looked like he would. 

Blinking, she jerked her eyes off his body and tried to concentrate. 

“To join the Navy?” she asked. 

He grunted. It was a bit exciting, the sounds he made. And that was just plain odd. Her dad had grunted at her when she was pestering him with questions, or when he was working on something. But coming from Russell it was…sexy. 

“Yeah, after a while.” 

“Mmm…” He certainly didn’t say much about himself. 

“What about you? Drove here on your own and now you’re looking for work?” he asked, adjusting the lock in his hand and handing her the screws that would fix it to the door. Their hands touched and she felt a little jolt. Had it been so long since anyone had touched her? 

Russell looked over at her when she didn’t immediately respond. She was struck again by his grey eyes. The irises were so dark they were almost black, except they weren’t. There were some flecks of grey and blue there but a hint of brown stood out as well. Hazel? Maybe. 

“Don’t lose any of those.” He directed a look at her hand, making her blink down in order to focus on the screws. 

She’d been staring at him, but he was so absorbed in the lock, he didn’t seem to notice. 

Lock in his big hand, he flipped a few metal pieces around, added something else, and grinned over at her. “This way it might work better, but still not good enough.” 

“Right,” she muttered at his arrogance. As if she was going to drop the screws and, if she did, where would they go? On the floor? Men. 

His jaw flexed, as if he were gritting his teeth. He actually looked a little cute like that. Not that she’d tell Mr Big Navy SEAL that, but he did. She eyed his big shoulders and long arms and reassessed him—maybe not cute, but more approachable and less intense, she supposed. But still sexier than any man had a right to be. She couldn’t help noticing how long and capable his fingers were. His hands were big, rough and strong. 

But they’d felt wonderful the other day. And his mouth. She’d thought about that kiss all day after he’d left the hardware store. And all night. It’d been so masculine. And possessive. And so unexpected. Had he been planning it, or had he just decided to kiss her right then and there? It had felt like he hadn’t been able to stop himself. His hand had trembled a little on her face, she remembered. For some reason recalling that made her weak at the knees. What would it be like to have a man want her so badly he couldn’t control himself? The idea shouldn’t have been so thrilling. 

She could admit now that she wanted him to kiss her again. Maybe a bit more than such a quick kiss, too. But she still wasn’t sure how much more; and he didn’t look like the type of man that would simply be satisfied with a kiss or two. He glanced at her, then, and she blushed. No doubt he’d caught her staring. 

“And?”

“And?” 

“You were going tell me why you ended up in Troy, Montana.” 

She handed him the first screw. “I was?”

He didn’t look at her but, from beside him, she could see his lip curl up at her teasing.

“Yeah.” 

“You don’t know yet?” she asked instead. Irene was a gossip. And her husband was too. 

Russ gave her another quick look and took another screw. “I might have heard a bit. But I like to hear it from the source.” 

She laughed at that, and he did, too. He had a soft, deep chuckle. Wouldn’t you know it? All masculine, and no doubt meant to make her more at ease. He seemed to think he had to walk on eggshells with her. She’d noticed that about him, and wondered suddenly if she made him as nervous as he made her. He didn’t look it. How could anyone make him nervous? He was trained for battle—had been in battle, she corrected herself. Her making him nervous didn’t add up. 

“All right, I moved here because I thought a change would be good. My dad passed away recently and this is”—different? Bizarre? Miserable?—“as far from that as I could come up with. Except maybe Australia,” she added, to soften the mood. She didn’t want to talk about her dad with Russ. It was too intimate. And she didn’t want to lie, and she’d have to lie if she said more. “Now, is that it? Because, if it is, that is seriously unfair.” It had taken him less than five minutes to undo her mistake and put the lock back in. 

“Sorry about your dad. It sounds like you two were close.” 

Close? She was not going there with this big man. She didn’t know him, she reminded herself. “Yep, we were. Now, is that really all it took?”

He gave her a long, steady, grey-eyed stare. Slowly standing, he lifted her up as well with a hand on hers. Without letting go, he nodded. God, his hand was strong and warm. 

“That was it. Now, ready to set that timer?” 

She tried to take her hand back, but he didn’t let go.   

“I don’t hit on women, Sunshine, but I’m not backing down. I might not know how to flirt, but with you? I think I just might have to learn.” 

Whoa. A breath escaped her lips, sounding way too much like a sigh. She licked her lips nervously, and suddenly Russell was almost on top of her. She shifted a hand up to press against his chest, and he froze. A heartbeat later, he nodded slightly. Another shiver hit her stomach and raced through her veins. 

Oh, my. She wanted to kiss him. Let everything go, forget it all and kiss him until she couldn’t remember her name, or her past. The attack, her father’s death, her being in hiding, this house that wasn’t her home, everything. Only, everything would all be there afterwards, wouldn’t it? Even if they ended up in bed, it would all be there when he was gone. And somehow she knew it would be that much worse, afterwards. 

“The lock. You set that timer. Then maybe change and we’ll do that burger, right?” He sounded so confident she almost missed the note of loneliness in his tone. For once, his grey eyes reflected hesitancy under the outer persona of bold, secure warrior. Maybe he was nervous around her. She wasn’t sure, but she recognised the loneliness in his eyes. She could see it—a kinship, sorta. 

Somehow, Russell made her feel braver, she realised. More herself. She used to make men nervous. She used to drive the MPs crazy. And some of her dad’s friends, too. She used to flirt and tease and skip away without a problem. But she’d always had her dad, too. He’d always managed to keep the guys at bay, provided that buffer they weren’t willing to cross. Not that she’d have let them.

But she was tempted—oh, God, she was more than tempted with Russell. She could admit that. And there was no one to fall back on. To guide her. And that plain sucked, because part of her really wanted to take Russell’s hand and surprise him by leading him to that bed she had yet to sleep in. Wouldn’t that be something, to shock this big warrior like that? And she knew he’d utter not a word of complaint, either. 

Taking a deep breath, she focused on him. All of him—and there was a lot of him—and then the floor. The floor was less intimidating. She could not lose her virginity like this. So, no, she was not going to tug Russell over and kiss him like crazy. She was going to let him take her out for a burger and see where this led. That was it. She could do that. Right?

“Right, you break and enter, then, if you can beat the three minute mark, burgers.” More confident, she moved back and he let her hand go. 

“That’s a date, Sunshine.” He somehow made that sound more like a warning than an agreement. 

“Mmm, we’ll see.” She punched in the numbers on her little microwave timer and glanced at him. He ran a hand through his short hair with a chuckle. He was very approachable when he gave her a look, as if she had done something that was not only puzzling, but funny. After a second, he stopped and slowly put his hands on his hips and tilted his head to give her a long slow look from her toes to her eyes. Her heart slammed in her chest so loudly she was certain he could hear it. 

“You’re a tough little thing. Set it,” he said, with a half chuckle in his voice. Not waiting on her response, he turned, walked over to the door, turned the lock on the inside and shut the door behind him with a snap. 

A grin tugged at her lips as she settled her butt against the counter and waited. She didn’t hear a thing from behind the closed door to her garage. Would he break in without a sound? At least this gave her a chance to settle her nerves. He was so big and, yes, handsome in a rough around the edges type of way. He made her nervous. 

Irene said he had always been a bit of a loner when he was here. His half-brother, Daniel, and Daniel’s wife had died in a car wreck, leaving behind a teenage boy that Russell was raising with the boy’s uncle on the ranch. His buddy, Tim, was the other owner but didn’t live on the ranch itself. Irene said Tim had recently married a nice, local girl. She’d told her that with a speculative light in her eyes. So Lacey had told her that Russ was a big flirt who most likely hit on every woman he saw, and was too bossy. Obviously, he’d heard part of that, which really made her grin.

“Well, how was that?” A deep voice, followed by a huge man next to her, scared her so badly she screamed and hit him before realising it was Russ.

“Whoa there, sorry, honey. Settle down. Come on, now…” Firm hands barely stopped her from dropping to the floor. The memory of the attack rose up in front of her eyes like a film at the theatre and she shivered. Her stomach clenched and her heart beat so fast she dug her fingernails into her hand, trying to distract herself from the fear. Oh, God. Oh, God. The room was suddenly too small.

“Damn, honey, sorry about that. I wanted to show you how much you need that system, not scare the fu—the heck out of you.” 

He gently wrapped an arm around her waist while the other cradled her head against his chest. The room was spinning, and she was hyperventilating. Spots flickered over her vision and she held in a soft sob. 

“Sorry—sorry—you—scared me.” 

“Don’t apologise, I wasn’t thinking. You were scared enough without me adding to it.” His deep voice was right against her ear, warm and masculine. He smelt wonderful, leather, horses, and something clean and spicy. He smoothed a hand up and down her back with a gentle, yet firm touch that did odd things to her. 

 Slowly she became aware of how hard and strong he felt against her. She was certain he could break her in two with his bare hands, but he was soothingly stroking her spine. He made a soft sound, like a drawn out sigh, right into her hair, and her panic melted.

“You surprised me,” she accused him softly, speaking into his sweater. 

He chuckled a bit at that understatement, the sound travelling through her body and tingling along her libido. He rested his chin on her head and drew her closer until she could feel every inch of him, and said, “I might have noticed that. If that was all I had to do to get you in my arms, though…” He had the nerve to wrap his arms around her tighter with a low laugh. 

She couldn’t help but join him, even though she knew she shouldn’t encourage him. 

“Wanna skip burgers and go to bed?” 

“Russell Ryland!” Like she hadn’t already thought of that. Still, she hit him on the chest, which only made him laugh louder.

“I’m teasing you, Sunshine.” 

Mmm… She had to wonder, because he wasn’t letting her go, and he smelt so good and felt like a furnace, so good she considered letting him continue to hold her. It had been so long since anyone had touched her. Since her father, she realised. But this was different on so many levels. This was much more than comfort, because she was slowly starting to burn. Her breasts felt sensitive and heavy, while her heart was now racing for an altogether different reason. Him. 

“Russ?”

“Yeah?” He sounded a great deal hoarser than usual. 

“Don’t ever do that again.” 

He stilled—even his hand on her back stopped in mid-stroke. Abruptly, he chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “Promise, Sunshine.”

“Fine. Then I’ll let you buy me a burger, but don’t do that again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he rumbled. “And I’ll call my buddies. Tomorrow you’ll have a new system.”

Blowing out a breath, she rolled her eyes as she moved back a step or two. “Fine, but I won’t be home. I…I was going to go on a hike.” 

He stared at her, looking frustrated, before he glanced around, picked up his empty beer bottle from the floor and sat down in one of her big kitchen chairs. She sat, too, and tucked her stockinged foot under her butt, pulling her skirt a bit to cover more of her legs. He drummed his fingers once on the tabletop and sighed. She didn’t mind his silences, but something was on his mind. She was beginning to understand some of his subtle expressions. Now he wore that small frown, like she’d done something that irked him, but he was trying to ease his face out of it. 

“What?” 

“Don’t you ever stay home?”

Well, if that was all… “Not if I can help it.” Jumping up, she shrugged. “Let me go change. Beer’s in the fridge, and no walking around unless you stomp, or at least make some sort of normal noise.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“And stop that.”

He grinned and nodded, stood up and headed to the garage to get a beer, she assumed. “You keep callin’ me Russell, and I’ll stop with the ma’am.”

Well, damn. She turned and headed to change, her mind and—wow—her body buzzing with the effects of Russell Ryland. He was actually kinda cute when he teased her. Russell? Not Russ? Irene called him Ryland. Irene’s husband Rob, called him Ace, and she’d heard the hardware guy, Dave, call him Ryland. That young recruit had called him Major. So she got Russell? For some reason that made her heart flutter. It sounded like a little boy’s name, not a full-grown, big, fierce man’s name.

She made sure to lock the bedroom door behind her. Not that it would keep the sneaky guy out if he decided to come in. What on earth had Russell’s job in the SEALs been? she wondered. Her dad had only talked about a few missions, and they had all sounded scary as heck. But breaking and entering? She knew enough about Russell to know he’d not break and enter her house unless she gave him permission. He was one of those honourable guys. 

She tugged her skirt and hose off in record time and slipped into some cords, pulled on a sweater and tugged on socks and boots. She was ready to go. She looked excited when she checked her makeup. Her scar was still so new, she forgot about it a lot of the time. She’d caught the guys at the architecture firm staring at it today, but they’d never said a word. She’d not once seen Russ stare at it, but she knew he’d seen it. Those smoky eyes didn’t seem to miss a thing. 

She sighed heavily and examined herself in the mirror. Her blonde roots would be showing again soon, which meant she’d have to sit her ass in a salon chair again for an hour or more. Bummer. She’d have to find a place in Spokane, since everyone in Troy would gossip and there was no way she was going to the one salon she’d seen. Maybe even Spokane wasn’t far enough, she considered. If anyone did see her? Well, everyone changed their hair colour. Why not her? And Russ seemed to like it. A flush filled her cheeks at that. 

She was weakening to Russell Ryland. Who wouldn’t? It was nearly impossible trying to avoid him, and when he focused all that masculine energy in her direction, and only her direction, it was impossible not to respond. But maybe she needed to stay strong. She had no idea if having something with Russell Ryland was such a good idea. Heck, she didn’t even know what Russ wanted from her. Sex? More than sex? A relationship? She had no idea.

The memory of him telling her he never flirted, but would with her, made her tummy flip-flop around. 

 Sex. He wanted sex, for certain. Had any man ever been so close to getting it before? God, she was in over her head. She felt more alive than she ever had before in her life. It was enough to make her want to squeal. Not that she would. And not that they would be, well, yeah, having sex. Right? 

He’d said he wasn’t backing down. Did he mean until he was on top of her, holding her close while they made love? God. That made her tingle all the way up her spine. 

One look at her bright red cheeks, and she ran the faucet and washed her face with cold water until it didn’t feel so hot. Sighing once more, she met her eyes and shook her head at her reflection. She looked excited—almost bursting with happiness.

What would her father say? Geez, he wouldn’t be too happy, that was for certain. What did she know about the guy? Not much. He owned a ranch. He was retired from the SEALs. He owned a nice truck. He had all his teeth. Oh, yeah, and he made her toes curl. Her grin spread. Russell Ryland could do a heck of a lot more, too. Whatever she allowed, he’d do it really well. Really, really well. 

Forcing a serious face, she breathed deeply a few times to calm her nerves. A date. It was a date. 

A date. She could do this. Even if her stomach was going insane with butterflies. A date. One last peek at her silly smile, and she headed out to check her outfit in her full-length mirror. 

She looked casual, she decided, but sexy, too, which made her consider changing clothes. Her low-rise chocolate brown cords hugged her butt and hung low enough that a flash of her stomach showed when she reached up to brush her hair off her face. The coarse weave of her burgundy sweater was cool, but the material was a little tighter over her breasts than she had noticed before. She looked stacked. Was looking stacked safe around Russell? 

And there went her blush again. 

She didn’t want to look too sexy, she supposed. And he had dressed casual, but nice. So this would have to do—plus, she was stalling. 

One more glance and she grinned at herself. Maybe Russell was getting more than he bargained for. After all, she’d been waiting for a guy who made her feel sexy and hot for years. And now? Geez, what else did she have to do with all her time? Why not lose her virginity to a hunky SEAL-turned-cowboy? It wasn’t doing her any good keeping it, she thought as she walked back into the living room. 

“Sunshine, are you trying to torture me? I didn’t think you could look prettier than you looked in that skirt, but…” He gave her a long, slow look from her face down to her boots—stopping along the way, she noted—before he let out a long sigh. His gaze had an intense, hungry look she noticed when their eyes met. “You’re beautiful, Susan.” 

There went her cheeks again. “And you swear quite a bit, but thank you. You look nice as well.” Her stomach fluttered at how he’d said her name. It was the first time he’d used it, she realised. And, sadly, it wasn’t hers. 

He shook his head and pulled a face. “Navy. I’m trying,” he said, as if that explained it all. And it did. 

When he didn’t move, or take his eyes off her, she got nervous enough to fidget with her hands. “What?” 

He blinked. “Coat? It’s cold out there.” 

“Ah, my jacket’s in my truck. We’ll grab it on the way out. And where is this burger place, anyway?” 

He nodded and took her hand firmly in his, leading her out after shutting off the lights, leaving the garage light on, and shutting and locking her doors for her. The entire time, he didn’t let her hand go until he helped her up into his truck. It was as if he thought she might change her mind. The way her heart was racing, she should. But nothing was going to make her jump down from his truck, she realised after taking a deep breath of the scent filling it. Warm, spicy Russell? Leather, horses and him. She was addicted already. God, who knew men could smell so…good? 

He glanced at her as soon as he sat down, then turned the truck on and adjusted the heaters so they all faced her. Cute. Too cute. She saw him settle back in the seat, glance out of the windows, then let out a breath like he’d been holding it. Her heart flipped at such a sweet, unconscious gesture. When their eyes met, he seemed to shake himself and frowned. 

“Seatbelt.” 

“Oh, yep. Seatbelt.” She tucked hers on quickly before he issued any more orders. Men. “So, you never said how long you were in the SEALs.” She might as well dig a bit while she was here. 

He shook his head. “No, I didn’t, did I?” 

She hmphed at that and settled down in her seat. His truck was very clean. Neat, even. There was a little dirt on the floorboards, but not much. He shifted the heater to high and backed up slowly, turning easily and heading to town. 

She was so lost in actually going out on a date that she didn’t notice for a long while that they were both sitting and not speaking. Glancing at him, she held in a grin at his leisurely style of driving. He had one hand on the wheel, hanging over the top of it, while he rested his other arm on the middle console between the seats. He didn’t seem worried about her silence. Good. She liked silence. Sometimes chatter was good, but it was nice to sit and relax, too. 

“Ten years.” 

She watched his profile, more than a little shocked. He was still watching the road, but shot her a quick look and grinned. 

“SEALs. Four in the service, then right into the SEALs.” 

“Oh, I forgot I was digging.” She held in a grin when he gave her a surprised look, then slowly smiled. His grey eyes darkened when he did that, she noticed. Got less intense and more relaxed, maybe, or maybe at least a little less guarded. 

“You can ask me anything, Sunshine. What do you want to know?” 

She snuggled down in the big seat, considering the angles and planes of his face. “Well, I heard you only came back recently, after your brother’s accident. I’m sorry to hear you lost your brother. That must have been such a shock.”

“Yeah, it was. We weren’t close, but it was hard all the same.”

She waited, but he didn’t say anything more. She clutched her hands together and glanced away from his stern profile. “But you came back to raise your nephew?” 

She’d heard his nephew had been in trouble quite a bit before the accident. “Yeah, well, my nephew’s a great kid. Doesn’t need much more than a man around, really. His uncle—Mitchell—he’s on the ranch, too, and does more than I do with him.” 

“Really?” She tilted her head and slipped her hair behind her ear. “You look like you’d be a good role model. Clean cut, all your teeth, a man…” 

He chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah, come on, Sunshine. You’re a bit hard on a man’s ego. Clean cut? That’s no compliment for a former SEAL.”

She laughed. He looked so offended at being called clean cut. He was surprising her. Unexpectedly funny, with a quick, dry sense of humour that she liked. And he was very sweet in an unpractised, real kinda way. If bossy. He was bossy. Look at how he’d closed down her house for her. Geez. 

“So why Troy?” 

And he obviously didn’t believe her. Why not? Didn’t it sound plausible? She was in a place that was so different from her past, it was like a dream. Or nightmare. Nothing but him reminded her of her past, and maybe that was why she was so comfortable with him. He reminded her of all those big guys that came to her dad’s house. And he reminded her of all her father had been. Big, strong, protective and bossy. 

“I mean, of all the places, why this part of the country? Why not somewhere warmer?”

“Oh, you mean like California or Florida…” 

He nodded and shifted in his seat. She’d wondered the same, but the agents had only said this was a good, safe, out of the way place. Perfect for her to start a new life. So was Canada, she’d replied. Or Mexico. They’d stood pretty firm on Troy, saying she needed someplace completely different from Florida. If anyone even suspected she was still alive, they’d never think of looking in a place like Troy, Montana, they’d said. 

And now that she was here? Yep, Troy was so different from her life before that it was like a dream, or another universe. But what could she tell Russell? If she knew one thing about SEALs, it was that they were trained to read people and situations. He would probably sense a lie because, basically, she was a horrible liar.

Maybe she could refocus the conversation. It had worked with her dad. Refocusing and redirecting had always worked better than direct confrontation with him. It might work with Russell, too. 

“How old is the puppy? I was hoping to get a puppy but maybe I should get an older dog. I’ve always had a dog, you know? An older one. A puppy’s cute, but not much for protection.”

He glanced at her once for changing the subject, but let it go. His look warned that he’d only hold back for now. The man was potent. Suddenly it occurred to her that she had no idea where they were going. And at the same time she realised why she hadn’t even thought of arguing about going out with him. He was so confident. 

That was it. That was what she was attracted to in a man, she realised. That was what drew her to Russell. His confidence, and that deep, dark side to him. Bad boy with a hint of arrogance, or more like a heaping dose of confidence, was what she was drawn to in Russell Ryland. 

“A puppy can grow to be a dog quick enough,” he said, interrupting her wild imagination. Why his deep voice had her heart skipping around, she didn’t know, and she wasn’t certain if she liked how easily he could affect her, either.

She suddenly realised something else. 

He might want to come in after dinner and puppy visiting. 

Oh, my. 

She caught him glancing at her oddly and blushed, looking away. At least it was dark out now and he couldn’t see her blushes, because she was thinking she might let Russell in, and not just in the house, either. 


Chapter Six

 

 

 

“Well?” Russ guessed he’d surprised Susan by the startled look she gave him. 

Made sense—she’d surprised him, so he supposed he could surprise her as well. She didn’t pick at her food like most women he’d seen—she ate her meal. For some reason, that made her irresistible. He’d wanted to leave and take her home and make love to her all night before they’d even sat down, but, after watching her neatly finish off her salad, keep up a surprisingly interesting conversation and then eat her burger and some of her fries, he wasn’t comfortable with her—he was near to exploding for want of her. Who knew eating could be erotic?

“Well?” 

He blinked, not quite sure where that had come from until he realised she was repeating him. He was losing it. Longer than six months without sex, a hard-on that wouldn’t quit and he was about ready to beg. Coherent thought had disappeared. 

“How was the burger?” he asked. 

Smiling softly, she nodded. “Great. Very good, thank you.” 

“Not the best ever, huh?” he teased her, sensing she’d had better but not sure why that had made her glance away and down. It was the first time he’d seen her frown since they’d got here. And the last time? The last time had been in the truck, when he’d asked her why she’d moved here. And before that had been when she’d talked about her dad. Maybe she’d had a better burger with her dad? They’d sounded close, but it was odd that he’d not seen a picture of anyone in her home. Not one photo of loving father and daughter. 

“No, it was great. Really, I was pretty hungry. Lunch was tense. This was great.” 

He was about to ask about that when his phone rang. Checking it, he saw Eagle’s number and grinned. “Eagle, buddy, still got one more of those pups?” 

“‘Hey’ to you, too. What pup? The female? Yeah, why? Thought you didn’t want her, said you had enough.” 

Susan sipped her water and watched him quietly, looking comfortable across from him. 

“I might have changed my mind.”

“Well, it’ll have to wait. Listen, I have to take Katya in to the doctor—nothing serious, but she hurt her wrist today and it’s still sore so we’re headed to Spokane.” 

Instantly sobering, Russ sat up straighter. If Katya was hurt even a little, Eagle would be out of his mind. He’d seen it before. No doubt that explained why Eagle sounded pissed off, and Russell would bet his new truck Eagle had wrangled his wife into going to the hospital. 

“Do you need some company? I can meet you at the hospital.” He glanced over at Susan and froze, seeing her face draining of all colour. 

What was he thinking? You don’t take a date to an ER. 

Eagle sounded like he was adjusting his clothes before he said, “No, no way. I wanted to let you know—you’ll have to feed the horses tomorrow morning, you know how long this shit can take. We’ll probably be there hours.” 

“Yeah, they’re always a long wait. No problem, I was going to take the men up and check fence lines anyways after I feed the horses. Let me know if you need anything.” 

“Yeah, later.” 

“Later.” He clipped the phone closed and shifted in his seat. “Sorry, that was Eagle, Tim, you remember him?” When she nodded slightly he went on, “His wife, Katya, hurt her wrist. No puppy tonight, but they still have her. She’ll be a good dog for you to have. She’s still only a few weeks old, but a cattle dog. Smart, loyal, good at protection,” he added, because Susan wasn’t saying anything, simply watching him closely. He almost checked his chin for crumbs. 

“Is she all right?”

“Ah, I think so. She hates to go to the hospital.” She was still frowning at him, her blue eyes dark next to the sudden paleness of her face. He settled back in the booth. He felt like he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was so expressive; her face reflected her thoughts clearly. She gave him that teasing look that said she thought he’d sprouted nonsense. 

“Who likes it?” 

Yeah, not him. No way. “So, how did you hurt your leg?” he asked, suddenly wondering if she had been in the hospital for it and, if so, for how long. Obviously, that was the wrong question to ask, because the colour she’d got back in her cheeks drained again. She touched the scar on her face briefly, then seemed to realise it and shoved her hair back with her hand. “Did you hurt your head at the same time?”

He startled her with his question. She dropped her hand to her lap and looked down at her plate. “Yep, but it’s not a story for after eating… Did you want to leave?” 

No, he didn’t—but, then again, hell, yeah. He’d been thinking about leaving since he’d sat down. Going home and to bed, with her. Only that wouldn’t be happening tonight. He wasn’t a fool. There was a lot going on here that she wasn’t saying. A lot. But he had time for all that. 

“Sure, let’s go. I didn’t mean to upset you with the question about your scar, Susan.” 

She bit her lip and nodded. “Yeah, that’s okay. It’s there, not like it’s not. Better to ask than speculate, I suppose.”

Speculate, huh? “Well, I didn’t mean to pry. It’s barely noticeable, anyway.” He paused and glanced down at his watch. “It’s late—we’d better hit the road before they kick us out.”

Susan glanced around at that and seemed surprised. So, she’d enjoyed this as much as he had—good. It was closing time and they’d been here the entire evening, talking, having a few beers and eating. It was the best meal he’d had in ages—what was he thinking? It was the best meal he’d ever had. She was quick, funny and liked to listen. 

He wasn’t certain, after talking to Susan, if anyone had ever really listened to him before. Even his men might not have listened as well as she had. She seemed interested in everything. Even his swearing. Which was funny on the one hand and frightening on the other, because he was more than willing to give his mouth a new set of terms if she was willing to listen like she had tonight. 

“Thank you, it was very nice. I appreciate the lock, too, even if you did scare me to death, Russell,” she murmured on the way out.

The teasing lilt to her voice made him hot. He had to lock his arms to his sides to keep from grabbing hold of her and kissing her senseless. There would be a kiss tonight, though. A long, hot kiss. He needed something. And it would be torture, but a good kind of torture, because that brief taste in the store hadn’t been enough. He moved a hand to her lower back, loving the way her body’s lines felt under his palm. He wanted her this way, that tight ass in his hands, his cock deep inside her and her beautiful back and shoulders in front of him for his pleasure. And hers. Yeah, he was going to make it good for her. So damn good. 

Remembering he was on a date with her—not that she would admit it—he calmed his horny brain down and helped her into the truck.

“You’re welcome, Susan. I had a great time, too.” 

He turned the heater up as soon as he had her settled, and tried not to stare as she got all curled up and comfortable, like a kitten. Did all women look so sexy in a truck, or only her? It had to be her. He wanted her in his truck all the time. Everywhere he went would be great. 

She smiled at him warmly and he felt his face split in a grin. He couldn’t have stopped it if he’d tried and he didn’t want to. Shit, it seemed like he’d been wanting her near him forever when it’d only been a few days. She sighed and settled back even more in her seat. At least she wasn’t scared of him or giving him those looks, like he was coming on too strong. Did that mean he could come on a bit stronger? 

The thought had him driving faster. His cock was so erect, so swollen, that he was in serious pain. He was going to be hobbling soon. And he had to be sporting a permanent mark from his zipper, because this bad boy had been up all night. Every time he glanced at her—and he’d watched her all night—his cock had tried to jerk upright to attention. 

“I think I like your silences. Do mine bother you?”

If she knew what he was thinking she might not feel that way, he thought, trying to get his brain off his dick and her plump, round breasts under that sweater. Or her ass in those cords. But, yes, he liked her silences. She was comfortable with him if she could sit and be so relaxed. “Yeah, I don’t talk much. So, yeah, I like your silences. Means you’re warming to me.”

She sniffed. “I thought you did rather well, talking tonight, and I’m not warming to you,” she said.

She was tough on a man. One kiss. He pulled into her long drive and cut the engine behind her little Chevy. She was tucked up on her side of the truck, but he grabbed her hand and exerted a little pressure. 

“Come here, Sunshine.” He tugged her seatbelt off and pulled gently on her arm while he tried to keep his heart rate under control. 

She slid him a look and resisted, holding his eyes with her big, blue ones before biting her bottom lip, making him want to groan. 

“You’re going to kiss me, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I’m burning, baby. Just a kiss, I swear.” His voice was husky with need.

She made him wait before she gave in to his subtle tug on her hand. Thankfully, his seat was far enough back from the steering wheel that she could fit her tiny body on his lap without having to move the seat back. He wasn’t able to think clearly enough to do more than try to keep her off his cock, let alone worry about a wheel digging into her curves. 

“Are you burning a little, honey?” he asked, then slowly lowered her onto his lap. She straddled him easily, as if she belonged there. He kept her off his aching groin with a willpower he hadn’t known he had. Cradling the back of her silky head, he brought his other arm tightly around her waist and pulled her to his chest, slowly lowering his mouth to hers. 

The first slow glide was so good it was like coming home, only he’d never had a home. But if he had, God, this would be it. She was so hot that the kiss burned into his brain, erasing any other kiss from his memory. A low groan escaped before he could hold it in, but he kept his kiss gentle, soft and light until he felt the tension slowly ease out of her back and neck. She reminded him of a nervous colt, ready to lunge away at any sudden moves. And he needed fast and hard, but he slowed down, concentrating on her flavour, her sweetness and the velvet heat they were creating. 

When she eased against him even more, he licked her mouth gently, tilting his head to fit his mouth firmly over hers. The first taste of her was electrifying. It wasn’t sweet or soft, it was pure sex. So fantastic he forgot everything but his tongue sliding into warm sunshine. She tasted like the ice cream they’d shared, but wicked and all woman. Her tongue met his exploring mouth and hot white desire flooded him. She moaned and her hands came up to shift through his hair, scratching along his scalp with just the right amount of burn. His cock swelled so tight under his jeans, she had to feel it. He shoved the demands for more down, too caught up in what felt like the first real kiss he’d ever had to ruin it with more than Susan was already giving him. Holy hell, she tasted good. The woman could kiss. She kissed him like no one ever had. 

 He pulled her closer. Her full breasts pressed against his chest and, God, what he wouldn’t do to have both of those beauties in his hands right now. 

He lifted his mouth from her lips reluctantly, but he had to see her face. She was beyond beautiful, so warm and giving he was close to an orgasm. Her pink, swollen lips parted, and she blinked her blue eyes open. “Mmm, Russell.” 

“Damn, honey, you taste like sunshine.” He breathed her in and took her mouth with another hungry kiss. He was on the edge of losing control. He could feel his thighs tense, his stomach muscles clench, but he wasn’t ending this. Not now that he finally had it. 

He’d never been a kisser. Sex was hot, long and wet. But he’d not been heavy on kissing. This was more erotic than any sex he’d ever had, in so many ways. He was lost to it. And, thank God, so was Susan. She pressed against his body, touching his jaw with her fingers before skimming those beautiful hands down his neck and shoulders. She caressed her way down his arms, then back up again to mould her hands around his shoulders and back. 

They seemed to melt into one another, then. He couldn’t get her close enough. She seemed to think the same thing and wrapped her small arms around his neck, leaning into him completely. Their tongues met and stroked, teased and lingered until he was breathless. He felt the beginnings of an orgasm building, and had to clench his thighs and pull back slowly, or he’d have to let it go and spill down his jeans like some teenager with his first date. 

Breaking the kiss slowly, he looked down at her and realised two things. One—he could never get enough of kissing this woman. And two—he had pulled her down on his lap and she was sitting firmly on his erection. There was no way she couldn’t feel it. When her eyes opened, his cock jumped. Her eyes widened and she sucked in a breath, easing back to look down. 

“Sorry, baby…”

“Oh, Russell, that was… That is… Oh!” She eased back even more and rubbed her hands over his shoulders and chest, while her face stayed hidden, looking down at his cock outlined in his jeans like some flashlight in his pants. 

His heart was pounding so fast, she must have been able to hear it. She should slap him. Yell. Jump off him. He deserved it. He’d taken her out one time, asked—no, told her he was going to kiss her, then ground her down on his cock. 

She raised her head and whispered, “Russell, I think you like kissing me.” 

Relief flooded him. “Ah, hell…”

Her blue eyes danced with a mixture of excitement and mischief. He knew right then and there that he was a lost man. Leaning forward, she ran her hands over his chest and up, teasing him even more by leaning forward so they were a breath apart. 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah, but I…I mean, we don’t have to do more.” God, that came out of his mouth and both his brains were screaming ‘yeah, we do, you idiot!’

She leaned in and kissed him again, gently caressing his mouth with hers. God, he was going to lose it. “Or we can go in…”

To the bedroom. Suddenly, an image of sex with her flashed through his mind, hot, wet and so good. Would she be upset afterwards? She might regret it. She was a little standoffish still, not as hot as he was by any means, and he sensed something else that his lust-filled brain was trying to tell him. She seemed shy with her kisses. They were driving him to a whole new level of arousal, but he needed to be the one to put a brake on this because she would be upset if this moved in the direction his body needed. 

He pulled her head closer, cupping her beautiful face with both hands, and took her mouth again in a long, lingering kiss, but kept it soft and gentle even though it was killing him. 

Raising his head, he tucked his face in her silky hair and inhaled. She smelt so good—a flowery, female scent that seemed to both relax him and make his cock jump. Her body moulded to his, soft in all the right places. She felt completely right in his arms. Perfect.

“We’d better call it a night, Sunshine. There’s only so much a man can take, and I want to hike with you tomorrow.”

She sighed, then sat back to smile up at him. Tilting her head, she blew out a breath, her fingers playing with the hair at his nape. Did she have any idea how much that was turning him on? He wanted her to do that while he thrust his cock deep in her pussy like this. On his lap. Only he wanted her moaning in pleasure right in his ear while he fucked her until she climaxed in his arms. 

“Are you sure you can keep up? I like to go all day.” 

Hell, yeah! Son of a—

Ah, she was talking about hiking. Suddenly, she giggled and he exhaled in relief. She reached up and cupped his face, kissing him sweetly, then crawled off his lap. There was no way she could know what a tantalising view of her ass she gifted him with in those cords. He ran a hand over his jaw when he caught a glimpse of smooth, creamy skin where her sweater had pulled up. 

“You need to clean that mind up,” she murmured, and he couldn’t stop his hand from giving her cute ass a swat. 

“Russell!” She jumped and glared at him. “You’re terrible.” 

“Yeah, your ass is too damn hot in those cords, honey.” 

“Huh.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder with a sniff and got out, jumping down before he could get his brain working enough to help her. Just as well. He was probably going to hobble for life. “I get up early—”

“I’ll be here. Now, get in the house.” 

Frowning, she shut his door a bit too firmly and flung her hair back over her shoulder. Didn’t like orders, did she? He watched her bounce into her house. After a quick peek back at him, she disappeared through the door and closed it. 

What was he thinking? He could have been in that house. With her. Tonight. In her bed. Resting his head back on the seat, he stretched his legs, adjusting himself so his erection wasn’t as strangled. Soon. Soon he’d be in there, and not for some quick tumble or two. Susan Fielding was someone he wanted around. He’d seen it the first day they’d met. Now? After days of chasing her, then actually talking with her, he wanted a great deal more. His mind struggled with that, but it was catching up to his body. At this rate he’d not even get a hard-on for another woman, because thinking of tasting someone other than Susan was enough to make his cock shrink. He wanted her, warm and soft in his arms. He used to have dreams of a life after service. What man didn’t? It was hard as hell to actually think of reaching for them. But he wanted to. With her. 

The question was, did she? Or was she after sex like all the other women? 

He was close to the point of it not mattering. He’d take the sex, work it so that he was in her life, create routines—he’d park himself here and not leave. He could feed his horses as easily from here as from up at the ranch. 

And if she tried to kick him out? At this point, he doubted she’d kick him out. But she might try running. She looked the type to make herself so busy she didn’t have to face things. Or pack up that perfect home and leave as quickly as she’d arrived. 

Russell was a good judge of people. She was scared. She was alone. She’d lost her dad, but had no pictures of him or anyone else up in that house of hers. A house that looked cosy, but wasn’t filled with anything personal. Nothing that seemed to reflect her. Not the neutral colours, not the bright airy kitchen. Not that he knew her well enough to judge what she would like, but still. Something in his gut said that that house was that. A house. Not a home. 

The woman was starting over. 

People who started over had several reasons. One could be because they didn’t like their life and picked up and left it, not willing to stick it out and face the problems. 

He should know.

His mom had done it. Moved here when he was barely old enough to understand why she was frightened, scared and wary of any and all men. But he’d known she was running. Even as a young child, he’d known his mom was afraid. She had come clean ten years from the night she’d taken him across the country and started all over again in the mountains of Montana. His mom had run to protect him from an abusive SOB. Her first husband, a man Russell had hunted down his first year in the Navy and beaten senseless, had abused his mother for years. He’d hit Russell once, and that had been all it had taken for his mom to leave. She’d packed her bags in the middle of the night and driven across the entire country to protect him. 

Was Susan running to protect herself? And if so, from what? An abusive ex-boyfriend? The thought made him mad. Was that how she’d got the scar on her face? The scared look in her eyes the first day he’d met her? The wariness he still saw in her eyes? 

He hoped dinner and their hot kisses proved she was softening to him. 

His mom had taken years to trust another man. And she’d chosen right. His stepdad had been a keeper. A good man. He’d found what he’d wanted in Russell’s mom, and Russell had been a bonus. The man had taken Russ, a half wild boy used to protecting his mom and being the man of the house, and shown him what being a real man was all about. And he’d taken good care of his mom, too. 

His mom had taken years to recover from the abuse. Would his little Sunshine need that? Should he ease off a bit? Slow down? Could he slow down? Glancing down at his aching cock, he groaned. No, no, he couldn’t. He’d be of no use to either of them if he didn’t get some relief from her soon. 

Sighing deeply, he started forming a plan. This might be more difficult than it had first appeared. He might end up in that bed, but he wanted a great deal more. He wanted into that heart. She might smile, she might even tease, but she was holding herself firmly apart. Protecting her little heart. And she looked to be firmly guarding it, too. 

No matter. He was the Ace. He always got what he was after. And protected what was his, too. 

 

Lacey’s heart was still pounding when she finally heard Russell’s truck back out of the driveway. He’d sat there for a long while, and she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been as lightheaded and on fire as she was. She felt like she couldn’t even stand, let alone walk. Her legs were wobbly and she was breathless. 

It wasn’t simply his kisses that had her heart skittering against her ribs. Or his lean, strong body. It was him. All of it—the kiss, the way he’d held her as if he was half fearful she’d pull away, the feel of him all strong and powerful against every inch of her body, the way he’d said her name, listened to her, watched her. He did something to her. Russell. He was simply potent. 

But it hadn’t been how tough Russell was; the lean, mean Navy SEAL. Nope, it had been how careful he’d been with her. He’d been aroused. She’d have felt his erection even if he hadn’t ground her down on it—she would have felt the heat. It had been very impressive, and so long and thick that at first she’d thought he had one of those big, black flashlights in his pocket. It’d taken her a second or two to realise what it really was. And then a second or two to recover from the surprise of making him that way by kissing him. Well, that and rubbing herself all over his rock-hard body. The thought make her wet and achy. 

Then he’d apologised, as if he were to blame. And that was probably the most endearing thing she’d ever heard of, let alone experienced. To realise this huge, fierce man was so affected by her that he couldn’t control his own body, but didn’t want to offend her, was so silly but thoughtful, she shivered and hugged herself. His hands had actually been trembling when he’d cupped her head again and kissed her afterwards. It was as if he’d been afraid she might leap away and start yelling at him. The way he’d held her gently, his head tucked against her neck? It’d made tears sting her eyes. Her throat tightened with emotion, just remembering. 

Russell might look like the typical tough guy, but he was as alone as she was.

He’d not wanted to come in, and she knew exactly why. At least, she thought she did. He wasn’t after sex. Oh, he wanted that. She felt heat rise up to her face at the thought of how much he’d wanted that. But he seemed to want a great deal more. At least, she thought so. It was difficult to tell. 

And now he was hiking with her tomorrow.

And having his buddies install a system that probably cost a great deal more than a few hundred dollars. 

He was good, she would give him that, but her dad had been a great deal like Russell Ryland. Big, overprotective, and secretive when it served him right. Like the time she’d wanted to go to Mexico during her sophomore year of college. Her dad had agreed after very little argument, then sent down a whole unit to watch her. Not that she’d done anything more than soak up the sun with her friends and hop over to look at some ruins. She wasn’t into the kinds of drinking and drugs some were; and she’d never done casual sex. So Mexico had been great—scuba diving, hiking, beaching it up and sleeping in the sun. 

That had been the year she’d learned her dad had cancer. He’d not told her for six months. By then, it had been so far gone he’d been hurting all the time. She’d dropped out of her day classes at the university to take online classes and care for him full-time. 

Did she want the kind of man who wasn’t honest with her because he thought he knew best? If her father had only told her, if he’d only been honest, she might have been able to have more experienced doctors look at him. Specialists. Better physicians than the base could provide. 

Sighing, she checked to see if Russell was gone before heading off to change into her PJs and head to the U-Haul. She couldn’t sleep out there for much longer, but the house seemed so empty. Like her old home when she’d returned after the attack, after learning her father had died thinking she might never wake up from the operations it had taken to put her back together. Guilt and pain filled her at the memory. Her dad had died thinking he’d failed her. He’d died two days after her attack. Two days, and then he was gone. She’d hoped at first that he’d not known she was hurt, but one of the doctors had told her he had, before someone had shut him up. An agent. Another man who’d thought she shouldn’t know the truth. 

So, was Russell like that? Did he say a couple of hundred dollars for a security system when it was a great deal more? Most likely. 

Tired and restless from so many emotions, she left her clothes on the back of a chair and headed off to bed. Tomorrow she’d find out the truth about the security systems out there, then she’d ask the major. 

Russell. 

She scooted under the covers in the U-Haul, freezing at first, but warm inside from the kisses and memories of Russell’s hands. Hot, firm hands. But gentle. 

If he had lied, she could straighten that out, too. 

A man couldn’t be changed, but he could be educated. At least her dad had always thought so. Or, some could. Others, he’d said, had to be kicked to the kerb early. 

Could she kick Russell to the kerb? Her stomach fluttered. Maybe it was already too late to kick big, handsome Russell Ryland anywhere. She had a suspicion that maybe it had been too late the first time she’d met him.

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

Today, Russell had expected to see some smoke in the chimney. Susan had been here for over two weeks. 

Slowing down—he always slowed down, now, when he neared her little home—he looked for some sign of life. It was after seven… Was she awake yet? Did she sleep nude? All those luscious curves tangled in silk sheets? Hadn’t she said early for the hike, or had it been later in the afternoon? 

He hadn’t expected to see her jumping out of the back of the U-Haul. And why was that still here? And why was she in her PJs? Her head turned as she pulled the roll-down back door closed, but not before he saw a bed. Holy hell. He was pulling into the long drive before he even knew it. She gave him a blurry-eyed look, shoved her tousled hair back behind her ear and jumped up and down on her bare feet. Son of a bitch.

“What the hell are you doing? And don’t tell me you’re sleeping in that U-Haul,” he demanded, the minute his boots hit dirt. 

She blinked several times, shielded her eyes with one hand and hopped from foot to foot. “Okay. I won’t. Later, dude.” She practically skipped her way to the garage, pulled the door up and raced in, stuffing her feet into slippers that she’d laid neatly inside the garage doorway before he could even process what she’d said. 

“Whoa, now, come on. Cut me some slack. You have a house. Why are you sleeping in the truck?” For fuck’s sake, he wanted to add. She could come and sleep with him if she didn’t want her own home. Not that he could guarantee she’d sleep. He sure hadn’t last night. He couldn’t even guarantee he would let her come up for air for days. 

She flung her dark hair over her shoulder and said, “The house isn’t clean yet.” 

The house wasn’t clean? He followed. He was not letting her get away with this. First she’d been eyeing the chainsaws; then the unlocked house. She could cut her foot off. And the axe? He’d been half scared out of his mind by the mere idea of her trying to use that axe. It was as big as she was. But now she was sleeping in a U-Haul? 

Her home was spotless. He’d noticed that yesterday. It was warm, cosy and clean. And she was pissing him off with this little attitude. He’d barely made it inside when he was suddenly blindsided by a screeching, sweet-smelling female jumping into his arms and yelling for him to get back. 

“Out! Oh, my God. Out…hurry! Russell!” 

He backed down the steps, fully aware that he finally had the woman he’d been craving for weeks in his arms. Last night had been pure torture. Today, he knew he wanted in all the way. He wasn’t going to back down any longer, not if she was willing. It’d taken him all night to ease the hard-on he’d had, blazing hot and ready for her. Today, he’d made the decision to speed his mission up before his dick fell off. She’d seemed more than onboard with that last night. If she still was, he was diving in, had been all he’d thought about on the drive down. And now? Now he had her in his arms.

“Hurry! Hurry!” She beat on his back with a small fist and tried to force him to move faster. 

“What the fuck’s the matter?” he grated, trying to see around her at the same time as she tried to climb over his shoulder. Bare skin touched his face and, God, was that her stomach, or…? It was her breast, right against his face. There went his balls, tight as a fist and ready to blow. 

“Skunk! Family!” She managed to get him moving with that, and he chuckled when he’d got them out of the house and as far back into the corner of the garage as possible. Sure enough, a pissed off skunk and three little ones came out of her kitchen, hopefully not spraying. He struggled not to turn her to the side of the garage wall and fuck her right here, without battling a pack of angry skunks. 

Susan was breathlessly laughing in his neck, but holding on so tight to him that he felt a surge of possessiveness hit him hard. Her little butt in his hands was so soft and plump, yet firm. His brain slowed down, making thinking a challenge because all he could concentrate on was how good she felt in his arms. His mind suddenly zeroed in on the fact that all he needed to do was unzip, pull those flannels down her lush ass and he’d be where he needed to be. For the rest of the day. Or week, if possible. 

Forcing himself to calm down a notch, he took a few deep breaths, like he was on a mission, his prey in sight. 

Breathe in, breathe out. 

He could do this. She was small and he sure wasn’t. But he could be in control. He could be. He would be. He wasn’t going to hurt her. Nope. Nada. Not happening.

Shit, he’d need long, sweaty sex for hours before he could even think of going slowly and seductively. Instinctively, he knew she needed slow and seductive, which meant he needed to calm down. 

“I think you’re safe now. Looks like they didn’t cause any damage,” he managed, his voice coming out husky and deep like he’d swallowed sawdust, but he was trying, here.

She didn’t seem to notice. She was still breathless and holding him tightly, arms around his neck, legs around his waist, but she turned to look back at the black and white little family exiting her garage. Her hair was brushing his face, and he couldn’t have stopped himself from breathing in all that glorious silk if he’d tried. She smelt sweet and clean, some kind of flowery scent that made his cock jump again.

All his mind could do was circle around the same thing. She was spread open like this, exactly how he had imagined her last night when he’d come explosively in his own hand. Except she was in flannel, and not naked and wet around him. He’d shot a huge amount of cum simply thinking of taking her against a wall, shoving up as he ground against her. He knew women had a spot right there in the front, right where he’d be able to hit each time he tunnelled through her wet heat. He’d blown his load imagining her like that, with those cute nails in his shoulders, holding him tight as he brought her to climax. 

But this wasn’t a dream or fantasy of her; this was Susan in his arms. She wasn’t ready for him like that. She might not even be ready for slow and easy. She might not want him for more than a skunk rescuer. 

Susan let out a breath and suddenly leaned her forehead on his shoulder. “I really, really, don’t like this place, Russell,” she said, so softly he barely heard her. 

Chuckling, he met surprised blue eyes. “No? I can’t imagine why.” His voice came out a bit deeper than usual, but she only blinked, then started laughing. A pure, pretty little laugh. They were a breath away from kissing. He could see how clear and smooth her skin was this close. Absolutely beautiful, with a touch of pink from the cold. He wanted to rub his rough face against hers, then go lower to touch every inch of her. 

“Good morning,” she murmured softly, and shifted in his arms. 

The look in her eyes was all he needed. In two seconds flat, he had her butt on the counter by the refrigerator and was standing between her thighs kissing her like he’d wanted to for days. Deep, demanding kisses that drove them both wild. 

He needed to slow down, but she tasted so good. She was like pure candy, sweet and addictive. Holding her face still, he ate at her mouth, half fearing he’d bite her, he was so aroused. With a low groan he couldn’t stop and didn’t want to, he dived past her lips and she opened for him with a soft moan. His mind went blank; pure instinct took over and had him nipping and teasing her mouth with his, driving himself crazy with lust but, God, he couldn’t stop. At first she froze, but within seconds she kissed him back, licking his tongue, shifting on the counter to get closer so she could run her hands up his back. He felt her take his baseball cap off and run her nails over his scalp and he nearly lost control. A groan rumbled up his throat at the lust pounding in him. He yanked her closer and felt her toss his hat behind them. Smiling against his lips she laughed softly and slid her soft hands under his shirt. 

The mixture of lust and fun threw him for a loop. He reined his lust in and cupped her ass in his hands to look down at her. He’d made her lips all puffy and wet, luscious looking from their kisses. She blinked up at him and he swore her blue eyes twinkled. He needed her.

She was going to kill him; she was so perfect for him. 

She wrapped those luscious legs around his waist to pull him in tight, and his cock settled against her barely covered pussy. He had to pull back, or come in his jeans. Had any woman ever made him so trigger happy? Fuck, no. Susan was more than he could handle. Susan—teasing, sexy and more than willing in his arms—had him on fire. She squirmed against him and dug those nails into his shoulders with a soft gasp of breath when his erection was suddenly right where it needed to be—as tight as it was possible to be against her heat without being naked. 

“Bedroom or counter, because I’m not doing this in a U-Haul,” he grated, watching her eyelids, heavy with arousal, open to reveal sexy blue eyes. He was right back on her lips, groaning with the need to make her even hotter for him. He wanted to kiss every inch of her, explore what made her hot, but first he needed her. Gripping her lush bottom, he urged her up closer so he could rub his erection against her inner thighs. She gasped and tightened her legs around his waist. Their tongues duelled and tangled and he knew he had to let go of her to get her inside the house, but no way could he let go of her mouth when she was kissing him like her life depended on it. She tugged his hair and slowly moved her mouth to his jaw, where she continued to drive him insane by running her lips over his chin and on to right behind his ear. 

“Sunshine, I’m begging here,” he groaned. “Where to?” He tipped his head down and caught her mouth again for a long, intense kiss. Not that he was letting her speak. He couldn’t let go of her mouth. He felt lost without those sweet lips. 

“Russell…” His name on her lips made him want to howl. This could not be a no. He was on edge. He had to be very careful, because he wanted to shove those cute blue flannel bottoms, with their little puffy clouds, down to her ankles and mount her right here, spread out wide and welcoming for his possession. He could imagine how slick she would be. So hot and tight. 

“Sunshine, tell me this isn’t a no.” He licked and sucked on her neck, tasting her silky skin, and she made a soft little moan. She arched her back and yes! Her nipples were tight little points against his T-shirt. “Bed or counter?” He was losing the power of speech, let alone the power to move. 

“Bed.” 

He jerked up and stared down at her, his cock beating in time with his heart. “Are you sure?” 

She was breathless, flushed, and her blue eyes were dark with arousal. Shit, yeah. Now to calm the hell down. No pounding. No pumping hard. Slow. Gentle. Seduce, foreplay. 

She nodded, a shy smile tipping her pink lips upward into a slow grin. 

He hoisted her up and took her mouth again right when she opened her mouth to say something. He nipped lightly at her fuller bottom lip and suckled it lightly. He could do soft and gentle. He could. He hoped he could. She wrapped around him like a Goddamn little kitten, arms around his neck and legs around his hips. She fit him perfectly. He could have shoved his jeans down and taken her right there. She was light in his arms and he would, soon; he would stand up and shove her down his cock, but right now, right now he needed to seduce. Slow, lingering foreplay, or else he’d scare her. Later on would be the time for fast, hard sex with her in his arms like this.

“Where, honey?” 

“That way…” She let go of him with one hand and pointed down the hall before she traced kisses along his neck. He practically broke light speed getting to that door. She bit down lightly on his shoulder, and his mind went completely off track. He surged forward and backed her ass to the wall. 

“Open.” Russell bumped her butt against the door, but she didn’t hear him or else she was too busy with her lips behind his ear again. “Susan, baby, the door, gotta open the door.” 

 She reached down behind them and fumbled with the doorknob. As soon as he heard it open he kicked it aside so abruptly it hit the wall and bounced back on her butt. She jumped in his arms, pulling away from where she was rubbing those soft lips on his jaw to give him a surprised, indignant frown. 

“Ouch, Russell!” 

If he could have laughed, he would have. But he should have been the one saying ‘ouch’—he was hurting too badly to do more than grimace. “Sorry. Clothes. Off.” 

Lips met lips again for a scorching kiss. With more strength than he thought he had, he unwound Susan from his body, set her down without releasing her mouth and managed to get her undressed in record time. Top—hell, he ripped it a little, but who cared? Her bottoms tore too, and then there was nothing but her, naked, looking up at him breathlessly. Maybe he was going too fast, but he needed this and, holy shit, she was… He stepped back to stare. He might have stumbled back, but who could have blamed him?

Susan was beautifully curved in all the right places. Her plump, rounded breasts were all natural, and tipped with amazing pink nipples. She had well over a handful, he could tell, and her breasts were so sweetly rounded he wanted to cup them both and rub his face over the valley they would make. She had creamy skin and a smooth stomach, a tucked-in waist… He swallowed at the thought of feeling her move against him as she rode him. He’d be able to mould his hands to the killer curve of her hips and circle back to cup her perfect ass. She had long, slender legs that could hold a man tight and—Holy Mother of God—soft, blonde curls at the juncture of her delicate thighs. She was enough to make a man lose the ability to think. 

“You’re fucking beautiful.” He was barely able to speak, he was so hot. He’d never seen a woman as beautiful as Susan in his life. Never fucked one. Never been near one. And he had never had one looking up at him with such a mixture of mischief and arousal, and a bit overwhelmed, too. No doubt with the speed of this, he reminded himself. Shit, his dick was nearly ready to finish this and he’d not even unzipped yet. He needed to slow down.

“Sorry, but, Goddamn, you’re killing me, Sunshine. I need you. I’m trying…trying for slow but baby, maybe hard and fast a few times, then slow for the rest of the day? And I’m warning you, no air ‘til tomorrow.” Not letting her say a word, he took her mouth again and fought the flood of cum filling his cock at the first feel of her hot, sleek skin in his hands. She was silkier than any woman he’d ever touched. So supple he wanted to bend her over and try every position he could imagine with her. 

Later. 

She melted into the kiss, rubbing herself against him while tugging at his shirt with a soft, feminine sound of frustration that made him even hotter. It felt like it’d been years since he’d had sex, and all of that missing action was trying to climb in one huge spurt out of his pulsing cock. 

Time to move this along. He bent, picked her up, and tossed her to the bed, grinning when she gave a happy squeal. God, this was all so new. She was looking at him expectantly, smiling and happy, excited, and more than willing. Women usually looked at him with lust but usually that was a mixture of loneliness and too many cocktails. He’d take what they offered, though, and give them what they wanted—a long fuck from a sailor before they each went their separate ways. He’d never held back from taking what he needed from a willing woman, but the thought of using Susan like that squeezed his heart until he could barely breathe. 

His clothes were off before she could do more than get up on her knees. He moved towards her and she smiled a greeting that made his cock jerk. Her blue eyes widened at his size and one delicate hand ventured out and he took it, wrapping it around his heavy cock. He was so erect his cock was at the point of no return, the heavy weight of it throbbing in time with his heart. The first touch of her hand made him grit his back teeth, it felt so good.

“Baby, touch me.” 

Looking down, he had to groan. There was no way to stop it. She circled him slowly, her fingers barely able to touch around the girth, and swept her hand up and down with a twist that felt like heaven. 

“Russell…oh, my. You’re so…so…big. I’m not quite sure about this…” 

Did she sound hesitant, or plain scared? 

He had to focus his attention, but when she tipped her face up to meet his eyes, her dark hair fell against her breasts and a cotton-candy pink nipple peeked at him. He ordered his eyes back up and felt a rush of lust hit him low in the stomach. Blue eyes met his, sexy, aroused and hesitantly excited. Not exactly scared, but a little cautious. Damn. 

“We’re gonna go at it slow and easy, baby. Slow and easy.” He might die. But he was a man—he could do this. 

She squeezed him with both hands, slowly running them down to his base, then cupped his balls with one hand. His eyes nearly crossed. He had to pull away or spill all over her before they’d even started.

“That feels good, baby, but I might not last if you keep that up much longer.”

“Russell…” she murmured his name, sounding more than ready. 

“Holding on by a thread,” he said, and pressed her down. Immediately he had his hands full of her lush breasts. More than a handful. Every inch of her was silky, hot and felt sexy against his body. He bent his head and pulled one perfect nipple inside his mouth. She tasted like warm honey. The small, round point fitted perfectly against the roof of his mouth. He gave a slight suck on the tip, and she gasped. 

His hips jerked. He groaned at the first feel of her wet curls against the head of his cock. It took every ounce of his will to hold back from thrusting inside her to relieve the aching flesh between his thighs. 

Susan pressed her hands to his chest, instantly freezing him in place. She’d gone tense beneath him, her body completely covered by him. Gritting his teeth, he held in the howl that was threatening if she asked him to stop. His cock was wedged barely inside those wet lips. He needed to thrust so bad, his muscles were trembling with need. 

“Russell…maybe, maybe slower this first time,” she whispered into his neck. “You’re so big…”

Looking down at where he was poised to enter, he groaned. God, yeah, he was huge and swollen and he hadn’t even checked to see how ready she was. She was wet, but he had no idea how ready she really was. 

Think, think. Foreplay. 

He could do foreplay. Right? 

“Right, sorry, baby. I’m…” ‘In a post ops state and need to fuck your brains out’ wasn’t going to do it, he knew. Instead, he took a deep breath and tightened his control. “You’ve got me a bit excited here, baby. Let’s get this edge off.” He nudged his hand down between them and touched her curls. God, yeah, she was hot. Soft, wet silk met his fingers. 

“You’re so fucking pretty. I love this, this right here.” He slid his fingers gently deeper, looking for her sensitive spot. She arched her hips and moaned, digging her short nails into his back. Shit, he was there, so close he had to grit his back teeth and tighten his stomach to stop the downward drop to orgasm. He lowered his head, licking the soft skin of her neck. The flavours of salt and sweet woman exploded in his mouth. Of course she tasted good. He pressed his finger just past her entrance and groaned at how silky hot she felt. 

“Oh, Russell, oh my God.” She melted against him, rubbing those gorgeous breasts against his chest and trailing her hands all over his arm and shoulder. He kept his touch gentle, careful, as he pressed kisses to her beautiful throat and neck while he gently stroked her clit. 

“Good, ah, baby, you taste so fucking good.” 

“Russell.” She was rubbing into his hand now, with little tiny movements of her hips, and he couldn’t take it anymore. Capturing her mouth again, he dived inside, licking and kissing her while he lightly caressed her until she writhed under him demanding more. 

“Relax, baby, you need to relax for me,” he managed, breathless from holding back. She was shivering at his touch, a breath away from orgasm. 

“Russell! Oh, oh my God, Russell! “ 

He slipped another finger just barely inside her, trying to ease her tightness and bring her pleasure as well by stroking her clit with his thumb. Suddenly, he felt it. She shivered, her silky thighs on his legs trembled and she squeezed her thighs around his arm, with a soft cry of his name. Had anything ever sounded so perfect? He lifted his head and watched her. She was amazing. Her eyes fluttered closed and she held on to his biceps with one hand, the other on his chest as she arched and trembled beneath him.

“That’s it, come for me. Goddamn, yeah, so fucking hot, Susan. That’s it.” 

She was wild, hotter than any woman he’d ever seen. She rubbed against him, her nails digging a path into his flesh he was going to love carrying around for days after. 

Suddenly, he felt her relaxing. No way was he allowing that. He wanted her hot and coming around his cock as he took her. 

With a deep groan, he withdrew his fingers from her pussy and slowly allowed his aching cock to slip inside her. At the first feel of her soft, wet flesh surrounding his cock, shivers raced up his back and his balls drew up tight, ready to blow. He held on, denying his orgasm with an effort he wasn’t going to be able to sustain for much longer. 

She didn’t stiffen up, but opened her thighs wider, allowing him deeper penetration. Still, he slowed down, simply easing in inch by inch as he licked and nipped at her neck. He positioned his hand between them and began rubbing his thumb over her clit, keeping her on the edge as he let his cock press inside the wet folds of her cunt. 

“Russell…” She feathered her hands over his ass and arched flush with him, letting him sink in a bit farther.

Her reckless urgings were all it took. She wanted this. He wanted this. He tensed every muscle in his body, reminded himself this was for her and pushed forward. She was softer than anything he’d ever felt. She made him lightheaded, she was so soft and wet. And tight. Holy hell, was she tight.

“Oh, Russell.” 

Russell couldn’t find his voice. He didn’t know what he’d been doing before he’d met Susan, but it sure hadn’t been fucking. She was smothering his cock in silk. He kept his movements shallow, dragging the sensitive head of his cock along her tight sheath each time he nudged her. 

She began meeting him, her hips rising for more with each measured thrust. 

“Yes, God, yeah.” 

He slipped deeper, enveloping his cock in soft wet heat. It was so good he struggled not to move, not to thrust, but he held back, panting and sweating with the effort to be gentle. He managed to make it to her lips again with a hungry growl. Susan gripped his hair tight and opened her mouth as she began moving under him like a sex Goddess. Her curves, her smell, her hands were his every fantasy come to life. Suddenly it was all too much. He couldn’t have stopped his hips if he’d wanted to, and he didn’t want to. He wanted Susan so badly it hurt. And the only cure? Her.

He grabbed her hips and pulled her down his cock at the same time as he lunged forward. Tight, hot wetness caressed his cock. He barely managed to hold in the shout building in his throat. He held still, though, wanting to savour everything about this moment. Two incredible seconds, three, he held himself not even halfway inside her, and he felt his climax barrelling down on him. At the same time, he felt something whispering over the hypersensitive head of his dick. He reared up and groaned at the look of surprise on Susan’s flushed face. Reality hit. “Fuck. Virgin?” 

She bit her lip, big blue eyes wide, and nodded. 

So many emotions flooded him at that look, and at the realisation that he was taking—fuck, she was giving him—what no other man had ever tasted or touched, he lost it. Nothing could have prepared him for the possessive, dark heat that exploded inside his chest. It added to the lust and he was a goner. His—she was his. Nothing in his life had ever been his. This sweet, trusting woman was his. 

“Sorry, baby, Goddamn, I’m sorry… Ah, God, I need—” 

She arched her head on the bed with a groan of pleasure before meeting his eyes. “Don’t you dare stop, Russell.” 

A half-tortured laugh escaped him. Blue eyes blazed up at him, trusting, aroused, and demanding. 

“Sunshine, are you sure?” His heart felt too big suddenly, too confined in his chest as she reached up with one small hand and cupped his jaw. 

“I am, Russell. Please, don’t stop, Russell, it… I want this.”

Turning his head, he kissed her palm, cupping his hand around hers. “Ah, God, I’m still hard and nearly ready to blow again, baby. I’m going to go slow and easy, but Susan—” 

She narrowed her eyes up at him and puffed her hair off her face. She looked hot, and not even close to letting him stop. 

“Russell…”

“All right, hold my hand.” 

Lacing his fingers through hers, he bent down and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips, whispering softly, “Watch me. Look at me, baby.” 

She nodded and shifted under him. So many emotions hit him as he took her mouth again, and at the same time he thrust his hips forward. Feeling something give only because now he was looking for it, he slid in deeper. She moaned softly in his mouth and her eyes watered, but she clenched her legs around his hips, tipping her hips up. 

“God, sorry, baby, sorry…” He barely held in the groan as he came. His cum jetted out of him—it felt as if it were being sucked from his bones. It was so intense he wasn’t able to hold back. It felt like nothing he’d ever experienced before. Deep, long shudders raced up his body, pleasure like he’d never experienced ripped through his control. His hips took over, driving his aching cock in and out of the wet, soft heat of her with frantic intensity. The friction was so good he was groaning continually, biting her shoulder gently in his orgasm, only half aware she was moaning softly and digging her heels into his ass. 

Her body squeezed his dick. His head dropped like she’d pulled a cord until he was pressing his face to her clean-smelling neck and shafting her with short, firm thrusts of his hips. The climax gripped him by the balls, it was so good. The pleasure went on, so deep, so long, so intense that he saw stars behind his eyes and had to hold her tight to ground himself. Susan. All sweet, wet, tight, teasing Susan. His, all his, only his. 

When he finally slowed down it took time for the room to stop spinning, and he was still digging his toes into the bed to get himself deeper inside her. 

Biting back a groan, he realised three things right away. First, he’d come like never before and he felt like he was ready to again. Second, Susan hadn’t come when he had. And third—fuck! He wasn’t wearing a condom. His cum was wetting her tight little pussy and he was sinking deeper by the second. And—damn, damn, damn—she wasn’t moving. 

He was a Goddamn ass. A complete dick. A virgin, and he’d pounced on her like some animal in heat. She was going to hate him. Worse, she was going to kick him out and never let him back in. He’d not taken her softly and gently to an orgasm, but had fucked her hard. He’d given her an orgasm with his fingers, but this was Susan and he wanted her with him all the way. 

She was so tight around his dick that he was ready to go again. He was so heavy and swollen it felt like he’d not fucked for years. He slammed his eyes closed to block the image of her lush curves. But just the thought of pumping into her the way he wanted to, using his entire body to fuck her with deep, long, rolling thrusts while he held her legs up on his shoulders as he rammed in, had his cock jerking in anticipation. 

“Russell?” she whispered against his neck, sounding hesitant. She feathered her hands over his shoulders, rubbing her palms along his muscles as she brushed her lips to his skin. 

A rough breath of relief left him as he realised she’d been touching him the whole time. Tentative, gentle caresses while he’d experienced such deep pleasure he was still shaken from it. 

Time to face her, but he didn’t want to let her go. Not now that he was finally inside her, where he wanted to be. In her arms. She must think him some selfish bastard. She’d be right. He was. 

“Sorry. I’m sorry, Susan. I never do this. I always… I… And fuck, Sunshine why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Russell?” She didn’t sound upset. She sounded breathless. Was he crushing her? 

He chanced a glance down and she was smiling softly up at him, looking sweaty and hot, but happy. What to do with that? How did he manage this? He was supposed to have a plan here, a mission. 

“Did I hurt you?” He started with that one first.

Her face flushed even more, and she gave him one of those soft, shy smiles. “No, not really.”

“Susan, come on, baby, tell me the truth here.”

Wrinkling her nose, she brushed his hair off his forehead, avoiding his eyes. “There was a bit of pain, but only a little. I think it might have been worth it.” She feathered her fingers through his hair and watched his face closely. “I’m still debating, though.” 

Relief turned his body to mush. “Holy hell, baby.” A grin broke out over his mug before he could hold it in. “Maybe I should give you another go, then you can let me know?” He was teasing her, but his heart did a funny dip in his chest. 

He was in deep. 

 

“Well…” Susan dragged both hands through Russell’s silky hair. If he moved an inch, just a little, she was going to climax. She could feel the build-up still there, hovering almost. How could she not? He was still thick and hard, like a huge bar of steel penetrating her so deeply she knew she’d still feel him once he withdrew. “You are still so hard,” she whispered. 

His handsome face flushed. Dark grey eyes met hers, and he made that deep male sound she loved, like a grunted groan. “Yeah, baby, that’s not going to change any time soon.” 

Titling her head on the pillows, she tried to read his teasing expression. Was he serious? Was that possible? Did men stay hard? 

He shifted over her, that small movement sending crazy shivers up and down her spine. She barely held in the urge to beg him to press down a little firmer, maybe deeper, maybe begin those wild thrusts again. Shyness held her tongue, though. What would he say? Think of her? 

“Listen, Susan, I got a bit carried away here and…” He looked away from her, then down again, clearing his throat and making her worry escalate to include him thinking this was a big, big mistake.

“I didn’t use a condom, baby. I’m so damn sorry. We can go get you checked out. See if there’s a chance of pregnancy. Shit, I’m sorry. But I’m clean. I’m real clean. I haven’t had sex in over seven months and I always wore a ru—condom. I can go get checked out—”

She cut him off with a finger on his lips, certain she was blushing now. “That’s okay. I trust you. I…” She ran a hand over his rough jaw, embarrassed, but not willing to let him feel so bad. “I’m on the pill. After the accident, it made it easier, you know? When you’re in the hospital and all, it’s easier to simply take a pill and skip your period than deal with all that.”

If possible, his erection seemed to swell even bigger. He sucked in a breath then groaned. “Goddamn, you trust me, baby?”

She sucked in a breath at how husky his voice sounded, managing to nod. It was a bit late for that question, but yeah, she trusted him. Oh, man, did she trust him, but now she wanted him moving. ASAP. “Yep, I guess I do.” 

His eyes darkened, and deep inside she felt his erection flex. Good Lord, that felt decadent. 

“Bareback. Hell, I think we need to do this the right way, Sunshine.” 

Oh, God, that was too sexy. Bareback. 

“The right way?” She bit her lip, meeting his eyes, hoping that way came with more sex and more yummy Russell thrusting those powerful hips. 

“Oh, yeah. We’re not hikin’ today. I plan on keeping you busy all day. Unless—” He paused and kissed her, lingering over her mouth with his, the rough shadow-beard on his jaw tingling her skin awake and flooding her with wetness around that huge erection. With a rough sound, he pulled her closer, with his arms under her waist and up along her spine, effectively making her arch under him. “Are you sore at all?” 

She was supposed to think? He brushed his lips over her breast and she lifted her chest higher, shamelessly wanting those lips open and sucking on her the way he had earlier. 

“No, I feel fine, not tender at all.” She blushed when he looked up from her breast. It was so sexy—he was so sexy. His hair was tousled from her hands, his lips wet from her kisses, and his body filled hers with very vivid proof of how much she was exciting him. But God, he was huge. She was afraid to move. “You are a bit…big, aren’t you?”

Grinning, he rubbed his jaw on her shoulder and, yes, he had a sexy smile. It made her heart flutter to have all that male attention so fixed on her. 

“I’m big all over. We’ll go real slow. I’ll be careful,” he promised. 

He would, she knew. He didn’t scare her, exactly. He was so overwhelmingly bigger than her, on top of her like this—she felt pinned and tiny, but not afraid of him. Russell was bigger than her, but not with puffed up muscles like a linebacker. He was lean and mean, broad-shouldered, but with a tough, gorgeous body. And yes—oh, my—he was hung. His erection had looked pretty amazing. She’d seen some pictures, who hadn’t? But Russell. Oh, my. His erect penis was thick, long and curved upward, well, if it didn’t hang down. And it did hang down—it was too heavy not to—but oh, God, his penis was beautiful. The rounded head had made her mouth water. The long, thick stalk had amazed her because she’d known that big, long hard-on was going where no man had ever gone before. She’d climaxed on his fingers just thinking of him holding her down and thrusting such a big erection inside her. Geez. She was in deep. 

But if he didn’t move soon, she was going to embarrass herself into begging him to just simply get on with it. 

Watching her closely, he flexed his hips and moved. Oh, God, did he move. A slow, firm stroke in, then slowly retreating out, then back in. It was glorious. 

“Oh, Russell, that feels so good,” she whispered, arching her breasts up when he pressed a little deeper. The urge to bite him wasn’t going to be denied. When he thrust again, she licked his shoulder muscle and bit down lightly on the rounded flesh. 

“Ah, fuck, yeah, get wild, baby.” 

God. His voice. The way he talked drove her crazy. She was close to that pinnacle he’d taken her to before. Only this time, oh, God, this time the fireworks were going to be explosive. She couldn’t catch her breath because he kept building the tingling sensation up higher and higher. She started to shiver and goosebumps broke out along her bare skin. Deep inside where he was stroking her, small tremors rocked along her core. Her breath caught as they grew, slowly, so slowly building. If he just kept up those firm thrusts, just a bit more…

“Come for me, baby, then I need to fuck you harder.” He sounded hoarse, so sexy she bit down on his sweaty flesh to hold in a cry. The tingles blossomed to bigger waves of something that felt almost like a climax. Almost. 

“Ah, Goddamn.” With a muffled shout, Russell began longer, deeper strokes that made her hands clench in the sheets. Lights flickered behind her eyelids. 

“Russell, oh, God, oh, my God.” 

“That’s a good girl. Come for me, baby. Let me fuck you right.” 

At the word ‘fuck’ she came with a little cry of his name. Her body simply imploded, tightening those tremors to quakes, then tight spasms around his thick erection. She held on, saying things she couldn’t control as ripples of pleasure hit deeper and deeper. The world tilted, spinning around her with only Russell to keep her anchored. She was so out of control she was barely aware of digging her nails into warm, solid muscles and biting down on firm, salty flesh. She was lost, thrusting up into his lunges, unable to avoid each deep flutter of pleasure as Russell began taking her faster and with firm, hard strokes. His harder, bigger body pinned her in place so perfectly she thought she’d black out. 

“Russell…oh…oh…Russell!” 

The calluses on his hands drove her wild. He skimmed his hands up her lower back and along her spine adding another layer of sensation on to all the others. Gently, he pressed hot, open-mouthed kisses along her neck and she arched to give him more room. Hot, panting breaths shivered along her skin when she did and deep inside she felt her climax building. 

“Shhh, let it come for you, baby. That’s it, come for me. God, you’re so beautiful,” he murmured, such tenderness in his rough voice she felt tears rise up. 

She whimpered when his back rippled under her palms as he continued to drive her insane. Her sheath clenched around him once more as her climax settled to soft, slow trembles. 

“Again, baby, again.” 

Oh, God. Her eyes flew open when he suddenly slammed into her core fully for the first time. A male groan sounded from him, deep and tortured with passion. 

“Good?” 

“Oh, God, good… Yes, good.” 

She felt like some kind of leash broke in Russell. As if before now he’d been careful, too careful, and now he was showing her a whole new side of sex. She might pass out from it, but oh, God, did it feel good. Each thrust was powerful and firm. He added a little shove at the end of each stroke so she could feel the press of his balls tap her hypersensitive flesh at the end of each pass. When she moaned softly from the pleasure, his lips sought hers almost frantically, and then he began taking her faster, building them both up to something amazing. 

Even lip to lip, they still made sounds that drove her spiralling higher towards that peak. His big hands clutched her hips tight, pinning her in place so that she was powerless to do anything but let him show her pleasure she’d never dreamed existed. The headboard hitting the wall in time with his pumping added to the excitement until she was certain she was going to explode. Instead he was making her so hot and building up to another climax so quickly, it was mind numbing.

“Russell! Oh, God, I don’t think… I can’t…” 

A deep, male chuckle against her skin made her shiver. Warm lips settled on her breast, teeth nipping her right on the side of her breast before he sucked the flesh to ease the sting. Lifting his head, he thrust his hips forward, holding himself still and nudging her while his wicked grey eyes watched her. His face was flushed and sweaty from his exertions, but he looked determined, hot and sexy, but so determined she shivered. 

“Oh!” He flexed his erection and she froze. “Oh, God, there! Right there!” Oh, God, he was pressing against something amazing and she could feel herself sliding down, almost climaxing just from that bump. Right when she felt it starting, he pulled back. “Russell!” 

Grinning, he lowered his mouth again and licked her nipple. “Yeah, oh yeah, you can. Come for me again, baby. Twice more, for me.” His mouth covered her nipple then, and she arched her chest up, wanting more. He didn’t disappoint, but covered her with his wet mouth and drew hungrily on her breast. At the same time his hips began deep, firm thrusts. 

“Oh God, Russell. Harder. Harder, please!” She was lost in him. She wanted more and he gave it to her. She wanted him, Russell, hot and out of control. And she was getting him. All of him. She dug her nails in, bit his shoulder, and his groan deepened, his erection swelling even bigger. 

“That’s it, good girl. Bite me, get wild for me. Come for me. Come for me, baby. Again.” 

 God, she was so close. He was hot, sweaty and breathless, grunting right in her ear with each shove. Each time he entered her, his body rushed over hers, hard muscles and tight, hot skin slid along her skin and caressed her while he filled and stretched her nearly to the point of pain. She loved it and wanted more. More of him, more of his groans and whispered endearments, and more of his solid, delicious body. She kissed his shoulder, his chest, then found his flat, male nipple. Licking it made him groan. Sucking on it had him cupping her bottom higher and cursing as he shoved deeper, holding his erection on a spot that made her breathless. She bit his nipple, then, and he practically roared. 

“Fuck, yeah!” 

His body tensed, she felt it; felt the pleasure build up to an impossible level; then he ground out a rough groan and pounded into her. Three frantic thrusts and, with no preliminary warnings, she felt him gush. The hot semen flooded her body and she climaxed. With a cry she couldn’t hold in, she wrapped her arms around his neck and tucked her head in tight to his chest as the ripples of ecstasy washed over her. 

“That’s it, baby,” he whispered, his voice hushed and deep. “I can still feel you coming. Let it go, baby. Come for me.”

“Mmm,” she managed, still caught in the small tremors of pleasure. 

He rubbed his face on her shoulder, trying to catch his breath. “Good?”

She laughed softly and nibbled on his shoulder, because she couldn’t seem to do otherwise. Good? She was great. She couldn’t catch her breath, she was sweaty and probably dripping between her thighs, where he was still lodged as deep as he could go, and she felt like melting into the bed, but good? No. Not at all. She was floating on something she feared was addicting. Russell. 

“Goddamn, I love that baby. Bite me again and we’re gonna go another round, and you’re too new to handle all of me just yet.” 

She gave him a husky laugh at that and growled at him. He was so full of himself. Happiness flowed through her sated body, making her feel light as a feather but, at the same time, like her body was slumberous and heavy. His warm skin felt wonderful. She moulded her hands to the curves of his muscled shoulders and grazed her fingers up and down his back until with a grin, she gripped his tight ass and squeezed. 

He froze and his butt flexed. 

“Russell, how do you know I can’t handle you? And you swear too much.” 

Eyes blazing, he brushed a kiss to her jaw and rumbled, “Ah, yeah, baby, keep those hands right there, but you’d best make certain you want to start something before you urge this bad boy on.” He thrust upward, and she giggled as his ass flexed again. His grey eyes warned her he was only half joking before he frowned. “You’re not lying to me, are you? You’re not sore?” 

She rolled her eyes, puffing her hair off her face before kissing the spot she’d been biting. He was so cute. All growly one minute, then concerned the next. 

“No, I don’t lie, and no, you didn’t hurt me, Russell. I told you that already.”

“You were a virgin?” 

She knew he was thinking about it. And most likely wondering about it, too. 

With a sudden move he gripped her hips and rolled them over, making her laugh as she landed on top of him. 

“Oh, you’re so manly and strong,” she teased, and got a smack on her butt. 

“Watch it, girlie,” he growled, but he stroked her bottom so she let it pass. 

He looked very pleased with himself, she thought. She traced a scar on his jaw. With a wicked chuckle, he tugged her down with a handful of her hair and kissed the scar on her temple, licking it softly with his tongue. Inside her, she felt his erection grow thicker. She looked down at him in surprise. He grinned up at her, looking like some little boy in a candy shop. And she was the candy. Good Lord, he was seriously hot. 

“I warned you.” He nudged upwards with his hips, holding her hips possessively with both hands. 

“Russell! Don’t men need, uh, some time to recover?” 

He laughed and urged her to sit up. She did and tried not to be embarrassed at how he was eating her up with his eyes. He ran a hand over her collarbone and then down to her breasts, watching her face with a lazy, kind of flushed look as he did. She bit her lip when he cupped her breast and thumbed the nipple. It was so hot having him watch her while he touched her body. 

“No idea about men, Sunshine, but with all this beauty in my hands and on my dick? No time needed. I’m yours,” he told her, running his hand down from her breast to her stomach and hips, then on to cup her thighs. He exaggerated a sigh and frowned up at her. “But you probably need time. Then I want you to ride me, baby. Good and hard, all right?” 

Ride him? Oh, God, she would love that. Maybe even tie him up, too. Russell would be so much fun to tease. She’d fantasised about that, having a man all tied up to a bed so she could torture him—of course, her fantasy had always fizzled out there, because she hadn’t been quite sure what to do with the fantasy man after she had him all tied…but she had an idea Russell Ryland could show her a thing or two. He was the expert here, not her. 

“Ride you?” 

“I’ll walk you through it. Didn’t you say you could handle me?” He began nudging himself deeper, and they both groaned as he lengthened and swelled inside her. She could actually feel him stiffening, swelling to spread her open and lengthen to fill her impossibly full. 

He seemed to see right through her, because he tugged her down by her hair again. She was going to have to do something about that, but for now it felt very sexy. Kissing her once, he licked her bottom lip before moving back to watch her. 

“Tell me how a beauty like you managed to stay a virgin. I’d have wrapped this up within minutes of meeting you if I’d had my choice.” 

He would have…? Oh, the beast! He’d wanted her that day on the side of the road? God, men were so ruled by their dicks! “What? You would not have. You weren’t thinking you wanted this all along, were you?” She knew she was blushing but she refused to think about it. Instead, she watched him with a frown. Not that he seemed affected by it. 

“Oh, yeah. I wanted you that first day, and every day after. You’ve had me in misery for weeks. Now, talk to me here.” Instead of letting her, though, he thrust up and pulled her down with his hands on her lower back. 

“Russell, you’re terrible. Who would have known you were such a big tease?” She certainly hadn’t. 

Lifting a brow, he settled back, one big hand behind his head and the other on her thigh, rubbing his thumb in circles along her leg. He looked lazy, content and…happy. “A tease? Me? You with that chainsaw were the tease, not me.” 

“Chainsaw? What does that have to do with”—pausing, she waved at him, his six-pack of cut muscles, his solid chest muscles and oh, God, his handsome face, still flushed from making love—“us?”

“Huh, well, first of all”—he gave her a long, hot look—“you simply breathing is a tease. Unless I have you right here. But buying something that might cut your foot off? Hell, no.”

He was such a man. She leant forward and brushed her lips over his. “Poor Major, you’re not so good with independent, free-thinking women, are you?”

His only response was to wrap his arm around her waist and grunt. That grunt was so going to make her life difficult. It was so sexy. She wanted to tease that sound out of him in amazing ways. 

“Sure you want another go, baby?” His voice had lowered to pure sexy huskiness. 

She shivered. Her body flooded his hard-on, with wetness she was not going to be embarrassed by. 

“Mmm, I think I can handle you, Russell, but you swear too much. And we’re making love, not the other,” she told him, firmly resting her chest to his and beginning to kiss his jaw. 

He laughed. So long he practically slipped out of her. If he hadn’t been so big he would have. As it was it shook his cock inside her, hitting the inner walls of her vagina and feeling absolutely incredible. 

“Russell!” She grabbed his shoulders.

With only a little warning, he tickled her, mocking a fierce expression that had her laughing at his growls as much as his wicked hands. Squealing, she rolled over, breaking their contact to nearly fall off the bed. With a deep laugh, Russell hauled her up against his solid chest. “Ouch.” 

“That didn’t hurt,” he murmured. 

“Huh.” 

He chuckled but slid down to his back, appearing more than satisfied to have her sigh and snuggle her head on his arm, one of her thighs tucked over his. Suddenly his big body tensed, and he sat up. Whoa. Should a man’s stomach muscles look that hot? His had rippled when he sat up. And, yep, Russell had a sexy snake of hair from his flat navel to his penis. Whew, that was sexy. 

“Wait one minute…” Pressing her back, he looked down at her and groaned. “You’re blonde?”

She giggled at his shocked look. The man was too much. Gathering the sheet, she rolled off the bed and stood. They’d made a mess on the bed—the sheets were tangled, the comforter had completely fallen off the bed. He looked like a rumpled, sexy Roman solider, complete with a few love bites and a puzzled look on his handsome face. 

“Yep, I dye my hair.” He looked as though he thought she was insane. “Men take a dark-haired girl more seriously.” She pouted when he threw himself, spread-eagled, back on the bed and laughed. 

“It’s good you weren’t blonde, Sunshine. I was struggling as it was.” He raised his head enough to frown at her. “What are you doing? Get back here.” 

She peeked back out from the bathroom and waved him down. “I’m going to clean up.” 

He got up, completely nude, his semi-hard penis swaying as he walked, tight six-pack and firm chest muscles so glorious, she got lost looking at him. She shut the door, though, when he got too close. There was no way she could deal with all of that muscled man, naked and totally unashamed of his arousal, standing up and talking to her. 

He knocked. 

She grinned. Boy, was he impatient. 

“Let me in.”

“Or you’ll blow the house in?” 

He grumbled something, then tested the door. “Susan, come on, baby, let me in.” He didn’t sound too happy at having to ask again. 

“I’m taking a quick shower.” 

“I want in, too.” 

“You do?” She opened the door, peeking up at him, nibbling her lip at his serious expression. 

Russell exhaled like she was insane and rubbed a hand over his hair. He looked so adorably unsure that she smiled. He was simply so big and confident. It was reassuring to know she seemed able to throw him. He finally dropped his hand. 

“Hell—I mean, yes. I want to scrub your back.” 

Well, that sounded a bit dishonest. Her eyes drifted down his hard body and he laughed. 

“All right, maybe more, but not now.” Tugging her hand, he had her in his arms again before she could do more than open her mouth. “I can wait, baby.” He pulled her to his chest, hugging her close against all his hotness. He was like a big, hot furnace. A smooth, big hot furnace. “You’re so beautiful. Come on, let me clean you off.” 

“That would be way too embarrassing, Russell,” she whispered, kissing his chest when he rubbed a hand up and down her back. 

“Shit, baby, no way is that embarrassing. I want to.” 

“Why?”

“Why, what?”

She tipped her head up to watch his puzzled face. “Why would you want to…”

“Clean you up?” 

She refused to acknowledge how easily he made her face heat up. 

“Well, because I want to.” 

And that explained so much about Russell, and most military men she’d known. Her dad had been like that. She’d ask why, and he’d say because he wanted to. End of story. Only it wasn’t the end of the story. She wasn’t a little girl. And she wasn’t going to let Mr Big Bad SEAL run her life with silly little comments like that. 

“Not good enough, Russell.” 

He half snorted a laugh. “Hell, because I made love to you, and want to see for myself that you’re not hurt, and I want to clean off our loving.” 

Well, then. She was tempted—oh, so tempted—to tell him that was much better or that he was a good boy, but the look on his stubborn face said she might be in danger of biting off more than she could chew if she did. “All right.” 

She got the impression he barely held in a growl. His face darkened and his thick, long erection jerked, making it impossible to keep her eyes off it. He reached down and grabbed hold of the base and ran his hand down the length and oh, God, that was sexy. 

“Maybe we should go back to bed. You might be cleaning up only to need to all over again, real soon,” he said. 

That should not be sexy, she thought, watching his grey eyes darken and a grin slip over his handsome face. 

“Russell, you are so bad.”

“Baby, you have no idea.” 

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

Lacey shifted next to him, and Russell felt like his chest was too small for his heart. He was in deep shit. The tiny little firecracker was going to have him tied in knots. Literally. 

She nestled against him. All that silky, beautiful skin touching his and inflaming him right back to a killer hard-on. He’d cleaned her off. Wiped his semen and her nectar from her slim thighs and pretty little blonde curls, and wanted to howl at how right that had felt. 

He’d never come in a woman without a condom before. Never seen evidence of his body mixed with another’s. It was mind-blowing. He was reeling, here, and not from the best sex he’d ever had, but from the whole tiny package named Susan. She was blowing him away. She accepted him—them—as something natural. She was a little shy, but not hesitant in the least. She was warm—she was as hot as hell and as sweet as heaven. It was a heady experience having all that focused on him. Completely on him, and only on him. 

“Talk to me, here, baby.” 

“Mmm, men don’t like to talk, do they?” 

He gave her an exaggerated sigh, enjoying playing with her this way. She’d been jumpy when he’d warmed a washcloth and cleaned her. Her nervous chatter had filled the bathroom. Her face had been a rosy pink, and she’d alternated from frowning fiercely at him to nibbling her lip over his over-eager erection. 

“Ah, now, men I have no idea about.” He shrugged one shoulder and caressed her bare arm, “But sure, I want to talk.” 

He’d tucked them back in bed and turned her so she faced him, brushing her hair off her face, and leaned on an elbow to look down at her. 

“Tell me how you got this,” he asked as gently as he could, tracing the sunburst pattern of her scar. She tensed at first, then seemed to consider him. Sky blue eyes held his for a long while before he said, “Baby, I’ve seen worse. Tell me. And your leg. How did you hurt it?” Trailing a hand down her flat stomach to her thigh, he found the slightly raised lines, still recent enough to be pink. 

“Are you always so nosy?” She reached up and traced one of his scars. “You tell me and I’ll tell you…” 

“Witch. I asked first. Now, come on. Don’t be shy.” 

She laughed. “I don’t think I’ve been that shy…” 

“And did I tell you how happy that made me?” He pulled her closer and kissed her deeply before letting her go. He loved that she wasn’t being shy. She was lying on the bed, naked and beautiful, not the least bit hesitant about letting him look his fill. And he did. God, what man wouldn’t? She had the most beautiful breasts, so pretty and plump on her small frame, it was a wonder they didn’t look too big. But they weren’t. They were perfect. So was the rest of her. She tugged his hair and he looked up to see her blushing. Well, maybe his drooling over her tiny belly button and blonde curls made her a bit uncomfortable. 

“You’re staring.”

“Damn right. You’re like a banquet and I’ve been starving, here. Cut me some slack.” 

“Slack?” She frowned suddenly and sat up. 

Her breasts bounced right in front of his nose before he jerked his eyes up to her face. Holy hell. 

“When are your buddies coming over for the alarm?” 

The alarm. He’d left a message, but… “I haven’t heard back from them.”

“And how much did you say that cost, this alarm system?” 

Ah, tricky. She was a smart woman. “A few hundred, maybe a bit…” He trailed off when she smacked his shoulder with one of her tiny hands. Blinking at her, he couldn’t quite take in that she was angry and had just hit him. She hadn’t hurt him, but still. 

“That’s not the truth, Russell. Don’t lie to me because you want me to have this and think to protect me. For your information, I am not stupid. And I’m loaded. So I can buy the system, which costs around five thousand, not a few hundred.” 

Goddamn, that turned him on. That furious little frown had his heart rate hitting the danger zone. He tossed her back on the bed and covered her with his body, kissing her before she could say another word. She tried to laugh, but he dragged her butt up and pressed every inch of his erection against her silky stomach. He scooped her up by the waist and rolled onto his back, breaking the kiss with a long, slow suck on her bottom lip. 

“Ah, you’re hot as hell when you’re so smart. Yeah, it costs a bit more, but I want to get it for you. Now settle down. And no hitting, Sunshine. No hitting, because you—”

She stopped him with a kiss, a long, lingering kiss that had him wanting much, much more. She wiggled her body against his until she was straddling him, his cock trapped between their stomachs, her hands in his hair and her thighs open over his hips. Hot. God, the woman was hot. 

Slowly, very slowly she pulled back but sucked his bottom lip, much the way he had hers, but she pulled it with a little teasing glint in her blue eyes until she let it go with a soft sucking sound. “Let’s make love again instead of arguing, Russell.” 

“Fuck, you can’t—” he began, but she cut him off with her soft pink lips. 

“You swear too much,” she murmured against his mouth. 

Her blue eyes flashed in a warning he didn’t miss while she robbed him of brain cells by rubbing her wet folds along his erection. He was tempted to give her pert little ass a good swat again. Instead, he lifted his head to reach her throat. Her pulse beat against his lips. Something elemental swelled in his chest, something possessive. She was his, this woman, this life. His. Goddamn, that was a scary thought. 

“Mmm, I like that.” 

He brushed his lips along the column of her neck. She tilted her head to give him more room and grazed his cock with another wiggle of her hips. Instead of rushing it, he trailed kisses down her neck to her breasts, licking a gorgeous nipple until she was arching and thrusting her breast down, obviously wanting more. But not asking. He rubbed his jaw over the side of her breast and she gasped. Her nails dug into his chest, but she stayed quiet. 

“You like that?” 

“Mmm, oh, yeah. I do.” She pressed down on his chest with her hands and moved her breast along his face on her own. He loved that, how responsive she was to his touch. 

“More?” 

For an answer, she pulled away to sit up and meet his eyes. He lifted her hips and she rose up on her knees, allowing him to position his cock and guide her down, gently filling her inch by slow inch. They both groaned at the same time. She was hot, wet and so tight he had to work to get inside, but it felt so good. 

“Russell…” She sucked in a breath, but made the soft little sound of pleasure he was beginning to recognise, too. It was close to a moan but sounded needier, almost too soft to hear, but he found himself listening for it now. 

“You like that?” 

She blushed but lifted her bottom in his hands and bit her lip when he cupped her tighter.

“Oh, Russell, that feels so good,” she whispered, gripping his shoulders and licking his jaw before sucking on his skin. She was wet, so tight it was making him crazy, but he needed to remain in control. Slow and gentle. 

“Fuck, let me show you good, baby.”

“Russell!” She bit him on the jaw and glared at him. “You swear too much.” 

His cock jerked inside her, making them both groan as he sank deeper.

“Ah, baby, you like it when I swear. And we might be making love, but I’m going to fuck you all day.” He felt her shiver around his cock. Her pussy clenched at the word ‘fuck’ and he slipped in deeper. “Feel that, baby? Nice and slow. This kind of fuck will make you come like crazy,” he told her. 

He kept up the slow, steady pace but Susan tried to increase it, pushing back into him with amazing little grinds of her hips. She was tight this way, hell, she was tiny any way he looked at it, but on top like this she fit like a warm, wet glove. He increased the pace. Susan sucked in a breath and her hands clenched into fists on his chest. She liked that. He found the spot again when he drove in deeper. 

“Oh, Russell, there. Oh, there.” 

Holding her bottom down firmly, he began hitting her pussy with sharp upward movements of his hips. She tossed her head and silky hair fluttered over his arm and shoulder. Pink, luscious lips parted. With each upward thrust her breasts bounced and her head nodded. She was lost to passion, grinding down him and softly moaning his name. 

Around his cock, he felt her trembling on the edge already. He slowed down, shoving in and stopping as deep as possible. Her wail of protest did odd things to him. His gut clenched, sweat poured off him in gallons, his cock flexed like it wanted to dig in even deeper, but he held still, fighting not to move a muscle as she wriggled in his hold. 

“You want more, baby? Tell me. Say it. ‘Fuck me, Russell.’ Tell me.” He needed this, for some reason. “Say it, baby. I’ll make you scream.” Wanted to hear her say something she’d probably never said before. He was pushing her, he knew it, but some instinct said she liked it. “I want to hear it,” he whispered into her neck, licking her soft skin, and felt her tighten around his cock. 

“Russell, stop teasing me,” she wailed. 

His cock jerked and his balls felt pinched. He pressed his hips up tight and ground into her. 

“Say it. Tell me,” he demanded, determined not to move even if it was killing him. He’d come twice and wanted more, but he could wait. Something told him she wanted this. She was flooding his cock with her excitement. He wanted her to tell him what she wanted, what turned her on. He had an idea this did. She might not know enough to know all the things that turned her on but he was guessing his crude language made her hot. Hoping. 

“Russell, please!” She tried to move her hips, but he held her tighter. 

“Ah-ah, baby.” He kissed his way to her mouth. 

She flung her hair off her face and glared down at him. 

Adorable. Fucking adorable. “Tell me.” 

“You owe me. Now move,” she said, actually biting his lip with that little comeback. He nearly exploded. She was so stubborn it made him hotter than hell. 

“Say it.” 

She struggled against his hold, but only managed to nearly have him blow his load at how good she felt wiggling all over him. 

“Russell!”

“Say it, baby. Say it,” he urged, giving her one firm thrust nearly shoving her up his body. If he hadn’t been holding her down by her lush ass with both hands, she would have hit the headboard. He ground his teeth at how good she felt surrounding his cock. Owed her? Yeah, he did, but not for hedging about the alarm. He was in heaven and didn’t want it to end. 

“Russell, oh, God!” 

“Say it. Say ‘fuck me harder’. Say it.” 

She let out a low, sexy groan and tipped her head back. Her breasts bobbed and she tried to move on his dick. He kept her still, refusing to give her the friction they were both dying for. With another low cry, she gave him a passion-filled, frustrated look and rocked forward, digging her nails into his chest. He felt her pussy tighten around his cock before she cried out his name.

“Russell, harder. I want you to fuck me harder, right now!” She took his mouth in a desperate kiss and he thrust upwards, grinding against her. She felt so good he had to struggle not to join her when the force of her climax trembled down her legs cinched around his waist. 

He groaned as pleasure ripped from his scalp all the way down his toes. He jerked with each gush and held Susan tightly, too tight, but unable to stop. Nothing could have stopped him. Even when he was done, he tipped her over onto her back and sank into her willing embrace again. She purred like a happy little cat and he took them up to the stars again, trying to soothe the burn that heated them both.

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Sore muscles and tender places deep inside protested when she snuggled closer to Russell’s sweaty body. Sucking in a breath, she both heard and felt Russell’s soft chuckle. She swatted him playfully on the arm and he chuckled even more, sliding his warm hand down her back to cup her bottom. The man had no shame at all. He brushed a kiss to her neck, and she sighed at the feel of his rough jaw tingling over her sensitive skin. Man, she loved that, how rough he felt against her. Manly. 

Russell seemed a lot happier. He’d not stopped kissing and touching her all day. He’d completely surprised her with a playful side. He laughed more, too. She’d found this new side to him reassuring on so many levels. 

“I thought you were going to sleep all day, honey. I wore you out.” 

A shiver chased down her spine at his deep voice. Holding in a grin at his boasting, she kissed his warm, tanned skin. “Huh, I needed a quick nap.”

“Ah, I see. Didn’t wear you out, huh?” 

She giggled as the hand gripping her bottom tightened suggestively. His deep voice sounded hopeful now. 

It felt incredible to be in bed with Russell like this. Just being able to run a hand up his rippling abs was amazing. It was like she’d fallen into some dream, but not a dream she’d ever imagined because Russell, with all his scars and toughness mixed with sweetness, was simply more than she’d ever dreamed existed. His body was so different from hers. She snuggled closer and tried to soak up the fact that this was really happening. Who knew men were so much warmer? How was that fair? Bigger, better jobs, better opportunities, and they were naturally warmer? Fascinating. 

He reached a hand up and tipped her face up to kiss her when she didn’t open her eyes. He seemed to like to do that. Kiss her all the time. Varying his approach, hot and possessive kisses, then slow, gentle or barely-a-whisper kisses. She had to admit that was one of the reasons she probably wasn’t completely mortified by what they’d been doing. His gentle tenderness. It spoke to her of something more than simple sex. 

She hoped. Because basically, yep, all they’d done today was have amazing, mind-blowing sex. She still couldn’t believe it. She’d gone from no sex to so much she shouldn’t be wanting more, but she did. Who knew it was like those Lays potato chips? She wanted Russell—the whole bag of chips—as often as she could get him. 

Someone should have warned her about men like Russell Ryland. If there were other men like Russell Ryland. Such a big, strong man, a warrior really, but tender, too. And oddly serious.

He hadn’t been teasing her about making her come until she was screaming. It was shocking what he could do to her body. And when he’d finally pulled out, she’d been only slightly amazed he was still hard. He was hard right now. He was like a big, solid pole against her thigh. For some reason she could tell the difference between his body and that particular part of his body. The skin was hotter than the rest of him, for one, but she also felt almost hyper-aware of that wonderful penis. Almost possessive, like she owned his long, thick member. But he wasn’t pressing her for sex, just holding her close for comfort. For him? Or for her? She couldn’t say. Maybe both. 

“Susan?” he murmured again. He sounded worried now, and she opened her eyes to see his grey eyes were full of concern. How had she ever thought his eyes cold? 

“No. I might have to take a rain check on that, though, big guy,” she told him, curling her hand around his erection because she could, and because it was fascinating. She slid a hand up his shaft and he made a soft grunt. 

“I like that, a rain check. Can you keep that up until then?” he said. 

She glanced up to see a smile tugging at his kiss-swollen mouth. He’d anchored an arm behind his head, his other hand still playing with her hair while he watched her with that killer smile. He smiled more now. She had to admit she did, too. Who wouldn’t? she wondered. Sex was so much better than chocolate. Whoever had started that rumour obviously hadn’t been having sex like she had. 

“Mmm, you like that?” 

His brows rose to his hairline, as if she’d asked something that should have been obvious. “Hell, yeah. Your hands on me? Yeah, I like.” He rolled his hips when he spoke, making her giggle. The man was something else. He was so confident, it was catching. 

She glanced up him and he winked. Shifting his hips up, obviously enjoying her hands, he groaned huskily. The urge to kiss him was too much, and she wiggled up a little to rub her lips against his rough chin. She trailed over his neck and behind his ear, finding a soft spot there that he seemed to like. Her hands tightened on his cock when it flexed in response to a nibble on his earlobe.

He was so amazingly different from her, so strong, and smelt so good—a sharp pine scent mixed with warm man. She still felt awed at being able to simply touch and explore him like this, but the more she did, the more he showed her how much he liked her caresses. Not that Russell ever held back. The man was very free with what he wanted, what he liked. She doubted anything was off limits for Russell—if it felt good, he’d do it, and make her like it, too. A shiver of want bubbled up her body just remembering telling him to fuck her. 

Amazing. 

“Goddamn, that feels so fucking good.” 

She nipped his jaw just to hear him groan even more. His erection swelled under her hands. He liked it rough, Russell did, she thought with a thrill. She’d always thought she was waiting for the right guy to make her weak in the knees. Russell made her want to do things to him that had no business being in her brain to begin with. And worse, her stomach flipped a little with her thoughts, anxiousness rushing her body and making her flush. She barely knew him, had only known him for a little over a week, but this felt right. Was she easy, then? God, had it been the move, the attack, that had given her the need to feel this connection? And then in the morning—or rather, later today, since it had all started in the morning—would he leave? Only to ignore her in town except for a brief hello? 

A chill sent goosebumps up and down her arms. 

After dinner last night, she’d thought he’d held back because he wanted more from her. But now she was so confused, she had to wonder if this was all he’d been thinking about, after all. He’d admitted wanting to have sex with her since that first day. 

Remembering that sent a thrill through her. 

And more confusion. Last night, she’d feared him a bit for even thinking he wanted more. Now she feared him because he might only want this? She was really, really screwed up. Completely. And God, what had her father always said? Know a man a good long while, Lacey. If not, if you give him the goods, he’ll enjoy it but not respect you. Her dad’s way of saying, ‘why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?’ wasn’t helping with the unease trying to pierce her little bubble of happiness. 

She lingered over Russell’s throat, loving that roughness there, the sunburnt skin, a bit of bristle even here. He was panting, nearly as tense as he got right before some serious action.

Had she given it away? No, she’d practically begged him to take it. Doing anything and everything he wanted. And—for better or worse, depending on how she was going to look at this—she’d loved it. 

“Sunshine, we’re going to have a bit more goin’ on here in about five seconds.” 

She nibbled his lip, kissing him briefly and moving on before he could take more. He gripped her bottom tighter, his hand beginning to caress her roughly, expertly making her temperature rise. 

Sex was so much better than she’d dreamed. So many things made sense now. So many people. No wonder girls made complete fools of themselves at the base, chasing after men. Chasing after men like Russell, whose lips were still swollen from her kisses, she noticed. She could only imagine what she looked like. But she couldn’t care less. This was too amazing. He was too amazing. And she was going to enjoy every moment of exploring his body like he had hers. 

“Is this a yes? God, I hope this is a yes.” 

“Mmm, a maybe?” She tightened her grip and smoothed her hands experimentally down. He grunted, then groaned when she stroked back up, lingering over every exciting inch of his velvety length. 

“Baby, if you don’t stop that you’ll need another shower,” he cautioned in a deep voice, followed by a groan when she gave his cock two firm strokes. Well, he certainly liked what they were doing, or what she was doing. He growled something funny, a half curse of her name, and she couldn’t help but tease him with a little bite on his shoulder. He groaned louder and his erection grew bigger in her hands, taking her mind completely off her slight soreness and right onto him again. 

“Oh, such a big bad major you are. Will you wash me up, too?” 

He groaned something about showing her major and gave her a play-swat on the butt. She sucked in a breath at how hot that little tap made her. Amazing. 

Giggling now, she let him tackle her down and take her hands off her favourite part of his anatomy. He seemed to like to be the one in control of this, she’d noticed already. That was fine for now, since he obviously had more experience, but she had plans for Major Ryland. He would be unravelling under her as much as she had under him. 

“What are you thinking?” he asked, settling most of his weight off to the side of her, but still managing to keep her under him. He watched her, but bent to kiss the top of her breasts, nuzzling the skin with his jaw. He seemed to like every part of her. He’d certainly kissed every inch of her. 

“You. How controlling you are,” she added to see his reaction. 

Typically, he frowned, as if she was speaking a foreign language. 

“Very, very controlling,” she added, with a significant look at his hands holding hers above her head. 

He grinned, and his face seemed to lose so much of that stern, warrior look that her heart swelled and turned over. He looked so much younger and more approachable now than when they’d first met. 

“Just trying to keep you behaving. Aren’t you hungry, Sunshine?” He kissed her mouth softly.

He was. She’d heard his stomach growling. “I might be. Are you offering to cook?” 

He lifted his head and gave her a wounded look. “Not if you want to live. Can’t cook worth beans. The men wouldn’t even let me.” 

She tugged at her arms until he let them go—reluctantly, she noticed. “I can maybe cook something if you let me up. And shower.” She was sticky in places that had no business being sticky. It actually should have freaked her out, but she liked it. Russell definitely liked it. She’d watched him run a hand up the inside of her thigh after he’d withdrawn, catching their mingled moisture and smiling briefly at the wetness on his fingers. 

“You’ve never been with a woman and not worn a condom?” she asked. 

Russell gave her a frown again. He was so sinister-looking with his bristle. It darkened his face, making his angular cheekbones stand out and his eyes appear a darker grey. Not that he scared her. Big, dark alpha SEAL that he was, she was under no illusions with Russell. He’d never hurt her. Not physically, at least. 

“No. I was always safe,” he said. “Now I can reap the rewards of my good behaviour, huh?” He nudged her thigh with his thick, velvety erection. 

Huh. Well, there was that. As long as she stayed on birth control. And seeing as how she’d had an implant that would last three years, and they’d had sex all day, bareback, she supposed they’d continue the same way. Would he be here in three years? Would she? Maybe this would be one of those wild sex weekends she’d heard about from friends. She already hoped it wasn’t. And last night she’d been scared he wanted more? She was losing it, absolutely. This was wonderful—it felt so incredible, but if this was all, if he said something like ‘I’ll call you’ or ‘see you later’, she knew she would be crushed. 

And that was frightening. 

But true. 

She’d survive it, of course, but if this was wild sex it would cheapen it. Maybe that was her inexperience. Maybe this was the way all little affairs went—hot, wild sex and then a quick goodbye. What if she actually got used to him being here, then it was over without any kind of real reason other than it was fun, but he didn’t want attachments? God, she was thinking this to death. 

“I’m not sure I like it when you get that thoughtful look, Sunshine.” 

He sounded like he wanted her to talk. He’d said that. Or he sounded like he wanted all her attention on him. Cute. But no way was she sharing with the big bad SEAL on top of her that she was freaked about what they were doing. So she watched him, running her hands through his hair instead of answering. It was cut short, but still thick and silky. 

“What’s going on in that pretty head of yours?” he asked, resting his head on his hand. He brushed her hair off her forehead, watching her watching him. His eyes dipped down and his lips curved upward. She should have been embarrassed, but he obviously liked her body. All of it. It was impossible to feel embarrassed when he got that intense look on his face simply from her being naked. 

“How different we are. It’s fascinating. You’re so big and hard, rough.”

Grey eyes jerked back up at her words. “I was too rough?” 

“No silly. You’re rough, not rough…” She took his hand and compared it to hers. His fingers were much longer than hers, and calluses marred his palm and fingers. He had small white scars scattered over his knuckles and the back of his hand. 

“Ah, well, I am bigger.” He nudged her with his lower body making her laugh. Sighing happily, she curled her fingers through his. 

“Yes, and don’t you know it, too.” 

“Damn straight. A man needs all of his advantages with a woman like you.” 

“What is a woman like me?” she asked, curious as to what he thought of her. He’d said she was beautiful, but he’d also been a bit out of his mind with lust, which was its own kinda compliment. 

Head on hand, he leaned on his elbow and watched her, his handsome face thoughtful. “Beautiful. So beautiful it hurts. You’re warm, sweet, too smart for those sexy jeans you wear to drive me nuts, and you’re about as stubborn as me. Not a good thing, by the way. Independent. You’ve got good taste in beer, food and men—since you’re with me.” 

Well. 

He grinned and tapped her nose, making her frown. “You look like I surprised you. I should have warned you, I don’t lie, Susan. If you ask me something, I’ll always be honest with you.”

Well, what could she say to that? Was he wondering about her? Would he start asking questions that she couldn’t answer? She suddenly hoped not, with a desperation that frightened her. She was in deep. Too deep?

“What did you think I would say?” 

What did I think he would say? She had no idea. 

Smart. Stubborn. Independent. Beautiful. All nice things. Amazing things, since he’d seen her leg and seemed to love to trace the scars there, and the one on her face. She should have been nervous about that, but somehow Russell made it okay. It wasn’t like Russell didn’t have his own scars—he had quite a few. Some were gunshot wounds, too. But she was a woman, and men looked better with scars. Women? Not so much. 

As if he were reading her mind, he reached out and traced her sunburst scar. “This bothers you. Tell me how you got it. I’m getting tired of asking, baby. I’m beginning to think you don’t trust me.” He settled closer, comforting her more than he knew with his arms around her, holding her gently. She could let herself believe he wanted more than sex when he surrounded her.

But how much could she say to him? Share with him? Sharing created links to people, and if she gave some of herself only to have him leave when he had his fill, then what? It was too intimate to share her pain if he wasn’t going to be in her life. But wow, how could a woman know if a man was going to be in her life forever after one day of hot sex? She needed to grow up. Dreams were for girls, and she wasn’t one. Not any longer. Russell was here now, and she needed to stop with the worry and simply take what he offered.   

“I was in an accident. I got hurt pretty bad.”

“Bad enough to cause this?” He brushed warm fingers over her thigh, tracing the pink lines gently. 

“Yeah.” When he simply watched her, she swallowed quickly and licked her lips. “My jaw was wired shut for six months, my leg broken in three places, a few ribs cracked, and the gash on my temple. I was in a coma for a bit. When I woke…” Pausing, she looked away from his intent eyes and focused on his rounded shoulders. So big. So strong. Her dad had been that way. Big and strong. It’d seemed impossible her dad wouldn’t live forever. That he would get sick. So sick it had killed him. 

“Talk to me, Susan. It helps sometimes.” 

Meeting his grey eyes again, she saw compassion there, warmth, and something deep and dark. Pain. He had it, too. He’d lost his mother, his stepdad and a brother. He knew pain, and sometimes it was easier to share with someone who knew what pain really was. 

Again, she wondered what would come of this. Was this a typical affair? Sharing part of yourself? She felt a huge sense of unease trusting him with this, with her personal thoughts and feelings. But it also felt so good to finally have someone to share it with. Even if it wasn’t all of what had happened, at least it was part of it. But at the same time, it was too personal, too near to her heart. She almost growled in frustration. She was screwed up. She wanted him. Didn’t want him. Wanted to talk to him. Didn’t want to talk to him. 

“Russell…” Burying her face in his warm chest, she let him pull her closer. The emotions, always so firmly under control, tried to bubble over and spill out. “It hurts. It hurts still to talk, like if I don’t think about it, talk about it, I can pretend it’s all the same, you know? Pretend it will somehow…” Not be real. Tears began, then, slowly leaking out past her closed eyes. Her throat was clogged with them. She wanted to stop crying, more than half afraid her tears would take over and she’d not be able to stop. She hadn’t cried since that first week. Back then she’d been so weak, so shocked that all she’d been able to do was let the tears fall. 

“Shhh, then. Time helps. Give it some more time, baby. But nothing will make it the way it was before. Before your dad died, is that it?” 

His voice was like some kind of black magic, opening her soul and making her tears fall. How could he understand what it was like to fail someone so miserably? Russell had probably never let anyone down in his life. She hadn’t been able to tell her father goodbye. He’d died thinking he’d lost her. Her big, strong dad, always so protective, always so strong, unable to guard the one thing in his life he’d always tried to keep safe. 

“I didn’t even get to say goodbye.” 

His arms tightened around her like a warm blanket. “Oh, baby, shhh, your dad would have understood, Susan. Shhh, now, no one that loved you would want you upset like this,” he murmured. He held on tight, rocking her in his warm arms, surprising her with how much comfort he gave her. It tore her up, but she cried. It hurt. Each sob made her stomach ache, but Russell simply held her and whispered reassurances. 

Slowly the tears began to hurt less, but her stress increased. How was this happening? God, she couldn’t let her dad go and just, what? Carry on? She struggled with Russell, suddenly feeling trapped in his embrace. 

“No, shhh—relax, relax, shhh. Let this soak in, baby. You need to let this settle a bit.” 

When he wouldn’t let her go, she stopped trying to push him away. He tucked the sheet over them. Without speaking, he quietly comforted her with his warmth and tenderness. She was so tired of fighting this, of shoving it away to deal with later, and he felt so solid and safe. No one could come near her with Russell here. 

“Do you want to sleep a little?” he asked, after a long while of not speaking. 

He must think she was some kind of crazy person. She’d left wet marks on his chest. He kissed her forehead and tipped her head up with a finger under her chin. Reluctantly, she met his grey eyes. He was so focused on her, she licked her lips self-consciously.

“How can you look more beautiful after crying? Aren’t women supposed to look like hell after crying?” He sounded so put out she half choked on a laugh. She knew he was trying to lighten the mood, and he did. Using a soft piece of the sheet, he wiped under her eyes and she batted at him. 

“That’s a sheet, not a Kleenex.” 

He caught her hand in his and erased the inch of distance between them to capture her mouth for a kiss. He didn’t rush the press of his mouth to hers. Instead, he rubbed his lips to hers, gingerly stroking her mouth with his hot tongue, then pulled back to softly suck on her bottom lip. It was devastating. It felt like he was making love to her mouth. As if, little by little, he was taking piece after piece of her heart with each slow stroke of his mouth on hers. 

Slowly, he pulled away to stare down at her. “Baby, you can use me as a Kleenex any time. Any time, Susan, you know that, don’t you?” He sounded so sincere, she nodded and pressed her hand to his chest. “Now, let’s get you fed. Maybe I can take you for a small walk, then dinner?” 

She choked on a laugh at the enthusiasm in his voice. He made her sound like a puppy. “A small walk? Do I look like a poodle?”

Chuckling, he tugged her to his chest and shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think a poodle… Maybe one of those little Chihuahuas?”

“Oh, you are in for it now, big guy!” Laughing with him, she tickled her fingers down his ribs as lightly and fast as she could. Russell nearly knocked her off the bed with his bigger body when he tried to get away, then came back with a sudden growl and pinned her hands above her head. The brat. So not fair. 

“That is so not right! You cheat.” 

He blinked, and then laughed so hard his hands loosened enough for her to pull free and pinch him. Instead of it stopping him, he laughed harder. 

“Goddamn, you are too much, Sunshine. Cheat? I never cheat. I can’t help it if tackling you down is like restraining a butterfly.” 

“Oh my God, I can’t believe you just said that!” 

“Come on now, you’re tender and hungry. Dinner, woman. Dinner.”

“Dinner? What time is it?” The fun of the moment sizzled out and was replaced by shock. Dinner? She twisted under him and glanced over at the bedside table. It was four o’clock. They’d been in bed all day. 

Russell laughed and pressed kisses to her neck. 

“Maybe a quick dinner here, then come with me to the ranch. I’ve got to feed the horses and cattle. You can help. Then back here, to bed,” he told her in a husky whisper. “If I didn’t make you too sore.” A roughly callused hand smoothed down to her bottom, cupping her possessively with another rough sound of appreciation. “I can make sure I’m very careful,” he added when she giggled. 

“I’m sure you can,” she told him, smiling at his earnest expression while he kneaded her bottom shamelessly. He sported an erection again. His cock strained like a hot brand between them, but he didn’t press her for sex. 

“For you? Always. Everything. You know that, too, don’t you?” 

“Hmmm…” she hedged. That was a loaded question. Her stomach growled. 

Russell slowly smiled. It really was devastating, his smile. It was such an unpractised look, unsure even. Her heart turned over. Had he never had anything to make him happy before? It melted something inside her to think she could make him happy. 

“I want to know more about you, too, Russell. I warn you, I want you to share all this stuff.” She waved a hand between them, ignoring his eyebrow quirking up at her. “It can’t just be me spilling my guts; you have to, too.” 

When he realised she was serious, he froze and met her eyes. “Sure thing, baby.” 

“All right. I’m starved. We can talk while I make us something, but first I need a shower,” she told him quickly, and kissed him, running a light caress up his chest while she did. “Don’t worry, if you cry, you can use me as a Kleenex.” 

“Witch. Up you go. We need to feed you if you’re going to keep up with me.” 

She shot him a frown for that and stood up, only to groan a little when muscles she’d never really known she’d had before clenched in protest. “Oh!” 

Russell gave her a curious look and stood. He was completely naked, but not a bit shy about it. And why would he be? He was stunningly male. So much bigger than her—she was struck by how easily he could break her in two. Well, maybe he already had, she thought, glancing at his impressive package. 

“What?” 

She felt her face burn, but ignored him. She might as well have raised a red flag at a bull. Immediately, he pulled her to a stop and turned her around. He already wore a worried frown, too. Geez, this was embarrassing. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing. A bit tender in places that aren’t normally…on my…radar.” 

He froze. It would have been funny, except slowly, over his stunned expression, something very close to pride—and something else—flashed before he caught her frown and coughed into his fist. 

“Sorry, Sunshine. Got a little excited, didn’t I?” 

If she hadn’t known better, she’d have thought he looked smug. All of a sudden it hit her. Up until today she’d been a virgin. She met his grey eyes, and, yep, Russell Ryland looked proud because he’d been her first. 

Well, she didn’t know what to think of that, and the look he was wearing now told her that he didn’t really want her to say much more. He looked a bit guilty, as if she’d caught him gloating. The silly barbarian. Glancing at the sheets, she saw a bit of blood, but not much. Was he going to keep that as a memento? He caught her look and followed it to the sheets. 

“Should I throw those in the wash? Cold water, right? I did hurt you, didn’t I?” 

Hand on hip, she gave him a look her father used to run from. “No, but are you sure you don’t want to keep them? You know, hang them out over the castle wall or something equally macho?” 

He had the good sense to colour a bit, and pull her close for a hug. His grey eyes met hers and she could tell he was fighting a smile. 

“I’m not going to answer that. But I won’t deny that I like being the only man that has ever touched you. I can’t lie, and I won’t. You were incredible. Nearly killed me, but still, was I too rough?” 

She rolled her eyes. Compared to what she’d been through? That brief, sharp pain had been unexpected, but not horrible. Russell was big, which would have scared her if she hadn’t been in the middle of such a wild, amazing, life-changing orgasm. She felt sore in a wonderful way, maybe stretched or something, but not hurting. Deep inside, she could feel where his thick, hard erection had fitted so perfectly. She kinda liked that. Okay, she really liked that. Still, he didn’t have to look like he was a step away from beating on his chest. 

“No, but I wasn’t your first. I don’t see why it matters that you were mine.” 

He blinked, as if she’d surprised him. Well, she was surprised, too, at the turn this conversation had taken. She hadn’t meant to snap at him, but he’d shocked her with his reaction. She hadn’t expected to feel that odd chill, realising how much he had got out of being her first. She liked him being her first, but she didn’t think it was the same. He’d had others, and, by the sound of it, he’d have more. She was struggling to put this where it belonged because she didn’t have the right tools to understand anything that was going on. And no one to talk to other than Russell about what they’d done. Or what it meant.

“It doesn’t—well, not that way. I mean, if you were with other men before it wouldn’t have mattered, Sunshine. When I found out, yeah, it was pretty intense.” His voice deepened and he tipped her head with his hand, cupping her jaw so she was looking up at him. Kissing her briefly, he managed to dispel her fears, not with evasions or lies, but with his earnest answers and, yes, his closeness. 

She had friends who had been played with—what woman didn’t know another that had been hurt by some jerk? Some men were predators like that, using women for sex no matter what lies they had to feed them. Her best friend, Mandy, had left the country because of a man who’d used her and discarded her afterwards. Russell wasn’t like that. She sensed that if she asked what was going on, he’d give her an honest answer. But did she want to know? The little girl in her cried out ‘yes’, but the adult woman wasn’t so sure. Cowardly? Maybe. Or maybe she needed this, needed him, and wasn’t going to press for something she wasn’t even sure she wanted, or worse, that he didn’t. 

“I wanted to make it right. And not hurt you. And, yeah, I like that no one has ever touched you. No one has ever touched me the way you do, either, baby. No one. I’ve never let them. And”—he paused, and he grimaced—“no one has wanted to, either. Women want a Navy man for a quickie—for sex, baby, no more.” 

Oh. She’d known women chased SEALs. Heck, her dad had had a few wild women come unannounced to their home, even. Military men in general were sought after. But that was there, on a base. This was in the middle of nowhere. And he’d said he’d not been with a woman in seven months. Was he being truthful?

“You’re looking at me in that way you have. It makes me think you don’t believe me,” he said, sounding stern, then sighed and pulled her closer, kissing her deeply enough to make her forget all about what they were discussing. With a frustrated sound he pulled back, looking a bit fierce, too. “Now, listen here, Sunshine, I never lie. Never. If I don’t want to tell you something, I won’t. But I won’t lie. Life doesn’t work that way with me. If I can’t tell you, I won’t. But I won’t lie.” He sounded upset, even a bit angry. 

And oddly saying exactly what she’d thought he would. 

“Well, good. That’s great to know. You surprised me, Russell. You were looking at me a bit—” 

“Possessively?” 

Blushing, she hid her face in his big chest. Geez. 

“Yep, maybe that,” she admitted. The same moment she said it, she realised they were talking in the nude. Fully, completely nude. Man, oh man. She could feel every inch of Russell’s heavy erection against her stomach. At her words, it had flexed against her. A rush of heat settled low in her abdomen, and her body softened for more sex with Russell. 

Russell seemed completely unaware. He nodded earnestly. “I was. I am. It’s new to me. So we’ll have to work on it, I’m sure. Like my language, huh? But I can be educated, honey. Don’t kick me to the kerb yet. Now, come on. Let’s shower and eat before I start wanting more than you can give right now. I know you’re tender. And I know I’m starved. You worked me hard, baby. Come on.”

Pulling her hand, he headed to the bathroom.

She blinked a few times, stunned at his words. Don’t kick me to the kerb yet. Had he known her dad? Or was that a Navy thing, the ‘kick to the kerb’ thing? Or a man thing? He’d been a SEAL, her dad had been a SEAL, and the possibility that he’d known her dad wasn’t entirely out of the question. She tugged on his hand, and he stopped. 

“Susan? Shower. Now.” 

“Hmph, no orders, Major Ryland.” She gave him a playful caress down his chest and lingered over his erection. How could she not? “And you look more than ready, but I think I might want to wait.”

“That feels damn fine. Shower, please, before I do something I might regret.” 

“Regret?” 

“Come on, cut me some slack, baby. You go shower, because if I join you we will be doing more. I’ll go call my buddies.” 

Kissing his jaw, she glanced up at him. His high cheekbones were flushed and he looked a bit frustrated. “All right. Deal. And remember, I’m paying,” she reiterated, because he was that kind of guy. 

He opened his mouth and she kissed him deeply, then raced off to the shower, shutting the door with a squeal when he tried to follow. 

“We’ll be talking about that, too.” 

She ignored him. He was very cute when he looked so hot and bothered, frustrated and off balance. And somehow that made all her anxiousness and worry lessen. At least she wasn’t the only one so mixed up. Maybe she should keep him a little unsure of himself and see what that could do. After all, a Navy man, especially a SEAL, wasn’t used to being the one not in control of a situation. Maybe he needed to realise she had her own opinions on them. It’d be good for him. 

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

Russell could admit to himself, and, heck, probably anyone who knew him would see it, that he was in deep shit with this little bit of a woman. He felt like he’d discovered some new and exciting toy and didn’t want to share. Not even to take her to the ranch to meet Taylor, his nephew. He didn’t want to leave her house. He wanted to keep her in bed and make love all day and night. When had he started thinking of sex as making love? 

He knew exactly when. 

He wasn’t too certain what to do about that. He had absolutely no idea. Especially walking down a dirt road in Montana with the said reason for his new vocabulary holding his hand. And smiling up at him. Practically skipping next to him. 

He was in over his head. And when he started thinking about her, about him and them, he got completely distracted. 

Like now. Every time he so much as looked at her, his brain slowed to a crawl. He could barely walk next to her without tripping on his own feet. 

He couldn’t quite believe she was here next to him, and how cute she was in her hiking boots, low-cut jeans and snug blue sweater. And that she was holding his hand and walking with him down a road he drove every day. And that only a few hours ago, she’d been crying his name in that breathy little voice while he’d made love to her. He still fought a hard-on, but it was one of those cock-tingling-with-pleasure erections. Probably because he knew within hours he’d be sleeping in her bed. Or not sleeping, he corrected himself hopefully. Even if it was sleeping, he’d be more than satisfied. Holding Susan while she’d taken a nap had been mind-blowing. He couldn’t wait to do it again. 

He’d let her sleep at some point, but it might be a while. Unless she was still a bit tender, but there was a lot a man could do and not penetrate a woman. Her mouth. God, the thought of her plump, kissable lips on his cock made him sweat. He’d last about two minutes. He knew it. He’d not let many women do that, not that they’d been lining up, but he’d not had a woman’s lips on him in a long time. Thinking back, he couldn’t even remember his last blow job. Probably before Afghanistan. It was difficult to say, though, because it seemed like every sexual encounter before Susan was a faded blur. 

She’d thrown him for a loop all day. Not her openness and eager loving, but being a virgin, for fuck’s sake. And her response to his idiotic behaviour. He couldn’t have stopped it, though. He wasn’t even sure what had given him away. Maybe his gloating, he thought with a frown. Possessive? Hell, yeah. He was feeling all kinds of possessive. And some other things he didn’t have the ammunition to work with. Like happy. He was practically grinning. And content. Completely content to let her lead him around by his hand…or dick. Didn’t matter. They’d not gone to the ranch because he’d called his buddies and they’d talked for a while, catching up before he’d laid down what he wanted. Easy as pie. They’d be by within the week. 

Eagle had called, then, to say he’d fed the horses. He’d chuckled a bit at where Russ was, but he hadn’t been surprised, either. How could he have been? The man had been giving him odd looks for the past week at the erection Russ hadn’t been able to hide. Besides, he’d seen the truck outside her house and was enough of a dog to admit it. Russ had had about enough of his sly attitude within seconds, but had to be thankful that the bastard had fed the horses for him. 

Even Eagle’s superior-ass attitude hadn’t taken the grin off Russell’s face for long. Especially when Susan had come out of the bedroom, freshly showered, dressed in her sexy jeans and snug sweater to kiss him sweetly, without even a pause. Then she’d started making them a quick, delicious meal of bacon, omelettes, made-from-scratch biscuits and coffee, all while she chattered away with him and made cooking look like a breeze. 

He knew better. He’d tried often enough. She’d not only made it look easy, but seemed to enjoy cooking. And, of course, everything she’d made had been delicious. Even if she’d had to hunt for most of her cooking pans, which he’d thought was odd, though he hadn’t been able to concentrate on how odd while she was bending over, showing him her cute, rounded ass and the pink lace from her panties. A thong. He knew it was a thong. Was the bra matching? 

“Russell? How long have you lived here?” 

He tightened his hand on hers. She was flushed and pink from the cold and looked beautiful. And happy.

“A while. Will you let your hair go blonde again?” He wanted her blonde. She looked like a blonde, but with dark hair. He would never be able to let her out of his sight as a blonde, but he was beginning to realise he wasn’t letting her out of his sight anyway. He was already plotting how to get her up to the ranch so he wouldn’t have to leave her alone while he went and did a roundup in a few days. Maybe she’d even like to come with him. Crushing that thought, he frowned. No way was he taking her out on a roundup with all those hired hands. They’d have no privacy, and, worse, all those bastards would be checking her cute ass out as much as that little bastard had at Dave’s Hardware. 

He tried to hold down all his jealousy without much success. Susan was beautiful. She’d climaxed at least eight times, but still his gut was tied in knots. He’d been her first, yet he still felt like she wasn’t as head over heels as he was feeling. He was so off his normal, calm and cool game that he could barely walk next to her. Where was the Ace Man? He’d aced the sex, but had she been as blown away as he had? 

She laughed softly and tugged his hand. “Ouch.” 

Had he hurt her? She was smiling up at him, so he hoped not. 

“You’d like me better as a blonde?” 

He snorted at such silliness. He couldn’t possibly like her better. God, he hoped he couldn’t, he thought, with a suddenly sinking stomach at the possibility. Already he was a walking mess around her. Maybe she should stay with the dark hair. But yeah, he could admit it, he wanted to see her blonde. He could see a little bit of it around her temples, a softening there that made him want to see her how she should look, not how the dark hair hid her. 

“Not possible,” he assured her, pulling her closer to kiss her silky hair. “You look like a blonde. You shouldn’t hide it with that colour. Besides,” he tugged one long braid, wondering if she knew how sexy she looked like that. Sexy kitten, the look said. “You’d have to keep colouring it, right? Not good for all that silky hair.” He tried to keep from smiling, but her look was so cute—pure Susan, a little indignant mixed with a twinkle in her blue eyes. 

“Huh, how would you know? Do you dye that hair of yours, Major?” 

Major. He frowned, seeing that teasing mischief in her blue eyes. She was jerking his chain. He bent and hauled her into his arms and kissed her past her happy little squeal. He didn’t care if they were outside her home and the whole of Troy drove by and saw him. Actually, he hoped they all would. He was staking his claim on her and he wanted to warn everyone off. Not that there were many to warn off. But there were a few. Ranch hands, hardware store boys, old men, anyone that even thought to look at her with any interest at all. He felt such an overwhelming panic to wrap this up, but hadn’t he done that? Why was he a nervous wreck with a desperate need to fuck her, still? And, more, to hold her tight, keep her close?

“Not a chance, Sunshine. But you look like a blonde.” 

She laughed softly, cupping his jaw and rubbing her fingers over his stubble. He needed to shave and go get some things from up at the ranch. He was staying here tonight, no question about it. He wanted to move some stuff down. Maybe that would ease this panicky feeling that he was in over his head with a woman who wasn’t. He wasn’t sure why he felt it, but he did. It was a huge drive to claim and take, mark her as his. Possessiveness to the extreme. Something he had no idea how to handle. Except to hold her tighter. His instincts were demanding it. He’d never been wrong with them before, and he didn’t want to start now. 

“You’re so cute. Come on. Let’s go inside—it’s getting cold and you promised a movie.” 

Cute? He grinned at that. Was she being funny again? He was many things, but cute? He wasn’t a fancy boy, one of those cover model guys. He had too many scars. A knife fight in the Balkans, a few too many fire-fights, and a few broken noses from bar fights had all left his looks a bit damaged. Oh, he got laid whenever he wanted. But he wasn’t fooled that it was because of his looks. It was his size and manner. He was tough, hardcore and serious. Wasn’t he? He’d been sporting a smile now for longer than he ever had in his life. 

And she wanted him to play nice. Watch a movie. Like he was going to last through a movie with Susan in the room. He’d be lucky to last through the doorway. 

“How about a trip up to my place? I want to grab some clothes…” He paused at her small frown. His stomach bottomed out, and his first thought was that she didn’t want him to stay. Pathetic. “You don’t want to see my spread?” he asked instead, waiting to see her soft smile. She did, but it was also a bit—he didn’t know, exactly. Maybe sad?

“No, that’d be great. So, clothes…” Bright blue eyes met his with a speculative little look. “Why?” 

Well if she was going to ask, he’d let her know. “Because when I wake up tomorrow, I’ll need them,” he told her firmly. He wasn’t going to lie about it. Or candy-coat it. 

Her eyes widened a bit at his gruff tone, but she tilted her head, considering him for long enough to make him want to squirm. He never squirmed. He had nerves of steel, right? Ace Man, here. Why did he need that reminder? 

“Are you sure you want to do that?” 

Now, that question was easy to answer. She’d have trouble kicking him out now. “Fuck, yeah.” Some things needed to be clear. He was here and had no plans to leave. If she wasn’t as on board with that, she had now to tell him. And, fuck, he was holding his breath like some teenager waiting to kiss his first girl. 

“Huh, well, your ranch? Might be fun.” 

He could have sworn he broke out in a sweat with relief. And his dick was straining against his zipper, making it uncomfortable. Bending at the waist, he hauled her up in his arms and carried her into the house, more than ready to kiss her senseless for such torture. She laughed so hard he had to set her down, but he pulled her close by her ass, letting her feel exactly how serious he was, only to have his phone interrupt his plans for the rest of the night. He had a gym bag with a change of clothes in the truck. He could use those until he drove her up to the ranch tomorrow. And tomorrow was Saturday and no one would be around. The ranch hands all went off for the weekend, especially before a roundup. He was right where he wanted to be. His plans were set; now all he had to do was get her clothes off. 

“Phone, Russell,” she murmured against his mouth, still laughing up at him. Smiling blue eyes met his and he held her tighter, but dug his phone out of his pocket. 

“Yeah?”

“Ace Man. What’s hanging?” Mac ‘the Wolf’ Maddock asked above the deep bass of rap music blaring in the background. 

Susan giggled and hid her head, shaking it back and forth against his chest. And damn if that wasn’t cute as heck. Fuck. She had him in knots. She grinned up and mouthed ‘hanging’, and rubbed a hand over his cock. Hell. 

He grabbed hold of her busy little hand and pulled her close so her head was pressed to his chest. He could feel her laughing in his arms, and grinned to himself at how incredible it felt to hold her. 

“Not too much. What’s up with you?”

“Aww, isn’t that nice? Not much, huh? I heard a different story from Eagle, but, hey, who am I to judge? How about a few thousand?” 

Shit, a job? He’d just got back, and he didn’t want to leave Susan for some screwed up security mission right now, or any time in the near future, either. Keeping an arm around her waist, he manoeuvred her to the couch and sat, pulling her down to straddle him before easing back on the seat. Once there, she eyed him with a blank look that said she was silently laughing at him. He didn’t care if she was—she was spread open across his thighs, her breasts a breath away. She could laugh all she wanted. Hell, he loved her laughter. 

“So? What do you think? Game?” 

He blinked and Susan’s grin widened. She leant forward and trailed a hand down the neck of his shirt playfully. 

“Not so sure. What’s the departure?” 

Susan’s blue eyes darkened, and she leant forward so she was a breath away, then tipped her head and started kissing his neck, threading soft, wet kisses down his jaw to his shirt. Then, with a soft sound, she rose up and tugged at his jacket, mouthing the word ‘off’ to him and wiggling her ass on his thighs. Damn. 

“Ah, departure? About five days, and then about five days down south, a few more if things aren’t as good as we hope, then back up. Less than two weeks, total.” 

So that meant more like six weeks. Without Susan. He didn’t think he could do that. “Sorry, Wolf, tied up for a while. Let me know if you get in a bind.” 

Silence met that, then a soft grunt. “Sure, no problem. Let you know. Sure, sounds… Sure. No problemo, Ace.”

 Obviously, there was a problem. He was always ready to go and, with a southern departure, the money was always good. But he didn’t want to go anywhere when he had this in his arms. And on his lap. And tugging at his tee to get him out of that, too. Her little nails scratched him on the chest when he didn’t move fast enough, and she nipped him. Immediately he felt on the verge of spilling in his jeans. 

“Later, then,” he grunted as Susan’s body snuggled right over his cock and her eyes glittered with mischief. The little brat knew what she was doing. She looked primed and ready to go another round. Her pink tongue swept along her lips, and he felt his cock jerk under her. She did, too. Her blue eyes narrowed to slits, and she leant forward and licked his nipple while watching him with a feminine demand that had his arousal threatening to break. Then she started heading south. He could probably break a wall with how stiff his cock swelled. 

“Later, man, got to go,” he told Maddock, not waiting for an answer. Instead, he threw the phone and practically jumped Susan, tipping her down on the couch, already working her blue sweater off, and, yes, she had on a pink bra that barely covered creamy breasts he couldn’t wait to taste. Heaven. 

“Russell, I wanted to—” He covered her mouth with his before she said something that almost had him coming in his jeans. She struggled a bit, but was also giggling at him, swatting his hands, and that little bit of defiance had his cock sweating pre-cum. Goddamn, he wanted to do things to her that were not going to happen. At least not yet. She’d been a virgin this morning. 

Slow the hell down, big boy, because the sudden urge to tie her down and make her scream through a dozen orgasms just might be too soon for both of us. 

“Russell!” She cupped her warm hands over his face, pulling him up with that hold while she ran a leg up his, to drive him crazy, he was certain. 

“You’d better be primed, baby, because that was not nice,” he told her, watching her eyes light up. God, she was gorgeous. 

“Not nice? I was seeing how you were hanging.” 

He liked that about her—her teasing ways. He wanted her on some kind of primitive level. His mind filled with images of things he wanted to do to her; things he’d never considered before. One of them was to hear her scream her head off, begging for him to make her come. And he’d be damned if he’d ever thought of something like that before. He hadn’t. He’d always been on top, inside a woman, fucking repeatedly for hours. That had been his style, not this playful torment. 

“Get those damn jeans off.” He was only half kidding her with the growl. 

“I thought we were going for a drive.” 

“No drive. I have clothes in the truck. No movie. No dinner. Sex. Now.” He unbuttoned her jeans with a twist of his fingers and she laughed. 

“Susan, you’re pushing me, baby.” 

She grinned but, thank God, lifted her ass up so he could rip her jeans off with a rough tug that earned him a frown. 

“Ouch!” 

He leant down, pressing in between her pretty thighs as he did, forcing her legs up around his hips. Her ass fit his hands perfectly. What would she do if he gave her a little spank? Would she glare, the way she was now? He hid his grin by dipping his head down and kissing the side of her hip, rubbing his stubble over it afterwards. She made a happy little sound. 

“I’ll kiss it better, baby. Let me ditch my clothes.” 

“Mmm, promise?” She pulled his head up to her mouth with a soft sigh. “I want you again, Russell. Now.” 

“Ah, fuck, baby. Get on your knees,” he ordered, pulling her legs off his hips and unbuttoning so his cock jerked free of the too-tight denim. His breath hissed between his teeth at how good the cool air felt whispering along the length of his cock. Still, he was aching. Every inch hurt. He needed his cock inside Susan like he’d never needed anything else in his life.

She hesitated, clearly unsure of that last order. 

“Trust me,” he managed, lifting her and gently turning her so she rested her stomach on the couch with her beautiful, heart-shaped ass facing him. She stunned him with how gorgeous she was. Her ass was perfect—firm, rounded and with a little rise along the top he wanted to cup while he drove into her. He rubbed his cock against one cheek and gritted his teeth at how good that simple stroke felt. 

She made a soft sound and peeked back at him, looking nervous and ready to turn around. “Russell, I don’t know—”

“Trust me, baby. God, you have no idea how beautiful your ass is. So fucking perfect…” He watched her nibble her lip, but she didn’t move. He ran his hands from the curve of her ass up her slender back to her delicate shoulder blades. She moaned softly and lifted for his caress, but she was still tense and unsure. 

“Russell, I’m not—”

“Shush, baby. Let me show you how good this can be. You’re going to love it. Damn, I’m close with just the sight of your perfect ass.” He rubbed his cock along the swell of her curves, wanting her ass so badly he was panting. He’d never wanted to claim a woman’s ass. Never. But with Susan, he was learning he wanted everything. He wanted her like this, all of her, completely, totally his. He wanted to claim her. The thought shook him on a level he couldn’t name. It was elemental, this need. But she was so tiny and, fuck, she might not want that kind of kinkiness. He let his cock head notch against her tiny rosebud, and she gasped.

“Oh!” 

He rubbed up along the crease, letting her feel his thickness. Pre-cum wet her lower back and the inside curves of her ass, and he shuddered. 

Her butt arched up, and she turned her head to watch him rub his cock between her rounded ass cheeks. 

“Mmm, look at you, Russell.” 

He did. His cock was huge, swollen and thick against the pale curves of her ass. Knowing she watched hit him like a shot of pure lust.

“Oh, yeah. That’s how close I am, baby. I need you. Are you ready?” Instead of waiting for an answer he leant forward to close the distance between them and nuzzled her mouth, taking a fierce kiss from her before tracing his fingers over her core. She was dripping. Thank fuck. He deepened the kiss, taking her mouth with long, slow glides of his tongue along hers and aligned his cock against her pussy lips. “Spread wider. Fuck, yeah. Like that.” He growled as he lost the power to speak coherently when she thrust back, burying his cock halfway in her silky heat. He drove forward in slow thrusts, working his way inside her as gently as he could. 

She was so tight he nearly spent his load when her wet muscles clamped around his dick. Finally sinking in to the hilt, he groaned, leaning over her completely so he could nuzzle her neck. 

“Good?”

“Oh, God…so good… Don’t stop, Russell, don’t stop.”

She shivered, panted against his cheek and moved her head to nip his lip. He’d swatted her ass before he’d even thought about it, and she jumped in surprise, then moaned in his ear before falling forward to grip the couch cushions with her fists. He pulled his cock out, shoved back in hard enough to drive his balls against her and smacked her lightly again. It was a heavy caress, not painful, but enough to add some pink to that luscious butt. She shuddered and broke the kiss, moaning into the couch, rubbing her face along the soft fabric before she flung her head back to stare up at him with a look of such hunger he felt his heart stutter in his chest.

“Russell?” She sounded confused, but also so sexy he was close to no return. 

“Sunshine, you’re sexy as hell. You like that?” he asked, giving her one more little playful spank.

“Oh my God, yes. God, Russell!” 

“Baby, you are so hot. Goddamn, you are so hot.” 

She whimpered, arching that beautiful ass up for more, and he lost control. 

His hips took over—he was on cruise control, barrelling down the road at top speed. His cock was driving and his hips were pounding so firmly against her flesh they were making smacking noises that he could hear even over his own groaning and her loud cries of pleasure. 

She climaxed so fast and hard he nearly joined her right then and there, but held back by sheer willpower and digging his fingernails into the back of the couch above her head. He could barely let go of his grip long enough to bring his palm down once more on her warm ass, but when he did she whimpered and lifted her upper body to rub her head against his arm with a low sob of pleasure. He gripped her around the waist with his other hand and melded them tightly together, her back to his front, as he rocked her. She moaned long and low against his neck. His cock swelled at the sound. With another cry, she bit down on his jaw and it was over. 

He pressed her back down so her chest hit the couch and cupped her wet pussy with one hand and her ass in the other and let go. Apologies in advance. His orgasm fired over him like a direct missile hit. He gushed deep, giving her all he had, and bent down to nip at her neck, sucking the spot afterwards, afraid of hurting her, he was so lost. She cried out and those tight muscles clamped down on his dick, shoving his pleasure so high he was groaning and coming, shuddering and bucking, feeling like she was ripping every bit of semen from his body. 

Slowly, the world came into focus again, and he could feel small little shivers still trembling through Susan. Her pussy clenched around his cock when he shifted their positions so he wasn’t crushing her. He held in a groan, but heard her whimper where she’d buried her face in the crook of his arm. He held her tight, feeling her sweet breath against his skin as she shivered through another orgasm. 

“Ah, baby, come for me. Fuck, you’re killing me, sweetheart.”

“Russell…” she cried, and arched her bottom against his thighs, clearly still deep in her climax. Could she be sexier? 

He couldn’t move. He wanted her to come forever like this, her cute little face so shy against his biceps, seeking him for comfort as well as pleasure. It twisted him at the same time that it filled him with warmth. Sex had always been a release from the tension of a job that brought him close to death too many times. This was different. This was so different it wasn’t even in the same damn kingdom. 

She cried out softly, her wet sheath so hot and tight on him he felt her clenching and shivering. 

“Let it go, baby. God, you’re so hot, so hot. Let me give you some more,” he told her, shifting higher so he was crouched behind her on his feet, not his knees, with his cock tight in her hot pussy. He pressed her gently down by the shoulder blades so her stomach was more firmly on the couch and her ass tipped upwards. She was so flexible she arched her ass higher and gave him more to bump up against with each firm thrust as he settled into a firm, fast rhythm. “Oh, God, Russell. I can’t. Oh—”

She could. He pressed against her hips gently and ran his hands up and down her spine, lingering over her as he began a slow, steady rhythm. He bent low and brushed kisses all over her hot cheeks and soft lips. She latched on to his mouth, kissing him deep and long before he broke off to check on her. 

“Like that, baby?” 

“Dying. I’m dying.” She huffed a laugh that turned to a soft moan of pleasure when he pressed deeper. Blue eyes met his and he kissed her again. She licked his lips, sucking on his bottom lip while she found his hand and threaded their fingers. 

Gods she was tearing him up. 

With effort he released her mouth, but kept her close, watching her expressive face as he began a gentle, easy rhythm. She was wet, soft, and felt so good around his cock he never wanted to leave. His steady pushes felt too good. When she moaned softly, he reached around and thumbed her clit. She immediately arched her ass up and whimpered into the couch. 

“Russell.”

Her muffled cry sent a shiver down his spine. He leant down to nuzzle her cheek, tasting her on his tongue as he forced himself to keep up the slow, steady glide and retreat of his cock, concentrating on making her as crazy as she was making him while keeping his cock from exploding. He needed more control. He wanted to love her for the rest of the night, like this, with her crying out with pleasure under him. She felt so soft and tight it was like burrowing into a hot, velvet fist. 

“Russell! Oh God, no more, Russell!” 

A laugh burst free and he nipped her shoulder lightly, giving her another swat at the same time. He felt her suck in a breath. Her pussy clenched around his cock. She liked to be spanked. And, hell, if he’d ever spanked a woman before, but for some reason she was making him want things he’d never stopped to even dream about. Well, maybe he’d dreamt about it, but he’d never done it. 

“You like that? Just a little spank to get that gorgeous ass sensitive, that’s all it is, baby. It’s going to make us both come like never before.”

She groaned heavily and shoved back, raising her bottom up, and then bit her lip as she watched him. She was shy, he could tell, a little embarrassed, too, but he wasn’t stopping. 

He brought his hand down again and grunted at how her pussy clenched on his dick. His eyes almost rolled back in his head. He wasn’t going to make it much longer. 

“Oh, God, Russell.” 

“Trust me, baby. This is so sexy, hot, so beautiful.” He smoothed a hand up from where he’d patted her ass to caress her all the way to her shoulder, then edged around to cup her breast, keeping his hips to a steady, slow rhythm while his other hand barely touched her sensitive clit. She was close again. “I want to fuck you like this for days, baby. Just like this.” He gave her all of him, burying his cock right to the hilt and shifted down to drive in even more. 

“Russell! Oh, oh!” 

“Tell me. Ask me. Beg me to make you come, baby.” 

She bucked up, whimpering against his cheek, her mouth open and seeking his. He took her lips in a blistering kiss and felt her pussy clench. Without warning, he pinched her nipple and moved his mouth to bite her shoulder, shoving in hard, giving her one, two, three forceful lunges. He felt her body tighten. Her cries grew restless, hungry, and she tried to move her clit against his fingers. 

He drove deep and stopped. “Say it, come on, darlin’. Play with the big boys, here.” Landing a heavy caress on her ass, he sucked on her delicate shoulder blade. Another brush of his hand on her bottom had her moaning, twisting, and trying to shove him back.

“Give it to me, give it to me.” Another firmer thrust, two more quick strokes of his fingers, and she reached back to grab him by the hair and tugged. He groaned but lowered his body firmly along her back to allow her to latch on to his lips. Her pussy felt like it cinched on him with each thrust of her tongue along his, almost like she was licking his cock instead of his mouth.

Damn, it was good. So good. And he could tell she was getting closer, so close it was killing him. Sweat poured off him, making them slick as he eased out until only the head of his cock remained inside her, teasing her while all he wanted was to drive in, hard and fast. 

A frustrated sound erupted from her when he didn’t move. She tightened her hand in his hair and thrust back, trying to drive herself down his cock. She nearly managed it, but he grabbed hold of her waist and forced her still. 

“Damn it, Russell, fuck me harder!” 

He drove in as firmly as he could. Susan went wild. She tossed her hair and almost cracked her head on his chin. He groaned when she shoved back along his cock, meeting him in a rhythm that had them both nearing completion. Without warning, she turned her head and latched down on his shoulder with a bite that had him losing control. He came with an explosion that felt like his balls shot out a gallon of cum.

“Ah, fucking yeah! Bite me, baby. Just like that.” 

She bucked under him, driving him in deeper, and bit down on his flesh. The jab of painful pleasure rushed through his system and he went completely mindless, wildly fucking her until they were both panting, breathless, and on the floor. 

Suddenly dislodging him, she landed a smart smack on his ass. He jumped. And his cock swelled right back to full erection. Who knew? 

“Russell, I’m not so sure you should have been smacking my butt like that.” She gripped his cock possessively and smacked his ass with her other hand.

A shiver shot up his spine. He fell back, spread-eagled on her floor, breathless and in heaven. She’d drained him. “You’re gonna be the death of me.” 

Smiling, she crawled over his body so she could lean against him and rub her lips along his jaw. Her hair created a curtain, enclosing them in silk, and he felt at peace for the first time since he could remember. 

“Mmm, maybe I want to play with this big boy, huh, darlin’?” 

The air left his lungs. “Ah, baby, I’m a big boy, you can spank me harder than that.” 

“Oh, Russell you are in for it now.” 

Perfect. She was perfect. 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

Russell woke up, barely conscious and so rested. He stretched tired, slightly sore muscles from marathon sex with her. She’d been so sweet, cuddled up to him all night, at least once he’d let her sleep. He’d clean forgotten he’d promised himself he’d talk to her about a few things. 

Like the fear in her eyes. 

And her sleeping in the U-Haul. 

But she was tough to talk to. She seemed to have a sixth sense about when he wanted to discuss something serious and avoided any kind of topic he wanted to explore. 

Already heavy and swollen, he reached for her but only encountered an empty bed. Half fearing he had dreamed up the day before, and the night too, he shot out of the covers, only to realise he was in her bed. But alone. He heard someone opening cabinets and drawers in the kitchen and his heart slowed down its pounding. 

She was something. He slid out of bed, still a bit tired from all the sex they’d had. It took him some time to locate his bag under the bed, but he shoved his legs into a pair of sweatpants and padded down the hall to the kitchen in record time, rubbing his head in an attempt to wake his brain up. Maybe she was a morning person. He could adjust to that, surely.

When he turned the corner to the kitchen he stopped in his tracks. She was dressed in a pair of soft flannel pants with a white tank top. Pure lust flooded his system with a sharp enough jolt to wake him up better than any caffeine ever could. 

“Hey, I—”

Susan gave a sharp gasp and spun around, her pink, slightly swollen lips parted in a surprised O. She staggered back a step and covered her chest with one hand. “Russell!” 

He opened his mouth to ask her why she was out of bed, but his words died in his throat. She smiled, one of those sunbeam smiles that hit him right in the chest. The ones that made him want to turn around to see who she was so happy with. The next thing he knew she’d jumped into his arms, completely sure he’d catch her. She brushed kisses along his jaw, then wiggled out of his arms and danced back, all in a whirlwind of energy. Hell, she was a morning person. 

“Good morning.” 

He grunted, got a frown and blinked a few times. “Morning, baby.” 

She gave him a look that suggested that wasn’t the nicest good morning, and he had better work on it. 

He sat and admired her. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She gave him a few quick glances while she bustled around the kitchen, but he couldn’t quite get his brain working. He leant back and watched, content for the moment to let her morning routine settle over him. She’d brushed her hair. It shone dark and glossy under the sunshine spilling in through the large windows lining the back of the house. She’d not put on an overhead light and he liked that about her, and her house. She didn’t need one, but some people seemed to use lights no matter what. She fiddled with something on the stove, then shot him a curious look before quickly turning back to whatever she was doing. 

He gave the kitchen a glance and turned to examine the living room. Other than the mess they’d made of the couch cushions, the place was spotless. 

Her bedroom was the same. Her bed had been perfectly made up when they’d torn into the thing. He grew stiffer just remembering how. Yeah, they’d got some use out of it. But it was the first use out of it. The sheets were new. Still smelt new. And the room didn’t have a Susan feel to it. There were some unanswered questions between them, ones he needed to clear up. 

“Your house is pretty clean,” he began, and waited. 

She paused and gave him a wrinkled nose look. 

He ignored how cute that was. Instead, he said, “Your home. It’s pretty clean, Sunshine.” 

She raised a delicate eyebrow, a smirk tipping her lips up, and said, “Why, thank you, I think.” 

She was hedging. She knew exactly what he was talking about. That U-Haul shit was not going to continue. Sleeping outside? What the hell for? 

With a grin she turned back to the stove, and he watched her stirring something in a bowl. The kitchen smelt delicious. Like the best breakfast smells all rolled into one with a dash of Little Miss Sunshine mixed in. 

He was used to people telling him what he wanted to know. He’d even trained in it. Interrogation. Not his favourite, but nothing really had been his favourite being a SEAL, except the occasional reconnaissance. Sniper, he’d been a dead-on for, but asking questions over and over wasn’t his thing. He asked; he got answers. Pretty simple. 

Not so with Little Miss Sunshine. 

“Russell, do you like coffee? Juice? Milk? What do you drink?” 

Her. “Coffee would be great. The place smells incredible.” 

She beamed at him again and washed her hands off in the sink. 

He felt like he was back in training. Only he had no idea if he was going to like what this little woman wanted to train him for. And he didn’t seem to be able to train her to his ways at all. He’d mentioned sleeping in, he was certain, before he’d finally let her sleep. But here she was, making breakfast. Up before him? After the workout he’d given them? 

Worse, he was a man used to doing pretty much as he pleased. And having others do pretty much as he pleased, too. Obviously, he knew that didn’t work with women, but he was hoping for some things to go his way. And her doing what he said when it was important. For example, not buying a chainsaw or axe bigger than she was. And, hell, if she hadn’t bought both the chainsaw and the axe. He’d checked. He’d mangled the saw so she couldn’t use it, which was making him feel guilty. But this was different. She was pretty close to lying to him. 

He shifted on the seat. “So, you were saying this place was a mess. I’d hate for you to see mine, if you think this is bad.” 

His dig earned him another of her little frowns before she shrugged. “Well, we all think our places are a mess, right?” 

He didn’t know what to say to that. She was sleeping in a U-Haul, and had been for a while. And it wasn’t because her house needed to be cleaned. She was full of fear. Radiated it under that soft smile and teasing words, but it was there. Not fear of him, though. For some reason she didn’t fear him. Odd, considering he was a scary guy to most. Who was he to grumble at that? 

He was close to grumbling about other things. He wanted answers and wasn’t any closer to getting them. He knew some of it. She’d lost her father to cancer, moved here to start over. End of story. Like hell it was. Women didn’t do this, especially young women. Twenty-six years old, in a new state, new town, and new home? House, he amended. The movers had set it up. Irene had told Rob; Rob had told him. End of story. Right? Wrong—something was up. His instincts were fully engaged and zeroed in on her. He’d thought an abusive boyfriend might have explained her reluctance to talk and her fear, but she’d been a virgin on the pill.

Her house was decorated with a new bathroom, kitchen and garage. 

The question wasn’t was she hiding anything; the question was how much, and why? Watching her now, he shifted on the seat, trying unsuccessfully to tame the hard-on punching out in protest at having her close and not touching her. She was beautiful. How could he push her on this? He wanted her to like him—who was he kiddin’? He wanted her to more than like him. He knew she liked him or she’d never have let him in the house. And he guessed she more than liked him or he’d never have got that first kiss in the hardware store, let alone near her bed, or her beautiful, luscious, sweet, intoxicating body. 

Hell. 

If he interrogated her, she was going to baulk at letting him do the things he wanted. Easy and gentle was not his way. Not at all. But one look at her soft, heart-shaped face and big blue eyes and he would try. Yeah, he’d try, because he needed to fuck her so bad he was wetting his sweatpants like some teenager. 

He’d hoped for some morning fun, but then, considering she was new to sex and he was pretty sure he’d been too demanding last night, he was holding back. Or was trying to hold back. He was not a teenager. He was Ace Man—the ace was in the hole with him. He got the job done. Always. It was a done deal if they sent him in, and everyone knew it. It was one reason Maddock hadn’t liked his shrugging off his request to join them. It hadn’t been a chance at a few thousand bucks. His buddy needed him. But what could he do? He was still on this mission. She was right here in the kitchen with him. 

He’d made it into her arms. Now, why did it feel like he was a long way from getting into her heart? It didn’t figure. She had been a virgin. Women were sentimental about that shit. He was, too, but he wasn’t going to show his hand if she wasn’t. And she wasn’t. It was frustrating. So, he’d blown Maddock off for this woman. Because she was his mission. 

Her. All of her, not the mind-blowing sex. Not that the mind-blowing sex wasn’t going to continue—it was. And, if he had his way, it would get better each time. But he wanted her, Susan, her smile, her warmth all to himself. Selfish, yeah, but it was the truth. 

And he could do it, too, if he put his mind to winning her. He had a plan. Sort of had a plan, he amended, watching her bounce around the kitchen. If he could get a clear head here and do his part. He always did his part, no matter how difficult. Ace Man. Yeah, that wasn’t working too well now, not with Little Miss Sunshine. He was on fire, desperate for the feel of her warm, soft heat around his dick, and she was so beautiful it was tough looking at her. 

That was another stumbling block in this plan. He wasn’t used to beautiful women. If he was honest with himself, they scared the hell out of him. 

“Coffee, let’s see…” She punched a button on the coffee maker and a grinding sound filled the quiet kitchen. She shot him a happy look and said, “I still haven’t figured out how to make it ahead. You know? Set the timer thingy. I’m sure you need some, huh?” 

“Yeah, sure, baby. I can help with that,” he offered and stood.

She shook her head and waved him back down. “Nah, later maybe, sit, sit.”  

She was more than beautiful, she was gorgeous, but didn’t seem to give a shit about it. She didn’t play coy. She hardly wore makeup. She dressed sexily in his opinion, but he knew it wasn’t a red flag kind of sexy, to draw men like slobbering dogs after her. She wore what she liked. Jeans that hugged her ass and showed her hip bones and flat little stomach were frosting for him. For her, it was what felt comfortable. And that black lace thong he’d seen when she was eying the chainsaws? Sexier than any striptease he’d ever seen. And he had nearly killed Bud when the recruit had stared at her ass. 

“So, yeah, baby, your house is pretty clean.” 

She finally blinked, as if realising they had been staring at each other for a few moments, neither speaking. 

“That sounds a bit like an accusation, but thanks.”

Thanks? Had he said aloud that she was sexy as hell? No, no, he hadn’t. He’d said this place was clean, though. He grunted a half laugh. She knew what he wanted. Well, not everything he wanted, he hoped. But he knew she was avoiding his dig for more information. 

What to do? If he pushed, she might tell him to go home. The witch knew he was here to stake a claim and wanted to know more about her. 

Not getting exactly what he wanted out of her sucked. And he didn’t mean sex. He wanted information. Oh, he wanted more sex, more of her tight body under him, over him, and every which way they could imagine, but he wanted the intel, too. He’d come so many times he wasn’t quite clear on how that was possible. Sitting across from her, he was so heavy and erect again he was aching, but he needed answers. And, hell, if he hadn’t found the one woman on the planet who didn’t talk. 

But he could be patient. He’d hidden for a fucking week in the hills of Afghanistan waiting for his target, freezing his balls off each night only to have them swimming in sweat the next day when the sun blazed down on his ass. He’d gone days without more to eat than dry rations and tepid water. This was cake, right? Sweet house, sweet woman, if stubborn and not letting him know what was up, but still…

He shifted his aching cock when she wasn’t looking and ordered it down. It didn’t listen to him, either. So he did what he could. He watched. He couldn’t get his eyes off her, anyway. 

“So, I was hoping to start on that pile of trees today…” Waving her delicate hand around, she turned back to the stove. He could smell something—cinnamon and berry, maybe—coming from the oven. Blueberry muffins? She already had some eggs stirred up in a pan. She sprinkled something that looked like chopped up bell peppers with shredded cheese into the pan and stirred it up with a spatula.

Suddenly, what she’d said sank in past the view of her in that barely-there tank top and low-slung flannels and the smell of warm, homemade food. 

His brain did an abrupt departure from his dick. 

“Aw, hell, Sunshine, cut me some slack. You can’t be serious. I’ll cut the damn wood.” 

Turning from the stove, she grinned and folded her arms under her breasts. That no bra thing was going to kill him. “Well, Major, I was planning to paint the living room today, but thought you’d be bored watching, so I thought you wouldn’t mind helping with me with wood duty.” 

Enough was enough. “Wood duty? I got some wood duty for you.” He got up and she gave him a big smile he needed to kiss off those lips. 

“Major, you are so bad.” 

“Back to Major, am I?” he asked, pinning her to the counter. He leaned in until those soft plump beauties were pressing against his chest and he was firmly cushioning his demanding cock against her stomach. 

She didn’t even blink. Or look at all intimidated by him crowding her. 

“Well, if the boot fits,” she murmured, running her hands up his chest to thread through his hair.

Electric currents ran through his body, zapping along his spine. “Baby, let me remind you what fits, huh?” He nudged her with his erection and lifted her butt up on the counter. She didn’t protest—she smiled into his mouth then nipped his bottom lip and sucked on it playfully afterwards. Not one ounce of a ‘no’ was coming off her. First, though…

“Ah, I don’t expect help with the wood pile.” 

Her delicate brows shot up. “Well, since this is my house, my wood, and my trees, I guess you’ll have to handle my help.” Tugging his hair with each point, she frowned up at him. 

“ Sunshine, you could get hurt with the fu—that chainsaw.” 

She wiggled closer to him, wrapped her arms around his neck and wedged his cock right against her pussy. Sweat broke out on his forehead. “Kiss me, Russell. But first turn off the stove.” 

Stove? He glanced down and the eggs were done, little peppers and onions mixed in, all of it smothered in cheese. It looked delicious, but something else was on the menu first. 

He turned the stove off, then filled his hands with Susan’s warm body. 

Her blue eyes were so bright this morning he had to concentrate on his questions. “Why are you sleeping in the U-Haul?” 

She made an adorable face, pouting, even, and he had to fight not to kiss her. 

“Russell, the house has critters. You saw that.” 

“Did you leave a door open? A window?” 

She glanced around, looking a bit worried, and her hands stilled in his hair. “No, absolutely not.” 

“You must have, in the basement. Maybe they came in that way. Been here a while, and all your stomping around forced them out.” 

She tipped her head to the side to examine him, and her hands gripped his hair a tad firmer. 

He had to absolutely fight not to grin at her unhappy frown.

“Stomping?” 

He wanted to laugh at her offended look. She nestled closer and he lost the ability to think clearly when their bodies mashed together like a key in a lock. She was lying. That should have pissed him off, but all he could think about was that she was probably not wearing any panties. He battled for control and won. 

“So, why the U-Haul? You might as well tell me. I won’t let this go.” 

“Russell…” 

“Come on, spill it, baby.” 

She made that adorable face again, half grimace, half stubborn woman. His urge to kiss her was so strong it hurt. But if he started there’d be no talking for hours. He cock was so full he wanted to slip inside her now. Maybe he could tie her to the bed later and question her. Was she ready for that? The woman had spanked his ass last night after he’d swatted hers, but tying her down and torturing her with sex might be taking it a bit too far. Besides, he had a feeling it might torture him more than the stubborn woman in his arms. 

She met his eyes with another of those long, searching looks before she glanced down at his chest. “I’m… I like to take my time to get to know a house before I sleep in it. You know? Make it homier.” 

His heart clenched again at her soft, sad voice. He tipped her head up with a gentle hand. She gave him a fragile smile. His heart felt too heavy in his chest. Bending his head the fraction of an inch needed to take her lips, he covered her mouth with his and kissed her softly. 

How could she sound so sad, but still attempt a smile? He wasn’t a smiling kind of guy when he felt pain. And she felt pain. He had no idea what made most people smile through pain. He’d seen enough death and destruction, crime, killing, rape, sadistic torture and plain horror in the world to still struggle daily with separating his life now from what it had been six months ago. He knew he was in shock from the transfer from SEAL to civilian. Most guys were. They had no clue what to do with their lives once they were only on part-time duty. He’d simply come home to a place he’d once loved and found it only full of memories. His mom was lost to cancer. His stepdad had followed only months later—complications from minor surgery. And now the horror of his half-brother and his wife’s deaths filled the emptiness of the ranch, making it seem lifeless. Mitchell was there, and his nephew, Taylor, but both were strangers to him. Family, but still people he barely knew. 

But all of that didn’t mean he didn’t know what he wanted. He wanted this. This woman, who kissed him back so sweetly. His battle for control disappeared, and only she existed. She was so desirable she killed him. Her lips were so lush they had to be softer than any rose ever created, and her mouth was pure, warm honey on his tongue. She made him want things he sure didn’t deserve, but he wanted. Her. Susan. She could ease him from battle readiness to life readiness. 

And he could keep her safe. And protected. 

She needed it. She needed it badly if she was so frightened she’d slept in a U-Haul on a deserted piece of land in Montana. He pulled up slowly from the delicate touch of her lips, watching her long lashes flutter open. “Well, maybe once you have the wood stove going, the place will be homier, huh?”

Slowly, she did that cute hair behind the ear thing that made him hot as hell. Everything about her made him hot as hell. 

“Goddamn, you’re so beautiful. I need you,” he finally told her. His interrogation might not have gone so well, but the chances of sex were looking good. Her eyes darkened, and she made that small sound in her throat before tipping her head up. 

“Do you? Done with the interrogation, Major?” 

The little witch. Laughing, he pulled her up against him by that cute ass, crushing all her lush curves to his hard body. “Nope, just starting to dig, baby. Come here. I’ll be real gentle. Real, real gentle,” he added when his cock rubbed against her mound, jerking between them when it got close to where he wanted to be. 

“Oh, Russell. God, I think you need to rename your bad boy.” 

He chuckled and sucked on her neck. “Oh, yeah?” He wasn’t sure what he was dying for more, her pussy or her sassy comeback. 

“Slugger? Batter up?” She would have gone on but he kissed her, stilling those perfect lips until they were both breathless. 

“Tease. You’ve got him all ready for ball—let’s go.” 

She giggled, but kissed him with as much heat as he could want. He tugged at her flannel pants and, thank God, they slid right off and there were no panties in sight. That was good. Real good. He kicked his sweats off in record time and she practically jumped him. “God, I want you. Goin’ fast.” 

“Oh, fast? Have we done that yet?” She nipped his chest. He gripped her hips and held on. 

“Goddamn, behave with that, baby.” 

She curled her hand around his cock, sliding up and rubbing the head like a pro. 

“Spread those pretty thighs for me, baby. Let me in.” 

“Gently, Russell,” she breathed, no doubt a bit overwhelmed with the speed of this. Or the size of him. His cock was a dusky red, it was so ready to feel her. 

He slowed his ass and cock down. 

Worried blue eyes met his and he kissed her gently, rubbing the head of his cock over her wet pussy. She was so open and trusting. And wet.

“Real gentle, baby. You set the pace, then.” 

“Oh, I get to be the driver?” 

“Witch.” 

She laughed low and sexy. 

He’d never had sex like this—teasing, fun, with him heavy and aching. He slid the swollen head along her wet folds and soaked in her low moan of pleasure. 

“Come here, baby.” His voice was husky with lust. Her nipples were hard points under her shirt. The sight nearly had him ripping her shirt off to get his mouth on her. Instead, he picked her up and nearly broke the sound barrier getting to the couch. He tossed her down on it because he knew she’d laugh, and followed her down. 

She did laugh, and hit him when he landed on his knees in front of her. 

“Easy there. No whippin’ the horse before you even start, baby.” 

She fell back and gave him a view he knew she wasn’t aware of, especially since she was still laughing. She was spread out like some dessert. Her breasts were full and ripe, pink-tipped and already beaded for his mouth. Her thighs were open, long and silky smooth around his hips. And, between them, a pretty pink pussy glistened. He wanted to taste her. Needed to taste her. 

“Come here, you, stop torturing me.” He slid a hand down her body, from her delicate collarbones down past her plump, rounded breasts, lingering over her pink nipples before sliding over her silky ribs and flat stomach to brush through her soft blonde curls. “You ever think of taking these pretty curls off, baby?” he asked, his voice low and hoarse. 

She was wet and soft, and when he slipped a finger in she arched her hips, her blue eyes darkening. Rising up on her elbows, she sat up straighter and hugged his shoulder with one hand to watch him, her breathing coming faster. 

He nearly came. She was blushing, but watching his fingers as he dipped in, thrusting lightly along her inner walls. He knew he’d found that little spot to make her wild when her eyes darkened and her lips parted on a gasp. It was such a turn-on, touching her and having her watch. 

“Imagine you all bare and open, baby.” 

“You mean waxed?” she asked, leaning forward, seeking his skin. She brushed hot kisses over his chest and neck, the hot pants of breath enticing him to bite down on the column of her slender throat. 

“Yeah, bare, soft, and ready for this…” He had to taste. He bent down and licked her inner thigh as a warning before he moved on to her lush folds. 

She curled her fingers in his hair, but didn’t stop him. He doubted he could have stopped. She was so wet and hot on his tongue that he fisted his cock, stroking himself as he licked her sweet cream. She tasted like heaven and sunshine. He’d never been one to go down on a woman, but, God, he’d dreamed of this last night. She was so sweet and passionate and all his. Just thinking that had him nearly coming. 

He met her dark eyes and she bit her lip. 

“Goddamn, you taste so good,” he told her, and licked her little clit with the flat of his tongue, sipping her addicting taste afterwards. “I could lick you all day, baby, and still need more. So damn sweet, like honey.” 

Her breasts quivered at his words and she began moving her hips against his mouth. He saw her gaze drift down from his face to his mouth and his balls grew tight. She was bold and beautiful. She groaned and bit her lip again, eyes clouding with passion. 

“No, watch me, baby, watch me,” he urged her. He was close, wanted her to see how hot she made him as he brought her to climax. Eyes widening, she gave him a jerky nod and tightened her hold on his hair. Taking that as a sign to keep on going, he pressed his tongue into her sheath, diving in to taste her as deeply as he could while he palmed her mound, pressing down with the heel of his hand where he knew she liked it. 

Susan cried out and surged up against his mouth. “Russell… Oh, right there… There… Oh, please!” She cried the last as a low moan, her eyes bright with passion. 

He suckled her softly, running his tongue lightly over her clit a few more times before he pressed the little bud against his lips and drew on her gently. She called his name in a sexy whisper and wrapped a slender leg around his neck. He drove two fingers inside her soft sheath and twisted to hit her spot. Her leg clenched around his neck and she wailed his name, coming with a suddenness that drove a spike of lust right through his body.

He couldn’t take it. 

“Inside, baby, I need inside.” He spread her legs and gently, gently slid his aching cock into her pink, hot pussy. She was still climaxing, tightening and flexing around his cock as he worked himself inside her. He had to fist his hands on the couch for fear of hurting her as he worked himself into her. She was so hot and tight around his cock, he was groaning to stop his cock from exploding instantly. 

“More. God, I need more, baby.” 

“Yes. Oh, Russell!” 

In and out he stroked, taking a bit more each time, working his cock deep. Sweat broke out all over his body. His stomach cramped. He was close. Her taste filled his senses, driving him insane. Crying his name, she arched her hips sharply, her breasts quivering with her frantic breath, and he knew the end was near. His balls drew up and he had to bend down and suck on one of her nipples before he hit his orgasm. She wailed his name again and he knew the battle was almost over.

His balls were on fire. Her cries were making it impossible to hold back, and he finally sank hip deep. With another sexy cry, she dug her nails into his arms and he lost the battle. He came with a shout, nearly crushing her as he frantically pumped his hips, fucking her as long as possible as he gushed until he saw stars. His seed, her womb. God, it was so primitive his whole body shuddered with the combination of pleasure and possession. 

“Yes, oh, God, yes, Russell, yes.” 

“Susan, baby, Goddamn, yeah,” he grunted as she came around his cock like a fist. Her soft hands trembled down his back and she dug her nails into his ass. 

“Holy shit. Yeah, do that baby, do that.” His climax shot higher at those little pinpricks of pain and he jerked deep inside with a low shout. 

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

Russell was breathless and boneless when he could finally see again. And he was crushing her. She was breathless, too, still moaning lightly. Rubbing his jaw on her soft face, he heard a truck engine and froze.

“That sounds like—” He tried to move back, but Susan dug her nails firmly into his ass and groaned softly. Holy shit. She was still climaxing, soft little contractions around him that rippled up and down his cock.

 Oh, God, please… Don’t move,” she whispered, sounding sexy. Her voice was husky, demanding, and he wouldn’t have moved if the head of the Columbian drug cartels had walked in. She might hurt him worse than they ever had if he left her tight little body. Gritting his teeth, he felt another burst of semen shoot out and experienced a ripple of an orgasm, starting from his cock and ending in his toes, then travelling back up. 

“Yeah, wildcat, you’re driving me crazy.” 

She sighed his name and fell back on the couch with her arms above her and her soft thighs open to him. He groaned and dipped down to kiss one little nipple, running his tongue around the tight point. She was hot and flushed from such quick, mind-blowing sex. 

Her blue eyes fluttered open and she reached up to touch his chest. Not passing up the chance, he leant down, digging his dick deeper, and took her lips in a soft, lingering kiss. “Baby, you are in such trouble.” 

She sighed into his mouth, making his heart tighten and his cock jerk. Wiggling, she wrapped her arms around him. “Oh? I’m so scared. Trembling.” 

He laughed, running his hands up her ass to cup her hips. “You liked fast, then?” Giving her one more squeeze, he moved back on his heels to slowly pull out of her tight heat. A rough groan escaped him as his cock slid free, all wet from her. His semen trickled from her pussy and he groaned again. He loved that. He spotted a little red strawberry mark from his mouth on her pale thigh, marking her as his as much as his semen. 

“You’re so fucking pretty.” She laughed and he met her blue eyes, loving how warm and well-loved she looked. When she didn’t respond he repeated his question. “You liked hard and fast, baby?” 

She reached up and stroked a hand over his chest and down to his stomach. “Oh, yep, I liked fast. I liked your lips, too, Russell.” 

“Ah, baby, not as much as I liked tasting you.” 

She blushed. “Did you?”

“Like tasting you? Hell, yeah, did you miss how much I liked it?” 

She shook her head and covered her face with both hands. She was cute as heck doing that. For some reason, her shyness had him ready to go again. He wanted to take his time, savour her and make her beg for a little release, until he showed her what kind of an orgasm he could give her if she held back. He grinned. Susan did not like holding back. She rushed headlong into her orgasms and, with her, he guessed he did, too. 

He heard a truck door shut. He curled his arms around her hips and lifted her up in his arms with a suddenness that startled Susan. 

“Russell. What are you doing?” 

“Truck.” No one else was seeing her like this. Only him. 

“Well, the door is shut. It’s not like they can get in, Russell.” 

“Did you want to have company in your birthday suit?” 

She grumbled something not very flattering, but he got her in the bedroom and kissed her before setting her down. “Stay here. I’ll go and see who it is.” 

He had an idea who it was, and wasn’t too happy about that. 

“This is my house,” she told him, walking right back past him, butt naked. He was certain he didn’t want anyone seeing that cute ass but him. He was more than certain. He took off after her, but she was fast and sneaky. She shut the door with a squeal, and by the time he got it open and down the short hall she was tugging her flannels on and had her shirt already over her head. Amazing. But no bra? No way was she going to the door like that. She glanced down at his hips and he suddenly realised he was naked. And aroused, and she was now dressed. Hell. 

“Yes? You were going to say?” She gave his erection a pointed, if flattering, glance, then turned for the door. He caught her around the waist and tipped her up and over his shoulder. There really wasn’t anything more a guy could do. She was not answering the door in no bra with Eagle outside. He could see the colour of her nipples through that slinky shirt. 

She obviously thought she was, because she was not happy to say the least. She didn’t kick and scream or shout. No, she was silent. And a bit of a worry because of that. 

“You can’t open the door in no…without anything else on but this,” he told her by way of explanation, and to be on the safe side he set her on the bed. Standing. And backed off.

She was ripped mad. Not a little upset. Mad. As. Hell. Her blue eyes blazed, her face was flushed a dark pink, and her fists were clenched. Sure as hell, she wanted a piece of his ass. 

“I can wait and not answer it,” he suggested, grabbing his jeans and slinging them on, keeping a wary eye on her. She slid off the bed and walked past him to the bathroom. Then slammed the door. Hard. He heard something hit the closed door with a thump. He cocked his head and heard something else hit with a muffled crash. She was in there throwing things? 

“Ah, they’re knocking… It’s Eagle, I recognised his truck,” he added, because maybe she didn’t want him answering her door to someone else. Why not, he wasn’t certain, but this situation was something altogether new to him. Like a ‘new species’ kinda new. 

Russell tugged on a T-shirt and kept an eye on the door. She opened it after he heard the toilet flush and water running. Someone was politely knocking on the front door. His phone went off. 

Blue eyes met his with a clear challenge. Arms crossed adorably under her breasts, she looked the picture of pissed off woman. 

“Don’t ever do that again. I don’t appreciate people telling me what to do, and no one makes decisions for me.” 

He had to give her credit, she made sure she spoke slowly and clearly. Her fingers were tapping on her other arm, and she waited, but he didn’t say a word. This was too… damn, it was too funny, but he didn’t crack even a smile. He had his poker face on. Ten years plus in the service with the world’s most badass and goofiest guys, and he could keep a straight face under fire. And he was under fire now. 

“Russell, I think you might want to respond to that.” 

“Ah, right, baby. I won’t do that again.” Unless she tried to go to the door naked again. 

“Not even if I’m in my birthday suit, Russell. Say it.” 

He stood up a bit straighter. There was no way he was lying to her like that. 

“I won’t throw you over my shoulder if you try to answer the door half naked.” But I will stop you. It was unspoken, and he’d be damned if he’d not stop her. 

She met his eyes firmly, and he knew she could read his look. She was challenging him. And he wasn’t backing down on this. Or the chainsaw. Or the axe. Or the U-Haul. 

“Right. So maybe answer the phone or door. I have muffins in the oven.” He got a look that said he might not be getting any muffins or anything else, but no way was he backing down on this. She was still half naked. She grabbed a sweatshirt on her way out of the door and he exhaled a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. His balls dropped back down from where they’d been hiding. Right, then. 

He snapped his phone open. “Hey, Eagle. What’s up?”

“Hey, to you, too. I brought Katya with me. We want to meet the little lady.” 

“Hell, no. Leave,” he told him, then paused as he walked in the living room to see Susan had the door open and was already smiling at Katya. Eagle gave him the eye over Katya’s redhead and grinned, clipping his phone closed and winking. 

“I’m glad your hand is fine. I was with Russell when he found out you were hurt,” he heard Susan say. Katya gave him a look like she’d never seen him before. No one called him Russell. Katya called him Ace. Most did. 

Eagle was grinning behind her. 

“Oh!,” Susan exclaimed, turning and hurrying into the kitchen. “The muffins… Come in, come in, you’re just in time for breakfast. We have some coffee. Russell…coffee, right?” 

He gave Eagle a dark look, but Katya hit him in the stomach when she waltzed through the living room. 

“What was that for?” he asked her. Katya was a spitfire for certain. Five feet three, red hair, bright green eyes and a temper. She was a good woman for Eagle. Maybe a bit too free with her fists, but she fit Eagle. 

“You haven’t invited us over, and now you barely answer the door,” Katya told him, taking a seat at the table after smiling warmly at Susan. 

“Well, it isn’t like I’ve been here that long,” he replied under his breath, marching off to mess duty. Coffee. Right. 

“This place is beautiful, Susan. So light and airy. I saw it before. Your designers did a great job. Remember how dark it was before, Tim? Small and dark, but this opens it up. The floor plan really makes a difference.”

Susan tucked her hair back and glanced somewhat shyly at Katya. Katya was enough to intimidate him, let alone his little Sunshine. If Susan was a breeze of fresh air, Katya could be classified as a hurricane. He quirked a brow at Susan’s flushed face and obvious shyness. She gave him a frown again before turning back to Katya. 

“Thank you. The movers did a great job,” she said, opening the oven to a delicious smell before she pulled out some huge, blueberry-scented muffins from the oven and set them down, then made herself busy getting out plates and forks. 

“Here, let me get those.” Russell elbowed her out of the way and she shot him a narrow-eyed look, then turned with a happy smile to Katya and Eagle. So, still in the dog house, huh? 

“You’ll eat something, won’t you?” she asked, barely giving them the time to protest before she set the plates out. “No, don’t be silly, there’s plenty. I have some cream—do you take it? Sugar is there on the table. Let me get the butter…” 

“This is great, really, but we stopped by on the way from the feed store, Susan, please…” Katya began, but Eagle shushed her by tugging her chair closer to his. 

“Now, babe, if she cooked…” Eagle grinned. 

He was such a moocher. Those were Russell’s eggs—his muffins, too. He’d got in the door, in her bed, and he didn’t want to share her for a second. He wanted to claim Susan, leave his truck out front, parade her around, but not share her. 

“Dig in.” Susan made to sit across from him, but he grabbed her and pulled her down by her hand next to him. She was lucky he didn’t plunk her little ass on his knee, but he’d not been in the service for most of his life without learning to spot danger signs. He knew a threat when it gave him a blue-eyed glare and sat with a smile. A forced, I will get you later smile, but he wasn’t easily scared. Besides, he was the Ace. He had this in hand. 

“You still got one more pup?” he asked Eagle.

Susan’s hand squeezed his, and she made a soft ‘oh’ sound. Very much like when he’d made her orgasm that last time. He tried not to grin at her, at least not too smugly, when her eyes darted from him to Eagle and back again. “You still wanted one, right?” 

“Oh, yes, very much. Can we see her?” She was ready to get up, but Eagle laughed and shook his head. 

“Settle down. She’s all yours. Why doesn’t Ace bring you by? She’s only a few weeks old. Smallest of the bunch, but they’re always the best. The runts.” Tim grinned down at Katya’s quick fist to his abs. 

“Oh, how cute! I always like the littlest ones. But I don’t have a thing for a puppy.” 

“Not a problem; we’ve got that covered, I picked up a few things at Dave’s store,” Katya said. 

Susan blinked and looked uncomfortable, but nodded. “Um, thank you. That’s great.” Meeting Russell’s eyes she seemed at a loss, which surprised him, but she covered it up quickly. “Eat, though, we have plenty, truly.” 

He squeezed her hand gently. We. He liked that—we. He’d like we even better up at the ranch, but first things first. He was here, and that had to count for something. She left her hand in his, threading her soft fingers with his like she had the day before. 

Eagle tackled the eggs and muffins with a grin. The bastard was always eating everything at the ranch, and he didn’t even live in the main house. The man had his own food and had probably had breakfast already. 

“So, tell me what this is? Blueberry? It’s great. Here, babe, taste this.” 

Russell watched Eagle break off a bite of muffin for Katya and feed her the bite. Russell held in a growl, not at all happy with Eagle. Or Katya, who was smiling at him around her mouthful of muffin.

“That’s delicious… Nutmeg? Something else, too. Lemon? I can’t cook worth beans, but I can already tell you’ll have to show me this recipe,” Katya said, stealing another piece of Eagle’s muffin.

Susan blushed prettily at the compliment. “Lemon and nutmeg, that’s all. And then the berries. Muffins aren’t difficult. I can show you or give you the recipe.” 

Wrinkling her nose, Katya said, “Showing might be necessary. I don’t cook…or bake.” 

Susan shrugged. “Not everyone does. I like it. It’s pretty soothing, plus I get the bonus of not having to go buy what someone else made.” 

“True, and out here? Not many places to buy from, right?” Eagle asked, around a mouthful of eggs. “Not like New York.” 

Susan busied herself with her plate of eggs and nodded. “Nope, not at all. How did you hurt yourself, Katya?” 

Russell eyed Susan’s profile. She looked uncomfortable. He knew she didn’t like talking about her past, but he had to wonder if that was because it was all a lie. Did she even have a father who’d died? His stomach bottomed out. It would make sense, since there were no pictures, but why? Why make up something like that? Remembering her tears, he shot that down. No, she had a father who’d died. Recently. Russ would bet the farm on it. 

Katya made a disgruntled sound, drawing his attention off Susan. 

Eagle shifted in his chair before grumbling, “A fuckin’ ram.” 

He watched Susan and wasn’t surprised when she glanced up at him, then at Katya when he squeezed her hand and nodded. “A ram?” 

“Sorry, Eagle has some language issues.” Katya gave Eagle a dark look, then smiled over at Susan. 

Russell shared a look with Eagle and the man gave him an amused stare. Maybe he’d have to clean his language up, too. At least outside of sex, he amended, swelling at the memory of Susan telling him to fuck her harder. He’d liked that. More than liked it. She was so sweet and innocent, and to hear her talk dirty was a major turn-on. 

“I was feeding our sheep. We have about eight females and one really terrible, hard-headed, stubborn, irritating male.” She glanced at him, then Eagle before looking back at Susan, who was nodding and glancing at him with a small smile. 

Huh. Cute and a ram, huh? The woman had cried out his name during her climax, three times, then had a fit, now was comparing him to a sheep? And why did that make him want to laugh and pull her close to kiss her senseless?

“Anyway, the male got out—he always gets out. I think he might be part escape artist, but anyway, he got out. Only I didn’t realise it, and, well… I tend to tease the hell out of him, because, well, he is irritating. Anyway, I turned and there he was, or rather, I turned at the sound of him already charging. I took a quick exit around a horse, but he didn’t want to stick around so I was making it to a gate, jumped it sideways, you know? A low gate, and he hit it right then. Only my arm was still caught. Hurt pretty bad, but nothing was broken.” 

Susan blinked a few times, tilted her head as if to see if Katya were being serious, then shifted a look at him. He sipped his coffee and hid a grin. He liked that about Susan, how she could take a joke, but also how she hesitated over it, as if not quite sure. 

“You’re serious? A loose farm animal attacked you?” she managed, fighting a grin that kept making her dimple appear. 

Katya waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Yep, well, it’s a ram, not a chicken. And outweighs Eagle by a few pounds.” 

Russell took a big forkful of eggs and peppers, watching Susan. She’d put sausage in the eggs, too. It was delicious. Real good. Spicy, warm and creamy. He was going to have to come up with something more than a puppy for her if she liked to make him food like this. He’d have to… Glancing around the house, he frowned. He didn’t know what he could give her. She was set. Except for sleeping in the U-Haul because she was afraid, she was all set. What could he give her, really? Protection, he supposed. And every single ounce of his attention. 

“So, why did you think a horse could help you?” 

Eagle started laughing first, then Katya, and finally Russell couldn’t hold it any longer either when Susan frowned at them all. He tugged her hand up and kissed the tips of her fingers. “Katya is always getting into some battle or another with the livestock.” 

“Oh, wow, that’s…that’s…terrible,” Susan murmured, still looking a bit wide eyed. 

“Nah, only when I get hurt—then Eagle has a complete meltdown,” Katya teased, letting Eagle feed her another bite. That was an understatement. The woman could get a splinter and Eagle went ballistic. 

“Damn right. I take my job of keeping your ass out of trouble seriously.” 

“Oh, yeah.” 

Russell met Susan’s eyes and squeezed her hand again. She was looking a bit overwhelmed and he couldn’t help but wonder if it was because of his friends stopping by. Not Katya’s whirlwind, but because their visit made them a bit more of a couple. He wanted them to be. But did she? 

“You all set for the roundup on Monday?” Eagle asked then, and he wanted to grumble or punch the grin off his buddy’s face. He’d wanted to break the roundup to Susan slowly. Not here and now. 

Eagle lifted a cocky brow that was going to get the man in serious shit. 

“Yeah, I asked the Martin brothers to come down, Steve Davison, and the Robinsons, I think.” Russell rubbed his chin trying to get his brain to work.” Maybe those two hands, Toby and Roy?” 

“Those two are plain stupid. Fulmers all the way.” Eagle pulled Katya tighter in his arms and rubbed a hand up and down her thigh. 

Susan blinked at him a few times, then hid a smile in her coffee. 

“Now stop it. What is a fulmer? You know I can’t stand that Navy made-up word stuff,” Katya complained with a frown. 

From his periphery, Russell saw Susan eat some of her eggs, the knowing little smile still in place. Did she know what a fulmer was? How could she? It was Navy slang for a go-getter, only the dumbass couldn’t go and get; he screwed up every job ever given to him. 

“It’s a word to use for boys that have no skill, babe. Sorry, but those two need more babysitting than the cattle,” Eagle grumbled. 

Russ grunted. Eagle didn’t like Toby because he’d once asked Katya out, and she’d gone out with him when Eagle was being a dumbass. 

“God, that is just plain mean, Eagle. Toby and Roy are nice guys.” Smacking Eagle lightly on the arm she kissed his cheek and turned to Susan with a grin. The woman was too much. And absolutely perfect for his tough buddy. “Wanna see the things we brought? Bowls for her, a bed, toys, food… Seeing how you’re new and all…” 

The eggs were gone—only two muffins remained. He snagged one and shot Eagle a warning look for the last one. That was for later. 

“Russell.” Susan hit his thigh with a fist. “Share. I’m certain you picked that up somewhere.” 

“Huh, not really. He has food at home,” he told her, and earned another little frown from her. She shook her head, hooking her hair behind her ear in that way he couldn’t take. It was so feminine it made his blood surge, hot and ready. He was constantly hot and ready for her, he realised, quickly moving his erection to the left a little. Uncomfortable in the jeans, too. 

“We’ll get the stuff; you keep your muffin, Ace,” Eagle said, his dark eyes dancing with laughter. Damn shit for brains. “Come on, Katie Sue, we’ll go get the toys you had to buy for Susan’s pup and we can get the recipe, later, huh, babe? Then we’ll try it at home.” 

Katya blinked innocent eyes over at Eagle then turned them on Russell. She had to know he wanted to be alone with Susan and he wanted her out the door, but she was dragging her feet. Even Eagle got the hint and tugged her up. 

“Mmm, try the recipe, huh?” she murmured up at Eagle, her hand in his back pocket, clearly thinking of much more than baking muffins. 

Grinning, Eagle grabbed his hat and Katya by her arm, and sauntered out, knowing he was ruining Russell’s morning. “Come on and get these things, will ya, Ace?”

“Later, Susan. It was great meeting you. We’ll have to do lunch, huh?” Katya called.

“Sure, lunch. Great.” 

Eagle said something else, but Russell ignored him, ready to shut the door on him. 

“Russell! Stop being so mean.” 

“Hell, baby, he’s a damn—”

“Russell—Geez, you are really going to have think about that mouth of yours.” 

“I’d rather think of yours, Sunshine. Come here.” Without waiting for her response, he tugged her close and kissed her before she could wiggle away. She opened up, all soft and warm in his arms. 

“Maybe we’ll come by after the roundup,” Eagle muttered at his elbow. 

Susan hid her head against his chest. 

He speared Eagle with a glare. The man was cruising for his fist in his face. “Just leave the stuff.” 

“Sure you don’t want us to come back later?” 

“Fuc—”

“Russell!” 

“It was nice to meet you again, Susan. You take care of Ace, true?” 

Hell. Eagle winked and headed to the truck. Katya waved. 

Tugging Susan inside, he slammed the door shut with his boot. Eagle needed his ass kicked. 

“Well, that was interesting.” 

He tucked Susan up close, letting her feel how uninterested he was in his friends, and how very much he was interested in her. 

Susan sucked in a breath and said, “Russell, you need to learn to share.” 

“Hell with that. I let them in, didn’t I? Now, how about round two?” Cupping her ass, he brought her up close, not even pausing to get a reply because she was already working her hands up the back of his shirt. “Forgiven?”

“Maybe… You might convince me to forgive you if…” 

He held in a groan when she slid her hands past the waistband of his jeans and dug those nails in his bare ass. “Yeah, baby?”

“Mmm, I think you’ll find a way,” she whispered, rubbing her thigh along his cock, her meaning more than clear. Hell, yeah. 

“Ah, that’s my girl. Let me show you how I can make you scream, baby.” 

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

“Mara? What are you doing, darling?” 

Eric was happy today. His tone of voice always changed when he was happy. Lighter—boyish, somewhat. And he was happy now. 

Still, Mara knew better than to keep him waiting. She finished her hair quickly and smiled up at him immediately when the bathroom door opened. Exactly five minutes. She’d been very fast. It always made him happy. 

“Beautiful.” He kissed her on the nose. “Absolutely beautiful, darling.” 

“Thank you, my love. I dressed for you.” 

His cheekbones darkened, and she knew he was aroused before he lightly kissed her, pulling her close and rubbing his thickness against her tummy. “You make me happy, darling. Do I make you happy?” 

He was teasing her. He wanted her to be flirty and bold. She brought a hand down and cupped his cock, squeezing him gently, but firmly like he’d taught her. “Very happy. More, more please.” 

As she knew he would, he chuckled. He nibbled her lips before placing a hand around the back of her neck and lifting from her.

“More, huh? You want more of me?” His erection swelled harder in her hand, and she shivered. The drugs he fed her made her always ready, always willing, but she still feared his swift mood swings.

“I love you.” They were the safest three words she’d ever learned. He couldn’t hear them enough, and immediately his face softened slightly. “Can I show you how much?” This, too, was always safe. He was tense, his mission making him unpredictable. 

“Ah, if we had time, my little angel, I would. Maybe on the way back. Will that be enough for you?” He gripped her mound with one hand and with a twist of his wrist he moved her panties aside to slip a long finger inside her body. “Ah, you’re wet, my naughty little girl. I’ve taught you well, no?” He began pushing his fingers in and out, watching her face as he did, his features clouded with lust. She knew better than to move away. Instead she pretended to shiver and caressed his shoulders with her hands. 

“Oh, Eric, please, I want you.”

He laughed roughly and withdrew his fingers, as she’d known he would. He traced her lips with his fingers before kissing her flavour off her mouth. 

“I love your flavour. You taste like heaven. After this little check-in, I want to taste you for hours.” 

She nodded eagerly. Eric was completely in control of her. But he brought her such pleasure with his body that she didn’t have to fake her reaction to him once he started moving over her. His fingers scared her, though, as did his hands and his temper, but not enough to chance losing him. She did love him, she did. She simply didn’t trust him. Not in the least. But she loved him desperately. He was all she had, her everything. 

He bent down and kissed her cheek. So chaste compared to most of the things he did to her. Had her do to him. 

“Later then, my little pearl. First we need to go see how difficult this fifty million will be to acquire. You’ll be my partner, how’s that?” 

If only she was. A partner, she imagined, you could trust. How could she possibly trust a man who murdered for a living? 

She tiptoed to kiss his jaw, hugging him like she’d always done, burying her nose in his chest, wishing it was the way it had been before she’d called her family. “I would make a good partner, Eric.” 

“You do, little one, you do.” He pulled her arms from around his waist and kissed her wrist, frowning slightly at the scars from the ropes. “Where are your bracelets?” 

Quickly, she took her arm away from him and tightened her arms around his lean waist again. “You took them off last night. I couldn’t find them.” She giggled, making certain he knew she was not accusing him.

He laughed—happy, she could tell. “Ah, damn, that’s right. We got wild, didn’t we, darling?” 

Wild. Yes, he made her wild. Scared her, punished her, but loved her. What was she to do with that? She had no idea, besides survive. 

She reached up slowly and traced his newly tanned skin. He looked so different with his brown hair dyed blond, his dark eyes coloured with blue contacts. 

“So different. You look so different.”

He cocked a brow, watching her closely. “Better?”

“No, no, I like you, not this.” She knew it was the right thing to say when his face softened even more. 

She could do this. Survive. 

 

Lacey navigated the dirt road to her house, peeking at the clock on her dash every few minutes. She knew she was counting the minutes until she could see Russell again and hated being so pathetic, but couldn’t stop herself. She missed him. He’d been gone for what seemed like forever on his roundup, when in reality he’d only been gone for four days. She felt empty inside. She’d caught herself turning at times during the past four days to tell him something, only to remember he wasn’t right there in her kitchen, or in her bed, or on the couch, or lounging all sexy-hot against the wall, watching her. He was always watching her. And now she realised how much she had been watching him, too. So instead of watching him, she was watching the clock. 

Geez, she needed to get with the programme. She’d tried to stay busy. She’d gone to lunch with Katya the first day he’d left. And she’d enjoyed Katya’s company. She hadn’t had a close friend since Mandy, but Mandy had left years before and, since then, life had been full of superficial friends at best. Most didn’t understand life on a base. Or life with a father who was once a Navy SEAL and forever part of that lifestyle. And team. 

Katya seemed to understand that. Plus, she was with Eagle, a former SEAL. So they had a great deal in common, even if she couldn’t share her past with them. Katya and Eagle had even been to the base she’d lived on, which was slightly frightening. But she had never met Eagle, and certainly never Russell. 

Sighing for the hundredth time, she wiggled a bit on her truck seat and grinned, thinking about what Katya had talked her into. Getting waxed, of all things. Yeow! It had hurt, and when Russell came back…tingles hit that sensitive area of her anatomy at the idea of what Russell would say, let alone do, with her freshly waxed and pampered skin. And she’d pampered it, too, because it had hurt worse than her wounds had! Katya had laughed her head off, but the reality was that even now, three days later, Lacey shuddered at how badly having her hair ripped out had hurt. Russell was lucky he hadn’t been around when she’d had it done, because she would have hit him. Hard, too. 

Now Katya wanted her to try getting her hair lasered off, and, yeah, every time her new friend had said it she’d done the little Mini-Me thing with her fingers like that guy in the Austin Powers movies. God, Mandy would have loved Katya. Mandy. Lacey hadn’t missed her best friend so much since the first year Mandy had been gone. If Mandy learned she’d ‘died’, she’d be devastated. And she’d learn. Pain filled Lacey at the thought. Mandy had run, like Lacey, but not from a killer. She’d run from a man. And for good reasons, but still. She’d run. Fast and far. Lacey had got a few postcards at first, a phone call once or twice, but nothing more in a long time. 

Maybe she should contact Mandy somehow, and let her know she’d not died. She couldn’t trust anyone, the agents had warned her repeatedly. Not even Russell. A former SEAL. 

And definitely not Katya. Grinning, she pictured the woman doing that laser gesture again and laughed. Who knew that someone in Troy, Montana, loved Austin Powers and watched the movies repeatedly? And maybe Lacey was a wimp, but she wasn’t too keen on getting lasered, either. Although, to be honest, she liked the feel of being bare. Now. Days later. Russell did not need to know that, though. She expected a great deal from him for the painful experience. Had she ever thought of going bare? No, not until a husky voice had whispered it over her body while he was a breath away from her clit. The man was a menace. 

And she missed him. 

So here she was, taking the position with Sawyer and Bishop, a great firm out of Spokane, and on her way to meet a client who needed specs on his add-on porch. It was a baby job, an easy fix, and she knew the firm was testing her. And at this point, she missed Russell so bad she could barely put two and two together. She’d be lucky to even remember anything about Mr Lance Daffie’s porch. 

She glanced at her truck clock and punched her foot on the gas. Shit. She was driving too slowly. The man was supposed to meet her at her place in twenty minutes. She was still dressed from her trip to the firm, which meant she wasn’t going to have time to change. She’d headed into Spokane today to meet some of the other employees and had been introduced as the new addition. A new addition who was working out of Troy. From home. That was the seller. Besides, the money was good, she was bored, and this would keep her busy. 

Time she really wanted to fill up with Russell. And Russell’s constant lovemaking. She missed that as much as his warm body cuddling her close all night. The bed was so empty without him. And she had to sleep in it now. He’d made her return the U-Haul with him on Sunday. It was the only time they’d left the house that day, and when they’d got back he’d been insatiable. But then, so had she. She’d even given him a run for his money, he’d told her. She grinned at the memory of how happy Russell had looked. He’d been breathless, hot and sweaty, lying on his back when she’d crawled up on him and explored every single inch of his amazing body. 

God, she missed him. Her body was going through withdrawal, and her waxed pussy was so new and tingly she was in a constant state of flushes, arousal for no reason—oh, other than thinking of Russell. God, it would be embarrassing if she ever planned on telling anyone. Russell would love to hear that particular tidbit, no doubt. He was not only insatiable, he was dirty-minded! He loved to make her talk dirty, and the things he husked in her ear while he thrust in and out of her were an incredible turn-on. She’d never known she was one of those women who liked to hear such things…but she was. 

It was only three o’clock, and he’d said he wouldn’t be back until after dark tonight, possibly tomorrow afternoon, but she hoped he’d be here today. Katya had told her the men would be back today, and said she thought Ace didn’t want to disappoint her in case they did take longer, but she thought Eagle would be back today. 

Lacey thought it was more that Russell hadn’t wanted to leave her at all. She’d heard him talking to that guy on the phone again, and he’d told him he couldn’t make it down. Wherever ‘down’ was. She wasn’t quite clear where or why, but whatever the job was, it sounded like time away, and Russell didn’t seem to want time away. 

Finally passing through town, she saw her realtor and his wife outside their shop and waved. They were a nice couple. Katya said they’d once been in love years ago, but had drifted apart, only to come back together again a few years ago. Sad, she’d thought. Kat had thought it sweet. 

Glancing down at her clock again, she saw it still wasn’t quite three and, darn it, she really didn’t want to meet the guy at her house, but it would help the time go by until she could see Russell. 

She wondered if he missed her. She hoped he did. He seemed to be interested in a whole lot more than sex. He’d brought quite a few of his things down to her house. That meant something. And he’d murmured to her when he’d left, early on Monday morning, that he wanted her in his bed. 

His bed. Meaning his bed at his ranch. She secretly wanted to be there, too. Not that she felt she had to hide it from him, but she didn’t want to put herself too far out there, either. If Russell hurt her, she might not recover. She recognised that already, and hadn’t even known the guy for more than a few weeks. But she had to admit that what she knew of him she liked. She liked his take-charge approach to life, his confidence, and especially his smile. And his humour wasn’t bad either. Kinda sexy—confident and witty. Dry. And, of course, she liked all those dirty little things he said to her while he was driving her absolutely crazy with his mouth, hands, and big, beautiful body…

She flushed and had to squirm on the seat of her truck, remembering the nights. And the days. But especially that last night. He’d made love to her all night. A banquet of sex. And he’d done it on purpose, it would seem, because right when he’d finally taken her body over the edge and was losing his own control, his hips pounding so firmly the headboard was hitting the wall, he’d leant down and husked in her ear how much he wanted her to feel him deep inside, fucking her hard and hot, for days afterwards. She’d come so intensely after he’d whispered those seductive little dirty words, she’d nearly blacked out. 

She could still feel him now, days later. Deep, deep inside her body she could still feel the lingering fullness of his flesh, so steely hard, thrusting deep. And she might feel that possession in a few more hours, too. 

Her body softened, wetting her panties so much she was afraid she’d leave a stain on the back of her skirt. Breathing deeply, she tried not to think of Russell for ten seconds and only managed because—oh shit! Her client was at her house. God, she only hoped she truly hadn’t made a stain on her skirt because she was aching, aroused to the point of pain, and really didn’t want to do more than tell the guy to leave, then go and masturbate for the rest of the evening. 

She was truly pathetic. Taking a deep breath, she clenched her hands around the steering wheel and groaned, sounding like Russell. 

Mr Daffie drove a big white Dodge pickup with an extended cab. Clean, white, and parked where Russell always parked. 

Cutting her engine, she sighed and gathered her sketches, resigned to meeting Mr Daffie. And, since the man was here, she had no choice. A broad-shouldered, tall man in a black Stetson stood waiting, his truck door half open until she pulled up. Then he shut the door and turned with an odd expression, almost a grin but more like a smirk. Dressed in a light blue button-down like Russ sometimes wore, jeans, and a belt, he looked a great deal like most of the other men she’d seen around town, only he was tanned—unnaturally so—and looked…off. Too slick, perhaps?

She pasted a pleasant look on her face before she shimmied down out of her too-tall truck and tugged her skirt into place. He grinned wider and waved. Yeah, like she hadn’t seen him? She waved back and fixed her suit jacket and gathered her things. 

“Hey, I’m Lance Daffie. You must be Susan Fielding, right? I hope so, or I’ve got the wrong house.” 

She couldn’t shake off her unease about the guy, but held her hand out and took his in a firm shake. “Yep, that’s me. You needed to see my specs, right? Come on in, I just got back from Spokane and Mr Bishop mentioned you again today.” He’d actually set this up for her on Monday, but Mr Daffie had changed it to today, thus her rush back from Spokane. 

“Great. Glad you could rearrange things to meet today. Want some help with that?” 

“No, I’ve got it.” 

She unlocked the front door, punched in her code Russell’s buddies had set up for her, and waited until it beeped green before waving her client in. 

“Nice security.” 

She frowned over at him as he checked the security out. Men and security systems, they were both odd. 

“Thanks. My…”—Boyfriend? Lover?—“…friend hooked me up with some guys who installed it.” 

He raised a blond brow. No doubt he’d not missed her stumble, but he didn’t say anything. Still, something about him was off. His teeth were too white and his skin looked tanned. As in, by a tanning bed. And something about him made her…nervous. 

“Maybe I could get their names. I need something at my place. Can never be too sure with these things.” 

These things? She must have looked sceptical, because he looked away a little self-consciously and moved to the table, taking his hat off to reveal blond hair that looked sun-bleached. Maybe even bottled. 

“Never can be too secure.” 

She didn’t know what to say, so she cleared a space for the sketches. “Ah, well, that’s true.” 

“You’re not from here, are you?” 

Glancing up, she paused and tilted her head. How did people know that? “No, I’m new. From New York.” 

His blue eyes lit up and he looked impressed. “What part? Upstate or the city?” 

“Upstate,” she lied. She was getting good at that, because his grin deepened. He had dimples, and was really handsome in a too-polished way. But, still, something about him wasn’t right. Not right in a way that was making her a bit nervous. 

After eyeing her speculatively, he glanced down at the sketches and was instantly involved in her work. “Amazing. Wow, this is amazing work…” 

“Ah, I’ll be right back. Sit—please, sit—I have to freshen up.” Change her panties, she was certain. And not think of Russell. And she really didn’t want to be alone with this guy suddenly. 

He glanced up, nodded, then sat, already sifting through the papers on her table. She felt a tiny bit better as he settled down—a tiny bubble of happiness at his reaction to her work. Her dad had always loved to see drawings before she allowed anyone else near them. She shrugged off her odd feeling. It was probably having another man here. 

Her bedroom gave her a relief from the guy. Even the empty bed looked welcoming. She’d got dark brown satin sheets in Spokane, and even painted the walls in here to be a softer, warmer masculine tone. A rich burnt cinnamon showcased the bed and the dark wood of the doors and windows. It looked sexy and cosy. And she couldn’t wait for Russell to be all over those sheets. 

Sighing, she cleaned her face and hands, hurriedly changed into a pair of French-cut black lace panties, fixed her thigh-highs and adjusted her skirt. She glanced at her makeup once and traced the faint white line of her scar. It was dulling out a bit more each day. She ran her fingertips over it lightly, thinking of how often Russ had pressed his lips there. Even in the middle of complete meltdown, he seemed to find that mark. 

God, she could not go ten seconds without thinking of him. 

And, if he was lucky, she might let him out of that bed after a few days. No more roundups, she was going to say, but froze. No more roundups? Who was she to say that? God, Lacey, get your act together. 

Frowning at herself in the mirror, she didn’t miss the way her face lit up when she thought of Russell, let alone how it softened at the thought of his rough hands on her skin. She cut the lights and headed back into the living room. There wasn’t really much she could do about it. She’d faced how much she missed Russell that first night.

She needed to talk to Mandy. She needed a girlfriend. One that wasn’t here and involved with his best friend, and, heck, she couldn’t call Mandy out of the blue, especially when her friend probably thought her dead. Even her dad would have given her some insight into what the heck was going on. 

 

Russ had to bite his back teeth to keep his erection from nearly spilling down his jeans. He was so hot his jeans felt like some kind of torture device. His cock was strangled, ready to blow, his balls were on fire and there was only one thing keeping him from pulling his truck over and handling himself. He was three minutes from being inside Susan. 

Licking his lips, he grimaced as he shifted down. It hurt. His dick was throbbing, wondering what was up. First there’d been days of sex like he’d never dreamed, then nothing. Not even a hand job. He was in agony every night but he’d be damned if he’d have let any of the men know he was so desperate for Susan he was jacking off. Eagle had smirked at him, but the man had no room to talk since he was sporting an erection over missing his woman, too. 

Russell had stopped at the ranch for less than an hour after they’d had the cattle all accounted for. He’d showered, shaved and changed in record time. Now, he was practically breaking the sound barrier on the dirt road, trying to get to Susan’s house. He’d slowed once, but only because he’d nearly run over old Mac Carter in his rusty old Chevy, but Susan was going to be ready for him. He knew it. Knew she’d missed him. Knew she was waiting for him right now. He’d told her he’d be longer, but he knew she knew he’d be at her place before sundown. And he wanted her wet, hot and missing him as bad as he was missing her. 

His cock jerked, swelled, had no place to go in his Wranglers, and he grimaced. He needed hot and hard. Then he’d consider taking Susan a million other ways. Just thinking of other ways had his jaw clenching again. He wanted her mouth. He wanted to dominate and control her in ways he’d never considered before. Sex was sex. Not with Susan. He needed something more from her.

This was Susan, though. Teasing, soft, warm Susan, and he wanted to show her a part of himself he’d never allowed any other woman to see. Would she like his fantasies? 

She’d like them. She was curious, adventurous and too willing and eager to explore. And he wanted to explore. He wanted much more than to explore. Fuck it, he wanted to claim her. He wanted to let her know she was his in the most basic, elemental way a man could, because he was still feeling something wasn’t right. Something wasn’t as it should be. 

He was falling, and falling deep. She was such a breath of sunshine. Even when she was quiet, she hummed with happiness—not out loud, but inside. Like a ray of light. And damn if he didn’t like her little teasing ways. And her smile. And how smart she was. She was strong, too. Such a tiny thing, but strong. He’d seen that the first day. Freezing on the side of the road and looking a bit scared, she was still brave enough to face down two strangers. Or plain stubborn enough. 

And stubborn she was. She would give him a run. She wasn’t all out crazy like Katya, but she was sneaky and blindsided a man. That teasing little look after he’d paddled her ass? Then her quick smack on his ass? He’d died and gone to heaven and was on his way there again as soon as he could park the truck and rip her clothes off. 

His blood chilled at the sight of a truck parked in her driveway. He didn’t miss the signs that the truck belonged to another man. Men had a way with their trucks women didn’t. White, neat, gun rack, dust on it, hay coming off the tailgate where it was closed. Familiar, but he couldn’t place it. 

And there went his erection. Harder if possible. Tighter. Possession and jealousy warred with anger. Lust and something close to murder. He’d never felt this way before outside of a fire-fight. He’d never wanted to lay claim to a woman so much that she’d never look at another. Never wanted one so bad that he’d willingly kill for her, until Susan. 

He fisted his hands on the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white, then slowly, one by one, let his fingers up from the death grip. He concentrated on breathing and glared at the truck again. Why? Who? And what the fuck? 

He was out of the truck and at her door before he’d even realised it. He slammed the door open and there they were. His vision constricted to Susan. Susan, dressed in a short skirt that hugged her ass and cupped the flesh he suddenly wanted to spread, fill, pound into, take and claim. In high heels, black silk stockings, creamy silk blouse and her dark hair down her back, she looked like a sexy office Goddess. 

She jumped, grabbed the table, her blue eyes widening in surprise. Then she gave him a look like he’d lost his fucking mind. Maybe he had. 

“Who the fuck is that?” he demanded, not taking his eyes off her. 

She narrowed her blue eyes to pure, pissed off warning slits. 

His erection, already impossibly swollen, pulsed painfully. His body rushed to a dangerous level of arousal. She was going to fight him. Holy hell, he wanted that. Wanted her wet and wild, and demanding more from him, at the same time that he demanded more from her. He was in bad, wasn’t he? 

“Russell Ryland, what kind of hello is that?” she demanded, hands on hips. She looked like some kind of enraged sex kitten. Pale silk blouse and, yeah, he could see the lace of her bra under that shirt, and her tight skirt, dark hose and those high heels were killers. Did she have no clue how sexy she looked? And she had a man in here with her. Alone. 

“I asked you a question.” 

“No.” She shook her head and a smile played at her lips—a tense, angry smile that would have set off warning bells, if all his blood wasn’t now pumping below the belt. Arms crossed, fingers doing that little dance, she glared up at him. “No, you didn’t.”

“Susan.” 

The guy shifted, earned a quick, cold look that’d stopped men much tougher than this sunburnt bastard in their tracks. The bastard was big. Not as tall as Russell, but nearly. Broad shoulders, fit-looking, but with something off in his pale eyes. 

“Yeah, right. Hey, listen, you two, I’m Lance, Mr Ryland, I’ll—” 

Susan stepped over, still giving Russell that frown, as if that would keep him in line. She reached out and stopped the guy with a hand on his arm. She had no idea what Russell wanted to do to her for touching the guy. Hell, he didn’t even know. 

“No! No, you won’t Lance. You sit right back down; we’re not done with those specs.” She barely gave the blond-haired guy any notice. “Listen, Major, I’m not quite sure what Wild West movie you hopped out of—” 

“Listen, I’ve got what I needed, Susan. Thanks. I’ll call you when I get a chance to see these specs.” Glancing at his watch, the guy grimaced. “I got to run anyway. Mr Ryland, Susan.” 

With that, the bastard gathered up his papers and hit the door. The lock clicking into place was the only sound that filled the suddenly quiet house. 

“Russell, I can’t believe—”

He didn’t even bother to listen. 

He had her arm and was halfway down the hall before she could open her mouth. He had Susan up against the closed bedroom door before whatever she was going to say could stop him. 

She was not happy. And that was an understatement. His balls clenched, burned, and his dick jerked at how much that turned him on. This woman—this tiny, delicate little thing—might very well be able to stand up to him. She was glaring, breathless, and was all but meeting him toe to toe about his behaviour. And, yeah, her attitude was turning him the hell on. But coming home to another man in his—

All of a sudden, it hit him. This wasn’t his house. He didn’t even know if she was his woman. 

Her sunburst scar appeared white against her flushed face. Yeah, she was pissed off. He had a sinking feeling, now that the adrenaline was subsiding, that the bastard might have said ‘specs’. As in house plans. He’d glimpsed the drawings, the paper drafters she’d used, spread on the table. 

But he’d also seen something else. Susan’s nipples had been tight under her blouse. It soothed him somewhat to see they were harder now. Her breathing was erratic, and if he pushed her too-tiny skirt up over that luscious ass he was sure she’d be wet. But for what? The bleach-blond pansy?

Or him? 

“You have three seconds to tell me what this is about, Russell, before I take out your plumbing.” 

That should not have turned him on, especially when she shifted her knee in warning. He shoved his thigh between those silky legs and tried to calm down. He was jealous. He wasn’t just jealous, he was nearly battle-ready. And so sexed up, his dick was demanding out. 

“Who was the guy?” 

“One.” 

Oh, yeah. She wanted a fight. He could see it. 

“You wear this for him?” He ran one hand up her silky stockings to her ass and discovered she was wearing a lacy thong and thigh-high stockings. Thigh-highs. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Had he ever been with a woman this sexy? Hell, no. “I don’t like other guys here. Not with you. Not alone.”

She muttered something unflattering under her breath, but she wasn’t stopping his hand from cupping her ass. “Two.”

“Sweetheart, you do not want to test me right now,” he warned, shifting her thigh up so he could dig his erection against her pussy. 

Her eyes darkened. She shrugged, lifting a brow mockingly at him, and licked her lips. Every ounce of him roared to claim her. Hell if he was holding back. His lips hit hers and took over. She didn’t fight, but she did rub that hot, tight little body over his. He had her legs around his waist in no time flat. She gripped his hair, tugging him down to devour his lips while she pressed and rubbed against him. 

“Russell, you ass. I waited for you, and this is how—”

“Ah, baby, shhh.” 

He shoved a hand between them and struggled to free his aching cock. When she went to say something else, he bit her, right on the jaw, sucking the spot and then taking her mouth again. His cock was so ready it was dripping pre-cum all over his fist. One more second and he ripped off her panties, and then he was inside the tightest, hottest pussy he’d ever known. 

And she was wild. 

She clawed, bit him, whimpered and licked, eating him up as he kept shoving in, thrusting to get deep. She was with him all the way. She was his. All his. 

“This is mine, Susan. Fucking mine. Take it, baby, take it.” 

“Oh, God, Russell… More, more…” 

He groaned heavily into her mouth and thrust his tongue in, wanting to eat her alive. He gripped her ass in both hands and shoved her up against the door with his weight, shafting her so fast and deep he was going to come any second. His cock was on fire. He was lost to it, to her, to this woman, so badly he could barely hold back. He should be ashamed, shocked at his behaviour, but—thank fuck—Susan was just as hot. She met him with her own little thrusts, digging those heels in his ass, her nails in his shoulders as she kissed every inch of him she could reach. He ripped her silk blouse off, and buttons went flying as he jerked her lacy bra out of the way, freeing her plump breasts, and latched on to a stiff peak. Sweet flesh filled his mouth, and he sucked on her nipple so hard his body thought it was time to celebrate. 

“Russell, you jerk! I missed you,” she whispered, panting, then locked her feet tighter around him, her heels bouncing on his ass as she arched in his arms like a cat. An agonised breath later, her pussy began milking his cock as she climaxed with a wail. 

He strangled back a groan at how fucking perfect she was, and exploded. They kissed through it, holding each other’s sounds in as they crested and shuddered. He came in bursts, thick jets of semen creaming out of him as he shoved as deep as he could go into her, banging her against the door with each desperate jerk of his hips. It wasn’t enough, yet it was too much. His cock was wrapped in wet, tight Susan, and he was shuddering and biting her mouth at how good it felt. Holding her ass too tight in his hands, he filled her with as much of his cock as he could as she climaxed again. 

The last shudder ripped through him, and he shoved up, burying himself to the balls. A groan rumbled up and out of him as a burst of pleasure rippled up his balls and down to his toes. 

She was as breathless, and, thank fuck, she was rubbing her lips over his jaw and not beating his ass for bursting in her house, then dragging her off like some caveman and fucking her. He wasn’t even completely certain if she’d come twice or three times. She’d clenched so tightly around his cock he could still feel her shivering up and down his dick. 

She’d been hot for him. Not that pansy. But still, he’d better do some quick talking or he might end up on his ass. 

“Goddamn, your pussy is so fucking hot and tight. You were wet for me, baby.” 

She lifted her head from where she’d been kissing his neck, as quickly as if he’d slapped her cute ass. She blew out a long breath against his cheek and glared at him. 

Maybe that hadn’t been the right thing to say. 

“Russell, I’ve been wet for you for four days! And then you pull this macho—” 

He broke her off with a kiss, trying his damnedest not to laugh at her, scolding him while she was still wringing his cock with her little shivers. Just to show her who was in charge, he angled his hips and drove upwards, rocking her against the door, and let his hands cradle her perfect ass, tantalisingly close to her tiny rosebud entrance. 

She moaned into his mouth and her pussy fluttered and clenched. God, he loved making her come. Fucking loved it. He sucked on her neck, leaving his mark on her pale skin. Slowly, he rocked into her, feeling her come off her orgasm in small, fluttering degrees around his cock. He was still as stiff as a baseball bat, willing and ready to take her to bed for the rest of the night. But first, he needed to set some ground rules. 

Her head hit the door with a soft thud, and she reached out and cupped his face. “Russell, you were jealous.” 

“Fuck that—”

“Russell, do you really want to deny it? Or cuss at me right now? Because, seriously, you were jealous and look what we’ve done. My client—yes, that’s right, my client—had to leave because of your macho, jealous act,” she told him. 

He wanted to deny it, but she was right. 

She blew out a breath that sounded like a disgruntled mutter of, “Men are such babies,” but he wasn’t quite certain so he let that one go. 

A client. That was great. “You took the job?” 

She rolled her eyes, shook her head and then leaned it on his shoulder with a sigh. Fuck, he could understand her frustration with him; he’d just fucked her up against a door. His dick was out of his jeans, he was fully clothed, and he was pulsing in her pussy. Her wet, tight, beautiful pussy that he was going to eat for days. When he backed off and his dick slid out, they both groaned. “Damn, you’re beautiful, Sunshine.” 

“God, Russell, we’re terrible.” 

He burst out laughing at her scandalised voice. He set her down, a hell of a lot more gently than he’d picked her up, and kissed her mouth. Not in apology, exactly, but close. Gently, he unclipped her bra and pulled it off her shoulders, revealing her soft, rounded breasts. Beautiful. She had red marks on her shoulders where the straps had pulled, and he brushed a kiss against the skin there. He’d been too rough. “I’m sorry, baby. I don’t share and I don’t like men in the house when I’m not here. Let’s make that a rule, all right?” He tucked her under his chin and held her. She fitted him. 

“Russell, I took the job. And you ran off my first client! And I have to have clients out here. I work from home. Remember?” she whispered, narrowing her eyes up at him when he let her pull back enough to see her face. “Oh, Russell…” She glanced down at him tucking himself back in his jeans and sighed. “You are in so much trouble.” 

He adjusted his dick so the head wasn’t getting rubbed raw and grinned up at her. She gave him a little smirk, which earned her a quick swat to her beautiful ass. “Baby, I’m not in trouble, but you damn well are. You need a spanking for letting some dick in your house. How the hell do you even know who he is?”

“Russell!” 

“Not now.” He covered her lips with a finger and shook his head at her frown. “I have plans. My dick, your hot, tight little pussy and no air till fucking Thursday.” 

Instead of jumping on board with that, she flushed a deeper pink and bit her lip, pulling her skirt down to hide those stockings and sweet creamy thighs. 

Suddenly, two things crystallised in his lust-filled brain. She was bare. And she was glaring up at him. Had he hurt her? Pulling her close by her arm, he made her look up at him as he trailed a hand up her thigh and pressed her skirt up. Holy fuck. She was pink, creamy and wet with his release. He was on his knees without conscious thought. 

“Holy fuck, baby. That’s so fucking beautiful. Did you do this for me?” His voice was hoarse. It sounded like he’d eaten desert dust, but this was the most erotic, pretty little thing he’d ever seen. 

She made a soft whisper of a sound, shifting as if about to pull her skirt back and down, but he held her hands. A blush tinted her cheeks when he looked up. Fierce possessiveness flooded him. He leaned in and kissed her bare pussy, then sucked the soft skin. She held her breath. He could tell, because her lush breasts didn’t quiver. Moving her hands to her hips, he held them there and deliberately held her eyes as he began licking and devouring her with his mouth. She tasted so good, it was hard to slow down. Focusing on her, he licked every inch of her he could reach and savoured their combined tastes like a man starved, then pressed a kiss to her hip and leant back on his heels. 

“Russell, oh God, you need… Mmm, you need to stop.” 

She didn’t sound like she wanted him to stop, but he kissed her hip once more, clenching his jaw at how badly he wanted to spread her out and eat her, then pump his dick with his own hand until he came all over her pretty pink folds. Ah, God, he was losing it. 

“For me?” he asked, rising from his crouch to nuzzle her pink cheeks. 

She took a deep breath and patted her skirt into place nervously, then slowly looked up. When she did, her eyes were bright blue against her blush. 

“Yes, you brat. For you, not that you deserve it. Now, I’ve got to go check that my client actually left, Russell.” She eased out of his arms, bent to pick up her shirt and pressed it over her breasts. 

He grunted. “Don’t deserve it? I do, baby. I do. You have five minutes and I’m back in that sweet little candy-coated pussy, baby. Five minutes.” 

“Huh, you think? What if I don’t want you inside my…candy-coated pussy?”

He moved in, not giving her a chance to escape and pinning her to the door again. Lowering his head, he caressed her ear with a long, slow lick. God, he loved how she challenged him. 

“Oh, Sunshine, I’m going to spank you for that; you know that, don’t you? A nice little spanking, until your pretty ass is all pink and you’re screaming for me to let you come. You need that. A slow, long drive up to climax. It’ll rock your world, baby.” He felt her shiver in his arms. Her nipples dug into his shirt, caressing his chest and making his cock impossibly erect. “I’m going to make you beg, Sunshine.” 

He leant back and cupped her face, kissing her nose, her cheeks, then her swollen mouth. He knew they both needed hot, mouth-to-mouth explosions, but he kept his touch light. She shivered again when he straightened to watch her. 

She blinked once, then rolled her eyes. 

“Ha, you think?” she asked, touching his chest with one slender finger. When he looked down, she suddenly caught him under the nose with that finger, grinning up at him with sparkling blue eyes. “Getting slow, Major, because if you think you’re spanking anyone, you must have hit your head. If anyone needs a spanking, it’s you.”

Ah, fuck. She was daring him. Challenging him. And now she was walking out the door with his cum still wetting her. Her ass swayed in a skirt tight enough to be a second skin. What was left of her blouse, she held over her breasts. And she wasn’t wearing any panties. His gaze dropped to the floor. Her black lace thong was torn in two at his feet, her matching bra near the bed. She was going to get a spanking tonight, and a whole lot more. She was going to be begging to come before he was done with her. The image of her pulsing with lust, aroused and wet, had him groaning. 

He got his head out of his ass and followed her out in time to hear her muttering about him being a baby.

“Susan, you can’t let a guy you don’t know in the house.” 

“A guy I don’t know? He was my client. I rushed back from town to meet him, Russell. That’s my work. I work from home, but sometimes I have to meet my clients.”

“Not alone. You shouldn’t meet them alone.” 

“Huh.” She went to move around him, but he tugged her back and blinked down at her when she growled—actually growled up at him. 

“I missed you.” He pulled her close, her smaller, softer body melting against him. God, she was so tiny. And so brave. “I didn’t like seeing another man here.” He wanted her at his place. Suddenly, he wanted her there, not here, there in his bed. “Come to the ranch tonight. I want you in my bed. Over and over, in my bed.” 

“Russell…” Her breathless little murmur sent a shot of lust right to his dick. 

“First, I need you a few more times, baby. It was a hard roundup. I was stiff as a baseball bat for days with no fucking relief. Thinking of you and wanting to jack off so bad it hurt. I missed you.” 

She laughed and swatted his arm. “Russell, I swear, the things you say. Was that supposed to be a compliment?”

“Damn right.” 

“Huh.” Susan shot him a calculating look and shook her head, looking more than a bit frustrated with him. “I missed you, too.”

“Yeah? I hoped so.” 

She grinned wider and pulled him closer by his shirt. “You couldn’t tell, huh? Well, maybe I should show you, if you’re done being all jealous and macho.” 

When he opened his mouth, she covered it with a finger and shook her head. “Nope, don’t even try it, mister. Now, I was hoping to have my own I miss you sex, so, if you are ready…” She trailed a finger down his chest to his jeans and he was ready, more than ready. 

“Baby, I’m all yours.” 

“Then get these clothes off. Later, maybe we’ll go to your bed. First, I want you here. Now.” 

He liked that, her little orders. “Yeah? You want me? Strip for me, baby, and I’ll strip for you. Show me that pretty little bare pussy.” 

She sucked in a ragged breath, her eyes shining so bright that he dipped down and kissed her neck before straightening again. 

“You are so bad. You love to talk dirty, don’t you, Russell? I’ll have you know that waxing hurts like hell. I mean, really, really hurts. And I should—”

He grabbed her around the waist, pulling her close so he could cup both little butt cheeks. “Fuck me, baby, then scold me. I’ll kiss it better. Damn, I’ll kiss it better all night.”

He swallowed her reply with a kiss. She was hot, nearly ripping his T-shirt off, and he was no better. Fuck stripping—he wanted her now. He unzipped her skirt on the way to the bedroom, and tugged the shirt from her breasts along the way. Her nipples were tight little pink nubs that made him wild. Fuck, he wanted her from behind, watching her in a mirror as those mounds quivered and bounced with each firm thrust. “I need you hard. Hard and from behind baby, I want to watch you while I fuck you, watch you come, watch these beauties bounce while I cup your ass in my hands.” 

“Oh, God, Russell, stop talking! Hurry. Now.” She nibbled at his skin. She sucked and licked every inch she could reach, trying to take him in with her mouth any way she could. “I want you. Now. Now.” 

“Ah, fuck, baby. I’m going to fuck you so hard. Do you want that?” 

When she raked her nails down his chest, he had his answer. Meeting his eyes, she whispered, “Oh, God, yes. Hard. Hard.” 

He lowered her down on the bed, nice and slow, but she grabbed hold of his buckle and had his belt loose, and her fingers wrapped around his dick before he could do more than kiss her nipples. Toeing his boots off, he latched on to one firm peak and heard her heavy moans as soon as he did. He sucked harder. She liked him rough. 

“Oh, Russell, God, you’re so huge and hot, darlin’.” 

Darlin’. She made him want to do things he’d never dreamed of when she said that slow, sexy southern ‘darlin’’. 

She drew him out from his jeans and he was lost. With a groan, he shoved into her warm palms. His eyes pinned on her delicate grip, amazed all over again how good she felt handling him. She rocked his world. Completely rocked his world. 

“Stroke me, that’s it; stroke me. I could come like this. I could shoot out all over this pretty, bare pussy.” 

She bit him on the nipple, sucking the spot tight in her mouth at the same time she drew her hands up his cock with a firm, slow pull. He nearly came, it was so good. God, he wanted that mouth on his dick the way it was on his chest. Susan dug her nails into his skin. She wiggled against him and started licking down his stomach. 

“Mmm, you taste so good, Russell. Salty and spicy.” 

Holy hell. Was she moving south? He wanted her to, wanted to feel her soft, warm lips on his erection so badly his palms started sweating. 

“Suck me, baby, come on. Show me wild and suck me deep. Go down on me. Be wild for me.” 

She shivered and her eyes sprang up to meet his, but she continued down his stomach to right above his groin. Sinking to the floor, she kept eye contact with him and pressed her back against the tall mattress so her breasts arched upward. It was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen in his life. He angled closer, pressing her back against the bed, and some kind of dominant instinct had him tipping her chin up and butting the head of his cock against her lips. He needed to take her mouth. Control the depth and speed of each stroke of his cock inside her pink, soft lips. Had he ever wanted such a thing? Not until her. 

“I’ve jacked off thinking of you like this, on your knees, with my cock in your sweet mouth, Susan. Does that turn you on, baby? To know how much you turn me on?”

“Russell.” 

The sound of her passion set his body on fire. “I’ve jacked off and come so damn long, thinking of you sucking me with those pink lips. Letting me control you this way.”

She gave him another soft moan, nibbled his stomach muscles and began licking her way down, making him tremble and clutch her hair in a fist. His other hand found the bed next to his hip and grabbed the covers. She’d tipped her head so he couldn’t see her and he wasn’t having any of that. He needed to know she wanted this, him, this way, because he was stepping out into new territory with her. 

“Ah, baby, look at me.” He needed to watch her blue eyes while she allowed this, surrendered to him. This was beyond a blow job. Beyond the need to feel her lips on him, and he wanted to make certain she knew it. It was a surrender. More than her virginity, more than her willingness to have hard, fast sex up against a wall, he needed this: her on her knees, trusting him while he took her mouth. 

“You want me to watch you, while I…suck on you?”

She was shy, hesitant, but bold. There was a challenge there, in her eyes, and she knew—hell, he hoped she always knew—this was all her decision. 

“Only if you want to blow my mind, baby.” 

“Russell.” She tightened her hand on his dick and slid it down to the base, then back up, her eyes pinned on his. “Mmm, you want that, and me, here on my knees?”

“Damn straight, Sunshine. I want that and much more. It’ll make you burn, baby.” He was tired of fighting this—hell, he hadn’t since the first time, he knew that—but part of him had felt he ought to fight his desire to dominate her. Not anymore. Not after her orgasms from earlier, when they’d had that small fight.

She liked it. She liked his aggression, his control. But she had control, too, and she knew it. He knew it, saw it there in her eyes, and while this was something he’d been fantasising about doing with her, if he saw that blaze dim, he’d switch gears without a worry. This was…hot, but he wanted to share everything he’d ever wanted from sex with her. And he wanted her to like it, too. Looking into her eyes he knew she liked it. One brow quirked up and her lips slanted upwards in a smile. Hell, yeah, did she like it. 

She was giving him that teasing little look—not smiling, but it was there, lingering in her eyes as she stroked him. She trusted him. Trusted him to give her pleasure, give them both pleasure, but her, first and foremost. And he was going to give it to her, make her so hot she orgasmed right along with him. 

“I’m not certain you deserve this, Russell Ryland.” Hunger, need and passion filled her expression. Hunger, more than anything else. She was hot, on fire for him, all of him. 

“Ah, baby. I’m sure I don’t. But I’m going to make you burn. Burn so hot you’re going to fly by the time we’re done here. Open that pretty mouth and suck my cock, Susan. Come on, baby.” 

Her eyes narrowed at his language, but her colour had deepened, and he knew he had her. Knew, suddenly, she wanted it dark. Wanted him. All of him, not just the soft loving, but his demands, too. He thought it might turn her on how turned on he was, and he hoped so, because this was just one of a million things he wanted them to try. 

She leant forward and kissed the flared, sensitive hood, making his dick jerk up until he wrapped his hand around the base. She licked the swollen head again, making him groan, before she opened her lips around the head of his cock and slowly took him in. After only a second of sucking on his cock head, her hands came up and gripped his shaft tight. It felt so good he had to cover her hand with his to stop her, otherwise embarrass himself by coming too soon. She made a soft sound of protest and pushed his hands off. Goddamn, that was hot. She latched on, taking in a bit more, and sucked hard enough to have him panting. He had to clench his fist in her hair and let her wet mouth drive him insane. When she tucked her tongue under the head of his cock and hit that spot, his eyes rolled back in his head. She sucked downward, rubbing against his shaft on the way, and began slowly slipping up and down his length. Each time she sucked downward, she tried to take more. She looked beautiful with her cheeks hollowing out and her lips opening and closing over his cock. Ah, Jesus, of course she would look beautiful. 

She was going to kill him with this. He was already bursting to come. Her mouth was hot, velvety and felt so good he wasn’t going to last. 

A burst of pre-cum spilled down his cock when she stopped her up and down movements of her mouth and concentrated on a spot under the head of his cock that made his eyes cross. 

Slowly, she slid off and licked her lips. Her eyes met his and he gritted his jaw. 

“Mmm, you taste spicy. I like it.” 

“Holy hell.” Did he say that out loud? Fuck, he had, and his voice sounded strangled. 

She glanced up at him, a soft sexy expression that rocked him on his heels. She opened her mouth slowly and flicked her pink tongue out once, to torture him with a long, slow lick when he wanted deep, wet penetration. Without warning, she leant forward and ran her lips down his dick, taking him deeper than ever.

Russell nearly swallowed his tongue. He strangled on a cry. Hell, hell, hell. She didn’t blow him—Susan made love to every inch of him. 

He had to fist the blankets on her bed to keep from hauling her down his cock and plunging into her mouth roughly until he exploded. Susan purred along the length of him on her upward pass, then rubbed her lips and tongue on that spot she’d found until he had to beat his fist on the bed to keep from coming. Holy shit. 

“You like?” 

“Fuck, yeah. Oh, yeah.” She latched on again and slid her hands up and down where her mouth had wetted his cock. His eyes slammed shut, then he jerked them open again, unwilling to miss a minute of this. She wasn’t like some pro—not that he’d know what one was like—but she loved every inch of him and when he made a sound or jerked or whimpered, she did whatever she’d done again. And again, and again. When she discovered he liked his balls licked, he about died. 

He wasn’t going to last. “I’m not gonna make it much longer, baby. Back off so I don’t spill in your mouth.” 

She pulled away from sucking on one of his balls, slowly releasing him with a soft popping sound. “I want to taste you. You taste me.” 

His mind went blank. Time seemed to stall as they simply stared at each other. When he was about to deny her, she decided matters for herself. She opened her mouth slowly and slid down his length until he felt the back of her throat. Suddenly desperate, he grabbed a handful of dark silky hair with one hand and held her, still afraid he just might shove in too far and hurt her. 

“Hold your mouth there. Rub your tongue right there. God, yeah! Fuck, yeah, ah, fuck.” Pleasure swamped him. Keeping hold of her hair, he guided his dick in and out of heaven. On her knees, she tipped her head, allowing more of his cock to ease inside her wet mouth. 

“Trust me, baby. Take me, a little more, ah, God, just like that.” She rubbed her tongue all over the head, sweeping fast licks under the hood and he shoved in, hearing her moan and feeling her press herself against his leg. She was wet. The sensations and vision of her loving his cock with her mouth had him crazed. She was going to come with him, he thought, and the mere idea of her climaxing from sucking his cock dry nearly did him in. He could feel his orgasm building. 

“Fuck, right there. Right there. Suck me, baby. That’s it, my wild baby, suck me good. Right there. Ah, God, come for me. Come on my leg, baby. Ride me.” He pressed his shin against her wet mound. 

She rubbed herself tighter to his leg and started rubbing against him, while her hands and mouth drove him insane. Sensory overload. He lost it. Completely lost it. His cock was plunging in too deep but she was wild, loving it, lost to him, and he was lost to her. His balls drew up, tingled, and blazed with the need to come. “So good, so fucking good. Coming, baby. Suck it down. Swallow it.” Unable to stop himself, he shoved against that wicked tongue. His climax burst along his body like a runaway train. All he could feel was his body tensing and exploding in pleasure as she sucked and swallowed, deepening the sensations for him until he thought his head might explode. 

“Ah, fuck, yeah, that’s my wild girl. So good. You feel so good.” 

She dug her nails into his thighs, trembling against his leg. A groan dragged out of him. His body tensed once more, gushing another blast of cum against her tongue. He could barely stay upright, but he locked his knees and pulled her off his cock and up against him, frantically kissing her swollen lips. He tasted himself, but the flavour mixed with hers and caused a shot of lust to blossom in his chest. 

“Russell.” Her voice sounded dreamy. Hot. Sated. Happy. 

“Damn, baby, that was—” He broke off when she circled his neck and covered his mouth with her hand. 

“Russell—dirty, sexy talk is one thing, but cussing all the time?” 

He couldn’t have stopped the laugh if he’d tried. Miss Prim and Proper, all of a sudden, when just moments ago she’d nearly blinded him from the blow job she’d given him. 

“Baby, you have no idea how dirty I can get.”

“Ohh—I like it when you get dirty, Russell. I like you wild. Just not jealous.” 

Rearing up, he gave her the look that deserved. Pure male arrogance. “I wasn’t jealous, because you’re smart enough not to give me a reason to be.” 

Her swollen lips tugged up in that smile he loved. Blue eyes danced, and he knew she was going to challenge that dumbass statement. “Ohh—Russell, you’re so manly when you threaten me like that.” 

Hell. Her sing-song little teasing voice was going to get her spanked, and hell if she wouldn’t like it, too. He pulled her tight and picked her up, tossing her down on the bed and landing on top of her before she could react. He covered her surprised smile with more kisses. She wrapped her legs around him, but he reached around and gave her a light spank that made her eyes widen. 

“Oh, Russell, is that all you can do?” 

“Baby, you want me to spank you? Be very sure, sweetheart, because once I get started you’re going to be begging for me to let you come, begging for release from the high I’ll take you to.”

One pretty little brow rose in challenge. His dick, of course, swelled to full steam. And how fucking much cum did one man possess? 

“Is that a threat? Or a promise?” She rubbed noses with him. 

Leaning down, he held himself up with one hand near her head and kissed a path over her flushed cheeks to her lips. “Ah, God, I want you in my bed. I want you so damn bad in my bed.”

“Why your bed?” She rubbed her lips over the bristles on his jaw before placing wet little kisses on his neck. She bit him along the cords of his neck, sucking the spot lightly before moving up to lick his throat and behind his ear. All the while, her breasts were pressed into his chest and her long, silk-encased legs were rubbing his sides. Could a man die from such fantasies come to life? 

Shifting her, Russell pushed inside with a long, deep drive of his hips. They both groaned. 

“Russell, you’re so thick and big. I can feel you so deep. Feel you pulsing,” she whispered, her voice husky and hot. “Deep inside—it’s like you’re touching my soul.” 

That did things to him. Her soul. “I can’t get enough of you, Susan. It’s not this,”—he pressed himself deeper—“not only this. I want much more, Susan.” 

She froze and wouldn’t meet his eyes. Something in his chest tightened. She slowly traced her fingers over his skin, her body suddenly a lot more tense. Pulling back, he watched her avoiding his eyes and tried to see if what he’d said had caused her to clam up. Susan was difficult to crack and sometimes, like now, he wished he could read her mind. 

“More? What kind of more?” she asked softly. Almost whispered. Did she sound hopeful? 

He brushed her hair back with a hand and wrapped a long lock of it around his fist, tugging until she was closer and looking at him. 

“Can’t you tell? I want you. You. I marked you, didn’t I?” He traced the dark pink strawberry he’d left on her neck, loving that his mark was there for all to see. When he looked up at her face, she frowned at him. 

“Marked me? I’m not a cow, Russell—you know, that you brand.” 

He laughed. “No, baby, you’re not. But I’ve been dying these last four days. And not just for this.” He shoved up, holding her curvy hips in place so he could seat himself more firmly in her core. He rolled onto his back, and her eyes shuttered to half-mast. The tension in her body melted under his hands. Ah, she liked that. Her breasts were heavy, swollen and dark pink-tipped from him sucking them. He lifted his shoulder off the bed and licked around one swollen nipple. “I want this. All of it.” Smoothing his hand up her hip, he lingered over her tiny waist before moving on to cup her breast. She smiled and lifted her chest, giving him more to hold on to. Damn. The little valley between her breasts was so perfect. He licked along the seam before separating the plump mounds and kissing the middle of her chest. Her heart. He wanted that, but he couldn’t tell her that yet. Not yet. 

“Not this?” She moved up, resting her hands on his chest and lifted up on his cock, then slowly pressed back down. “Not that?”

“Yeah, that. All of it. But you too, Sunshine. I’m not in for the quick lay, baby. Neither are you,” he added, thrusting up, giving her all of him to the hilt. 

She sucked in a breath, and her breasts quivered. Her inner sheath was so wet, now, from his cum, it was finally easier to sink in. Still tight, still so tight, but so silky wet he was nearing orgasm again already. “Watch us. Watch me fill you. Watch yourself fuck me.” 

“Make love, Russell. You fuck, I make love.” Her eyes darkened and she looked down, tilting her head to watch his cock spread her bare pussy for his possession. Dark hair swept over her shoulder and feathered against his skin. A rush of lust detonated in his stomach, spreading out to every inch of his body until his hair stood on end. 

“Fuck, Susan, yeah, make love to me, baby.” His dick was wet with her juice, the veins bulging thick under the skin, and with each downward stroke she spread wider for him. It was turning him on even more knowing she watched. 

“Oh, Russell… It’s… You’re so sexy,” she whispered. 

His heart swelled too big for his chest. “Oh, hell, baby, you’re sexy, Goddamn killing me sexy.” His voice was so husky he sounded like he’d swallowed glass. 

She shivered around his cock. She was close to coming, he knew it, felt her channel tighten, and his balls drew up tight. He fisted his hand until it cracked, the pain enough to hold back the need to take over until they both were drained. Susan was hot and tight and taking him so slowly he was going to die. But, God, he was going to enjoy it, because she was. He could feel the gush of her moisture as she watched. Her nipples tightened to pink points and her breathing turned erratic, her ribs showing with each indrawn, rapid breath. The pulse in her throat drew his attention and he lost himself to watching the flow under the delicate skin of her neck. 

“God, Russell, you’re so big, so many muscles. I want to lick every inch of you. Lick every muscle, bite down on them and hear you make that low groan.” 

He felt a rush of pre-cum wet his cock at her words. “Baby, you can do whatever you want to me. Anything at all.” 

“Oh, Russell… How, how do you fit me so good?” She moaned the last word as she rocked her hips down, encasing him fully in her tight, wet heat. 

Ah, God, he was going to come if she kept that up. Her voice was barely above a whisper, but husky and sexy and sweet. She was lost in her arousal, so lost she was dipping forward and sucking on his chest, forcing him to take over. 

He did. He gripped her hips and lunged up with such force that she tossed her head back and gasped. That was all it took. His body seemed to guide him, thrusting urgently up, rubbing his pelvic bone over her little bud each time. Pleasure rushed him, flooded him with a frantic need to fuck her deep and hard. She needed to come, because he was holding on by his fingernails. When she began to shudder, he knew he’d hit her just right. Her teeth grazed his as she began sobbing and begging for more. 

A groan burst free from his throat. The agony of erotic pleasure was too much. He pulled her hips tighter to his and gave her short, firm strokes of his cock, over and over. 

“Russell! Please, again, again.” 

He brought his hand down, knowing what she wanted. One heavy caress on her lush ass, a deep, firmly placed thrust of his cock, and she sobbed out his name. He did it again and again. She began to tremble first, shivering around him as he increased his rhythm, dragging her pleasure out longer and higher until she drove back with her hips. Her nails scored his chest; her cries filled the air in between each little spank he landed on her lush ass. 

“Ah, baby, come for me. Take it, take it. I’m going to come for you, Susan. For you.” 

She clenched almost before his words were out of his mouth. Softly crying into his shoulder. She trembled against him and what power he had to hold back was ripped away like a Kleenex in a gale. Grabbing her hips, he pinned her in place and wildly thrust until his semen spurted in long, intense shots. Her muffled cry of his name signalled another climax rippling through her, but he was so far gone all he could do was hold her tight and gasp for air. When the world slowly surfaced, he found himself somehow on top of her, her legs tangled up with his as he collapsed. 

“Aw, fuck, baby…” He could barely manage to roll to the side and gather her close. She flung an arm over his chest, breathless and smiling. “Wild man.” 

He grinned. He was, for her. And fuck, she was wild as well. A man could die happy. He’d never known a woman like Susan existed. If he had? He’d have looked for her instead of rolling with the times, drifting through his life, the missions, the pain. The endless emptiness. 

“I missed you, Russell,” she murmured, so softly he barely heard her. But he did. Something tight eased in his chest. Loosened and warmed at her words. 

“I guess I might have missed you a bit, too.” He grunted a laugh when she smacked his chest, then rubbed the spot with her soft lips.

“Brat.”

He loved it when she gave him that ire-filled, feminine snort and a smack. He’d never allowed a woman—or man, that was for damn sure—to hit him, but this was different. It wasn’t painful. She did it to tease him, because one thing he’d learned watching Susan was that she knew he was dominant, knew he was aggressive and relished harassing him because of it. 

He should be upset. Worried, even. Instead he was getting deeper and deeper. He’d realised something on that roundup. He wanted Susan, not because she was beautiful, funny as hell, intelligent and made his dick hard enough to break concrete. He wanted Susan because she stood up to him in all his not-so-golden moments. 

He was a man. Add to that he was used to getting what he wanted, and telling everyone else what to do in order to get what he wanted, and yeah, he’d be tough for any woman to handle. He knew he couldn’t order a woman around, but if he didn’t have one telling him not to, well, he’d most likely scare the hell out of her. Because, yeah, basically he wanted someone who would tell him he was being an ass, argue with him, and then make up afterwards with some hot and heavy sex. 

Like they had. 

Against a wall, and still going strong. 

“Witch.” 

“Wild man.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

“Darling, come on up here.” 

Mara peeked up slowly, a frown marring her brow. 

“What is it, milý?” 

“Who was that woman, Eric?” 

Jealousy. Mara had shown signs of it early on, and it had never faded. She was always more aggressive in their loving when she was jealous. He was still pissed off that his mark had a SEAL as a boyfriend, but he could take his time with this hit. The woman may or may not be the mark. Better safe than offing someone who would only draw a SEAL to his ass. 

“Come here, you’ve got some details to take care of.” 

Mara frowned at him, which only made him harder. Instead of moving, she glanced at his lap and a slow smile tipped her pink lips. 

Ah, good, playful. Their past disagreement was behind them and she was all his now. Maybe the promise he’d made to let her visit her mother had helped. And the flowers he’d helped her pick out and send. All his plans were swimming along in perfect slow motion. His cock, on the other hand, was ready now. He needed constant attention from her, especially during a mission. The government had made him this way. He’d been unable to even function without jacking off two or three times a day while he was a sailor. The military had been an instrument of torture for a man with his needs. 

“You want me.” 

Bright aqua eyes met his, full of mischief. Ah, yes, he needed this teasing torture that only Mara could provide. She always knew what he needed. 

“Get down here and wrap that wicked mouth around my cock while I paddle your ass for making me wait.” He was gruff, teasing her with his harshness, and she blushed. He flexed his cock to watch her eyes turn warm and needy. She slowly licked her lips, her pink tongue peeking out to tease him.

“Now, Mara. Now.” 

With a quick scramble she was there, kissing his jaw, hands busy with his fly, releasing him and then, heavenly relief, her mouth. She was a Goddess. His own Aphrodite. 

“That’s it. Move those legs over the middle here, that’s it, that’s it.” She settled in, her hands already busy, her mouth sucking on the head like he’d taught her. She worked him slow around the head, then down hard and quick before going back up. “Arch your butt up. I’m going to spank you good and hard.” 

She did. He shoved her little white skirt up and landed a blow right on one rounded cheek. As soon as he did, she began sucking him for real. Another smack on the flesh of the other cheek, then his hand was gripping her hair as he took over, smacking and spanking her as he told her how naughty she was, how wicked her mouth was. He turned the vibrating butt plug in her ass on. She arched, moaned, and he began spanking her harder, all over her bottom and thighs, moving up in his seat at the same time. He had to grip the back of her head to keep her from sucking him. He kept himself deep in her mouth and smacked her ass once more. 

“Come for me. Now.” Immediately, she moaned around his cock, and clenched her thighs together, her body quivering with an orgasm. He came then, too, long, hard and deep in her throat, not letting go of his death grip on her hair until she’d cleaned every inch of him off. 

“Make me hard again.” She did, sucking and slipping over his flaccid cock until he was full and swollen. He didn’t waste time. He grabbed her off his erection and tossed her, face first, over the console. Her ass was pink where he’d spanked her and the pink butt plug quivered with each of her breaths. With a growl he pulled the butt plug out and tossed it aside. Her ass was spread, round and ready for him. He smacked her on the soft flesh of her upper thighs and fisted his cock, watching her flesh darken with each well-earned smack. She moaned and tried to push back for more. 

“Ah, that’s it, that’s it.” He pinned her head down with a fist in her hair and mounted her, driving into her ass like he owned it. He did. It was his—clean, pure and all his. She screamed in pain. He rammed his cock in all the way to the root, then began a punishing fuck that had him coming in seconds. 

The job could wait. He was on his own, and no one told him when to satisfy his lusts. No one. He took her three more times before he pulled the truck out of the bush he’d hidden it in. By then, she was so exhausted she nestled her head on his lap, her hand limp on his crotch where he’d placed it, telling her she had an hour before he needed her again. Missions made his naturally high needs higher. 

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

Lacey had the feeling that Major Russ Ryland was not here for woodcutting. They hadn’t got around to any of the fallen trees on her property before the roundup, and in the days after, the blissful days of sex and more sex, they’d not done much more than learn every inch of each other’s body. 

Oh, and in his bed, too. For over a week. It’d been fun. His nephew and uncle were out of town, so they’d had the place pretty much to themselves. Well, other than some hired hands that Russell didn’t even like in the same room with her, but other than that? They’d got along like they’d known each other for years, not weeks. 

He’d even backed off asking her questions. And, for Russell, that was a big deal, and she knew it. He liked answers, and he was used to getting them. It made her smile to remember how easily she could distract him from his mini-interrogations. Sometimes all it took was her biting her lip, giving him a stare like she wanted to lick him from top to bottom, and he’d get a glazed look on his face. Immediately, the third degree would end. Actually, conversation would end. For hours. 

Now they were back at her place, because she had a meeting in town tomorrow and he was going with her. She smiled, remembering that conversation. Or lack of conversation, since he’d grunted something male and all husky in her ear and talked dirty to her about getting a room in town for the night. And what he’d do to her when they got the room. Yep, her man was all about making her scream. 

Her man. She had to wonder if that wasn’t exactly what Russell Ryland wanted. She could have told him he had his target caught, tagged and claimed, but everything between them was so new, and, heck, it was a lot of fun just sitting next to him. Forget Lay’s potato chips—Russell put a whole new spin on that phrase ‘you can’t stop at just one’. It would have frightened her how often she wanted to have sex with him, if he hadn’t wanted her just as often. 

But right now, this man cutting wood for her was all about something altogether different than the sexy, demanding lover who could take her places she’d never known existed. No, Russell was giving all the signs of a man trying to insert himself into her life. 

It was amazing. And exciting. And slightly scary. He was a full-grown warrior. And now he was hers. 

He was used to command. That had been apparent the first day she’d met him. And now, watching him with the chainsaw, she had to wonder what he thought he was going to control when it came to her. 

He was intense. He knew exactly where she was almost every minute they were together. He didn’t smother her with attention; instead he did his own thing. But she was certain she could blindfold Russell and he would not only be able to find her and scoop her up like a feather, but he’d also be able to carry her straight to bed without running into anything. 

He was also intimidating. The day had turned warm, the late Indian summer a welcome treat after a few days of chilly mornings and even chillier nights. Russell had taken off his big Carhartt jacket, so naturally she soaked up the sight of his broad shoulders and tight biceps under his black T-shirt. He was lean and mean, so big compared to her. She knew if he wanted her to do something and she didn’t, he could very easily make her. But he never would. Russell would never force her to do anything—well, except take him with her when she went to Spokane, but that wasn’t really forcing, since she wanted him to go. But still, Russell was something she couldn’t get enough of, and that scared her. What if he was setting up a place in her life for him, but only for some temporary fun? What if this was him killing time? 

A cloud passed over the sun, and the warmth of the day dissipated a little. Russell wiped a forearm over his brow. He had to be hot, even in a T-shirt. The way he was cutting up the wood he had to be working up a sweat. He took her in carefully, glancing over her as if to assess whether she was still sitting where he’d said to without moving. 

She stood to get him to turn the chainsaw off. They needed a break—her from sitting, and him from all the wood cutting, she thought. He’d cut the engine on the saw almost before her boots hit the ground. She dragged the huge ear mufflers he’d made her wear off. Her little ear buds hadn’t been enough. He’d given her that cute little disapproving grimace she was beginning to enjoy causing, and had taken the ear buds out and handed her these. They were kinda bulky, but she couldn’t have heard a rocket if it had blasted off next to her. The chainsaw didn’t stand a chance.

Yeah, Russell was a bit overprotective. She looked down at her boots to hide her silly smile because Russell did have issues, and with more than just her safety. If she was insecure, well, there were reasons for that. Russell hadn’t said a word about what he was feeling, or if he was feeling anything at all. And he was too dominating and bossy. But at least he’d backed down from questioning her so much about why she was here or, worse, what he felt she was afraid of. 

Glancing back up, she felt colour heat her cheeks at the reasons why he’d not kept up his questioning. He’d been too busy with other things. ‘Other things’ meaning sex to die for, which she encouraged every chance she got. 

She watched him saunter over, trying her best to keep from getting breathless from simply watching him walk. Russell, he didn’t just walk. He reminded her of some big, sleek wild cat. Sexy. 

“I’m going to start stacking all this wood,” she told him clearly, not missing him tensing those big shoulders or the way his face tightened. His beautiful jaw clenched, a muscle in his cheek ticked, then he smoothed it out. His grey eyes darkened, but he nodded. 

Good boy, she wanted to say. Instead, she smiled up at him. “And make some lunch, don’t you think…?” She trailed off when they heard his cell phone ringing. 

“Fuck.” 

“Russell…” 

Bending down, he scooped her up, kissed her hard and fast, and set her back down with a grin. “Gotta get this. How about that lunch?”

She rolled her eyes at him, watching his grin grow. He seemed to enjoy riling her. With another brief kiss, he draped a big arm around her shoulder and answered his phone. “Yeah, Wolf Man, what’s up?” 

She really needed to get him some friends that weren’t SEALs. No doubt this guy was one of them. They’d all used those call signs and still went by them now, even after they were out of the military. Russell let her go to open the door and nodded for her to go in while he stayed outside. He looked worried. The frown he’d always worn when they’d first met was back. 

A shiver of fear raced along her arms. She hadn’t felt fear since Russell had come over that first night. Not really. How could she? He was with her every second of the day and night. Suddenly realising exactly how much time they’d been spending together, she peeked back outside, watching him. Weeks of non-stop time. Almost every second. What if he had to leave? 

The chill deepened. 

Russell grimaced and ran a hand over his short hair. He didn’t look happy. Not even close to happy. He gestured and said something else as their eyes caught. His handsome face tightened before he turned his back to her and gestured some more. Rubbing his jaw he clipped his phone shut and turned back to her. 

Another chill raced over her at his cold expression. She looked down, only then realising her hands were clutching the kitchen counter so tight her knuckles were white. He was leaving. She knew it before he walked in through the back door. 

“Baby, don’t. Don’t look so upset.” He pulled her back into his arms, enveloping her in his warm scent. Bending his head, he rested it on her shoulder, turning to brush kisses along her jaw. 

“You have to go.” 

“Yeah, I have to go help a buddy. He’s in a bind, needs some help.” 

She turned in his arms, saw his worried expression, and her heart tightened. His grey eyes, eyes she’d grown used to seeing lighten with laughter or darken with desire, were clouded with worry. Over leaving? Or over her reaction? Did he think she’d demand he not go? 

Confusion made her chill feel like it was covering her in ice. “Yep, I understand.” He might not be in the SEALs any longer, but he was still part of a team. “You’ll be careful?” 

He watched her closely for a heartbeat before bending down to rest his forehead on hers, gazing deeply into her eyes. Her heart skipped a beat, almost in slow motion, then thudded back to a slow pace. 

 “Yeah, I’ll be careful.” He leant forward and kissed her softly, a warm, wonderful kiss that warmed some of the chill from her heart. Slowly pulling away, he met her eyes again and said, “I want you to stay at the ranch.” 

The sneaky rat! Indignant, she glared up at him and pushed against his chest. He didn’t budge and he didn’t smile, either. 

“Susan, I want you safe. I don’t want you scared. Mitchell will be home today, you can stay—”

“Russell, I am not staying at your ranch with your uncle. I’ve never met him and that would just be too embarrassing. I’m not a child.” 

“I didn’t say you were. It wouldn’t be embarrassing—”

“It would. I’m staying here. I have to go to Spokane, and you know it. I’m going there, having my meeting, driving home, and staying here.” 

If a man could growl, Russell would have. She felt him tense—all those muscles she admired, loved to trace with her fingers and her mouth, bulged. And not in a sexy, ‘come on, let’s have fun’ way, but in a threatening way—at least, for a brief second, then she struggled with him until he let her go. It felt odd. He’d never let her go before, and for one twisted moment she wanted him to drag her right back into his arms, but he didn’t. 

She pushed the budding panic down. She wasn’t losing him; he was simply going away for a few days. 

“How long?” 

He sighed heavily but didn’t touch her. She felt it, the lack of it, like something had slid up and divided them. 

“A few weeks. Six at the most.” 

Six weeks? Oh, my God. Six weeks without Russell? All of a sudden the panic was unbearable. Opening the refrigerator, she started pulling out sandwich fixings—lunch meat they’d bought, the mustard Russell loved, lettuce, tomato, the Provolone cheese he’d got for her, and with a sucked in breath she shut the door and faced him. He was watching her, his big body leaning against the counter. He looked relaxed, but his jaw flexed twice while she simply stared back at him. 

“When do you have to leave?”

“Now. He has a plane for me in a couple hours. Two.”

Two hours? It was more than an hour to Spokane. It was…

“Susan, I want you to wait for me.” 

Her eyes jerked to his at that. Wait for him? What did that mean?

He took a drink of Coke and set it down, too carefully in her opinion. He was avoiding her eyes, she thought with a stab of fear. Was he leaving her for good? 

Finally meeting her eyes, he said, “If you want to, I mean. I might be gone longer, might be shorter. I can’t call, though. I won’t be able to.”

Wait for him? “What do you mean?” 

He took the sandwich things out of her hands and turned her to face him. Hands on her shoulders, he stared down at her for a long, painful minute before suddenly hauling her into his arms and kissing her. His firm, warm lips were demanding, frantic almost. His delicious taste filled her, slightly sweet from his Coke, spicy from him, and so hot, so very hot. She clung to him. She knew she was holding on too tight, but couldn’t stop the desperate panic drowning her. She fought the tears, tightening her throat and refusing to let them fall from her closed eyes. She was not going to have him remember her with tears in her eyes. She was going to give him this, a hot, sexy goodbye if she could. 

Before she knew it, he’d swept her up into his arms and stomped down to her bedroom. The door hit the wall again, reminding her of that first day he’d barely been able to reach her bedroom. Seconds later, he was stripping off her shirt and unbuttoning her jeans, dragging them down so fast they left burn marks. With a low sound he fisted his T-shirt behind his neck and pulled it off. Her hands trembled with urgency to touch him. She needed him, wanted to taste him once more. She unzipped him and dragged his erection out, not even bothering with anything more. Dropping to her knees, she shoved him back on the bed and he went, groaning with need. His cock was swollen, the beautiful head split and beaded with a drop of pre-cum. 

“Damn, baby, suck me. Show me again.” 

She didn’t wait for more. Rising up on her knees, she cupped his erection, slid down the thick length with one hand and sucked the rounded head into her mouth, laving it with her tongue as his flavour filled her mouth. He groaned so loudly it made her wet and achy. 

She devoured him, sucking and stroking his flesh until he was panting, subtly thrusting his hips, his big hands fisted in her hair. She opened up, trying to swallow him whole, ignoring her gag reflex to give him this last memory of her. He cursed and tensed his muscles so tight his erection jerked in her mouth. She loved the flavour of him, the scent of his musky maleness and the way he reacted to everything she did to him. When she swallowed, he groaned raggedly. When she moved her mouth back to swirl her lips over the thick head, he cursed and tugged her hair.

“Holy hell. Ah, fuck. Baby. Let me, baby?” 

She wasn’t sure what he wanted, but she met his eyes and slid him out. Resting her hand on his thigh, she nodded. 

His face was flushed dark with an intense, hungry look. But whatever Russell wanted, she knew she’d love. Slowly, he tightened his grip on her hair, and flexed his hips so the tip of his velvety cock pushed against her lips. “Hold my thighs, that’s it. Let me fuck your mouth, let me have this.” 

Oh, my God. Had she ever heard anything so amazing? A rush of moisture flowed from her and she knew, absolutely knew it was dripping from her. She sat back on her heels and carefully placed her hands on her thighs. Russell’s eyes flared almost black and he licked his lips. His eyes shot down to her thighs, then back up to her breasts and on to her face. Reaching up, she trailed her palms over his legs, moving them around to cup his firm ass before, with a smile, she did as he asked and settled them on his thighs. 

“Fuck, you are hot.” He butted her mouth with his erection. The warm, rounded head slipped over her lips, but he pulled his hips back when she opened her mouth. “That’s it, open for me. I want you to touch yourself with one hand.” 

When she hesitated, he smiled down at her hand, used a thumb to caress her cheek. She kissed his thumb. 

“Come on, baby, come with me.”

Oh, God. She loved that sexy growl. With a shiver, she took one hand off him and trailed her fingertips from her neck down between her breasts to lightly graze her own stomach, and then spread her legs and touched her own pussy. The first small caress had Russell pressing his erect cock past her lips and tongue. His groan sounded so sexy, she used two fingers and traced her own clit. 

“Holy shit, yeah. Do that. So hot, so hot.”

When she reached up and pinched her own nipple Russell went wild. She watched his flushed face grow tense as he shoved along her tongue until she felt his thick head hit the back of her throat. She gagged, but he withdrew and pulled free, then did the same thing, each time flexing his hips, pressing her to take a bit more. 

Her jaw felt stretched almost too wide with each long, slow thrust. His penis was so thick, so long, she moaned softly when she only managed part of him. Russell’s head fell back when she did. Each and every muscle of his stomach and chest flexed. 

Touching her own aroused flesh, she moaned again at how hot and wet she was. She was dripping for him. So aroused, her fingers felt like paradise. Russell cursed when he looked down and saw her. She could see his chest rise and fall with each breath as his thrusts became a bit more out of control. Excitement shivered along every nerve. She felt on the verge of coming. She’d never masturbated this way before, on her knees, and certainly not in front of anyone, but Russell’s body, his reactions, his hard penis pressing and shoving along her mouth—all of it swirled into a toxic cocktail of pure lust. 

“Ah, fuck, Susan, baby, God yeah, so good, so good. Open for me, baby.” 

His voice was rough with passion, his muscles strained, both his hands started to tremble on her head and she was going to come. It was so erotic, so bad, so Russell at his most wicked. She flicked her clit once more with her wet fingers, and began to feel the tingle before the pleasure. 

“Ah, God, yeah, yeah. Come with me baby. Keep your eyes open. See me. See who’s giving you this. Take it, baby, take it. For me. Give me this, Susan.” 

The last broken plea was more than she could take. She felt herself shattering, flying with a rush of pleasure. Russell suddenly dragged his erection from her, practically tossed her down on the bed and thrust her thighs open to shove himself in so deep she thought she’d feel him forever. His sweaty body covered her. His hot breath feathered over her neck and, with a roughness that excited her, he shoved her legs up against his chest and pinned her down to tunnel into her with desperate thrusts. It was too much. It was perfect. It was amazing. Digging her nails into his back, she held on because there was nothing else to do. He possessed her, took everything and gave her so much back she trembled with the force of her orgasm. 

Firm, hard, wild thrusts filled her world and suddenly, in the midst of it all, Russell shouted her name and his hot release filled her. If she could have died from the pleasure, she would have. It was so good she never wanted him to stop. His low, long grunts as his body shuddered filled her with as much pleasure as the twisting, circular path ripping through her body and spinning her out of control. 

Just as the sensations started to fall from breathless heights, Russell pulled from her, tossed her on her hands and knees and frantically mounted her. He was rough and out of control and this time he truly did mount and take her. There were no sweet words, no softness at all from him, just Russell using her so hard he made rug burns on her hand and knees. One big arm squeezed her tight around her tummy; the other was fisted in the mattress inches from their faces and he was rutting like a wild man. 

It was so delicious, all she could do was explode with pleasure. “More, more, Russell. More.” 

He groaned her name. His erection swelled thicker and stiffer, enough to make her tremble with need as he shafted her urgently. She felt trapped, unable to move, unable to control this or him, and she wanted more. It was so exciting she cried out and arched as much as she could, bucking into him, meeting each thrust until she was spent and limp with the force of her climax. 

“Damn, damn, baby.” Russell’s voice penetrated her senses, sounding urgent and ragged. His thrusts became wild and unsteady as he neared his climax. She felt him stiffen, his hands gripped her tight enough to leave bruises, then with deep, sharp lunges, he buried himself and collapsed on her, his erection jerking with the forceful blast of heat. Tears filled her eyes and fell past her lids, but she rubbed her face on her own arm to hide her reaction. She wanted him here—behind her, inside her, on top of her, just with her, not leaving. Not going away. 

“Baby.” 

She couldn’t speak. Not yet. It was all too much. Tears stung her eyes, but she held the rest back, unwilling to cry in front of him. No need to show him that. God only knew what he’d think. Her father never could understand her tears, and no doubt Russell wouldn’t, either. 

“Susan, talk to me, baby.” He was breathless, and still hard. “I lost control there. Was I too rough?” 

“No, Russell. Never.” 

His breath puffed warm and fast against her neck. Shifting behind her, she shivered when she felt something like a kiss, hesitant and light, along her shoulders when he moved off her. Was he worried? He hadn’t been worried about his sexual aggressiveness since those first few days. 

Slowly, she felt his muscles bunch around her and he leant back, withdrawing from her body slowly. One hand rested on her butt, caressing and lingering near certain areas she knew he was interested in exploring. He’d not said a word, but he often took her from behind, pressing his thumb along her ass when she was climaxing. Once or twice, he’d even pushed against her there, making her wild but also confused and more than a little worried. Russell wasn’t a small man, and his fingertip breaching her ass was one thing, but his erection? A whole different venture she might not be willing to take. 

“Baby, I have to go.” 

She let her head sag against the floor and sighed. “I know. I kind of thought you might.” 

“I’ll try to call.” 

She turned her head to meet his grey eyes and wished he’d give her more. But she knew that was a lot. Russell never said anything he didn’t mean. He must not care for her, not like she cared for him, like she…loved him. God, she loved him. And now what? He was leaving. And she was staying here. Alone. 

Sadness felt like it was swallowing her whole, but she forced a smile and kissed him, a quick brush of her lips after such wild madness. “If you can. I know it might not be possible, Russell. I understand.” 

Something passed over his face—disappointment, maybe? She wasn’t certain, but it was gone before she could say anything. 

“Come on. I have my bag in the truck. We can shower, then I have to go.” 

Yeah, they could have sex again, but he was still going. 

Trouble was, she suddenly didn’t want to have sex. She wanted him to curl her up, hold her tight and not let her go. She wanted him to stay. To choose her over whatever waited for him with his SEAL buddy. 

If only. She knew that wasn’t possible. He was a SEAL and—even though he was retired—she would never come before his unit. 

Her dad had put her first because her dad had loved her. And, somehow, that thought only made Russell leaving her alone all that much harder. 

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

Russell was in deep. Too deep? Maybe. Concentrating on cleaning his gun, he tried to focus on it rather than the woman driving him nuts. No such luck. Memories of Susan were killing him. Doubts and fears he’d never known before were ripping him apart. 

She’d not asked him to stay. Not even once. She’d let him take her like some wild beast, but she’d not asked him to stay. Not that he could have. But she hadn’t known that, right? 

And when he’d offered to call, how fucked up was he to be stung that she hadn’t seemed to see how much of a sacrifice that was? She’d not even seemed to believe him, or, worse, care. 

Was he reading her all wrong? Was she in this for the sex? For a fling, but nothing more? 

“Ace, get your head in the fucking game,” Mac snapped.

Russell wanted to snarl right back. Three weeks, he’d been here. They’d got one mission completed, or at least begun. They’d sprung Mac’s man, but they were nowhere near getting the original mission under wraps.

Like he cared. He wanted to call Susan so badly, he was aching. More than call her, he wanted to be back with her, and not here, away from her and filled with so much worry he didn’t know what to do with it. He’d wanted to tell her he was in love with her and that, once he got back, he wouldn’t be leaving her ever again, but he’d fucked that up. 

Talk about a coward. He’d let her out of his arms and swallowed back the words. Let her tell him she wasn’t staying at the ranch, and pretty much let her set him aside. 

He was a coward. She hadn’t set him aside. She hadn’t wanted to go to the ranch, but it didn’t mean she didn’t want him. It simply meant she was one stubborn woman, and didn’t like him ordering her about. 

“Ace? Man, we need you here, with us.” 

Russell shot a look over at Mac that would peel paint. Mac didn’t even blink. Big, as tall as Russell and broader, Mac could knock the shit out of a lineman on the Dallas Cowboys starting line-up. Roughly dressed in BDUs and, for some reason, a black T-shirt with a Corona logo and a few holes in the front of it, Mac looked like some beachcomber. Dark blond hair lightened by the days at the beach was tangled all over his head. He was tanned from the sun, too, and this time he was also sporting an evil-looking sleeve tattoo from his wrist to his shoulder that Russell hadn’t seen before. Mac didn’t take his stare as anything more than Russell’s normal, ‘pissed off at being here and wasting time’ expression. That pissed Russell off even more, but what could he do? 

“Tell me what you want, then, dickhead, and I’ll do it. Sitting here, soaking up rays, is not what I came down for.” 

Mac had the good sense to keep his mouth shut until Russell got his temper under control. The man was a friend—a good friend—but this shit was killing Russell. They’d been on a team together, bled together, they’d even been held in an enemy camp together, but this was Russell’s life, his future Mac was fucking with. Susan was it, not this pain-in-the-ass mission stalling out and leaving them hanging. Russell needed action; wanted it badly enough to go blow a few heads off to get the ball rolling. 

Brown eyes met his before Mac ran a hand through his tangled hair. Maybe that was where Russell picked up that trait, because he did that when he was frustrated with Susan. Not that Mac had any reason to be frustrated with him. So what if he was cranked and ready? That was what he was here for. 

“Look, you’re here to help us, not start a fucking war. We need you—where is the Ace I knew? Has this woman gotten to you this bad? She’s a fuck, nothing more. Go fuck some other woman and get some tension out, then—”

He didn’t get to finish the sentence because, suddenly, he was on the ground, Russell’s face in his with Russell’s arm shoved against his throat. 

“Don’t ever talk that way about her again. Got it? Do you got it? I’ll rip your throat out.” 

Pumped on adrenaline, Russell could barely let go when Mac tried to nod. The man was as tall as him, well over six feet, and outweighed him by twenty or more pounds, but Russell was one pent-up, angry man. 

Mac blinked and shook his head when Russell let up some pressure on his throat, but Russell kept his knee rammed against the other man’s chest.

 “Just remember it, Wolf, because I will not say it again. Next time you’re going down.” 

“Fuck, Ace, I am down, you fuckin’ asshole. Now get the hell off me.” 

“Shit, man, what’d we miss?” Tazz called behind them. 

Sighing, Russell got up off Mac and shot Tazz a glare. The younger man winked and picked Russell’s chair up from where he’d overbalanced it in his hurry to get to Mac. Sitting, Tazz slouched down, folded his arms over his chest and crossed his legs. 

Mac got to his feet, no doubt exaggerating how he was rubbing his neck and shoulder, but Russell ignored him. 

“Not much. Ace is tense.” Mac shot Russell a frown and got his own chair, sitting with a low curse. 

“I hadn’t noticed.” Tazz’s Texan drawl was going to get him sucker-punched, since killing a team member was frowned upon. The dark-haired Texan had a smart mouth and had no problem running it.

Robert McNeil, named Tazz because he’d once been Tasered and had beaten the shit out of the dude who’d thought the stunt was funny, was not a man to take lightly. Not with his skills with his fists or his knives. Tazz could gut a man before the guy even knew his life had just ended. Lean, only a couple of inches shorter than Russell, Tazz looked handsome to the point of being a liability at times, because the women always remembered him. He was well worth the bullshit, though, because he was the best fighter Russell had ever seen. And not just the best fighter. Tazz never gave up. No one on his team would ever leave a man behind, but Tazz would never leave a mission or a lead behind. He was like a hound on a scent. Tenacious didn’t even come close to describing him if he wanted to know something. The irritatingly stubborn bastard was nosey, too. 

“Don’t mouth off to the man that dug me out, boys.” 

They all turned at the sound of Dare’s voice. Dare could barely stand, but not one of them moved to help him limp over and practically fall into a chair. Dressed in a pair of cargo shorts, barefoot and shirtless, Dare looked like he and Mac had been here vacationing, except Dare was naturally dark-skinned, while Mac had bronzed under the sun. Dare wore his hair cut short like Shemar Moore, and on this trip he’d even cut in a goatee. The man was a lady’s man to the extreme, but, barely able to stand, he looked like shit. He was the only reason Russ was still here. Daren Scott—Dare—had been buried alive. A few more hours? He wouldn’t have needed anything more than a headstone. 

“True, we’ve established that. Now, what’s the intel, Tazz?” 

“Intel says they’re on the move. New shipment should arrive at oh-six hundred. As soon as it hits the docks, they’ve scheduled a team to pick up, then another to distribute and reload for Europe’s markets. Some talk of a few tourists, mostly villagers.”

Finally, good news. 

“So the plan the same?” Russell asked. 

Mac nodded. “The plan should work as needed—” he began, but Dare interrupted. 

“I’m in.” 

Silence settled over the men, broken by Mac swearing. 

Russell took a seat and shot Dare a look. “No. You’re a liability we don’t need. These guys are serious. You know it, I know it, and we aren’t out for revenge. If we were? I’d have them down and out. We’re here to stop them. Stop this little money-making enterprise. Am I correct?” 

All four men exchanged looks and nodded slowly. Dare cursed, but finally met his eyes and nodded as well. “Fuck. I can at least be back here, ready and listening,” Dare grumbled, fiddling with the bandage wrapped around his chest. 

Dare could do that. He was an intel guy. His cover had been blown by some jackass who was in the wrong place at the right time. Not Dare’s fault, but the guy took it that way. Every man who got caught by the enemy did that. They needed to be smarter, quicker, and ready for anything and everything. Dare had been caught with his pants down. Literally. One time getting his rocks off with a woman and he’d been taken. On a suspicion, nothing more. 

Russ wasn’t willing to let anyone else fuck up. Not that Dare had. He’d been on a mission, told to blend in and he’d been blending. Except his blending had included the sister of the ring leader, Isaac Menendez, and her kinks. One kink being sex in public. Not so good for Dare’s cover. But at least when he’d been nabbed, they’d had Dare on camera in some dark alley. Getting the information to where Dare had been taken once he’d been nabbed had been left up to Ace. As well as taking out the guys guarding Dare’s burial ground. 

It’d been a tight thing, but Russell had done it in record time. The Ace had been in the hole because he’d been halfway done before the jet had landed. He wanted back to Susan. Now. But here he was, still sitting on his hands. 

Not anymore. 

Adrenaline rushed him. Thoughts of Susan under him filled his head. Soon. Soon he’d be out of this jungle and back in her bed. Then he’d clear things up. He was a SEAL. He didn’t run from his fear—he didn’t feel fear. Except with her. 

“I need to make a call when we nail this.” 

The team shot him a look, but Mac nodded, still rubbing his shoulder, the pansy. “Hell, yeah, Ace, we’ll hook you up,” he grumbled. 

“Damn straight, man,” Dare added. 

He saw Tazz grin, but the Texan kept his lips sealed for once. 

Damn straight, because if he had to go one more day in this rat hole, worried about Susan forgetting who she belonged to, he was going to kill someone. And that might not be the way this should go down. 

 

Lacey finished the last of her specs, taking the time to check every line. She’d managed to kill at least an hour of her time. Only four more until she could go to bed, and, for six of the hours that would follow, she’d lie in bed thinking of Russell, wondering if he was all right, if he’d really call her, or if he’d already found himself another willing and eager woman to warm his bed. 

Groaning, she let her head fall to the table with a thunk. She’d been willing and eager, hadn’t she? Her cheeks burned with the thought. Oh, she’d not given the milk away; she’d practically thrown it at him. 

Ah, God, she was such a complete moron. 

Russell had been gone five weeks. Five long, lonely weeks. Enough time to show her she could live on her own. And enough time to determine she didn’t want to. So where did that leave her? 

Miserable. 

She missed Russell like an ache. She missed her old life. She missed her friends. But overshadowing all of that—she missed him. The smell of him. The sight of him. Him. Just him. He’d not called. Not when he’d arrived wherever he’d gone. Not a peep. Nothing since he’d walked out the door, broad shoulders back and head already on his mission. 

While Lacey had gone to her room and cried in her sheets, missing him before he’d even pulled out of the driveway. To make it worse, her sheets had smelt like him. Them. Russell and sex. Within days, the doubts had hit as the silence of the house grew impossible to deal with. Russell was a big man. A large man in many ways. He filled a space with his energy, his larger than life presence. And when he’d left and shut that front door? He’d taken something with him, something she hadn’t realised she needed, wanted, expected, even. Him. 

She’d fallen in love with the man. Completely, totally in love with him, and had no clue if he felt the same. Not one single clue. 

She’d thought of talking to Katya about it, but hadn’t. How pathetic of her to ask something like that after—she hadn’t even dated him—having sex with a man for a few weeks. 

She needed to get her head on straight. The man was not interested in her for more. Sure, they’d gone to town. They’d eaten out, they’d gone grocery shopping together, but that—

Her phone ringing saved her from further reflections of how stupid she could be, and she knew it, which only made her want to throw the phone, not answer it. 

Sighing, Lacey picked up the thing and stared at the caller ID. Unknown. Fantastic. Some kind of solicitor. Police academy, Leukaemia Society, Good Housekeeping…

“Hello?” 

Static filled the line so badly she winced as her ear protested. Could it be Russell? Heart racing, she tried to breathe out of a suddenly dry throat. “Hello?”

More static, then the connection was lost. 

What had that been? Russell? Some crazy person? She stared at the slim cell phone, willing it to ring. It had to have been Russell. But why now? Why now after all these weeks? Oh, God. What if something had gone wrong? No, no, no one would tell her. She nearly cried at the thought. She wasn’t related. They weren’t married. No one knew she even existed except her new friends here and they didn’t even know who she was. Neither did Russell. The thought made her head hurt. 

When the phone rang again she nearly dropped it, not proud of the squeal that shot out of her mouth, but damn it, this might be Russell. 

“Susan? Can you hear me now?” 

“Yep!” A stupid grin filled her face, but she was beyond caring. Her heart was ready to burst and all the weeks, the worry, the wait, it was all so worth it. Russell. “Russell.”

“Yeah, it’s me.” 

Uh, right. Who else? “Are you…home?” Would he have gone home first? Not come here? 

“Negative, not home.” 

Negative? Her smile nearly hurt, it was so big. “All right then, Major, are you coming home?” 

A slight pause then a chuckle. “Damn, I missed your smart mouth.” 

Covering her mouth with her hand, Lacey sat down like someone had cut her legs out from under her. “I miss you, Russell. I hope you’re…you’re good.” Not hurt? Was it safe to say that? “Can you talk a little more, Russell? I’m not sure what to say…” 

Another laugh. “I better write that down. You don’t know what to say, huh? I told you I’d call.” 

“Russell, it’s been five weeks!” Oops—well, there went calm and cool. 

Another silence, then she heard what sounded like him clearing his throat. “Well, it has, hasn’t it?”

She glanced at the phone, not sure what to make of that. “Yep, it has. Five weeks and two days, if you’re wondering.” 

Another silence. 

She bit her lip. Why was he acting so strangely?

“Naw, I kinda knew that. Did you think about me?”

Now that was more like Russell. She grinned. “Yep. You’re kinda hard to forget.” 

Another silence, not a laugh. She wanted to hear about him missing her again, but he stayed silent. 

“Russell? What is it?” If he gave her the line about how fun it’d been, or how he’d not be coming back… If he gave her the boot, she’d not cry. She would not cry. 

“I missed you. Thought about you every night. Shit, all day, too. Nearly got my ass shot off for thinking about you, so yeah, I thought about you. Wondered if you been missing me as much?” 

“Russell, you idiot! Of course I have, didn’t I tell you that? Wasn’t I saying that? Did you call me to talk to me, or are you playing games?” 

“Holy hell, baby, slow down. Give a man a chance here. I’ve not called… Shit, I wanted to hear your voice, but I… Playing games? What the hell does that mean?” 

“Russell Ryland, get home, will you? I want you here, so I can smack the back of your head. Even if I have to get up on a chair to do it. Geez, do you know what all those silences were doing to me? How am I—?”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, slow down, baby. All right. I missed you. There. I said it. Again. Now. What are you wearing?” 

Huh? Slowly, a smile filled her heart and she slouched down on the couch. “Your T-shirt.” 

The silence was a lot nicer this time. “And…? That all?” 

“Yep…oh, you mean am I wearing panties? A thong, or a slinky pair of lacy boy shorts?” 

“Ah, God, baby, I hope you’re still bare and wearing my shirt.” 

“Oh, you like it when I wear the boy shorts. You like to rip them off…remember?” 

“How the hell could I forget that?” He sounded decidedly shaken. 

But, still. “Are you alone on this line, Russell Ryland?”

A choked laugh. “Shit, I’m in bed, stroking my cock and listening to you give me a hard-on that won’t go down.” 

Oh, my. “Are you hot and hard, Russell?” 

“Oh, fuck yeah. Are you wet, baby?” 

“I’m soaking. And naked,” she lied. 

“Ah, God… Touch your breasts. Tell me how they look.” 

“They’re hot, Russell. Too sensitive. I’m cupping them, making that little valley you like. Mmm, would you like me to pinch my nipples, Major?” 

A deep groan, heavy breathing, and she was getting soaking wet. They were having phone sex. Oh, God. Russell was so sexy-hot. “Yeah, baby, oh, yeah, like I do. Let me hear that soft sound you make.”

She set the phone down, stripped, and was holding it to her ear again within seconds. “Sorry, I’m back.” 

Russell’s low laugh filled the line. “Aw, baby, you little liar. I’m going to spank you. I heard you take off your clothes.” 

“Be nice, I was feeling hot and bothered, and you deserved it.” 

A soft, pained laugh. “Help me out here. Talk dirty to me.” 

“Oh, Russell, I’m so wet.” 

“Ah, God, that’s good. Touch yourself for me.” 

She did, sliding her hand down her stomach, slowly cupping her bare mound and sliding one finger through her folds. “Oh, Russell, tell me what you’re doing.”

A low groan. “I’m stroking, baby, stroking and thinking of you, how soft and wet you are, how your body fits mine so right, so damn right.” 

“Oh, Russell, tell me what you’d do to me if you were here.” 

Another low sound. “I’d be kissing that soft little bare mound, eating you up, because I’m starved baby, so fuckin’ starved. Then you know I’d spread you open and slowly penetrate those pretty pink lips with my cock. It’s going to be hard for you, Susan, so damn ready we’re going to have to fuck for days. You think you can handle that? Me in that sweet little pussy for hours at a time? Real slow and easy—” 

“Oh, God, Russell…no, not slow. I want hard, so hard and out of control for me you’d not be able to hold back. I want you that way.” She did. She wanted him wild. 

He groaned down the phone, his breath coming faster. 

“I want you stroking me, so deep I can’t do a thing but feel you. I feel you now. I’m running my finger over my clit and feeling you now, but I can’t, not really…” 

“I want you to make those sounds for me, baby. I’m goin’ to blow. I’m close, so close thinking of taking you that way. I’m gonna hold you down, baby. Hold you down and take you so hard you’re going to feel me there, deep inside your pussy for days afterwards.”

“Oh, God, Russell, I’m so wet. You’re going to make me come.”

A rough sound travelled to her over his breathless pants. “I’m so hot for you, Sunshine. I just might have to bend you over and spank your ass, then fuck you like that, held down over a chair with me taking you until you scream.”

Lacey bit her lip and pressed down on her mound, the wetness there making her insane. She could remember that last day. How out of control he’d been. He’d been wild, holding her down so hard she’d had bruises for days afterwards. She’d loved it. Wanted that again, to feel so out of control that all she could do was experience pleasure. 

“Oh, Russell. I’m so wet for you. I miss you. Miss you so bad.” 

“Ah, baby. I’m wet, too. So wet I’m slipping over my own cock when I stroke down, but I want that hand of yours on me. Your hands are always so soft and warm.”

She shivered and rubbed herself faster, hearing his breathing increase in pitch, fast and ragged. “I’d let you do that for only a bit, baby. Then I’d have to take you, throw you down on our bed and not let you move. I’ll fuck you with my dick, my mouth, everything and you’ll love it. You’ll cry for more…”

She climaxed. It was too sexy. His deep voice, the images, the memories all blended with her stroking fingers and she came, crying out and nearly dropping the phone as her legs trembled and she clenched around nothing. He must have joined her because she heard him grunting and then groaning her name, breathing hard down the phone line. 

“Ah, God, baby, you made a mess all over me.” 

She laughed, and would have swatted him if he were here. He knew that. “God, Russell, you are so naughty. Look what you make me do!” 

He laughed, low and long. “Ah, baby, I love you wicked and wild. For me.” 

“For you. Who else? You’re the only wild man I know!” She laughed again, feeling so much better, so much more secure. He’d called her. They’d had phone sex. “Tell me you’re coming home soon.”

“Damn straight.” He was still breathless. She smiled at that. She was, as well. “Two days tops, baby.” 

“Oh, Russell! Two days? I can’t wait that long. You’ve got me all hot and bothered!” 

Static hit the line again and she feared she’d lost him, then he was back. “Baby, I got to go. Two days. Wait for me?”

“Russell!” Didn’t he know she would? “Can I pick you up?” 

Silence, then he shifted or something made noise through the line. “My truck is there, remember?”

“All right, but I have some surprises for you.” Touching her blonde hair, she grinned. 

“Ah, Sunshine, I loved the last one. What is it?” 

“I can’t tell you!” 

A laugh, then he was silent. “I have to go, baby. Two days, right?” 

“I want you to come here. I’ll make dinner.” 

“Sunshine, that’s a date.” More static, then he was back. “Damn phone. Gotta go, Susan. Two days.” 

“Two days. I miss you, Russell.” She wished she could say more, but why? He hadn’t said anything.

“Yeah, baby, me too. Goodbye, Susan.” 

“Be safe, Russell.”

The click was loud in her ear, and oddly she felt like he’d shut the door again. Like he’d left all over again. Staring down at herself, she sighed. She was naked, wet and all alone. How odd was that? 

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 

Russell nearly vaulted off the plane, and would have if the yahoo landing the thing hadn’t taxied for what felt like forever. He’d made it back in a day, not two. Grinning, he slung his duffel over his shoulder and shook hands with the two SEALs who had given him a hop to Montana. Nice guys. 

His phone ringing made him grin, but it wasn’t Susan calling. Did she have his number? It was Eagle. “Yeah, man, what’s up?” 

“Hey, Ace. How’s it going? Heard you ditched Wolf and the team to hitch a ride with a team of Rangers?” 

Those guys gossiped more than a bunch of women. Wolf was coming up, staying a while. He’d even convinced Dare to come and meet Susan. He wasn’t exactly thrilled to share her, but he was going to show her off so that the next time he had to go on a mission, she knew and he knew who she belonged to. This had been hell. The phone call hadn’t been any better, not until she’d chewed his ass out. Grinning, he juggled the phone, the bag, and managed to glance at his watch, all without slowing his fast lope off the runway. 

“Yeah, well, I was in a hurry. Don’t want to leave my woman alone too long.” His woman, damn that sounded good. 

“Ah, yeah, well… Fuck, this sucks, man, and I’m only doing this because, shit, I love you, man. I’d want the same thing, all right?” 

That stopped him dead in his tracks. A chill filled him, and there it was. He’d known—he’d known damn good and well—a woman like Susan wouldn’t be sitting on her ass for five, almost six weeks. What had she said? Five weeks and two days. Yeah, no phone calls, no letters, nothing. 

“Give it to me.” 

“Ah, man. This might not be anything.” 

Did it always start with that shit? “Say it, Eagle. Give it to me straight.” 

“We saw her enter a hotel room with two guys, twenty-three hundred yesterday.” 

Right after he’d got off the phone with her? I can’t wait that long. You’ve got me all hot and bothered.

“Thanks, man. See you in a few.” 

“Listen, Russell, Katya wanted me to say she didn’t—”

He hung up. What was the point? He’d been screwed before. Why would Susan be different?

 

Pacing, Lacey finally gave up and blew out the candles. It’d been too early to light them anyway. He’d said two days at ten p.m. last night. That would be ten p.m. tomorrow night. Not six-thirty. 

Thank God they hadn’t been having phone sex when the agent had called. Smiling, she rubbed her face, careful not to mess up what little makeup she was wearing. She’d not slept well at the hotel. The agents had insisted she drive out then and there to meet two men at a Wal-Mart parking lot. It had been spooky and when the two guys had materialised next to her, she’d been proud she’d not screamed. But she had trembled, and nearly lost her lunch. 

Then things had got weirder. The agents thought her cover was blown. She’d had to sit for hours poring over picture after picture of people to see if she could tag anyone. She’d not recognised anyone. Instead of that reassuring the agents, they had only frowned and reminded her that they were trying to protect her and asked her to look again. 

She’d looked again. Until she’d fallen asleep at the desk at nearly four a.m. and someone had picked her up, put her to bed fully dressed, and then woken her at ten a.m. to start all over again. She’d barely got home today. And she still hadn’t figured anyone, but now she was a nervous wreck. 

They’d given her a gun. Asked her about Russell, and she’d tried to hold in her temper about them knowing about him. Why get mad? They’d only have looked at her with cold eyes and reminded her, again, that they were trying to help her. And not to tell Russell anything, because they didn’t want some retired SEAL screwing with this. 

This being that they needed her to testify again. This time against the guys who had attacked her. As if she knew what they looked like. 

Her phone rang, jerking her out of her thoughts and making her clutch her throat. Seven-thirty. Geez, she’d been pacing for an hour? 

“Hello?” 

Loud music, something like a door, then silence. 

“Susan.”

“Russell! You’re back! Oh! Are you on your way? I’ll—”

“I’m back. Not feeling well. I’ll call you later, sometime.”

Later, sometime? The click of Russell’s disconnect hit her ear and she stood there in her high heels, silky hose, thong panties and slip dress, not quite understanding what had just happened. 

Russell was home. 

He wasn’t feeling well. 

He’d call her later. 

Later, sometime. 

The room blurred and it took her a few painful heartbeats to understand she was crying. Not even making a sound, letting tears fall down her face, she stood there while around her she felt her world tumble down. 

Again.

Huh. Why buy the cow? 

A half sob, broken and not like anything she’d ever made before, escaped her control, and then the dam that’d held so many emotions back broke. 

 

Two hours later, Lacey wasn’t crying anymore. She was slightly drunk, but not crying. She was somehow proud of that. 

Jumping down from her truck, she managed not to fall, but grabbed the door to steady herself, then headed to the one bar in this one-bar town. Ha, she could still make a joke, and wasn’t that pathetic?

The sounds of country music filtered across the parking lot. The full parking lot, she noticed. Man, this was where everyone was in this town, huh? Making it to the door without falling, she straightened her shoulders and jerked the door open. Smoke, too much perfume and cologne hit her along with loud yells and too-loud music. Too many people filled almost every available space, but she dodged a few very spirited dancers, got to the bar, and even managed to draw the bartender’s eye. A small guy with a tattoo on his arm that looked like an octopus, the bartender looked like he belonged in East LA, not Western Montana. 

“Twelve pack, please, and a bottle of tequila.” 

His pierced eyebrow disappeared into his shaggy black bangs. “Now, that’s an order. Can’t do the tequila, but I got a twelve in Amstel Light.” 

“Great.” Setting a twenty on the bar, Lacey kept her eyes on him until he disappeared out a back door. Then, she eyed the wild crowd. They were wild, too. The dance floor was crowded with people gyrating in ways that should so be illegal because, yeah, most of them looked horrible. She was all for free spirits, but some things should not be done in public. A break in the ugly line dance, and through the crowd she saw Russell. Not sick. Not tired. Not home. Nope, nope, nope. Russell was with a beautiful blonde with the biggest set of hooters Lacey had ever seen. She was stuck to his side like glue. 

Her stomach dropped out. 

“Here you go, honey.”

Turning back to the man like he was a lifeline, she gave him the twenty and took the beer. Something was breaking. Something was literally breaking inside her. It was odd that she could think about it. Could analyse it, critique it, even. It was somehow different than when she’d woken and found her dad gone. This was raw, like a wound, like they’d cut her open and let her wake up to tell them how bad the pain was. This was like that, times about a thousand. 

And then she made it worse. At the door, she turned back and looked. The blonde was beautiful—big breasts, a barely-there tank top, tight mini skirt and high heels. She looked like a prostitute, and the table full of men were whistling and cheering her on as she wiggled her ass for Russell, then sat down on him, shimmying over his hips before arching back and wrapping her arms around his neck. She looked like she was going to have sex with him, right there on the seat. 

She left before she could see his face clearly. 

Before the pain inside took over and left her falling apart all over the place. 


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 

Russell was a Navy SEAL with the equipment necessary to breach any security system ever invented. Even drunk, he could break and enter better than any thief ever born. Susan’s house was a piece of cake. 

He’d parked outside her place last night, broken in when he’d seen she wasn’t there. Her house had looked the same. The bed smelt like her, not another man. His T-shirt was under her pillow. His things were still in the drawers she’d given him. One of his button-down shirts lay over the back of one of her soft living room chairs. His toothbrush still stood proud in the bathroom, right next to hers. 

It didn’t add up. 

Tonight was different. For one thing, he was a lot drunker. Another, she was home. 

Russell’s knuckles cracked from the grip he had on the steering wheel. He breathed deeply and tried to make sense of all the pain and anger filling his gut along with the whisky he’d guzzled. 

He was drunk. He shouldn’t be here. He should be back at the bar, letting that blonde bimbo get it on with him. But he didn’t want some faceless fuck, he wanted Susan. The slow pulse of alcohol helped, but didn’t completely take the edge off the slash in his gut. 

Shaking his head, he let go of the wheel. He was still going in. Drunk or not, he was going in. She was home, had wanted him to come over, and why let her down? She wanted a fuck? It sounded good to him. He could go a round or two. He could go all day and night, drunk or not. That was all she wanted? He’d give her a good run. 

For some reason, his truck wasn’t as agreeable. He couldn’t seem to get the door open, then, when he did, he nearly fell out on his ass into the snow piled up at the side of her drive.

Freezing air helped sober him up slightly. He stumbled forward until he reached her front door. Patting his clothes, he couldn’t remember what he needed until he found the key. Ah, right, key. How many other guys had a key? 

The pain and rage were coming back, mixing with lust, and he knew this was not the right move, but he was horny, hot and heavy, and more than ready to give her a ride. 

He fumbled the lock, got in and then had to walk back and reset the alarm before it went off. Maybe he was too drunk. The interior of her place was toasty, her wood fire heating the place nicely. He’d helped her get that bastard ready, had watched her sitting on the truck bed while he’d got her wood pile ready. 

Her bedroom seemed to take a lot longer to get to than he remembered, but he made it, opened the door, but was completely caught off guard by the explosion of pain hitting his head. He staggered back against the door and focused on the slim figure facing him in the darkness of Susan’s room. Before he could wrap his head around the fact that he’d been hit by a lamp, the click of a bullet loading a chamber got his full attention.

“Stop right there, asshole. Arms up where I can see them, or I swear to God I’ll nail your ass full of lead.” 

It took several more seconds for him to recognise the blonde she-cat facing him was Susan. “Susan?”

A light clicked on, and there she was. In sweats, a small pink T-shirt, barefoot, holding a SIG Sauer compact with a steady hand, pointed right at his head. 

“Damn.”

She frowned at him more steadily than she held the gun. “What are you doing here?” 

“I thought you missed me.” 

She huffed something but kept that pistol out and ready. That was not right. 

“Put the gun away, Susan.” 

“I’ll put the gun away when you get out.” Motioning with her chin, she repeated, “Get out. Get out, now.” 

He didn’t move. Hell, he could play. There was no way she was going to pull that trigger and shoot him. Taking a step, he watched as she slid her thumb along the side, taking the safety off. 

He took another step, his temper soaring. He’d come here like she’d wanted, and this was what he got? “You don’t want to point a gun at a man like that—”

“You know what, Russell? My daddy told me to never point a gun unless you’re willing to use it. You broke into my house. You lied to me. You weren’t sick. And now you’re here? Why?”

Well, that was easy enough. Grinning he said, “Thought you might want a fuck, Susan. Just for ol’ times’ sake.”

Her face hardened, turned a dark, angry red, but those hands stayed steady. Her blue eyes, though, they shimmered, and something he thought might be guilt—but he was too drunk to be sure—floated up through his consciousness. 

“Get out.” 

“Been there, done that, huh, baby? No problem. We could try something new.” 

“You bastard. Do you seriously think for one minute I want a man who can’t wait one day for me? Can’t even make it home to me before he gets his dick off? You go take that post-ops problem back to the bar, asshole. And get out!” She was screaming by the end, but that gun never wavered, not once. “I will shoot you, Russell. Don’t push me. Get out.” 

“Come on, now, we can do this. I’ve got the right tool, baby, I know you like it—”

“Fuck you!” 

“That’s what I’m trying to do, baby.”

She jerked at that. The pistol lifted a fraction from his chest, but she steadied it, inched back towards the bedside table and picked up the phone without taking her eyes off him. “I’m calling the police, Russell. Out.” 

Now, that was rough. There was no way she was serious. Whatever had her so mad was really not important, but getting that gun out of her hands and his mouth on her was. Before he could take more than a step, she had him staggering back again. 

“Hello, I have an intruder. Yes, I know him. Russell Ryland. He’s drunk, obscene, and won’t leave. All right. Thank you.” 

Suddenly his head was a lot clearer. What the hell? He shot her a look he hoped made it clear how pissed off that little stunt had made him, then left the room. He nearly killed himself on a piece of furniture, and that made him cuss even more. A light went on and the room was suddenly too bright.

Her table was set beautifully. Candles had burned down into red puddles of wax. A cold, still delicious-looking roast was in the centre of the table on a platter next to a bowl of fresh, but wilted green beans. A salad stood off to one side, and a basket of some homemade rolls Susan knew he liked were in a basket by a plate. Wine stood near one end. She’d laid down a silk tablecloth, too, and a small vase with a single rose—limp and lifeless, now—was next to one setting. 

This was not what a woman that screwed around did, was it? 

“Get out, and don’t ever break into my house again, Russell.” 

He didn’t turn, but he didn’t need to. What was the point? He shouldn’t have come here. Fists clenched, he shook his head, trying to make sense of the woman. 

“Fuck, Susan, why do this? How long? How many? Just tell me that.” 

Sirens filled the emptiness and he cussed again. He jerked open her front door and came face to face with Eagle and, behind him, Mac. 

“Get out.” Susan didn’t shout, but he heard her whisper, and something more painful than a shot hit his gut. 

 

Whoever was at the door needed to die. 

Lacey was considering it, actually looking around her half-packed home for a weapon. Nothing jumped out as something she could use, though, so she satisfied her anger by nearly ripping the door off its hinges. 

Katya tumbled in. 

“What the fu—oh, Susan, Geez, woman.” Katya broke off and some of Lacey’s hurt and anger lessened. Katya looked like she’d been crying. Her green eyes were red and swollen. Over her shoulder, she was carrying a green, military-style duffel bag nearly as big as Katya was. 

“Katya? What happened?” 

For the first time since she’d met Katya, the other woman looked hesitant, even uncertain. “Can I come in?” 

Lacey held in a sigh. She really didn’t want to deal with this right now. The hurt was still too raw. She didn’t want to discuss any of it. She didn’t want to face anyone. And with Katya here, she knew she’d have to not only face it, but talk about it. And there was really nothing to talk about.

Russell’s betrayal was painful. Merely thinking of having to talk about it made her nose burn and her eyes start to sting. She would not cry. Not again. Not over a man that had tricked her so horribly, used her, and then moved on. And come here for one more fuck for old times’ sake.

“Ah, yeah, come on in.” She opened the door more and shut it after her friend. Her friend, who was now wide-eyed and shocked at the state of the house. 

“You’re leaving? You can’t! You can’t. Damn it to hell, Susan, you can’t do that!” Katya threw her bag down and paced the room. She glared at the boxes, then over at Lacey as if she’d done something horrible. 

A little stunned at the outburst, Lacey stood there for a full minute. Katya was tense, obviously upset and visibly shaking. What had happened? Had Eagle done something? 

“I… Listen, Katya, why don’t you come and sit down? Tell me what’s wrong? Why the duffel bag?” 

Katya didn’t move, but she tensed up. “Are you leaving?”

“Yeah, I thought I should. Move to Spokane, you know? Work is there—”

“Bullshit! You’re running. Again.”

Lacey struggled for control and won it after several moments. This woman had been a friend to her. Helped her through Russell being gone all those weeks, and she deserved more than she was getting. Lacey hated women who revolved their lives around men and ignored their friends. She’d been too often on that side of things to do it to someone else. But how could she stay here with Russell here? The town was too small, and every single time she closed her eyes, she saw him again, with that blonde on his lap. 

“I can’t stay. I can’t,” she whispered, but held up a hand when Katya would have spoken. Fighting the tears was useless. It hurt. She hurt. And there was nothing she could do about it. Nothing. She feared she would always see that blonde sitting on Russell’s lap. Always see his hand on the woman’s stomach while the blonde hung all over him. The fear of that was making her sick. More than the attack, more than her father’s death, Russell’s betrayal hurt like nothing she had ever known. 

“Susan, please, I—you need to—”

“No, please, you have to understand. It wasn’t an affair for me. Some downtime for me, it was… I was stupid, I see that now. I thought…” She broke off at the ragged sound of her own voice. “If I had known, Katya, if he hadn’t led me to believe it was more, maybe I could have done it. Kept my heart out of it, you know? But he did make me feel like it was more. Even when I was confused, I think I trusted him, I believed in him. How could I have known? And now…” She waved at the house—the couch she’d loved Russell on, the kitchen where they’d sat and eaten, made love and talked, the bedroom, the garage, all of it. It was too full of him for her to stay. So, yeah, she was running. There was no other way. She wasn’t strong enough. “I don’t know how to forget him when he’s everywhere. I don’t. He made his choice with the blonde; he got laid. End of story. I was a fuck, nothing more.” Tears fell, even though she tried to stop them. It hurt too much. Raw and torn, her heart felt gutted. Torn out and stomped on. 

Katya cursed again, hugged her. “Sweet, you don’t have to forget him. He’s an ass. Eagle had to drag his ass out of the bar for fighting. He was so drunk, he was fighting with everyone. He’s been drunk for days.” 

It took a long time before she dared speak. Katya was a friend and wanted her happy, she knew that, but she couldn’t erase what she’d seen. 

“Katya, I saw him. I saw him with her on his lap. He’s a man. What else explains him not coming here? What else, but that he found a new flavour for his post-ops hard-on?” She practically wailed the last, and hated herself for saying it. 

“Let it out. Get mad, and then let’s go kick his ass. All right?” 

She pushed Katya away for that. 

“No, I don’t beg. And he was with that woman. She was all over him. And you weren’t there. Do you think I don’t know what a quick fuck is? What happens with men after weeks away? In restrooms, or in trucks, for that matter?” 

She was not going to forget this. Not going to forgive him. He’d let that blonde all over him. He’d been rubbing her arm. Up and down, his hand had gone. Up and down. He’d lied to her, Mr High-and-Mighty. SEALs didn’t lie, her ass. If her dad had taught her one thing, it was to give a person the rope. If they used it to hang themselves, then deal with the results. She would deal with the results, not her pathetic little dreams. There was no such thing as happily ever after. No knights in shining armour. The agents had taught her that much. 

Katya reached up, tugged her red hair off her face and blew out an explosion of air. “Susan! God, all right. Listen to me. Please, Susan?” Katya frowned and then ducked her head. “God, Eagle is so busted for this. I left him, ya know? I left him because of what he did, Susan. And I’m not going back to him until this is fixed between you and Russell.”

Lacey couldn’t quite process that quickly enough. Katya had left Eagle? “What are you talking about? Why did—”

“We saw you in Spokane with two guys. Eagle told Ace. Ace believed him when he said you went into the hotel with them. He thought you’d been with both men.”

What. The. Fuck? 

She couldn’t process Katya’s words for a few vital seconds. Her stomach heaved and she fought it. She would not throw up. She’d not eaten, and thank God, because this was not right. “What did you say?”

“Ace thought you cheated on him.”

“Ace thought I cheated on him.” 

Katya gave her a half-fearful look, but nodded. “Eagle told him about the guys. But I tried to tell Ace that it wasn’t that…” 

Suddenly, the rage began to melt the ice in her body. How dare he? What kind of a woman did that bastard think she was?

She cut Katya off with a snarl. “Wasn’t that I wasn’t fucking two guys when he was coming home? Home, like in two days? Is that what you tried to tell that stupid-ass Navy fuckin’ SEAL bastard? That I didn’t jump in bed with someone else? Like him? Like he did?” 

“Holy shit, Susan, calm down.” 

Calm down? Russell had not only fucked some bimbo, taken her, covered her with all that male, hard body, but he thought she had let another man—no, not man, two men—touch her.

 She was going to lose it. She was. The laughter built up, filling the empty spaces he’d ripped out, and she was going to lose it. She gripped her stomach and laughed. Laughed until it hurt. Hurt more than the pain of his words, his betrayal. 

Katya reached out and touched her arm. “Holy shit, Susan, uh… What’s so funny?”

“Oh, my fucking God. I’m going to kill him. That stupid, no good, stupid bastard. You’re telling me not only did he fuck someone else, but he thought I let two men—not one, but two men fuck me? Two days, Katya, two days from when he was coming home?” 

She didn’t wait for an answer. She was pissed off, and there was going to be some damage done. She was through hurting. Through with running scared. There would be no more running. She was going to let him have it. But not yet. No. She’d show him. He wanted to fuck that blonde? Replace her with another? Good luck, Major Ryland, Mr Navy SEAL, because she was pretty fucking nifty and he didn’t deserve her anyway. 

“What are you thinking, Susan? And what’s with the laugh?” 

“Oh, baby. Major Ryland is going to be one sorry bastard.”

Katya’s green eyes widened. “Does that mean you’re going to forgive him? Because I’d really like to go home.” 

Hell, no. “No—no, I’m not forgiving him. He slept with that blonde.” Katya tried to say something, and Lacey cut her off with an upraised palm. “Don’t start with me. He did. So he can go fuck her again. He’s not touching me.” 

Katya slouched down against the side of the couch and folded her arms over her chest. “Great. Just great.”

Lacey felt a little bad. “Sorry, Katya, I don’t think I can forgive a man for sleeping around.”

Her friend nodded. “Yeah, I wouldn’t forgive Eagle either. If he slept with someone, then fuck him. Or not, I mean. I didn’t want this to end if he was thinking—”

What little control she’d managed to gain over herself evaporated. He’d taken another woman with his body. Filled and found pleasure with someone else. Why? Because he was so insecure he’d believe anything. He didn’t know her. How could he love her? If he’d known one thing about her, it had been that she meant what she said. She’d missed him. She’d said she’d wait for him. And that meant loyalty. Six fucking weeks, she’d missed his sorry ass, and this was what he’d done? Believed that she’d slept with two men right before he’d come home? The same night she’d had phone sex with him, for God’s sake. 

“He shouldn’t have even been thinking that! He shouldn’t have even considered it. He should have come here and asked me about the guys, not done this.” And he shouldn’t have fucked that blonde, either. Jealousy was eating her, tearing her up, and with it, anger that he would think so little of her. So much so that she didn’t even hear her door open, didn’t even see Katya’s eyes widen or feel Russell behind her until his hand landed on her shoulder. 

“So tell me about the guys.” 

His deep voice made her want to retch. She actually felt bile rise, jerked away from him and turned, ready for battle. He was here. In her home. With Eagle behind him. 

“Bring re-enforcements, Major? Or did Eagle have to drag you here?” He looked like he’d been dragged here. He looked like shit. Unshaven, tousled, red-eyed and pissed off. Very, very pissed off. 

Well, good. They both were. 

“I don’t need re-enforcements to deal with you, Sunshine.” 

She snorted. Tossed her head and turned her back on him. “You can leave. All of you. I’m busy and don’t have time—” She broke off when he grabbed her again, twisting her around so quickly she stumbled. 

Rage exploded behind her eyes. “Don’t fucking touch me. Don’t you ever touch me again. Go fuck your little blonde, Russell. Just leave. I have zero tolerance for cheating bastard liars.”

He stared at her. He didn’t speak, but she knew he was beyond speaking, he was so angry.

“Hey now, there’s no—” Eagle started, but Russell interrupted.

“Eagle, shut the fuck up,” Russell said quietly. Too quietly. 

She jerked her arm but he held on tight, not hurting but not letting go either. 

“Who were the guys?”

She didn’t answer. Why should she? 

“Russell, listen—”

“Katya, this is personal. You and Eagle have done enough.” 

“Don’t you dare lay the blame on them, Major Ryland, not when you’re the dumbass who didn’t seem to trust me. Me. Like I would hop from hot phone sex to another man’s—oh, sorry, correction, two men’s bed. And how the hell would that work? Would I pick up two guys while I’m out shopping? Kind of a deal, buy-one-get-one-free kinda thing?” 

“Ah, fuck.” Eagle backed up a step, and she included him in her glare. 

“That’s right, Eagle. Ah, fuck. As in, your buddy is a minute away from talking soprano. And then what would your new little toy do for fun, huh, Major?” 

If Russell could have got scarier she didn’t know how, because suddenly she felt like she’d gone a bit too far. But the pain, the hurt was so big, so real and he was here, like he’d been before. But he wasn’t hers now. Big, warm Russell, with his dark hair and tough face and those bright grey eyes, wasn’t hers. He’d made love to another woman while she’d been here, waiting on him, hurting and worried. 

“Sunshine, don’t ever threaten me again, because I’ll paddle your ass so hard you won’t sit for a month.”

His arrogance did it. It was his enormous arrogance that did it. She jerked her hand and he loosened his grip enough for her to pull free and smack his face with such force it hurt her hand. The crack sounded throughout the house like a shot. Then silence. He didn’t move. The slap hadn’t even made him blink, and he could have stopped it. She saw that. She knew it. 

“That’s for thinking I’m a whore. And I’ll hit you again if you don’t leave, because I have never been a whore, Russell. And I’ve never lied to you. Not about us. Not about this. And you should have known it, asshole. You should have known. This isn’t about me. It’s about you. You don’t trust me. And you know what? That sucks. Because I thought you knew me. Knew me like no one ever had, Russell.” Her voice dipped down to a whisper at the end and she couldn’t stop the way her voice wavered, how her lips trembled and her eyes smarted. 

She would not cry. She would not let him see her cry. 

He met her eyes with such intensity a shiver raced down her spine. Reaching up, he touched his face, lingering over his lip where a drop of blood had sprung up. 

Her stomach lurched again. She’d never hit anyone in her life. Never. 

“I didn’t sleep with the blonde,” he gritted past a clenched jaw, then turned and walked out through her wide open door, his big shoulders back, his body filled with tension. 

He was leaving. She knew it. She’d never see him again, she knew that, too. 

He’d not slept with the blonde. 

Was that the truth? He’d never lied to her before. Not until he’d called that night and told her he was too tired to come by…then gone to a bar to pick up another woman. 

The door shut quietly. The lock clicked into place, resounding through the house louder than the slap. And it hurt more. The ice around her heart was completely gone, so was Russell, and that hurt. Hurt all over again. Tears fell without her blinking, running down her face unheeded, and she didn’t even bother to wipe them off. 

Eagle and Katya were gone, too. They must have left with the first shouting. Her house was empty, and she was leaving town in tears. Again. Turning, she barely registered the door opening again before she heard Russell cursing and his big arms around her, holding her to his big, Russell-scented body.

“I’m sorry. So fucking sorry. I didn’t let that woman touch me. Not for more than it took me to get her off my lap. Damn it, Susan, don’t do this to us. Don’t end this because I was an insecure idiot. A stupid fool.”

“A stupid fool bastard,” she managed around her tears. She was sobbing now, so hurt she wanted to be held, to feel him. To believe him. She was so weak.

“Yeah, a bastard, baby. A stupid, fool bastard.” With a heavy sigh, she felt him rest his cheek to her hair. 

He always made her feel so small and safe, but being in his arms again felt like he was ripping her apart. She tried to stop her tears, struggled even harder to listen, but the pain filled her and there was nowhere for it to go. She’d reached her limits, she supposed. The tears hurt, but there was no force on earth strong enough to stem them. 

Russell made a rough sound in his throat, like a groan of pain. “I love you. I love you so damn much. Shhh, don’t cry like this. It’s killing me. Sunshine, I’m so fucking sorry.” 

She let him soothe her, his big, warm body hard yet so gentle with her. He murmured to her, holding her tight but stroking her back like she was fragile, as if she might break. And she felt like she would. She felt all the hurt, the pain, the fear building and flowing out of her. The past year, the attack, her father’s death, the running and then his betrayal all mixed until she couldn’t take it anymore. She needed him. Wanted so badly to believe he hadn’t gone to another that she felt the wish like an ache among all the others. 

“Baby, please, baby. Shhh, I swear to God, the only time I’ve lied to you was on the phone when I said I was too tired to come here. And, fuck, I was. Tired, hurt and, yeah, angry. It’s happened before, you know? Not that I cared a fuck at the time, but with you? Baby, you’ve got me. You’re all I ever wanted when I didn’t even know I wanted it.” His deep voice broke, and he wrapped his arms tighter around her. “You’ve got me, heart and soul, and hearing about you with two guys—”

Pulling back she covered his mouth with her hand, lingering over where she’d hurt him. “They were agents. Agents, Russell.”

Every muscle in his body tensed. She felt it. Under her hand, his face clenched and those grey eyes grew cold and hard. Slowly, he reached up and took her hand off his mouth. His eyes blazed with intensity, but he gently twined his fingers with hers. “Say that again, baby.” 

She bit her lip, and he reached up and rubbed his other hand under her eyes, drying her tears gently with his fingers. 

“I saw a hit. I wasn’t in an accident. I didn’t move here because I wanted to; I saw a member of the Russian mob kill a woman outside a club. It’s why the agents sent me here…only they needed me to identify the men that attacked me. That’s why I went to the hotel. They had it set up so I could see some photos.” She trailed off as he dropped his hand from her face and his other hand grew painfully tight on hers. “Russell, you’re hurting my hand.” 

Immediately, Russell eased his grip but the tension didn’t change. He was angry. “And your name?” 

And her name? Of all the things to ask her, that was it? 

“Your name. It’s not Susan. Did you not trust me enough with that?”

Trust. How could she tell him how much she trusted him? Had trusted him? “I have always, from the first day, trusted you Russell. The agents didn’t. I was to tell no one. I shouldn’t—”

“Tell. Me. Your. Name.” 

She nodded at the order. “Sarah. But everyone calls me Lacey.” 

“Lacey.” He said it oddly, as if that pissed him off even more. She tried to pull away, but he wasn’t having it. He crushed her to his chest. “And when I said your name, when I said I loved you. When I made love to you. It wasn’t your name,” he whispered raggedly against her neck, his warm breath doing odd things to her. 

“Russell.”

He pulled up to stare down at her. “Lacey.” His eyes were darker now, more intense as if he was considering something and hadn’t decided what it was. 

“I liked Susan. It was a good name. It’s still my name. Sarah died. She didn’t survive the attack. If she had, she’d be scared.” 

“Scared enough to sleep in a U-Haul.” 

She nodded. “Yeah,” she answered softly. 

The lines around his mouth deepened in displeasure. “What is it you think I do, Lacey?” 

“Do?” She tried for dumb, but his frown deepened and he tightened his hand on hers. 

“You were a SEAL. You do security now. Protect people.” 

“Yeah, I protect people who don’t mean shit to me, Lacey. Men, women, children who will never know me, never matter to me. And the one person in this fucked-up world who does, doesn’t trust me enough to fucking—”

“Russell! Stop! Stop right there! How do you know I wouldn’t have told you? How do you know that wasn’t one of the things I was planning on telling you two nights ago?”

That seemed to break through the anger enough for him to at least blink at her. His face softened by the tiniest degree, and he raised his hand to wipe at her tears again. 

He sighed heavily and cupped her cheek. “Damn it, Sunshine, what are we going to do with you? You’re enough to make a man consider tying you to the bed to keep your ass out of trouble.” His soft voice was in complete contrast to the words he was speaking. 

She huffed a laugh and leaned her head against his chest, so tired she was more than willing to forgive him, simply because she wanted to sleep. 

“Your hair is blonde,” he suddenly said against her hair. His erection was a hard, thick wedge between them, making her body tingle awake after so many weeks without him. “For me?” he asked quietly. 

“Yeah, for you,” she agreed with a sigh. 

“Sus—Lacey, look at me, baby.” He tipped her head up, cupped her neck, and he used a thumb to tip her chin up so she would meet his eyes. It was intimate, so male it had her heart racing. “I didn’t let her touch me. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I was…”—he closed his grey eyes and touched his forehead to hers—“a stupid bastard, but not that much of a dumbass.”

“I would never have done such a thing, Russell. You should have known that. You were my first. How would I go to another? Why? When you were on your way home, safe?” Her voice broke, and he grimaced like she’d hit him. 

 “I know. Fuck, I know. I was jealous, baby, pissed, jealous and…yeah, hurt. It hurt like a son of a bitch.”

“I know. It hurt me, too. And pissed me off.” 

He chuckled. She leant back to see a grin on his face. “Yeah, I noticed that. You’re quiet the angry kitten, baby.” 

“You left.”

“Fuck that. I went to get my truck keys and bag.” 

Glancing down, she noticed his duffel bag for the first time. She noticed something else too. Another bag. 

“And I’m taking you to the ranch. No way are you staying here. If you went to ID some guy, don’t you think they’ll know you’re still alive? Still walking? What were those agents thinking—and how the hell did they get hold of you—?”

She reached down and wriggled her hand into his jeans. He stuttered to a stop when she cupped his erection, sliding her hand over the swollen length to the rounded head and thumbing the pre-cum all round the slit. His words died that simply. Completely. 

“Ah, hell.” 

“I want my makeup sex. I want my welcome home sex. I want my you’re sorry and you’ll never doubt me again sex. And I want it now. You owe me. Owe me for the lasering I had done. You owe me for sitting at a salon for hours to get the dye out of my hair, and you owe me for a dinner I made for you while you were out being a sorry bastard SEAL idiot and not trusting me. Now, enough talking, Russell Ryland. I want sex.” She squeezed him again for emphasis and was rewarded by a husky male groan and his erection jerking in her hand. He was thick, hard as steel, and she needed him inside her now. 

“Fuck, Sunshine.” 

“Yes, now. Fuck me, now.” 

His grey eyes blazed and suddenly she was in his arms, his mouth crushing hers with a kiss that stole her breath with its intensity. 

He pulled up just as suddenly. “I love you, no matter what your fucking name is, I love you.” 

Before she could say the same, he took her mouth again. He didn’t just kiss her, he was laying claim. His mouth marked her with teeth, lips and tongue, letting her know exactly how much he’d missed her, needed her and, God help her, loved her. And she gave it right back, sucking on his tongue, eating at his mouth, sipping at his lips while she tugged his silky hair and tried to climb up his body. 

The bedroom door slammed behind him.

“I’m going to fuck you so good, baby. You want that, don’t you? Hard and fast, so deep, so deep you’ll feel me for days. Then I’m going to claim that ass. It’s mine. You’re mine. All mine. Tonight, and from now on.”

“God, Russell.” The breath left her on a whoosh of lust. 

“Ah, baby, you know you’ll love it. There’re not going to be any more trips, no more days without you, no more separation. Just you and me, until we don’t know where one ends and the other begins.”

Oh, God, that was so hot. So Russell. A shiver raced over her at his words. She knew he’d do exactly as he’d promised. He’d warned her before he’d left. His thick fingers had prepared her rear that night. He’d told her that he wanted her. All of her. And he would have her. 

“Say it. Say it, Lacey, let me hear you say it. You’re mine. Now. Always. Mine. Say it.” He dropped her down on the bed and ripped her yoga pants off, with a heavy groan at the sight of her purple thong. He reached out with one big hand and cupped her, gently but firmly. Grey eyes pinned her in place, but set her heart racing. “Mine. This is mine. All of it,” he growled. His hand slipped beneath her thong and stroked back to her rear to cup her in between her legs. “This, too, this is mine. Say it, Sunshine. Say it.”

Her breasts tightened painfully, and she knew he felt the flood of moisture filling her as it wet his hand. He groaned low and rubbed his palm against her, his big fingers digging into her rear. 

“Yours. Oh, Russell, now. I want you now.” And she did. She was soaked. Dripping wet for him. She wanted him. Anything and everything he could give her. Her pussy was empty and she wanted to be filled. She wanted him there, and she wanted that forbidden pleasure he’d promised he’d take. She’d give it. She wanted him wild. She wanted him so overcome with his desire he took her, claimed her like he’d never claimed another. 

“Damn right, baby. Right now.”

“I want you. All of you. Everywhere. You’re mine, too, Russell.” She knelt before him and watched as he stripped, tugging his shirt off with a snap of buttons to reveal his firm chest and tight, muscled abs. She stopped his hands on his belt and tugged it free, unbuttoned his Wranglers and unzipped to take his straining erection in her hand. 

Six weeks. Six weeks of remembering him and here he was. So huge. The thick head of his cock was swollen, dripping wet and the crest was flared red above the thick, pink shaft. And he wanted this in her ass? 

“Will we fit?”

He groaned and reached for her face, cupping her cheeks, and bent to kiss her with such heat she nearly climaxed. 

“Gently. I’ll take that ass so tenderly you’ll only feel pleasure and the burn of such heat, such passion, it’ll sear us, make us one.”

She wanted that. She wanted to feel him owning every part of her he wanted. If he wanted, she knew she’d give. 

“Yes, I want that Russell. I want to feel you there.” 

The sound he made at her confession made her stomach dip. She couldn’t stand it any longer. His erection smelt so good—warm, musky Russell—and the tip was right there, a breath away from her lips. She rubbed her cheek along the shaft and breathed his scent in. He smelt like clean soap and spicy Russell. No one would ever smell him like she did. She knew it with a certainty that made her feel reckless with her possession of him. Brave. 

Russell suddenly bent down and tore her shirt off, groaning at her lacy bra, and then unhooked it and jerked the lace off her as well. 

“Panties, fuck, take those panties off. I need more than a blow job, baby. I need to fuck you so bad, I’m getting desperate.” 

She stood up on the bed and balanced with a hand on his big shoulder so she could shimmy out of her panties. He was stroking himself, his big hand running up and down his length, while his other hand cupped her thigh. He began kissing up the inside of her leg.

“Russell.” 

“I want to taste first, baby. Just a taste. Remember? You had me coming so hard on that phone thinking of you. Lift that leg, here.” He tugged one leg over his shoulder, opening her up to his eyes and then, oh God, his tongue. 

He didn’t waste time. She doubted he could. And she was so hot, she gasped as a mini-climax rippled up her tummy when his tongue licked along her clit. She reached out and gripped the bedpost to keep from falling. Russell was warm skin under her thigh, his lips and tongue so wonderful she couldn’t stop herself from bucking into his mouth. 

He dipped his tongue against her opening and slipped one finger along her rear, then back to her pussy spreading her moisture, she guessed, but it felt so good she gasped. 

“Russell!” She arched her hips, opened her thighs wide and screamed his name again when he drove his long fingers into her empty pussy. His mouth began moving in time with her hips, licking her in slow, steady strokes. So close. Then he moved his hand. His finger slipped from her and slowly slid to her rear, circling the small opening with her wetness once, then pressed slowly in as his other fingers drove into her pussy. 

A scream erupted from her lips. She exploded, the unfamiliar thickness making her wild as Russell pressed down, not gently, no, but with deep strokes of his thick finger, matching the ones in her pussy until she was sobbing at the feel, the pleasure of it. He held her tight in his other hand, mashing her hips close to his face so she couldn’t escape. Not that she would have. 

“Russell, oh, God!”

“Yeah, baby, that’s it.” He rubbed his tongue over that most sensitive part of her body he seemed to find so wonderfully and began taking her up again, and all she could do was tighten her hands in his hair as he added another finger to her rear, stretching her tiny opening slowly. His fingers felt big, but slick with her release. She should have been embarrassed, but the time for that was gone, long gone. Russell was all she wanted, needed. He completed her, made her strong and whole and what he did to her? Amazing. 

“Good, so tight, so fucking tight. Your little ass is sucking me baby, sucking my fingers like a greedy little mouth. It’s gonna be so hot. So hot.” 

“Russell! Oh, God, that feels…”

“Tell me, baby. Tell me.”

“I…good, it feels good.” And it did. Forbidden, a bit frightening, but he rubbed along a spot that had her biting her lip. “Good.” 

“Ah, fuck, I’m going to make it so good. You drive me crazy. I want this, so fucking bad. I never knew…never thought… You’re gonna love my cock in this pretty ass. Come for me once more. Once more, baby. Do it. Now.” 

He added his tongue to her clit, demanding her surrender with such a soft, licking suck, she screamed as her body clamped down on his fingers. The sensations were so incredible she was only half aware when he rose from between her legs and placed the head of his cock against her pussy. But she was aware his thick fingers still impaled in her ass. He pulled her legs up to her chest and turned her to her side, exposing her for his possession. 

A rush of lust hit her stomach. 

“God, Russell, oh, God.”

His face flushed darker and he swooped down to nip at her lips. “So fucking beautiful, baby. I love you so much.” 

A sob broke from her mouth, and she grabbed his strong neck to kiss his face. “I love you, Russell. I love you.” 

His dark eyes met hers and she saw such tender emotions mix with his lust, she kissed him again. “Love you so much, Russell.” 

“Aw, baby. That makes me crazy. Say it again while I make you mine. Take me, take me baby. Fuck me good. Get wild.” 

She shifted her butt, wild for him and so wet, and moaned at the feel of his heavy cock against her entrance. His eyes met and held hers, the grey depths filled with such warmth, such need that she shivered. He was on fire, hot, panting with need, his body tense and ready for her. With a groan, he suddenly shoved forward, impaling her with his thick cock to his balls on the first thrust. They both cried out and his fingers released her ass only to grab her hips and press her down to accept more of him with each urgent thrust. 

She could feel every thick inch of his veined, ridged cock this way. It was amazing and frightening to think he wanted that big penis in her rear. The excitement that added to the sex was explosive. “Oh, my God. Russell!” 

“Baby, ah, God. Yeah, take me, take me, any way you want, baby. Say it.” 

“Russell, please, oh, God, hard, harder, more!” 

His eyes burned into hers, and his hands tightened on her, holding her down so all she could do was experience each sensation as he drove her higher. She gasped for breath. Her body trembled on the brink as Russell thundered into her, using his entire body to take her higher and higher. 

A tremble started deep inside and suddenly she was coming. She screamed his name as the experience grew and grew until she feared how deep the orgasm would go. Above her, Russell groaned, fighting for control, and lunged over her. 

That was all it took. She lost it, completely gave up on trying to control her climax and fell into a spin of pleasure that had her toes curling and her legs shuddering. Russell kept her pinned in place, his heavy, muscled body and thrusts making her wild. 

“There, there. Take, it baby, take it!” 

“Russell. Love you, love you, love you!” 

He tugged her hair and tipped her head back to kiss her deeply, loving her mouth with a desperation that had her hugging his neck tight, surrendering everything to him as he took her body and gave her all of his. 

He pulled out when the last tremble eased and flicked her clit with his finger. Pleasure shot up her spine, and with a rush of oxygen she felt him press the velvet head of his cock to her rear. 

“Press back, baby, take me. Make me wild.” 

He didn’t give her time to think, merely feel, as he thumbed her clit, trailing his lips down to her breast and torturing her with soft, gentle sucks on the aching tip. She gasped when he pressed his stiff shaft deeper, forcing her small opening to widen for him. A shimmer of fear made its way past the pleasure, but Russell soothed her with his hands and hot, wet kisses to her heated flesh.

“Relax and let me give you this, baby. Tell me if it’s too much. I’ll stop, any time you say.” His words calmed her but his tone was full of desperate hunger. The sound shot her own arousal higher. He groaned as she flooded his fingers with a blast of wetness. Groaning again, he rubbed his cock along her wet folds and tucked her ass tighter to the cradle of his thighs. His hot, moist breath burned along her breasts as he nudged her rear again, slowly sinking in when she pressed back. He panted louder, a low groan of pleasure ripping from his throat as she felt him continue with his long thrust. It hurt, but she breathed through the pain and suddenly felt him breach her tightness and push every thick, iron hard inch of his erection slowly into her rear. 

It was amazing. Mind-blowing. Incredible on a level she knew she’d crave. 

Russell groaned her name and sucked on her breast so hard she whimpered at the dual pleasures assaulting her. Her butt pressed back into his hips, impaling him until the warm, heavy weight of his sac brushed her wet pussy. 

He tightened his hands painfully on her hips, preventing her from moving. “Ah, fuck, fuck, fuck. Never knew. Never fucking knew, baby. I want this. Goddamn, how I want this little ass. I’m gonna claim this now, baby, then we’re going to let you have this a lot more often. A lot more.” 

A tremble raced down her body at the frantic quality of his voice. She knew that tone, knew he was close to losing control. 

She wailed when she felt him flex his hips, drag every inch out of her, then shove back in, starting a firm, steady rhythm that was killing her. She could feel every muscle and vein of his flesh parting her. Every thrust felt like it went straight to her toes, curling them up as the orgasm built impossibly high. 

“Russell.” 

“Yeah, oh, fuck, yeah. Love it, baby, love it.” 

She did. She loved every urgent shove, each inch of him as he possessed her. This was his first, her first, and they were in it together. So deeply intertwined, and she was covered in Russell, filled with Russell. She began chanting his name louder and louder, unable to stop the sound as her body tightened for explosion. 

“Baby, God I love you so much.”

He sank to the hilt, shoved himself tighter still and flicked her clit. She wailed like a wild woman. Emotions whirled with the same intensity as sensations shot through her. Deep inside her, she could feel every solid inch of Russell’s flesh possessing hers. On top of her, his hot flesh slid along hers while his firm hands gripped her tightly to hold her in place. Breathing became impossible as he whispered over her breast. She wanted, needed his mouth on her nipples. 

“Russell.” She tossed her head when he kept her waiting, her body on fire but burning slowly—too slowly. He caressed his hand along her hip, smoothed over her arm and tugged her hands over her head. With a gasp, she felt him latch on to her breast and his hot mouth licked and sucked her nipple perfectly. Deep inside her, she felt him enter and retreat, over and over, so slow, so steady she cried into his hair and tugged at her arms. 

“Russell, oh, God, more, please, do something, more. More.” God, was that her voice? She sounded sexy even to her own ears. 

Russell groaned around her breast, and his breathing became more intense, more laboured as he began fucking her rear for real. She began to unravel with each firm lunge. 

With a sharp bite on her breast, Russell reared up, his face tense with hunger and so beautiful she had to close her eyes. 

“No, baby, watch me. Watch me,” he grunted on his next thrust, and her eyes sprang open at how deep he pressed. 

“Oh, my God, Russell. Do something, please, oh, God.” 

“Yeah, baby, come for me. Do it, baby, do it.” He kept her hands up above her head and began thrusting two fingers deep inside her pussy. She tried to arch, tried to move, push back, anything, but couldn’t. The knowledge hit like a dose of gas on an already lit fire. Her body shivered, nearing a point of no return. Russell growled in her ear—sexy, hot words she loved—and began pumping faster. He added a sharp push at the end of each lunge and she bit down on his neck, unable to stop herself.

Her climax trembled on the edge with each shove until, with a scream, she reached the point of detonation and her body simply imploded. The climax rocked through her so long that she jerked in his embrace. She felt him wrap around her, and sobbed as her body contracted. On top of her, Russell pounded into her and she felt him swell to huge. Her body blossomed higher, knowing he was going to come inside her. She wailed his name again and hot blasts of wetness flooded her as Russell grunted and groaned repeatedly, his body tightening and shuddering as he dug in as deep as possible. 

When he slowly relaxed, he was breathless against her neck, saying her name as he settled partway on top of her. She melted under him, so exhausted and still shimmering with her climax she really just wanted to curl up, like this, and sleep. With a sudden jerk, he tried to pull up but she hugged him tighter, not letting him. 

“No, Russell, don’t move.” 

“God, Su—Lacey, baby, tell me I didn’t fucking hurt you.” He pulled his hips back with a groan, and she joined him at the feel of his thickness slipping from her. 

“No, God, no, but oh, my God, that…” She had no words. It had been kinky, hot and she craved it again already. 

He watched her intently and whatever he saw made his lips curl. He bent down and took her mouth in a wild kiss until they were both breathless. 

Meeting her eyes, he caressed her cheek tenderly with his hand. “You are the most beautiful woman in the world. And mine. I’m sorry I hurt you, but we make up good, don’t we, Sunshine?”

She laughed. How could she not? He looked like some little boy, his hair all messed up and his face all flushed, but that grin she loved covered his face and spilled into his eyes with happiness. She did this to him. 

“Oh, Russell, we both misunderstood. I could have told you. I wanted to before you left, but… You were so… You wouldn’t say anything and I…” She broke off when tears choked her. She was an emotional mess wasn't she? 

He brushed a kiss to her frown and pulled up enough to stare down at her with a grimace. “Don’t cry. Please, don’t cry.” He brushed a thumb under her eyes and shook his head, “You couldn’t read my mind. If you could, you’d have known all I wanted… Hell, I wanted you to ask me not to go.” 

Stunned, she rolled her head to the side to stare back at him. When she saw he was serious—very, very serious—she felt her heart melting. “Would you have stayed?” 

A smile tugged his lips up a bit. “No, but I wanted you to ask. Show you cared…” 

“Russell!” She was too tired to hit him properly, but she lifted a hand that felt like it weighed a ton and hit him on the chest. 

He grabbed her hand and kissed each finger. Then, in one of those moves she loved, he tugged her by the waist and curled her up on his chest while he spread out all over her bed like a lion. “Show off.” 

He snorted. “Hell, a man needs to with you.” 

“Huh.” 

They stayed quiet for a long while, long enough for her to tug the blankets up and curl against him. When she was settled and thought he might have dozed off, he sifted a hand through her hair. He smiled when she looked up at him. 

“Damn—blonde. Fuck, baby, you’re going to kill me.”

She grinned and kissed his chest. He was still breathless, and, well, so was she. But kill him? She doubted it. She was ready for a snack and a nap. Russell could probably go another two or three rounds. 

“What are you thinking?” 

She glanced up at his serious expression. He’d wanted her to ask him to stay? Would he have? No, but he’d wanted her to ask. His face was still flushed, but his eyes were intent, watchful, almost worried. “Oh, Russell, that’s not fair. What are you thinking?” 

“That I’m lucky you didn’t shoot my ass—” 

A phone ringing, not hers, made them both pause. She groaned. He joined her. “Do you know how many times I waited by that phone, Russell Ryland?”

He took her hand and massaged her knuckles. “Aw, baby, not any more, not any more. I’m glued to you.” Raising his hips suggestively, he grinned. “We need to shower and I want to check that sweet little butt, Sunshine.” 

Check her butt? She knew she was blushing but couldn’t stop it. 

“Just to make sure, that’s all.”

“Well, I don’t think so. No checking my butt out.” 

“I just don’t want to hurt you.” His voice came out husky with emotion, and she sat up enough to move on top of him and cup his silly face. 

“Oh, Russell, you’d never hurt me. I know I didn’t trust you either, but let’s take this slow. That was…wonderful, but I’ll check myself out.” 

He laughed softly and curled his arms around her. Some of the tension slipped from his face and he tilted his head to look up at her. “All right, baby, this time.”" He paused and brushed a kiss to her jaw before resting back to look up at her. “You loved it?”

“I loved it,” she whispered. 

He smiled and kissed her forehead, simply holding her tight in his arms. 

The phone kept ringing and she finally lifted her head and met his eyes. “Are you getting that?”

His brows jerked down as if she’d said the most stupid thing ever. “Hell, no.” 

“Russell…” 

Grey eyes met hers firmly. “We aren’t done here. That was only makeup sex. I still owe you the missed-your-dinner sex.” 

“And the welcome home sex.” 

The phone started ringing again—this time, the house phone. He tightened his hands on her butt, keeping her firmly in place. He was so cute she wanted to bite him. Instead she kissed his jaw and rubbed her lips over his roughness. 

“We did have a fight and Katya might be worried.” 

A brow rose, but he didn’t move. “Huh, you think so? I think they’re being nosy.” 

“Russell.” 

His hands tightened on her butt, then slid up her curves to glide up her back to her shoulders and back down. It felt wonderful. She closed her eyes.

“You called the police on me.” 

She blinked her eyes open and grinned at the outrage in his tone. 

“Damn right.” A giggle earned her a soft little spank and she jumped, smacking him on his rounded shoulder. They both jumped when they heard someone banging on the front door. When she tried to move, though, Russell held her down by twisting and landing on his side, one of his heavy thighs over her hips. She could instantly feel his groin growing fuller against her. Russell rubbed along her skin and she giggled. “Russell!” 

“We’ll have to get up. These assholes aren’t going away, are they?” 

She smacked him lightly on the chest for his language. “Don’t call Katya that.” 

He rolled her over and kissed her, nudging her hips with his thickening penis. “Baby, they are seriously interfering. Go shower and I’ll run them off.” 

“Shower alone?” She wanted to shower with him. “I’ve not been able to lick you all over yet.” 

Immediately his eyes darkened, and against her stomach she felt his erection jerk.

Grimacing he looked torn in two. Good. “Don’t say things like that.”

“Why? You wanted me to on the phone.”

Burying his head in her neck, he groaned like he was dying. “Yeah, I did, but no one was outside the door trying to get in.” As if to illustrate that point, his phone rang and the pounding sounded louder.

With a curse, he struggled over the side of the bed, grabbed the phone from somewhere and snapped a ‘what’ into it. She took advantage of his rounded bottom to kiss it, earning a quick glance so she smacked one firm, round cheek. “There, you deserve that.”

He covered the phone to say, “A little harder, baby.” 

The brat! 

He took up his conversation as if she hadn’t spanked him, except to grab her hand and haul her up for a kiss. 

“Of course she’s fine. What the fu—what did you think?” He grinned at her, winked and swatted her butt when she got up. She wiggled it to torment him. “I didn’t forget the police, or the Sauer aimed at my damn head.” 

Oops, she’d forgot about that one. 

“No, I don’t want to have dinner with you guys—”

“Russell!” 

He glowered at her, cute as heck. 

“Hell, no. Well maybe a quick burger; this is my time with… Yeah, whatever. I’m coming and tell those assholes to quit pounding on the fu—door.” 

She ducked into the shower, smiling. He sure was trying with his language. It almost sounded painful. 

Had it been an hour ago she’d wanted to shoot him? And now? Now, he was here? And oh, man, had he been here. Her body shivered at the sex they’d just had. Her rear felt alive, sensitive just remembering the feel of him, although she’d loved his frantic, out of control thrusts the most. Titillated didn’t even begin to describe the way she’d felt when he’d lost control and taken her like he’d die if he didn’t. 

She shivered at how good she felt. Good? She felt like she’d had sex. With Russell. Anal sex. And she wanted more. He’d loved it, and somehow that made it all the hotter. 

“Room in there for two, Sunshine?” 

She squealed and smacked firm, naked flesh. “Russell! Don’t scare me like that. And you are not getting in here with me if those men are in the house.” 

Chuckling, he ignored her and ducked in, pressing her hand tighter to his chest. What could she do? He was all over her, all muscled man and all hers. Just to make sure, she started rubbing her hands all over him, watching his grin reach his eyes. 

“Naw, I bought us some time. They went on a beer run. Seems like someone drank all yours.” 

She shrugged and bit him on one hard plane of his chest. “Huh, that someone was me.” 

Suddenly she was pushed back against the tiled wall of the shower by a big, warm, aroused man who ended the sparring match with a better use of their lips. 

And then she showed him an even better use. 


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 

“All right, where is the little woman?” 

“Mac, you do not want to call her that, man. She about tore Ace’s head off,” Eagle muttered, and Katya hit him. 

Maybe that had been where his little Sunshine had got that, Russell mused, watching the redhead wrap Eagle around her little finger. The guy was a goner. Somehow, seeing Eagle so lost for Katya made his and Susan’s crazy shit seem good. If they could make it, he damn well would. 

“What? She did?” Mac grinned, rubbing his jaw where he’d once taken a knife cut that had nearly ended his life. 

“She’s getting ready, then we need to take this up to the ranch. Some things have come up, things she should have—” Russell began. 

“Should have, could have, would have, no such luck, my daddy always said,” Lacey said behind him. 

The smart mouth. Holding out his hand, he grinned up at her only to stop at the look on her face. She looked shocked, as white as a ghost. 

“Holy motherfucker! Lacey! What the hell?” Mac stood so fast his chair hit the floor.

“Damn, girl!” Dare grumbled, standing as well. 

Both guys wore loopy grins, then they were all over Susan—Sarah—Lacey—whatever the hell his woman’s name was. 

“All right, break it up—” he began, only to have Dare shoot him a look like he’d stepped on a mine and had started tap dancing. 

“Ace man, you got balls, taking Hawk’s daughter on? Are you nuts? If he were—” Dare shook his head.

“Shut the hell up, Dare,” Mac said. “Lacey, what are you doing? We thought you were dead, girl. Dead. What the fuck?” Mac was pissed off. His brown eyes were dark, his face flushed. He reached up and rubbed a hand through his short hair. He seemed off balance, as if finding out who Susan was had thrown him harder than it was throwing Russell. 

“Hold on.” Hold the fuck up. Hawk? “Hawk? Master Chief Fletcher? Daughter named Sarah Fletcher, everyone called Lacey, died last year after a car crash. Hawk passed away…holy fuck, Susan…Lacey.” Thank fuck the chair was there, because he would have fallen on his ass otherwise. Sunshine was there, though, grabbing his hand. Blue eyes concerned, she nibbled her beautiful pink lip and watched him like he might pass out. Hell, he just might. 

“Russell…I told you about the hiding, I told you.” 

She’d told him? She’d told him shit. She was… “But you didn’t fucking tell me you were Hawk’s daughter.” 

She blinked once and patted his hand like an old man. “Sorry, we were a bit busy.” 

Holy hell, he had been busy with Hawk’s daughter. More than busy. The toughest, meanest SEAL the Navy had ever produced, Hawk was one tough motherfucker, and a damn good friend. The man had saved his ass more than once when he’d first started out. More than that, the man had been like a dad to him. And damn if he’d not always pestered Russ to meet his daughter, Lacey. But Russell just knew Hawk hadn’t meant for Russ to… Oh, holy shit. His balls drew up tight and he had to swallow several times before he could speak. 

“Holy fuck, Sunshine.” 

She frowned and shook her head. “You guys, stop it. My dad would have liked Russell and you all know it. Now, stop it.” She scolded his team like a drill sergeant. Fuck, he now knew why. Blue eyes met his and she crossed her arms. “Russell, it’s not that bad. You knew my dad?” 

“Hell, we all knew your dad. How come Russ never met you?” Dare asked, sounding a bit accusing. 

She shot Dare a look, rolling her eyes the way she did to Russell. She knew these men. The thought was disturbing. Jealousy sucked. 

“Geez, I don’t know, because I had enough of you yahoos around to last me a lifetime, so I didn’t meet every sailor my dad knew.” 

All right, then. She was pissed off. Her look softened when Dare grumbled. “Look, I don’t know. My dad was always having someone over, so I probably hid when he came to the house.” She grinned at him when he said that. 

Russell felt something lighten in his chest. So many things made sense now. So many. The Navy slang she’d understood, the gun, the attitude—even scared, she was a fighter. Her little teases. All of it. She was Hawk’s daughter, a woman he’d been hearing about for years, but had never met. 

“He was always having us over. Always was. You were never home, or sleeping.” But he’d tasted her food, seen her picture… The dark hair. The demeanour…it had all masked her. How could he have known his Susan was Lacey, Hawk’s daughter? Lacey had lived in sunny Florida, surrounded by her friends and…he’d never met her. 

Dare flashed a smile and quirked a brow at him. “Ace, you look like hell. It’s not like Hawk wouldn’t approve. Lacey’s right, you were always his favourite.” Settling back on the couch, Dare stretched out his legs, looking like he was going to stay a while. He’d ditched his bandages on the trip back home. He still had a few cuts and scrapes, but nothing too serious after his brush with death. “Yeah, so the little woman is Hawk’s baby, huh?”

“Fu—”

Lacey cut him off. “You know, this is my house. I really don’t think it’s a ship, or a truck stop, or a rendezvous; it’s my house, and that’s about it for the cussing. All of you.” She shot Mac a look, then Dare. Eagle got a stare, too, and Katya grinned at her. Lacey turned to the boys and continued, “Or you can eat elsewhere.” 

“So, let me get this straight.” Eagle sat forward. Of all the guys here, Eagle had spent the least amount of time around Hawk. Not because he’d not liked the man, but because he’d had commitments here, in Montana. “You’re Hawk’s daughter, and Ace never met you?” 

She grinned and nodded, threading a hand through his hair. “Well, duh, no.” 

Eagle shook his head and smiled. 

“Sunshine, this is a bit much.” 

She turned and focused on Russell with those blue eyes, soft and warm and not a bit like her dad’s. “I’m sorry, Russell, but I didn’t know you knew him, I didn’t…” 

That got the guys all talking at once.

“I can’t believe you lied,” Mac started, looking like he was building up some steam. 

“I’m just glad she’s alive, Wolf. Lighten up.” Dare grunted and folded his arms behind his head. “Man, you’d better have a ring around here somewhere.”

“Yeah, that shit is—”

“Mac, don’t make me have Russell throw you out,” Lacey said.

Russell grinned and hauled her down on his lap. Mac looked so offended Russell was surprised the man didn’t walk out, but he finally shrugged his shoulders and sat down after running both hands through his hair. He needed his hair cut; he still looked like some kind of beach bum. 

“Well, there are a lot of SEALs, aren’t there? He didn’t train them all…” She trailed off when the men all grumbled. 

Russell pulled her down on his lap. Her dad had trained them all. His unit. 

“Ah, can I ask a question?” Katya grinned when everyone glanced at her. “This is all pretty funny, but what exactly is going on?” 

Susan shook her head slowly. “Russell is freaking out because my dad was a chief in the SEALs way before they all went in.” 

He snorted at that understatement. “That’s a bit mild. Your dad was the toughest, baddest, meanest—”

She jumped up and looked shocked. “He was not!” 

Mac snorted. “Yeah, he was. He was the best goddamn SEAL we ever met. A good, solid man and it was a fu—shame that he was taken like that. He had so much life, Lacey, it sucks. Sorry, but girl, it sucked. Him gone so quick, then we find out you— Have you let Mandy think you’re dead, too?” he demanded. 

“Mac, it isn’t like I’m on a holiday! There are people out there that want me dead. Dead. As in ‘they put me in the hospital for six months and I was in a coma’ dead.” 

Well, that quieted Mac. It shut Russ up, too. She’d been nearly killed? He’d known she’d suffered, known those scars were more than she was letting on, but now, now he knew. The knowledge hit and took time for him, and his men, to get over. They risked their lives on a daily basis for people who never knew them, and Hawk’s girl had suffered more than even most of them ever had. 

Russell rubbed his face with a hand and tried to pull her back down but she resisted. She moved closer, though, and her body heat slowly eased his pain enough to think clearly. Or clearer. 

“Sunshine, let’s talk about this and the agents at the hotel. You need to call them. Better yet, I need to call them.” 

“You were attacked? You didn’t call us?” Dare asked, sounding offended. He’d sat up at Lacey’s admission and pinned her with a stare that had her taking a step backwards before she could stop herself. 

She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Listen, I woke up, all right? In a hospital bed, and everything was gone—Dad, the house, me. It was gone. I wasn’t given a choice. I was given this,”—she flung her hand up to indicate the house—“and a new identity, and I was told to come here. End of story.”

“End of story?” Dare looked ready to go on but Russell stalled him with a look. 

“That’s about enough. Let’s take this up to the ranch—no more right now. Can’t you think what she went through?” he demanded, pulling her back down on his lap. “Listen, this will be all right.” He needed those agents on the phone. Not everyone looked as on board with that as he was. Dare looked like he was going to argue. Mac looked pissed off and offended. Eagle was serious for once, and Katya wore a worried little frown.

“Let’s think about this over dinner.” Russell glanced around at her boxes and made a decision he wasn’t going to let her say no to. “Looks like you’re packed. Load it all up. She’s coming up to the ranch,” he said.

Dare’s brows drew down and he looked scandalised. “You can’t have Hawk’s daughter live with you, Ace… That’s like…fuc—I mean, come on.”

“I’m not living with him, and I don’t think we asked you, Daren Scott.” 

Oh, man. “Well, I think you should think about that. I mean—” Russell began, but she cut him off. 

“No, Russell. I’ll come up, but—”

His anger started to rise. “This place is not safe, and there’s no way you are staying here. If those agents had you go in to ID someone, then they fear you’re blown.” He kept his voice low and tense. 

“Fear I’m blown?” She paled. “Yeah, I kinda got that idea from the agents, but do you think someone’s found me?”

“Baby, we aren’t taking a chance.” He felt bad for scaring her, but it was best she understand she wasn’t safe any longer. Not here. Not alone. Her home, all of this hiding, wasn’t safe. If the Russian mob were after her and she’d faked her death, things were already hip deep in shit if someone was sniffing around. 

“Go get some burgers, Eagle. Take Dare. Put the feelers out on anyone new to the area. Anyone. Mac you head up in the hills above the ranch. I want your eye on the house and the hills. I don’t want any surprises. I’ll contacts the dicks and see what the fuck they’re thinking.” It sure better not be using his woman as bait. 

All three men nodded tightly. They knew as well as he did what could be at stake here. 

On his lap, she fidgeted but stayed silent. “We’ll meet up at the ranch then head out after I settle things.” 

Not surprising him, she protested immediately. “Russell, everyone knows about us. I called the cops on you, for crying out loud. Won’t these guys go up there? Maybe already be there? These guys aren’t joking around. They killed four agents. Four.” 

His gut tightened at that little bit of news. “Sunshine, there’s no chance we’re staying here, and we’re only heading up there to get what I need, then we’re hitting it.” 

“Hitting it? Are you crazy?” 

Eagle chuckled and she glanced at him briefly before centring on him, exactly where she should be. He’d be damned if he’d ever held on to anything in his life, but he was keeping this, this woman, this chance at a life and love. He relished the chance to protect her, keep her safe. She had it all. A house, a job, a love of life he didn’t understand, even more so now after knowing what she’d gone through, but he knew she was the stronger of the two of them. She had everything but safety. A life without fear. And love. He’d give her all three and make her so happy she’d hum around their home for the rest of her life. He could taste it. He could still taste her, his woman. Keeping her safe was what he’d been training for all his life. Or at least it felt like it. 

He met her eyes and smiled down at her. “Crazy? Baby, I haven’t even shown you crazy yet.” 

“Oh, Russell.” Her eyes softened, the blue darkening the way it did when he took her, brought her to her pleasure and kept her there. If he touched her, he’d fuck her, right now, apologies in advance. He stood them up, took a step back from her heat, but kept her hand in his.

“I’ll keep you safe, and these guys,” he nodded to his team, keeping her eyes with his. It was a promise, and she knew it. “They’re going to help me guarantee it.” 

The tension grew thicker in the room. He could do this anyway, without her approval. He could simply shove her over his shoulder and lock her up to keep her safe. But he wanted her to accept that he could provide for her, protect her, give her a life and love her like no other. 

“All right, Russell.” 

“That’s my girl.” 

“Yeah, if you’d called us, we’d have had this in the bag months ago.” Dare was one brave guy, because she shot him a look that Russell had already learned he should be cautious of. 

Dare simply grinned and winked. “Sorry, babe, that doesn’t work on me.”

Jealousy raised its head again. “Maybe my fist will.” 

If he didn’t know better, he might have thought he’d earned some brownie points with his little Sunshine. She grinned up at him and moved into his arms, looking like a cat with the cream. How had he not known her when his buddies had? He remembered hearing about her—they all had. She’d been with Mandy, Tazz’s sister, more often than not, but not once had Russell caught more than a glimpse of Lacey from a distance. Hawk had wanted him to meet her in a bad way and something had always held him back. Fear most likely, because Hawk’s daughter had a reputation for being one beauty of a girl, inside and out. Hawk had asked him to meet her, and that alone had made Russell’s balls draw up in fear. The man had kept all the guys away from her. To think he’d wanted to introduce him to his daughter had scared the piss out of Russell. 

“Right, we’ll meet up when you head out. Going further north?” Mac asked. 

He knew they should. The hunting cabins would be perfect. No one would be able to get a mile from them without them knowing it. The cabins sat on a summit, overlooking the area for miles. The land there was bare of trees, too. Anyone coming in or out could be spotted with plenty of warning to get ready. But somehow, that didn’t feel right. If there was a hit on Lacey, the hitman would know about Russell, and everyone in town knew about those hunting cabins. He’d taken hunters out with his stepdad for years. Anyone sniffing around would find out within minutes about those cabins. He was beginning to think Montana wouldn’t do. The States might not do, when it came down to it. 

While he was thinking, Eagle and Katya got up and ready. Dare shot him a glance but Russell held back from saying anything. The cabins felt wrong. His gut was never wrong. 

Mac got right in Lacey’s face, clearly still pissed off with her. “Gonna call Mandy?” 

Lacey stiffened in his arms. He surrounded her in his embrace, tightening his arms to hold her close to his chest and glared at Mac. 

“I don’t know where Mandy is, Mac. Not since she left,” Lacey said quietly. 

Mac looked pale. What the hell? It was gone the next second, but the man still looked unhappy. Russell knew there had been something between Tazz’s little sister and Mac, but, by the look of his buddy, Mac might have lost something he wanted back, only to find out it was still missing.

“I thought you’d have heard from her.”

Lacey shook her head, looking unhappy. 

Time to go. He couldn’t help Mac out right now. “Right, we’ll be back within the hour.” 

Next to him, Lacey didn’t say a word, but Russell felt her shiver in his arms—not with pleasure, but with fear. He needed to talk to those agents.

 


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 

Lacey knew Russell hadn’t given up on the agent idea, or the idea of her living with him. But how could she stay with him if he might get killed because of her? If someone was looking for her, then they were both in danger. 

Yes, Russell was a big bad SEAL, but he was also one man, or one among his team. Still… There had been five agents with her the day she was hit. Five men. They’d all been killed but one. The remaining man was now in a wheelchair—might always be in a wheelchair. How could she let Russell chance something like that? 

“I’ve decided.” 

Jerked out of her misery, she glanced away from the window to watch Russell’s profile. He looked grim, stern, centred, the way he’d been when they’d first met, all those weeks ago. She’d thrown him. Even learning she’d been on the run and in hiding hadn’t compared to his reaction to learning who her dad was. She knew her dad had been a legend among the SEALs. Knew he’d trained only the best men for the toughest job on the planet. But he’d also been her dad. He’d given up the life of a SEAL when her mom had died. He’d done it for her, to be there for her.

Russell had paled, looked a bit shaky, too, when he’d learned who she was. He’d known her dad. Somehow, that made her love him even more. If that was even possible. She thought she might love him so much it was unhealthy. The feeling was so deep, she worried. 

“Yes? What have you decided?” She wasn’t sure if she liked his making decisions for her. 

“I’m not calling you Sarah. Or Lacey.” 

She choked on a laugh at the unexpected comment. He sounded stubborn, as if forcing something on her, like not using the chainsaw. He looked so serious, as if this was a huge thing. A name. That was all. Lacey came from her dad—he’d said she’d always carried around a little scrap of lace with her when she had been a toddler, would scream bloody murder if anyone took it from her. He’d nicknamed her Lacey. At school, they’d always called her Sarah. At home, Lacey. 

“All right. Susan is nice.” He was shaking his head before she’d finished. “Not Susan?” 

“Nope, Sunshine. That’s what I’m calling you.” 

Warmth filled her slowly. She suddenly couldn’t stand the small distance between them. Pushing his console up, she scooted tighter to his side and only felt better when his big arm circled her, pulling her into the heat of his side. She rubbed her face against his chest, loving how strong and warm he was. 

“That’s a bit difficult to put on a driver’s licence, big shot.” 

Russell drew her head up and kissed her quickly, reluctantly looking back up at the road. He was so casual-looking when he drove, but she knew he was watching everything, and could and would react to any danger. 

“Nothing’s going to happen to you again. You know that, don’t you? Nothing. And don’t even think of running. If I have to tie you to the bed, I will. But we’re ending this running. Now. You trust me, don’t you?” 

Her stomach tightened at the sudden silence between them. Russell drummed his fingers on his steering wheel and shot her a few worried frowns. There was simply too much to say for her to say anything. She trusted him—more than trusted him. 

“Yes, Russell, I do, but… This is the Russian mob. They have money. So much money.” 

He didn’t say a word, but kept his arm around her as he drove up the long, winding dirt road to the main house. He felt so good—warm, hard and so strong. He would protect her, she knew that, but if those guys knew where she was… What would stop them from killing him and taking her? Or killing her? 

Much sooner than she wanted, they arrived at his ranch. Russell parked the truck in front of the house, shut the engine off, and turned to her. 

“Come here.” He tugged her around to face him. Grey eyes watched her closely. He still needed to shave, but he looked less wild, more settled than he’d been when he’d arrived hours before. He also looked focused. 

“This isn’t going away. You can’t run forever. You know that. The Russians are big, but if they contracted this out we can do some control, manage it so that this time it does look like you were killed. I need to know why they didn’t believe that. I need intel, and you are going to have to trust me.” He brought her hand up and kissed her fingertips before he cupped her hand on his warm cheek. “You’re cold. Let me do this. Give me this. Trust me.” 

She knew what he wanted. He wanted to fix this. Protect her. Save the day. He was a soldier, and all of them were heroes at heart. It was why they joined, why they went out, why they bled. Her dad had. Russ had. But if she gave him this, he could very well get hurt or drive her crazy with his over-protectiveness. She wanted the life she’d glimpsed during those weeks with him, the carefree days and nights with nothing to worry about but what this thing between them meant, and what to wear to drive him crazy. 

“Sunshine, you gotta give me this. You’re bruising my male ego, here.” 

That made her laugh and snuggle up to kiss him. “I’ll bruise more if you get all bossy or hurt. I don’t want you hurt, Russell.” 

“Bossy, huh? I think you need that. A boss.” 

“Huh, I don’t think so.”

He grinned that big smile she loved, tipped his head down and rubbed his forehead against hers. “You scare the shit out of me. Hawk’s daughter, all mine, and hell, if you aren’t in more trouble than I’ve ever been in my life.” 

The brat! She choked on a laugh and pushed at him, trying to get him off without much luck. “It’s not like I went looking for it.” 

He eyed her sceptically and straightened, opening his truck door and getting down before turning to help her to the ground. He watched her again before smiling softly. 

“I always wanted to meet you. Scared spitless every time Hawk had me out to your place, but yeah, I wanted to meet you.” 

“You were? You did? But, why—? I mean…” 

“Because I’d heard how beautiful you were. How sweet.” He gave her a stern look and trapped her between the truck and his body. “No one said how wild you were.” 

“Russell!” 

He brushed his lips, featherlight, against her cheek. “That’s good, too, because I wouldn’t have had the balls to get what I wanted from you if I’d known who you were. Now, we’re going to clear this up and I’m going to make sure I don’t see that fear in your eyes again. No more running, right?”

The man was impossible. She loved him so much. The feelings rushed up her throat, choking her and all she could do was rest her forehead against his chest and nod. 

“But don’t think you can start ordering me around, Russell. I won’t deal with that very well.” 

His chest shook, and she heard him laugh softly as he turned them both to the house. “Yeah, I think your old man told me you didn’t. You keep yourself out of trouble, and I won’t have to.”

“Oh, baby, you did not just say that.” 

He laughed. She gave him a little punch to his arm for being such a jerk, and he chuckled louder. Something sounded not an inch from them and suddenly Russell was a heavy weight on top of her. Gunshots, dull thuds and puffs of snow hit near her face. 

And, worse, Russell wasn’t moving. 

 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

 

“What do you mean, you want to see her alive?”

“Let’s just say you aren’t as trusted to hit your mark as you think.”

“What the fuck does that mean? I work alone. I’m not meeting you, asshole.” Rage made him tremble, and at his side Mara rubbed her face along his arm and back down, trying to soothe him. It inflamed him even more. He’d tied her hands up behind her back, keeping her from touching him otherwise. She kissed his shoulder and moved her breasts to press against his arm. 

“Then you’ll not be getting your fifty mil. We pay only when I see you, confirm that she’s the real thing and then you get your money.” 

“Fuck that, the deal was I find out if she—”

“You’ve been dicking around for months. We want proof, not some jealousy you have for Navy SEALs to get in the way. We want proof that this is Sarah Fletcher. Alive, first, then dead.” 

Mara cringed next to him at the force he exerted on her shoulder. “You want to meet me? Impossible. I can show you the girl, though—alive, then when you’re satisfied, I’ll kill her for you. How’s that? You can watch.” 

Silence filled the line. The Russian contact let out a long sigh, as if still not trusting him, then finally grunted in agreement. “That will do. What will you do if this girl isn’t the one?” 

Like he cared. This was the one. The hair, the name, all of that simply blurred the lines, but this was Sarah Fletcher, daughter of Todd ‘Hawk’ Fletcher, who’d been a trainer for the prissy-assed SEALs. Eric had even seen the bitch once, five years before. This was her. “I’ll do what I always do. Clear my trail.”

Another silence. This one longer. “Fine. We want her alive. We’ll be questioning her before you kill her.”

“Question her? I do hits, not interrogations.” 

“You aren’t doing the interrogations. Contact us when you have the girl. When you do, then we’ll want to talk to her. Keep yourself under control, keep her alive and you’ll be fifty mil richer.” 

Yeah, fifty mil richer. Fifty mil and Mara. They’d be done with this job and have enough money to never have to do this shit again. An assassin needed to know when to quit. He had all the signs of needing to quit. Keeping the girl alive might be fun after all. Especially if he caught a Navy SEAL in the net. Thinking of the SEAL, Russell Ryland, had the blood rushing to his already hard body. He might not fuck the girl, but he would fuck with the SEAL, and that was more than enough of an enticement to keep the girl alive a little longer. 

“That’s a go, then. Girl stays alive until you have your little chat.” 

Silence. “Good, then. Keep us posted. As soon as you have her, I expect a call. Immediately, Touch. Don’t fuck with us over this. Your identity might not be as secure as you like to think. Remember that if you think to double-cross us.” 

Bastard was threatening him? He could hurt the Russians as easily as he could one little scared woman. He could play, though. For the money they were already paying? He could play. Next to him, Mara whimpered. 

“You’ll get the call as soon as I have the girl.”

The connection ended after a long silence. The contact was one hard ass, more of a pain in the ass than most of his jobs. The man even demanded these secure phone calls. Pissed him off, since there was no danger of being traced. Not with the precautions he took. 

“Well, my darling, it looks like this is going to go fast from now on. You ready to show your man how much you love him?” Mara would be his surprise in the hole. He worked alone. Always. No one would suspect him of this hit when there were two assassins on the scene. 

She nodded, pale face paling even more. She was honest, though—scared, Eric could see, but if she’d acted as if she wasn’t scared he’d have been suspicious.

“Good, very good. Later we’ll move out. They’re all rounded up at the bitch’s house. As soon as they make the move, we’ll move out.” His eyes half closed and he reached out to rip her blouse in two, releasing her full breasts from the lace of her bra with a flick of his fingers. “Until then, let’s see about what you can do with this.” 

“Oh, yes, please.” 

Sweeter words had never been invented. He dragged her up against his chest and took her mouth in a dominating kiss. The binds he had on her hands held her back, but also had her chest arching for his mouth. 

“You want this?” He unzipped, releasing his erection and reached down between this thighs to bring the truck seat back, giving her more room to work. 

She moved in closer, resting her head in his lap, but didn’t open her mouth, knowing the rules well. She nodded, her pink glossy lips soft against the head of his cock. 

“Good girl. Very good.”

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

 

Lacey took a panicky breath, barely able to fill her lungs because Russell’s weight was crushing her. Her face was pressed to the snow, and she couldn’t stop watching the puffs of white closing in on her as the shooter kept up an irregular blast of shots. 

Above her, Russell hissed something, covering her head with his shoulders, her body with his larger frame, but pulling up a fraction so he wasn’t completely crushing her. He had a gun in his hand—a big, heavy gun that looked suspiciously like hers. Another bullet whizzed by, then white exploded not an inch from their faces. She felt the coldness of the snow on her nose and cheeks and sucked in a frightened breath. Before she could cough out a scream, Russell jerked her up, half dragging her over the ground to shove them both behind the bulk of a horse trailer. More shots cut through the air, sending soft puffs of dirt accompanied by a dull thud when the bullets hit the ground. 

“Fuck, fuck. Don’t fucking move.” Russell grimaced. His face was streaked with sweat. His lips were so tight she knew he was clenching his jaw. He dug into the front pocket of his big jacket and pulled out his phone, just as something like a loud boom sounded not three feet from them. She barely held in her small scream as Russell threw them down and covered her again. When she managed to blink past the melted snow on her face, she spotted a man on the porch holding a rifle, shooting towards the hills. 

“Mac, we’re under fire. Get your ass down here, now. How the hell do I know? Just call for fucking backup.” Silence, then Russell glanced at her before he darted up to look beyond the edge of the trailer. She practically jerked him by the jacket backwards. He grunted, but otherwise ignored her. “Look, I think he’s in the hills. On the north side, good two hundred feet or more.” He clipped his phone closed with a snap, but stayed quiet. When he did look back at her, she wanted to hug him. He looked so intense—like warrior intense. “All right?” 

All right? What to say? They were being shot at, and she wanted to scream at him for looking so—well, frighteningly good at handling all this when she wanted to curl up in a ball under the trailer. Or her bed. “Yeah, great.” 

By the looks of his deepening frown, he clearly wasn’t missing her fear. 

“You’re doing great, baby, hold tight.” He flinched when another boom sounded but immediately cussed over his shoulder. “Shit, Mitchell, get back in the house. What the fuck are you doing? That’s a sniper, man. That piece of shit couldn’t hit the barn. Now, hoof it into the house!” 

She’d never heard him so harsh. He suddenly lunged up and she heard him hit the porch then more cussing and someone talking, then a muffled sound. No more shots sounded near her, but she wasn’t moving an inch. 

Within a few heart-pounding minutes, Russell landed near her in a squat—as if he’d never left her alone, outside, with a madman shooting at them. He now had a long rifle on his shoulder and a bag in his hand. “You stay right here. You’re hidden from where he is.”

“Oh, hell, no. You’re not leaving me here again!” Panic made her tremble. Another of those puffs and dull thumps sounded, closer this time, and she squealed. Russell grabbed her hand and squeezed but continued to squint up at the hills, making her nervous. God, she hoped he wasn’t going up there. No way. She was not allowing that. She concentrated on his face, ready to fight him if he suggested leaving her. A bead of sweat dripped from his dark sideburn and into the collar of his shirt. He’d taken his jacket off and only wore a dark T-shirt that clung to his sweaty body, despite how cold it was outside. He looked intimidating, but she geared up to dig her heels in if he even suggested leaving her again. 

Suddenly he turned, gave her a look she couldn’t decipher, then jerked her up and over his shoulder and ran to the house. She nearly died from choking on her own spit trying to yell at him, but realised she shouldn’t. Coughing and gasping for air, she tried to hold on to the back of his shirt while he ran through the ranch house and up the stairs. The crazy man. She hung on as best she could, and her stomach jarred into his rough shoulder with each step. 

Right when she thought she really might die from lack of air, he dipped and she was standing. 

“Russell!” She stalled on his name at the look on his face. He looked deadly. Hard, cold and pissed off. “Russell! Please don’t—” 

“Shhh, now. You stay put. I’m going out. The boys will be in the hills already. We get this guy, then we talk, all right?” 

“No, no, Russell. No. This won’t—” 

He cut her off with a kiss, jerking her to him so tightly she would have bruises. His lips crushed hers and he drove in deep for a quick, but thorough conquest. When she gave in, he pulled back enough to stare down at her with such intensity that she sucked in a ragged breath to tell him he wasn’t leaving her.

“No, Sunshine, stay here. Trust me to do this. Trust me.” 

With that, the silly man was gone. A door shut, another slammed, more voices and he was gone. She stood there, too stunned to move. 

The panic grew impossible to control. She felt exposed, naked and vulnerable. This was so wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. She was in his room while he was out there, doing what? Oh, God. She scrabbled at the door, fought with the stupid handle and finally got it open. A loud sound, like a scuffle followed by a man falling, carried to her, then boots sounded on the hardwood floors. A low groan and oh, God, whoever had been out there shooting was now in here? How was that possible? 

She edged back, not stepping, but sliding her feet back so she wouldn’t make a noise until she could slowly shut the door, thanking God the hinges didn’t creak. She backed away, and at the same time as she heard boots stop outside the door. It was her worst nightmare. She had no gun, no one was here to protect her, and outside that door was someone who wanted her dead. 

Nothing happened. Whoever stood outside hadn’t tried the handle yet. She watched the small glass knob closely, but her vision swam. Blinking several times, she spun around in a circle, looking for an escape route or anything she could use as a weapon. Windows. Two. Second floor. But maybe she could reach the roof? No weapons stood out other than a bedside lamp. She knew Russell probably had something in here, but not a gun. He was very safe, her big SEAL—no guns out lying around for her sailor. She’d bet her last dollar Russell kept them all safely locked up, or in a place where his nephew couldn’t get hurt by them. She knew it. And now she needed one, and there wasn’t one. 

She covered her mouth to hold in her laugh. She’d bought the Sauer thinking to protect herself, but the fact was, she didn’t know if she could kill a man. Take a life. Now that the moment was here, could she do it? She gave herself a quick once-over. Her legs were shaking and she was surprised that her heart hadn’t jumped out of her chest. So much for her bravery. But she knew, knew what would happen if that door opened. She’d not survive this time. 

Her lungs burned and she realised she’d not been breathing. She couldn’t get enough air in, and only managed short, shallow breaths. A duffel bag on a chair caught her eye. She spotted a knife hilt sticking out from under the green canvas and her heart raced. She dove for it, glancing at the windows trying to gauge whether she could make it out of one when the door crashed into the wall. 

Her heart nearly burst, but she managed to reach the bag and tuck the knife in her jeans, then back up to the wall and turn to face whoever had entered before he saw her hide the knife. She hoped. Lance, her client from weeks ago, stood there, his big body filling the doorway. But this time, instead of jeans and a shirt, he was dressed in white and blue BDUs, his over-tanned face covered with a white ski mask. There was a gun in his right hand, pointing steady and straight at her chest. 

“Well, Sarah Fletcher, you’ve led me on a chase, haven’t you?” 

Oh, God. Her stomach bottomed out. Actually, hit her toes. She was so dead. The heavy weight of the knife seemed like a joke compared to the reality of the gun aimed at her heart. Her throat dried as the certainty of her situation settled over her. This man was going to kill her. 

She swallowed twice and fisted her hands to keep the tremors hidden. Something gave her enough strength to realise she needed to appear calm. 

“A chase? I was here all the time.” Why hadn’t he killed her that first day? If this was the hitman, why wait? And why not kill her now? 

“Yeah, here, or down there in your snug home, all safe and waiting for your knight in shining armour. Where is your SEAL now?”

She refused to answer him. He must know where Russell was, but if not, she wasn’t telling him. “What did you do to his uncle?”

He pulled off the ski mask and smiled, that fake grin from before. The gun didn’t even move. “He’ll live. He’s some old man—he’s got a bump, nothing more. But you, you’re a SEAL’s daughter, and now you want to be a wife to one, huh?” 

A wife. Did she? To Russell? Yes—yes, she did. He hadn’t asked, but she knew he would. He loved her. He would save her, too. 

“If he wants me, yes.” 

Rage filled his dark eyes. Hadn’t they been blue before? 

“And you’d do anything for him, wouldn’t you?” he snarled. 

“Yes, I would.”

“Really? Anything, huh? Tell me, Sarah Fletcher, what would your daddy say to you whoring yourself for a man?”

“Did you know my father?” She edged farther away, but he held the gun aimed right at her, following her movements like a snake. 

“I knew him. Fuckin’ pain in the ass.”

She refused to show how much that pissed her off. Her dad had not been a pain in the ass—his men had loved him. All of them. Even Russell. 

“That piss you off, babe? Well, let’s see how bad you want to live, shall we?” 

Live? Why live? Then she knew. He reached down and began unbuttoning his BDUs with one hand, jerking the gun with the other hand for her to move closer. “Come on, babe, on your knees. You do it right, and I might make you my new pet.”

“Kiss my butt, asshole.”

He paused, his gun steady and watched her just as steadily. She could see the outline of his erection under the material of his pants. 

Her fear escalated. She couldn’t hear anything beyond the jerk’s heavy breathing. If he so much as got near her, she’d bite his dick off. Or maybe he’d loosen his pants enough that she could trip him. Panic started to set in, making her tremble. The knife pressing against her spine taunted her. Gathering her courage, she swallowed and slowly moved one hand back against the wall, towards the knife handle. 

“Ah, so you want it rough? I like it rough, too. I was holding off on rough, but we can do it that way first.” 

“If you touch me, you’re going to die.” 

He smirked and continued on with his unzipping. “I don’t think so. Your man is halfway to the hills, and we have plenty of time to waste here until he gets back.”

Fear made her knees weak. He wanted Russell here?

“Ah, come on now. He won’t mind. Not for long. Can’t let him live. He’s seen me. So have you. Can’t have that.” 

Oh, God. He was serious. He started towards her, his belt keeping his pants securely in place, taking away the option to try to trip him. She kept her eyes on his face, her hand closing in on the handle now. He seemed so absorbed in whatever fantasy his sick mind had conjured up that he didn’t notice. 

“You’re going to be dead soon. Russell will kill you. If he doesn’t, Mac will. But you are going down.”

He stalked her. Each time she tried to move away, he followed, but she managed to get him so that he wasn’t between her and the door. Still, now he was only a few feet from her. 

“Come on, don’t be shy. I know you gave it to the SEAL. Russell, is that his name?” 

As if he didn’t know. She refused to speak, but inched back another step, running out of room. Russell’s dresser was at her back now, and this sicko was moving in and she was out of options. She pulled the knife free, held it up like a shield and braced her legs. 

He looked amused. “You know, if you’re going to pull a knife you’d best know how to use it.” Without any warning, he jumped her, knocking the knife out of her hand without her even knowing how. Her back hit the floor and the air rushed out of her lungs when he landed on top of her. She was choking, crushed, but she still fought to free her hands. The gun landed on the floor and skidded out of reach above their heads. She gasped when one hand broke free from his grip but, before she could do anything, he grabbed both her wrists in one of his fists and squeezed them tightly. The pain made her weak, but she twisted her hands and jerked her body, trying to break free. He shoved her chest down hard and squeezed the bones of her wrists until she was certain he’d break them.

Suddenly, he pulled up and slapped her across the face. She gasped and jerked back to face him and he hit her again. Her head hit the floor next to them with the force of his blow and she felt blood ooze from her burning mouth. Pissed off, she kicked her legs, trying to tangle hers with his and break free. When she couldn’t, she screamed. He hit her again, this time so hard she felt blood fill her mouth. His other hand grabbed her throat and cut her scream off. Blinking up at his devilish face, she tried to stay alive, awake, as he crushed her. 

She wasn’t going to make it. She could feel her ribs nearly breaking, and she couldn’t catch her breath. She gave one more attempt to get free, driving her head into his face to crush her forehead to his nose. The next instant, he was gone. She gasped for air past the pain in her throat. Her body felt shaky, her face hurt and her ribs dug a sharp pain up her side, but she struggled up, gaining her knees and grabbing the gun that lay not two inches from where he’d held her down. Sharing the space with her, Russell and Lance fought like men possessed, nearly running her over in their battle. 

She hunched over and tried not to breathe too deeply as she watched Russell. He had turned cold and hard. The killer the Navy had trained him to be. She winced as he landed a fist on Lance’s face. Russell pressed forward, landing two more furious jabs, then tried to tackle Lance to the ground. 

God, it looked like Russell was going to kill Lance. Lance was just as determined. He hit Russell in the stomach repeatedly before throwing a punch to Russell’s head and narrowly missing. None of it slowed Russell’s attack. He simply stalked Lance like prey, circling and circling him until he found an opening, then landing blow after blow. Another strike on Lance’s face, and blood glistened down the assassin’s split lip. Lance spat and rubbed a wrist over his mouth with a nasty grimace. 

“That’s it? All you got, sailor boy?” After his taunt, he spat on the bedroom floor and ducked down, charging Russell. 

Both men hit the wall. A painting crashed to the floor. Russell’s back hit a dresser, shoving it along the wall two feet before he tore the other man off and tossed him up against the closet door. Lance ducked Russell’s fists and broke away to hit him in the face with enough force that Lacey screamed. 

The gun trembled in her hands, but she forced herself to hold it ready. She could do this. She could. 

Russell nearly managed to knock Lance down with a hold on his waist, but Lance gripped Russell’s waist and shoved him back. When Russell stumbled, Lance bent and quickly drew a long blade from his boot, swiping at Russell with a nasty snarl. 

He sounded more animal than man to Lacey. She lifted the gun and tried to aim, but every lesson her father had ever taught her had been wasted because fear had her shaking. What if she hit Russell by mistake? 

Metal glinted in the sunlight, and Russell barely caught Lance’s arm to prevent him from stabbing the sharp steel down into his chest. 

She sucked in a breath. Why didn’t Russell kick him away? Why didn’t he turn to her and take the gun? He had to know she had it. 

Instead, the two men struggled together until she wanted to shoot Lance. 

Right when she thought she’d have to pull the trigger, Russell twisted in Lance’s hold. She watched him twist Lance’s arm until she expected the arm to break under the strain. The knife dropped, and Russell hit Lance with a brutal uppercut to his jaw, sending him toppling backwards and down to the floor. 

Before she could process what was happening, Russell was on top of Lance, one fist rising and falling with a sickening sound of flesh hitting flesh. She looked away and covered her mouth with trembling fingers. If she could have, she would have covered her ears to muffle the dull cracks of fists on flesh, but she didn’t dare in case Lance managed to get up.

Silence suddenly echoed through the room. 

When she got up the courage to look again, Russell met her eyes and everything else fell away. Relief filled her in a whoosh, and her legs felt weak. Her hands started to shake and she feared she’d drop the gun, but Russell gripped her hands and prised her fingers off the stupid thing. Within her next inhalation he hauled her into his arms. He was sweaty and hurt, she knew, but his heart was beating steady and fast under her cheek. Her own pulse raced, and she began to shiver. Shock, she knew, but the trembles grew until Russell cursed and bent to scoop her up. 

“It’s all right. It’s all right. I have you. I have you, talk to me. Sunshine? Come on, now.” 

Her eyes stung with tears at the breathless, panicked tenor of his voice. 

“Sunshine, talk to me, here. Come on. Did he hurt you?” 

She tried to answer, she really did, but all that came out was a sob. 

Russell exhaled and nearly crushed her in his arms. One big hand ran up and down her back, and his other curled around her waist while he rested his cheek on her head. She could feel his body tremble. Unsure why, she sucked in a ragged breath and pushed to gain some room. He reluctantly released his death grip on her waist, and she tipped her head back to examine him. He was bruised, his lip cut, his jaw red and swollen and it looked like one eye was darkening, but he was alive. 

“He got in, Russell. I told you not to leave me.” 

He grimaced. “God, I’m so damn sorry. So fucking sorry, look at you. Look at your bruises. I’m going to kill him.” 

“Russell. I want him gone. I want…” To be safe. Another sob broke past her control. 

“I’m going to take care of this. I am. Trust me, Sunshine. Trust me.” 

“Russell…” 

He hushed her with gentle, all-too-brief kisses. “Trust me. Come on, now, we have to secure this asshole. Didn’t I tell you not to let shit like this in our house?” 

She choked at that, and stared up at him. Our house? 

“Come on, don’t look at me like that. We need to get moving. Come on. Can you stand up for me?” 

She sniffed and brushed her hair behind her ear. “That guy was a weirdo, Russell. Don’t leave me again. Promise?” 

Underneath her, she felt Russell’s thigh tighten. He tipped her head up, cupping her neck with his hand, and brushed her bottom lip with his thumb.

“Never again, all right? I won’t leave you.” 

She nodded, biting her lip at his hurt face. He’d saved her. He’d been trying to keep her safe, and he had. She reached up and kissed his cut lip. “Russell, you’re all busted up.” 

He grinned down at her, breaking her heart with the happiness she saw in his grey eyes. 

“This is nothing. Come on. Let’s take the trash out.” 

She shook her head and tried to smile. “God, you are awful.” 

“And all yours. Don’t forget that.” Grey eyes narrowed; Russell leaned in and brushed a kiss to the side of her mouth. “I love you, Sunshine,” he husked in her ear.

Her heart lifted, feeling as if it had bubbled up and pressed against her throat. “I love you too, Russell.” 

He growled and wrapped her up tight in his arms. They both heard the footsteps on the stairs, but this time neither of them cared when Mac grumbled and told them he’d got the sniper chick on the hillside and they needed to get a room. 

She was home. This was her room. She had Russell. He had her. They had each other. There’d be no more running scared.
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Chapter One

 

 

“I need a lover who will drive me crazy in all the right ways…”

Detective Drew Alwyn tapped his pen to the beat of the song in his head while he waited for Lieutenant Wallace to begin the briefing session. 

In his twelve years with the Carrington Falls Police Department in Ohio, Drew had never imagined being alone. Wasn’t a cop supposed to have a good woman to come home to? The next time he walked into his apartment, a wilted spider plant would offer the only comfort, and Drew wasn’t the type to talk to greenery.

The scent of day-old coffee and industrial cleaner wafted into the cramped, grey discussion room. Drew rubbed his stomach to quell the rumbling. Coffee sounded awful, but a sandwich sounded so good—something with roast beef and cheese. When had he eaten last? The club sandwich at eleven-thirty. He flicked his wrist to check the time on his thick watch. Five-fifteen. Damn. 

He grabbed the bottle of soda from his backpack and uncapped it, then took a long draw. The sugar wouldn’t quiet his hunger, but the caffeine would keep him awake when he ventured on duty in an hour. He took a pen from his notebook, clicked the button at the top and began doodling. The sound of conversation in the hallway did nothing to take his mind off the undercover operation or the death of his friend and colleague, Sergeant Randy McCall.

Drew’s partner, a bear of a red-haired man named James Mateo, strolled into the room and sat down in the closest chair. “You ready for this one?”

Drew looked up from his sketch. “This one what? We knew the bastard couldn’t stay underground for long. We just gotta prove he’s the one who took McCall down and put him in the dumpster.” He shuddered thinking about the photos of Randy hacked up and left to rot behind the gentlemen’s club.

James crossed his legs and flipped open his notepad. “True. Randy was one hell of an officer, even if he chose the damn stupid name of Slade as a cover. Tiny’s always looking to make a quick buck. You think he’s shaking down the girls? It was a stroke of genius to send you and Nester in as customers. You know the lay of the so-called land and Tiny thinks you’re clean. As clean as a bouncer in a strip club can be.”

Drew added some details to his drawing and frowned. The woman in the sketch had begun to take on the features of the elusive female from down the hallway in his decoy apartment building. The soft-spoken brunette with the sparkling ice-blue eyes. The girl who lugged the enormous art portfolio down to the parking lot each morning. The one whose smile warmed his heart on the coldest evenings. The one woman he wanted to get to know better, preferably naked…and she had no idea. 

He ground his teeth together. With this new undercover operation, any meeting with the sweet-natured female was out of the question. At least, not under the pretence of the truth.

“Is she your new girlfriend?”

Drew crinkled his brows. “No. I can’t get with her.”

James elbowed Drew’s ribs. “Why the hell not? If she’s as hot as your scribble there, then you’d better hit that.”

Drew shook his head. “I can’t get involved while undercover. You know the rules as well as I do. Plus, if Carlie found out she’d kill me.”

James slapped the pad on the wooden desk. “Bullshit. She walked away from you to screw around with Troy Balleswicz over in Vice. She doesn’t deserve your second chances. So what’s this chick’s name?”

Drew tossed his pen onto his own graffiti-decorated desk. “You’re right. I don’t owe Carlie anything, but Wallace put her in the Silver Steel as one of the dancers—Gold Dust Woman, if I’m not mistaken. If I get the security detail, then I gotta work with her. She’ll make life hell for any other female in my life. I don’t need that kind of crap right now.”

James folded his arms. “You didn’t answer my question. What’s Scribble’s real name?”

“I’m not sure what her real name is. They have stage names.” Drew raked his fingers through his hair. “I still haven’t worked up the nerve to speak to her. She’s quiet and always on the move. I can’t pin her down unless she’s at the club and I don’t want to spook her by coming off as a pervert or another guy wanting to cop a quick feel.” He averted his gaze from Mateo. “Trust me… If I could, I would ask this girl for a private dance.” 

Lieutenant Frank Wallace strolled into the room with retired Detective Ross Malsam in tow. James dug his elbow into Drew’s ribs again. “When this is all over, you got a month of vacation time coming. Why not hunt her down and tag that?”

Drew frowned. “Tag that? How about I just learn her name and see what happens from there?”

Wallace cleared his throat. “If you’re done chatting, ladies, I called you two in here for the Silver Steel operation.”

James shrugged and grabbed a pen and notebook from his bag. 

Drew groaned and half-listened to the directive. His dream girl ruled his brain.

“Gentlemen, the drug problem in the west end is getting worse. After the discovery of McCall’s body, we’re not taking chances. Salazar ‘Tiny’ Balthazar’s targeting the girls in the exotic clubs. Two are missing and one is confirmed dead. Alwyn, I want you to work the security detail as a transfer from the Pink Pussy Cat Club in Chatsworth. Kenworth supplied me with a list of the dancers and Malsam has given me the accompanying photographs.” 

Ross Malsam handed each detective a manila folder. The former officer swept his comb-over across his forehead and frowned. His brown eyes darkened. “Drew, Tiny knows your reputation from the PPC and wants you personally. He’s always got something up his sleeve, so keep on your guard double time. I lost McCall. I don’t want to replace you too. Mateo, you’ll come in for an interview tonight as a bartender. Harry’s looking forward to the help. Questions?”

Drew flipped through the stack of pictures. Most of the women wore too much makeup. Their hair fluffed around their faces. Forced smiles painted their lips. He knew each girl and their particular dance styles, not that he cared. He rolled his eyes until he came to the last image. His breath caught fast in his throat.

Mateo elbowed Drew. “That’s your girl. According to the dossier, her stage name is Judy Blue Eyes, but her real name is Jude Nelson. Looks like a sweet thing. Innocent, ya know?”

Drew shook his head and drank in her details. Kohl-rimmed blue eyes sparkled and her pale skin shone with the honest smile on her crimson lips. Ringlets cascaded from the crown of her head and swathed her pink-tinged cheeks. “She looks too innocent to work in such a dive.”

“I’m sorry, Alwyn. Is there a conflict?” Wallace asked. “You have the best inside information on this operation. McCall was your friend. If you have any issues, then you need to get out now. Your work as Ramon Decker is essential.”

Drew closed the folder. He glanced at Ross. “No conflict. I’ll be fine. It’s just different to see the dancers I pretended to ogle as real people.” Sure, he’d be fine if he could stay a decent distance from Jude. A voice in the back of his mind didn’t agree.

She’s your salvation.

As Wallace returned to his directive, Drew slipped Jude’s photo from the folder. He prayed she didn’t remember him and, if she did, he hoped she wasn’t involved in the drug ring. He needed to trust one insider. 

Or maybe he simply wanted her.

Shit.

An hour later, Drew headed out of the office and into the parking garage. He craved space, speed and chrome in order to get into character as Ramon Decker—bouncer and all-around hard-ass.

“I am Ramon,” he chanted. “I am Ramon, the bouncer and tough guy extraordinaire. I have to believe it so they’ll believe it.”

Instead of the elevators, Drew chose the exercise and fresher air of the stairwell. His days as a beat cop had enticed him with wide-open spaces and room to move. Now that he’d become a detective, he coveted his freedom—it reminded him of his time on the farm when he’d had no commitments. He liked having space to work within the team, though, rather than carrying the entire load on his shoulders as he had as a child.

When he opened the door to the second level, his cell phone rang. He knew the ring tone—Carlie Kenworth, his most recent ex-girlfriend. He stopped on the landing to answer her call. Since their acrimonious split six months ago, he’d refused to talk to her and she ignored him unless she wanted something. Now, circumstances were forcing them to work together and get along.

He used his cold, authoritative voice. “This is Alwyn.” 

Carlie was the type of woman who never knew when to give up and walk away, especially when she was the one to cause the problems. Carlie hated competition. He couldn’t forget that her jealous streak was a country mile wide and violent. Although she was a stunning woman with statuesque legs, perfectly coiffed bleached blonde hair and high cheekbones, her downfall was her selfishness. 

He didn’t have time for her shenanigans. A raw shiver ran the length of his spine. Bile rose in his throat. Carlie had a tendency of showing up when he least expected her…like right then.

She giggled. “I know who you are, silly.”

“What do you want, Carlie?”

“Are you alone?”

“Nope.” He leaned on the wall of the parking garage. 

On her end of the line, she snorted. “Who are you with? Anyone I should know?” The question served as a thinly veiled reference to the reason they’d split up—she’d cheated on him with another officer on the police force.

Drew glanced through the window in the steel door out at his motorcycle. It was a used Harley that had needed restorative work when he’d bought it. After his brand of TLC, the machine gleamed like it was brand new. It was his pride and joy.

“You’ve never met,” he said smoothly. And you never will…

“Can you come over?”

He gritted his teeth. “Are you drunk? We have a major case going that you can’t screw up because you’re angry.” 

“I’m just looking for a good time before we go back undercover.”

Drew rolled his eyes. “Carlie, honey, we broke up. You didn’t want me then, but now you do? Look, I’m a good detective, but I need a few clues. What’s changed?” 

“I can admit my mistakes,” she purred. “Letting you go was my biggest. You’re a great catch and a compassionate lover.”

“I see. Why do you really want me there?” 

So she could rip out his heart and stomp it into the floor? Or maybe sleep with a co-worker and then laugh because he’d taken offence? Yeah, he felt sorry that she was lonely, but not that he’d walked away. A man could only take so much emotional abuse.

“I’m making martinis and thought you could share the drinks with me. I’ve been lonely without you.”

“Really?” 

“I want to reconnect with you. We had such great times together and I miss the way you made me scream. No one has ever been able to match you—not even Troy.”

Drew rolled his eyes again. He’d made her scream all right. She’d screamed from when he’d walked in the door until the minute he’d walked back out. Her language made the most vulgar individuals look tame by comparison. She could just stick with the other officer—he’d had enough.

“Well… Think about it.” She blew a kiss into the phone.

Drew groaned. “Much as I like your company, I’ll pass.” 

“But—” 

He cut off any further argument when he snapped the phone shut and slipped it into his jacket pocket. “I know I have to work with her, but I really need to block her personal calls.”

Drew took a breath of fresh air. As he burst through the parking garage door, three rows of vehicles ranging from family to sleek sports cars belonging to his co-workers welcomed him like silent sentries. Silence was exactly what he desired after the irritating call from Carlie.

The early September evening was cool and almost abrasive on his skin. The setting sun gave the chrome on the bike an orange glow. He sat astride the leather seat and gripped the handlebars. Being on the bike made him feel powerful and sexy. Drew needed to feel manly and desired. Jude. She brought out his virility. He revved the engine. She stirred him, and yet she was the one woman he couldn’t pursue. The situation reminded him of something his buddy Ned used to say.

What kind of fool messes up a good thing? 

A man with a dick for brains. 

Drew laughed without humour at the pun and took in the sights of the main drag to clear his mind. He wasn’t afraid of women—quite the opposite. He liked most women. But the right woman, the one who turned his world inside out, didn’t seem to exist. 

Was there any woman who could love him without screwing him over? He’d had Nat, Wren, and Carlie… None of those women had flipped the switch. They had labelled him a failure and a cold-hearted man. After so much rejection, he’d begun to believe he would end up alone, like his father.

He tried to dislodge the depressive thoughts in his head. Forget women and relationships—look at the scenery and blend into the job.

Drew considered the buildings and neighbourhoods of his home town. Closed restaurants, lumbering factory buildings and abandoned furniture stores littered the area. He shook his head. The big box retail shops had moved out to the more prosperous edge of town, leaving the main city to decay. What had been a booming urban area thirty years prior was now a sad, empty and dilapidated shell of its former self. Green space was at a severe premium. 

Economic healing? Not here… Concrete and crime were everywhere. All of which he remembered clearly from his beat cop days.

Drew’s humour masked his unhappiness. Just like his birthplace, he felt like a broken-down shell of his younger self. Used and abused.

He remembered when Carrington Falls had been a thriving area for oil and steel. Now it looked like a sad excuse for a ghost town with all the buildings boarded up or turned into seedy bars and strip clubs. It was cold and distant, just like his heart. So much for being a warm place to raise a family, like it used to be. Not anymore. He couldn’t make himself feel what wasn’t there.

Drew swung his long legs off the bike and turned to the setting sun. The slight warmth heated his face. Determination coiled around his brain as he locked the bike in the storage unit and strode towards the Nissan across the parking lot. For Randy and the other fallen officers, he’d nail the murderer and shut down the drug ring. “I am Ramon Decker and I’m here for the job of bouncer.”

With renewed spirit, Drew became Ramon and drove the battered black car to the strip club. He was a regular customer and tonight he’d become a part of the inner group. Time for sex with no strings or feelings—just cold distant sex and hot chicks willing to shake it. Time to kiss up to the bad guy so I can stick his ass in jail.

He walked along the crumbling black asphalt of the parking lot, past the cool red brick façade and neon signs shouting Girls, Girls, Girls, and XXX Shows, into the foyer of the Silver Steel. Here’s to the next benchmark in my life.

 

* * * *

 

Jude Nelson stood at the back of the dressing room and stretched in front of the mirror. Nude except for the flesh-coloured thong, she proceeded to examine every inch of her body to see what she could manipulate on stage to be sexier. In her opinion, she saw a plain woman with average looks.

Jude knew she wasn’t exactly the ideal specimen for an exotic dancer. Diminutive at a mere five feet two inches, she sported size C breasts and curvy hips. Far from fat, she saw herself as voluptuous in a smaller package. 

She squared her shoulders and pouted her lips. “I have confidence. Dancing tonight will put me ahead three more tuition payments and maybe I’ll get to see the hunk.”

Jude tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Maybe a high ponytail with lots of curls. That might look extra hot,” she murmured to herself. She turned her head to examine her hair at another angle and frowned. What about a sleek look?

She frowned again. Without the right sexy look, the night would be long and especially rough for a Friday. Rough nights equalled paltry tips and unpaid bills. Jude wouldn’t starve, but the poverty level beckoned. She needed a good night.

“Stop staring at yourself and get dressed,” Renee Walker shouted, startling Jude. “You’re being vain. You go on in half an hour. I want you to surf the crowd once you’re done. You need to circulate more, so I can get my money’s worth out of you. It’s Thursday, so be on the point. You’ll appreciate the tips.”

Jude arched her brow at the self-appointed housemother and former dancer.

Vain? She described it as ‘attempting to be sexier than humanly possible’…definitely not vain. If Renee thought her actions to be vain, then she was sorely mistaken. 

Fine. I’ll prove you wrong. I am sexy.

Jude knew full well that Renee wasn’t the gentlest of women. With a flame-red teased wig, dark brown eyebrows, heavily painted-on eyeliner and thin wrinkled lips, she wasn’t in her prime any longer. Her wide hips and perpetual grimace did nothing to improve her approachability. She’d been batted around by life and wasn’t afraid to slap back at anyone who got in her way. Many times she’d kicked at anyone who’d dared just to look at her wrong. It was a means of protection so she’d never get hurt. Her temper was notorious…with Jude as her usual target. 

Today was no exception.

“You don’t really bring in the customers like you should.” She swatted Jude’s ass with an echoing crack. “You only have a few assets, so try to work them hard. Use the pasties tonight. Anything has to help your looks—God knows I can’t.”

Jude nodded and turned to the dressing table to apply the heavy stage makeup. She didn’t want to wear the pasties or step in front of that crowd. She’d prefer to wear a turtleneck and jeans, or at least her art smock, and be comfortable. She wanted respect as a true artist, not a working girl who took her clothes off for money. 

But that was fodder for another day. Tonight she would shine. She had no other choice. Jude stepped into the tearaway dress and fumbled with the zipper.

Just then, Andie showed up to help. She tugged at the bodice of the gown Jude wore and spat out a string of indiscernible curse words. “Why don’t you go without a bodice for once? I’m having a hell of a time getting you into this one.” Andie spoke close to Jude’s ear. “Don’t drink your bottled water. Tiny slipped you something.”

Jude frowned at her reflection. “I’m fine. I think this outfit will become my speciality. You know, pop out and break out?” She dropped her head. “Thanks.”

Outwardly, Jude reeked of confidence. She had to. Any show of fear and the clientele would know it. If the dancer displayed anything less than full confidence, her tips drastically declined. 

Jude couldn’t afford it. The need to keep a roof over her head trumped her self-esteem. She had art supplies to purchase and a degree to finish. Do whatever you need to survive and rise above—that was her motto.

Inwardly, she was a pile of cowardly mush. Unlike many of her fellow dancers, Jude never got a rush or an orgasm from dancing. She tried her best to block out what she did and any sensation she gleaned from it, to be a robot.

Jude sighed and glanced at her helper. At twenty-nine, Andie Martin personified the American girl—long legs, natural blonde hair, and a smile that lit the darkest room. Her green eyes sparkled with a lethal combination of sexuality and mischief. Good thing Jude didn’t have a man—he’d drop her for Andie in a hot minute. At least she and the willowy model-type were friends.

“There… I got you in it. Now go out there and pop out of it,” Andie puffed. “Knock ‘em dead, kiddo.”

Jude peeked down at her squashed breasts and sighed again. The fiery red antebellum outfit with the Velcro tear-away skirt wasn’t her shtick, but it was a crowd-pleaser so she’d caved to Renee’s earlier request.

“Okay, I’ll give it more than my best shot,” she replied and winked at Andie. “Time to dazzle.” What a lie! Dancing merely paid the bills. That’s all she’d let it be—a quick blip on the radar to reaching her dreams. Personal feelings didn’t matter if she could keep the tuition up to date.

She turned her back on the double row of makeup tables, dirty maroon carpet and crusty, faux-wood panelled walls, held her head high and stepped up the ramp to the stage. 

Be a machine. Wasn’t that what Jolene said? Then no one gets hurt… Parents won’t pass judgement or set unrealistic standards. Friends won’t run because of less than stellar living conditions. Men won’t know the truth because they can’t get close enough to find out. Strippers were the lowest life form, weren’t they?

Rise above. What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.

Jude swallowed hard and summoned her courage. She had to become Judy Blue Eyes.

I am beautiful.

As soon as Jude got into position, butterflies flooded her stomach. The red patent-leather stilettos nearly gave out beneath her. It happened every time she prepared to dance because it was the only time she couldn’t hide her emotions—hide her fear. She could do this.

Jude resorted to her tried and true pep talk while she adjusted her dress.

Think about class. This is one step closer to the studio degree. It’s one step closer to becoming a professional artist. No matter what they say, I am beautiful.

The curtain opened and Jude began her dance. She marched out on to the empty stage where she began to shimmy on the pole as though she liked what she was doing. Her stomach roiled. Her cool expression and tight smile masked her embarrassment.

Tables surrounded the stage in the cavernous but dimly lit room. The DJ stood in a booth to the right of the stage, supplying the music to the dancers and serving as a last-defence bouncer in the event of trouble.

Jude normally chose slow, sexually charged blues songs with a lot of bass because she could better time her movements to the beat. Tonight she was trying a country hit she’d recently heard. The DJ added a thumping techno bass line. The song then became easy to lose herself in and let go. Her hands roamed her body, while her hips shifted to the seductive rhythm. At least her own actions made her feel something.

Jude noticed the men bunch against the stage. They seemed drawn to her movements. The more she touched her breasts and moved her ass in time to the sexy beat, the better her tips became. What would this feel like with a man? Instinct dictated that it would sparkle. When she ripped away the full skirt, the crowd went wild. 

“I won’t expect a tomorrow when we have no guaranteed today,” the singer sang. “I’ll love you like there’s no tomorrow and hide within your fire.”

Jude agreed. Her heart still ached—she longed for a tomorrow and a man whose fire was worthy of hiding in. There, she could belong and feel safe—a place to call home and arms open only for her. Did that exist?

She doubted it.

Maybe someday.
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