
  
    
      
    
  


  


  
    [image: Sweet the Sin Claire Kent Loveswept New York][image: Sweet the Sin Claire Kent Loveswept New York]

  


  


  
    

    Sweet the Sin is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


    A Loveswept eBook Original


    Copyright © 2015 by Claire Kent


    Excerpt from Darker the Release by Claire Kent copyright © 2015 by Claire Kent


    All rights reserved.


    Published in the United States by Loveswept, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.


    LOVESWEPT is a registered trademark and the LOVESWEPT colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.


    This book contains an excerpt from the forthcoming book Darker the Release by Claire Kent. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the forthcoming edition.


    eBook ISBN 9781101886274


    Cover design: Lynn Andreozzi


    Cover photographs: Claudio Marinesco (man), Mayer George/Shutterstock (woman)


    www.readloveswept.com


    v4.1


    ep

  


  
    Contents


    
      



      Title Page


      Copyright

    


    
      Chapter 1

    


    
      Chapter 2

    


    
      Chapter 3

    


    
      Chapter 4

    


    
      Chapter 5

    


    
      Chapter 6

    


    
      Chapter 7

    


    
      Chapter 8

    


    
      Chapter 9

    


    
      Chapter 10

    


    
      Chapter 11

    


    
      Chapter 12

    


    
      Interlude

    


    
      About the Author


      The Editor’s Corner


      Excerpt from Darker the Release

    

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 1


    Kelly Watson heard her phone buzz with a new text as she was pulling into the parking lot of one of the city parks.


    It was almost eleven on Saturday morning, and Jesse’s flight back from Paris would have just landed, if it stayed on the schedule he’d mentioned. Kelly had met Jesse in a bar last weekend, and they’d gone back to his place afterward. The sex had been pretty good—standard-issue, nothing special—and she’d been hoping that the business trip he was leaving for the following morning meant she wouldn’t hear from him again.


    She hadn’t given him her number, but she’d told him she painted pet portraits—which was obviously a mistake. There weren’t that many pet portrait artists in the DC area, so she wouldn’t have been hard to look up.


    Maybe the text was from someone else. Maybe the client she was meeting at this park was running late.


    When she shifted her car into park, she reached for her phone and glanced at the screen.


    Hey, I’m back in town. Want to get together again? Got any time this weekend?


    Jesse.


    Damn it. He must have texted her as soon as his plane had touched down.


    A familiar tension roiled in her gut as she stared at the words. She hated when guys did this.


    She never pretended that her one-night stands were anything but casual, so there was no reason for anyone to try to turn them into something else. She didn’t do relationships, and doggy style on the bed while he tried to talk dirty certainly wasn’t going to change her mind.


    She sat for a minute, wondering if she should just ignore him. But he hadn’t been mean or inappropriate with her, and she didn’t like to be rude, so she tapped out a reply. Thanks. I had a good time too, but it was just the one time. Take care of yourself.


    She reread it, making sure there were no undercurrents of encouragement in the brief lines. She hit send and dropped the phone into the front pocket of her bag.


    Getting out of the car, she glanced down at herself to make sure she looked presentable. She had on one of her work outfits, consisting of a long, flowing, casual skirt, a tank top, and a thin tunic sweater. She’d set up her business when she was twenty-one, so she’d been doing this for seven years. In that time, she’d learned that clients expected a certain look from pet artists, and the slightly bohemian style—as long as it wasn’t too over-the-top—satisfied their expectations nicely.


    Pet portraits weren’t exactly a booming business, so she did anything she could to give herself an advantage. She’d done all right for herself, considering. The first few years had been slow, but she’d used her adoptive parents’ wealthy contacts in the area and had slowly built up a business. She’d made a living out of it for the last four years, but if her adoptive parents hadn’t left her a sizable inheritance, she never would have been able to afford her lifestyle.


    She swung her leather satchel over her shoulder and headed toward the entrance of the park. She was supposed to meet her client at eleven, so she was exactly on time.


    There was no sign of a man and a German shepherd hanging around the entrance, which was where she assumed they would meet up, so she waited for a few minutes, watching all the approaching cars.


    It was the weekend and a warm, sunny day in April, so the park was crowded. She’d never been to this park before, since she lived on the opposite end of town. There was a wide stretch of grassy lawns and several different trails that led into a wooded area.


    Her breath hitched at the sight of the woods. If this client wanted her to walk those trails with him, she would have to tell him no. She’d make up something about how she needed open areas like the lawns to get a good picture of the dog.


    She hadn’t gone beyond the edges of any woods since her father had been murdered eighteen years ago.


    When she felt a flash of overwhelming emotion at the memory, she pushed the thought away with a practiced mental strategy, breathing out, clearing her mind, and looking at the family of four approaching with their golden retriever.


    The dog had a good build, so she studied it, mentally sketching out a portrait of it in her mind.


    After a few minutes, the threat of the memory had cleared.


    At fifteen after eleven, she started to wonder if her client was waiting elsewhere in the park, since there was still no sign of him at the entrance. She walked down the main path and searched the wide lawns for a man with a German shepherd.


    She had to walk over the slight hill toward the trees before she saw him, throwing a Frisbee to the dog.


    She sighed, thinking it would have been polite had the man waited near the entrance for her like a normal person, but the wealthy types she catered to often weren’t thinking about what was convenient for her. She swallowed her faint annoyance and walked over to him.


    The dog was beautiful. Well-bred and healthy, with thick fur, good lines, and a powerful run. He would make a beautiful portrait, even if his owner was rather inconsiderate.


    Kelly pulled out her camera and snapped a few pictures as she approached. She usually painted from photographs, since that was easier for everyone—aside from the occasional client who mistakenly thought the portrait was “purer” when painted from real life. She always got to know the animals before she painted them so she could invest the paintings with personality, as well as get the visuals right.


    The man saw her approaching and taking pictures of the dog, so he stopped throwing the Frisbee and waited until she reached him.


    “Good morning,” she said with her professional smile. “He’s beautiful. His name is Chester?”


    The man frowned. She guessed him to be in his forties. He was very attractive, with a strong, lean body, dark hair, and the stance of a man who was used to being in authority. He didn’t look at all the way he’d sounded on the phone.


    “No,” he said, his voice deep and cultured. “It’s not.”


    Kelly gave a little start as she realized she might have made a mistake. “He’s not Chester? You’re not Mr. Verner?”


    “I’m not.” He tossed the Frisbee again, causing the dog to run exuberantly over to catch it.


    “Oh. Sorry.” She gave him a sheepish smile. “I’m supposed to meet someone with a German shepherd, and you’re the only one here who matches that description.”


    He smiled then, evidently assured she wasn’t some crazed stranger who was stalking his dog with a camera. “If it’s some sort of online dating hookup, you should get a better description of him, rather than just going for the dog.”


    There was amusement in his tone and a kind of teasing flirtation in his expression, making him even more attractive than before. She liked the little lines at the corners of his mouth and eyes, and she liked the warm chocolate brown of his eyes.


    His body was nothing to sneer at either—his muscle development graceful and strong, rather than bulky.


    As she’d been studying him, he’d been doing the same with her, his gaze crawling over her from her painted toenails in her sandals to her dark gold hair in a low ponytail. It was pretty obvious that he liked the looks of her, since his gaze heated up as he drawled, “He sure won’t be disappointed in you, though.”


    “It’s not an online dating thing,” she said, feeling a familiar prickle of excitement and interest running down her spine. Who was this guy, anyway? “It’s a client I’m meeting.”


    “I see.” He gave her a leisurely smile, his eyes lingering at the slight cleavage exposed at the neckline of her tank top. “Well, he still won’t be disappointed.” When his dog ran up to him, offering the Frisbee excitedly, the man grabbed it and tossed it again.


    “You move pretty fast, don’t you?” She was used to men coming on to her, but usually in bars or clubs, where they were clearly both there for that purpose. It wasn’t all that common for a man to come on strong like this in normal daily interaction.


    It was strangely exciting, though. Her heart was starting to beat faster as she waited for his response.


    He laughed softly, his eyes still lingering on her face and body in a way that felt deeply entitled. “You’re the one who approached me with a ridiculous pretense of looking for a client.”


    “Hey! That wasn’t a pretense. It was an honest mistake.” She pulled out her business card and offered it to him. “See.”


    The dog returned and, seeing that his owner was busy reading a business card, he flopped the Frisbee down at Kelly’s feet. She picked it up and gave it a good throw, watching the dog bound after it.


    “Pet portraits?” the man asked skeptically, with that same smug laughter in his eyes.


    “What’s your point?”


    “Nothing. You’re just that type, aren’t you?”


    “What type?”


    “Pet portrait artist. At one with the universe. Lover of flowers and trees and all furry creatures. Filling the world with pretty objects and warm fuzzies. I bet they call you Blossom, don’t they?” His tone was bone dry, as if far above such sentiment.


    He probably was. She could tell even from their brief interaction that he was too intelligent, too experienced, too competent to have patience with anything trite or saccharine.


    She liked that about him. Despite her intentionally bohemian appearance just now, she was as far as possible from those feelings herself.


    “You don’t know me at all,” she said, pleased at the cool aloofness of her tone.


    It just made him smile. When his dog lay down with the Frisbee, panting blissfully, the man started walking toward him, evidently expecting Kelly to fall in step with him. “I know a little about you. I know you paint pet portraits. I know you’re wearing vegan sandals and are reluctant to cut your hair. And I know you have on your bracelet various charms of dogs, cats, birds, and flowers.” He arched his eyebrows. “I think I’ve got a pretty clear sense of you.”


    The bracelet was stupid, but her clients always liked it, and her hair was indeed very long, hanging down to the small of her back. But this arrogant man couldn’t be more wrong.


    He might be eerily observant, but he knew nothing.


    “Is that right?” she replied, giving him arched eyebrows in response. “You might be surprised about me. But there’s no way I’d be surprised about you. I’d know your type in my sleep.”


    “Blossom, you could know my type in your sleep, if you asked nicely.”


    She felt another tingle of excitement at the sexiness of his tone but ignored it. “You wear a suit to work every day, don’t you?”


    “What does that have to do with anything?”


    “Nothing. It’s just your type. You’re one of those guys who wears a business suit like armor—going through the world as if the nameplate on your office entitles you to whatever you want. As if your bank account makes you superior.”


    The words weren’t particularly gentle, but he looked interested rather than offended. “What makes you think I have anything impressive in my bank account?”


    “Please. I know roughly how much that watch you’re wearing costs.”


    Because of the Watsons, her adoptive parents, Kelly was in good shape financially, but she didn’t own anything except her car that cost as much as the watch he was wearing.


    “And I bet you’re wondering why would I spend money on something so superficial when I could be donating it to all the homeless animals in the world?” Again, he was teasing in that intimate way, as if he really did know her.


    “I’m not like that,” she told him, speaking only the truth.


    “Sure you aren’t.” He flashed her a grin. “What happened to your client, anyway?”


    Kelly had actually forgotten about her client, so absorbed in the conversation had she been. She gave a little jerk and turned back to scan the park, focusing on the entrance, but there was no sign of another man with a German shepherd. “I think I’ve been stood up. It happens sometimes.”


    Just then, her phone chirped with another text, so she reached in to pull it out of her bag. “Maybe that’s him.”


    When she focused on the screen, she realized it wasn’t her client. Are you sure? I’d make it worth your while. Promise.


    She sighed. Jesse. Why the hell wouldn’t he just give up?


    “Not your client,” the man beside her said.


    She glanced up. “How do you know?”


    “I’m pretty good at reading expressions. Who is it? Your boyfriend being annoying?”


    He was actually quite close. Impressive, given that they were strangers. “No. Just a guy who won’t take no for an answer.”


    “He has my sympathy.”


    She sucked in a breath. “Why should he have your sympathy?”


    He had that smug, heated amusement in his eyes again. “To get a taste of a hot little thing like you—and then get the door slammed in his face? Can’t help but feel sorry for him.”


    “I didn’t slam the door in his face. I was nothing but honest with him. He’s the idiot who ignored what I told him and keeps bumbling on toward something he already knows he can’t have.”


    The man chuckled and reached out to run his fingers gently down a long strand of her hair. “It doesn’t matter what you tell him, blossom. You’ve got this gorgeous, untouched sweetness about you. It’s like a promise and a challenge.”


    Her whole body went hot at the texture of his words, at the tension and power she could feel in his hand, his shoulders, his gaze.


    She knew what he was referring to. She’d been born with clear creamy skin, pink cheeks, big blue eyes, and a heart-shaped face that gave the impression of innocence. There was no way she could dress that would change her natural look, even though she’d desperately tried when she was younger.


    “Don’t assume the way I look is the way I really am,” she said, her pulse starting to throb in her wrists and her throat. She knew how to recognize the look in this guy’s eyes.


    He wanted her.


    And despite his smug superiority—or maybe because of it—she wanted him too.


    She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so deeply attracted to a man. He wasn’t even her type. He was too old for her—with a dusting of silver in his hair—and she normally preferred blue-collar types. Military men. Cops. Firefighters. Construction workers. Men with calloused hands.


    Not like this guy at all.


    “I know who you really are,” he said, easing even closer to her so that her breasts brushed lightly against his chest for a moment. “You believe in love, don’t you?”


    It was so far from the truth, Kelly almost laughed. She hadn’t believed in love since her father was murdered. “You are so wrong about me, it’s not even funny. I bet I believe in love even less than you do.”


    “What do you believe in, then?” He was touching her hair again, skimming the tips of his fingers down the length of one loose strand.


    She could hardly believe he was a stranger. It felt like she knew him—all the way down to the core. “I believe in being self-sufficient, just like you do.” She leaned toward him just enough to graze her nipples against his shirt before she pulled back.


    “Do you?” There was a slight flush to his cheeks now, and it looked like he was breathing more quickly. He was definitely turned on. Just as turned on as she was. “What else do you believe in?”


    “I believe in seeing the world as it really is and not dreaming of romantic fairy tales, just like you do.” She knew this about him, as well as she knew it about herself.


    She saw the affirmation in his eyes, mingling with the blaze of desire. “And what else?”


    “And I believe in sex.” They were in a public park, but she didn’t care. Responding to the challenge he posed, she slid one hand down his chest, then his belly, until she reached his groin, which she gave a brief caress.


    She hadn’t been wrong. He was aroused. Hard in his jeans.


    His breath hitched at her touch, and she could see he was holding himself back. “What do you believe about sex?”


    “I believe people can come together for mutual gratification without all the baggage the world has built up around it.”


    “Ah,” he murmured thickly, settling one hand on the small of her back. “Free love, then? To go with the puppies and flowers?”


    “Not love. Sex. There’s no overlap unless you make it so.”


    “I don’t make it so.” He pushed her hips toward his body until she could feel his arousal against her middle.


    She was fighting to catch her breath, her pussy pulsing with desire, and her mind struggling to keep up with his quick wit. “Somehow, I knew that about you.”


    “I’ve met a lot of women who make such claims, but then they’re crying when I don’t call them the next morning.”


    “I’ve met a lot of men who do the same thing.”


    He shook his head, pushing his erection against her very slightly. To the people in the park, they must look like they were just hugging, but a hug was very far from what was going on between them.


    To Kelly, it felt more like battle. And she liked it. A lot. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this turned on, this invested in a conversation.


    “So, you don’t cry?” he asked, his brown eyes smoldering with lust, excitement, and intelligence.


    “I haven’t cried since I was ten years old.”


    That was true too. She hadn’t cried since the months after her father died. Her whole world had changed that year.


    “I still have no proof this is nothing but pretense on your side.”


    “Because I’m a woman? Because I have a sweet face? You’re old enough to know that appearances deceive. You can fuck me now, and I’d never give you a second thought. You’d never hear from me again.”


    “If I fuck you,” he murmured, “I promise you’ll think of me again.”


    “There’s no way you’re that good.”


    “You shouldn’t say such things. You’ll only be proven wrong.”


    “Your arrogance is astounding, but I still haven’t seen you follow through.”


    “You want me to follow through?” It was a genuine question. She could see that he was waiting for an answer as he watched her, even through the growing desire.


    “Oh, yeah.”


    She’d had sex with strangers before. All she’d ever had was sex with strangers. She didn’t normally have sex on a Saturday morning in the park, but there was no good reason not to.


    She wanted this man—like he was a challenge that must be met, a battle that must be won.


    “We’ll see,” the man said, sounding faintly skeptical, as if he still didn’t believe she took sex as casually as he did.


    “See how, exactly?” She raised her eyebrows in a question, a call to action.


    The man met the call, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the wooded area nearby. He snapped his fingers, and the dog stopped chewing his Frisbee and jumped to his feet to follow.


    Kelly’s breath caught in her throat as they neared the trees. “The car might be more comfortable.”


    “I’m not going for comfort here.” His grip was firm and strong and authoritative as he pulled her after him.


    She felt a wave of panic as they entered the trees, not at one of the trails, but in the thickly grown area closest to where they’d been standing.


    The woods were dark, unknown, everything hidden—masking horrors she just couldn’t face.


    When they’d gone a few feet in, she couldn’t make herself go any farther. She physically couldn’t do it, yanking her hand out of the man’s.


    He turned around with a resigned expression. “That’s what I thought.”


    He thought she’d given up. He thought he’d won.


    But he wasn’t going to win this, her phobia about the woods be damned. She grabbed his shoulders and pushed him against a large tree. “What did you think? That we would go deep in the woods where you could safely hide, where no one could ever see what we were doing? This is far enough.”


    There was more risk of being discovered, this close to the edge of the woods. They would be out of sight, but not very far.


    Kelly didn’t care. The fear of being caught was far milder than her fear of going deeper into the woods. Even now, a chill had broken out on her skin, almost distracting her from her arousal.


    Almost.


    The man smiled hotly and reached up to span her ribs with both hands, turning them around so her back was to the tree instead. “Here it is, then.” One of his thumbs moved so it was brushing against her nipple.


    Kelly felt like his thumb was branding her, as if she couldn’t feel anything else. She stared down at her body—at his strong, masculine hands curving around her ribs, at his thumb pushing against the soft swell of her breast, over the white fabric of her tank top.


    He looked down too. Noticed how she was watching the way he was touching her.


    He smiled then, like a predator. Moved his thumb until it was intentionally circling the hard peak of her nipple. “You like that, don’t you?”


    Kelly sucked in a ragged breath, her body responding powerfully despite the distraction of the woods. As his thumb teased her nipple, she could feel corresponding tugs between her legs.


    He was gazing down at his hand on her body, and he shifted it until he was cupping her breast. “Maybe the reason you’ve never thought about a man afterward is that the men you’ve fucked haven’t known how to handle your body.”


    “And you think you can?” Part of her wished she could pull away from him, escape from the woods, from the strength of the challenge he posed to her. Instead, she arched against the tree as he flicked his thumb over her nipple. “Women who rely on the man to make things happen for them in bed always end up disappointed. I’ve never made that mistake.”


    It was true. She came every time she had sex, but it was because she made sure it happened. Some men were good at sex. Some weren’t. Some tried to make sure the woman came. Some couldn’t care less. It didn’t make a difference. She had to be responsible for her own orgasm if she wanted to guarantee she reached it.


    His eyes crawled hotly up her body. From her straining breasts, to her bare neck, to the flush of her cheeks. He leaned his face into hers, spoke against her lips—his breath hot and moist on her skin. “Then I guess I’ll have to prove something to you.”


    “And what’s that?”


    “By the time I’m through with you, you’ll have surrendered your delusion of self-sufficiency.”


    “And by the time I’m through with you, all of your unrelenting alpha-maleness will be broken.”


    He smiled, as if pleased and surprised by her reply, and before she could say anything else, he claimed her lips in a hard, demanding kiss. Kelly really should have resisted, not rewarded the astounding arrogance, the entitlement with which he evidently lived his life.


    But instead she kissed him back.


    His lips and tongue waged an assault, plundering her mouth, nearly devouring her, but Kelly returned the kiss with just as much fervor and intensity. She tangled her tongue with his and then ravaged the inside of his mouth, trying to feel as much of him as she could.


    He made a guttural sound and fisted his hand in her ponytail. His other hand was still at her breast, and he squeezed the soft flesh and chafed the nipple until Kelly was moaning into his hot mouth.


    As they kissed, his hand moved from her breast to slide down her back, until it nudged under the waistband of her skirt. She could feel his fingers on the bare skin of her ass.


    “You really up for this?” he asked hoarsely, when he’d torn his lips away from hers.


    Kelly’s hands had ended up in his thick dark hair. “I am,” she said, grinding her breasts against his chest. “The real question is, are you?”


    Instead of answering, he adjusted their positions again, pushing her even more firmly against the rough tree. He dipped his hand into the low neckline of her tank top and pulled one of her breasts out of the cup of her bra.


    Kelly groaned as he leaned over to take her naked breast in his mouth. He suckled it, fluttering his agile tongue over her already sensitive nipple. She clawed at the back of his neck, the lingering fear from the woods intensifying her sensations far more than the possibility of their being seen or heard by anyone else in the park.


    The dog was lying down a distance away, chewing his Frisbee again.


    “No wonder those other men didn’t impress you.” He spoke over her skin, continuing to stimulate her with tantalizing nips and sucks. His hand moving from her back to start bunching up her skirt, he continued, “What you really want is a man to take you hard.”


    Kelly cried out breathlessly, her wet arousal beginning to throb as he skillfully worked her over. She should have been angered, offended by the words, and part of her was.


    But it wasn’t a part of her that mattered at the moment.


    She found the hard bulge at the front of his jeans, applying pressure with her hand. She spoke over the hoarse groan he released in response. “And what you really want is a woman who gives as much as she takes.”


    He scraped her breast with his teeth, causing Kelly to arch dramatically against the tree again.


    She found herself clumsily fumbling with the top button on his jeans, and he was kissing her again, his hand the only thing between her head and the tree. His lips were hungry and skillful, and his body was strong, hard, and hotter than anything else.


    And Kelly completely lost sight of the rest of the world. There was only this woods. This urgency and lingering fear. This desire. This heat.


    And this man.


    His cock was suddenly free. She didn’t—couldn’t—look down at it, but she could feel the hard, throbbing flesh beneath her hand.


    He was pushing into her, holding her trapped against the tree as he finished bunching her skirt up around her hips. Kelly was gasping frantically, one small part of herself wondering what the hell she was doing, but the rest of her nearly howling because she wanted him inside her so much.


    “Condom,” she managed to gasp.


    She had one in her bag, but he evidently had one himself, since he was pulling it out and unwrapping it, almost before she got the one word out.


    He was obviously that kind of man. Always with a condom at the ready.


    Like her.


    He rolled it on, and then his hands moved to her thighs, spreading them apart, spreading her open to him. His fingers nudged between her legs, couldn’t fail to notice how warm and wet her pussy had become.


    He bent his knees slightly until he could line up his cock at her entrance, pushing aside her panties and hooking one of his arms around her thigh to get her in position. His eyes were almost wild as they locked onto hers. “You can still change your mind, if you want.”


    “I’m not about to change my mind,” she gasped, feeling the head of his cock nuzzling her. The light friction was exquisite torture.


    He slid inside her in one fast stroke, nothing gentle or hesitant about the urgent lever of his hips.


    Kelly bit her lip hard, her tight inner muscles protesting the substantial intrusion. She was clutching his shoulders, and her fingers dug into his flesh.


    “Fuck!” he rasped, breathing hard against the skin of her neck. He repositioned his arms so that he was squeezing the cheeks of her ass with both hands, her thigh still hooked over his arm. “God, you’re tight. What kind of puny boys have you been fucking?”


    Without waiting for an answer he wasn’t going to get, he began to pump into her, bending his knees to accommodate her slightly shorter body and driving into her with hard, lateral thrusts.


    Kelly’s head fell back until it hit the tree, and she made a helpless noise as the initial discomfort from his size began to mingle with an urgent, growing need at her core.


    The motion didn’t feel tingly and pleasant, the way it had when he’d suckled her breast. But the friction felt full. And intense. And necessary.


    Her muscles relaxed around him and started to cling to his cock, and she grunted every time he pushed his way into her body.


    “You like it?” he demanded, on an urgent exhale. His body was tense, and the muscles of his neck and thighs were straining as he thrust. “You want this?”


    “Yeah,” she choked, the discomfort forgotten as a new pressure began to build, coalescing all around where his hard length was sliding slickly inside her. “Yeah.” One breathless word on each of his thrusts.


    Kelly tried to move her hips with his, wanting to intensify the friction the way she always did to make sure she reached orgasm. But she was trapped between his body and the tree, so she raised her leg higher in an attempt to wrap it around him.


    In response to the frantic insistence of her leg, he lifted her thigh higher with his forearm. He grabbed her ass again, spreading her open to him more completely. “Fuck,” he gasped, “you want more?”


    Now she was even more helpless, the one leg hanging over his arm and bouncing with their urgent motion. But she began to whimper as her pleasure spiraled up, the shift in position making the experience even hotter, more erotic. “Yeah,” she said hoarsely. “More. I’m not the little blossom you think I am. I can take everything you’ve got.”


    He was grunting and panting now too, his face strained, damp, and dirty. His rhythm was becoming less and less controlled, and he was slamming into her, slamming her up and back into the tree with the force of his thrusts.


    Her sore back was probably bruised, and her thigh muscles were aching from being stretched so unnaturally. Her butt was scraping against the tree bark, and she was sure the skin was now broken. And her pussy felt raw and overly sensitized from the rough stroking of his cock.


    But Kelly had never felt so alive in her life. She felt wild and dirty and sexy as she whimpered and gasped in his arms. Tried to rock her pelvis into the pistoning of his hips.


    This was who she really was. This was all she really wanted.


    And nothing that happened in the woods—now or in the past—really mattered in any way.


    She felt the pressure inside start to swell.


    “Fuck,” she choked, her voice almost unrecognizable and her damp hair clinging persistently to her blazing cheeks. “God, I’m coming.” Her body was shaking uncontrollably as the tension built up with each of his thrusts.


    “Yeah,” he said thickly, visibly holding back his own release. “Show me how you come.” His eyes were like nothing she’d ever seen in all her life. “Show me how you come when a man is giving it to you.”


    He was giving it to her. She wasn’t making sure she came the way she normally did. All of him was big and strong and hard and too much. And all of him was pushing into her, pushing against her, pushing her over the edge.


    Kelly came with a helpless sob, her body convulsing and her vision blurring. She felt him freeze, his cock buried inside her clenching muscles. Just as her waves of deep sensation started to lessen, she felt him pulsing inside her. Saw his tense face washed with an expression of helpless pleasure. Heard him give a rough, muffled shout as he finally let go of the tension.


    Which is when she felt a familiar heaviness that always followed her orgasms.


    Her body was saturated with a blissful languor in the wake of her climax, but she was more aware of the heaviness than normal. He was still holding her against the tree, his cock still sheathed inside her tight muscles, his hands on her thighs, his face buried in her neck, his breath even hotter than her skin.


    She pushed against him slightly, just enough to get him to move back. In response, he let her slide back to her feet, and she leaned against the tree to keep herself upright.


    “So what do you have to say now?” he asked, the smug smile returning to his lips, despite the pleased satisfaction reflected there.


    Fuck, the man was arrogant. Not that he didn’t have reason to be. That might have been the best sex she’d ever had. But still. Nothing had changed. She was still at the edge of the woods with an arrogant stranger—and a client who hadn’t shown up.


    She wanted to get away, to distract herself from the heaviness in her gut.


    “Not bad.” She smiled at him, so he wouldn’t think she was regretting what had happened.


    She wasn’t regretting it. It was sex. And sex would only ever be this one thing.


    “We both know it was better than that.”


    “Maybe. But your dog looks like he could use some water,” she said, “and I better get going, since my client was a no-show.”


    He looked like he was going to say something, but stopped when she reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out her business card, which he’d tucked there.


    “What are you doing?” he asked, his brow wrinkling.


    “Taking my card back.”


    “I can see that. But why?”


    “Because my phone number is on it, and I don’t go for seconds.”


    Something changed in his expression, a kindling of new interest. “What makes you think I want seconds?”


    “I have no reason to think you do. But just in case.” She smiled and reached up to give him a quick kiss on the side of the mouth. “You’re pretty good. Not that you need any affirmation.”


    She pulled down her skirt and smoothed her hair, so that she was respectable enough to be seen by the general public. She flashed him one more grin, since he was watching her quietly, and walked away.


    She had to fight not to limp, since she was really sore, but she kept her walk even until she was out of the trees.


    She was back in her car before her breathing evened out and her heart stopped racing. Her mind kept drifting back to the man as she pulled out of the parking lot, wondering who he was, what he was thinking now, what had made him what he was.


    Wondering what it would be like to fuck him again and why she even wanted to.


    But she kept fighting her mind, telling herself to focus on something else.


    It was just sex. It was just a random man.


    And it didn’t matter.


    Something else mattered, though. Something she rarely acknowledged had awakened inside her from the encounter she’d just had.


    She drove without conscious volition to another park—one all the way outside the city.


    This one was all wooded—made up of nothing but hiking trails.


    She sat in her car and stared at the sloping hills and thick trees, feeling a cold swell of panic rising up in her chest.


    She hadn’t been to this park in eighteen years, and she didn’t even know why she’d just driven here.


    It had something to do with that man—and nothing to do with him at all.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    Maybe the man had just been teasing, coming on to her with a smug attitude that normally worked with women. Maybe it had worked with her too. But he’d implied that she was weak, guided by soft feelings, incapable of being as strong and impersonal as he was.


    And it wasn’t true. It just wasn’t true. She’d lived through hell eighteen years ago, and she could face anything after that.


    Including this park. This woods. A certain hiking trail.


    Even this wasn’t enough to break her.


    So Kelly made herself get out of the car and stood holding on to the door until her legs stopped shaking.


    She was aching between her legs from the sex she’d just had, and her back and ass were burning from the scratches. It was easier to focus on those sensations than on the fear that was growing, rising as she stared at the entrance to the trails.


    There were a few cars parked in the lot, but no one was in sight. She stood a long time, trying to even out her breath, before she was capable of walking. She took step after step until she reached the trail’s beginning.


    It was the one on the left. She knew it.


    All she had to do was take a few more steps, and she’d be on the trail, into the woods. She’d known this trail by heart when she was a child, but other memories had blotted the knowledge out in the intervening years.


    A familiar panic overwhelmed her as she neared the trees—dark depths and tangled branches that hid dark secrets.


    But the fear was irrational. There were no dangers on this trail today. She wasn’t going to let a silly phobia cripple her like this. She could walk this trail—at least for a little while. She wasn’t so weak and cowardly as to turn back now.


    Closing her eyes, she took ten steps down the trail, almost stumbling on a large tree root.


    She had to open her eyes then, and the woods were already surrounding her. She turned instinctively and took a ragged breath as she saw the clear space and sunshine opening up back at the entrance.


    She was shaking all over, and she heard her dad’s voice, coming from somewhere far back in her memory. He was telling her not to run on ahead.


    He’d been a scientist—not a particularly athletic man in any way—but he’d enjoyed weekend hikes with her. He would tell her all about the trees and shrubs and birds and little critters, and she would try to race him up the steeper hills.


    There was a curve in the trail now, and she forced herself to keep walking, even though her vision was starting to blur. She could barely breathe, and her heartbeat pounded in her head and her feet.


    She was going to throw up. She was going to faint. She was going to fall into the darkness beyond the precipice she was barely clinging to right now, fall into the void.


    She heard her father’s voice again, echoing through the years.


    Kelly! Kelly Bird! Slow down! Wait for me!


    She was out of sight of him now—beyond a curve in the trail. She was jogging, but she tripped on a big rock and fell on her hands and knees.


    She scraped up her hands a bit, and it stung.


    Kelly stared down at her hands now. They were clean. Pale. Well manicured. No scrapes or cuts at all.


    Kelly Bird! No joke! Stop where you are and wait.


    She’d understood the edge of seriousness in his tone, and she’d stood up from her fall and not moved. She hadn’t always obeyed her parents, but she didn’t want her father to be angry.


    It was their Saturday hike together. They always had a good time.


    As she’d been waiting, she’d heard a deafening crack of noise, then a lot of rustling. And then—nothing. Not her father’s voice. Not the sounds of his footsteps catching up to her.


    Nothing.


    Dad? Dad, are you coming?


    Her words had echoed through the woods, met only with silence.


    So finally she’d turned around and walked back down the trail the way she’d come.


    When she got around the curve, she saw her father.


    He was lying on his back on the ground.


    When she ran over to him, she’d seen that part of his head wasn’t there anymore.


    It was blood and brains and pieces of skull, but not her father anymore.


    The rest of the day she couldn’t even remember. It blurred into a vague nightmare.


    But she remembered the trail, and she remembered her father’s dead body.


    She’d had to wait a long time before two more hikers passed by. She’d been covered with his blood by the time the police came.


    She was choking now, unable to breathe, unable to see, panic and nausea overwhelming her.


    She stumbled back toward the entrance, toward safety, falling twice because her eyes had darkened over.


    As soon as she cleared the trees, she bent over, dragging in desperate breaths.


    It took five minutes before she could stand upright again, and her whole body was damp with cold perspiration as she limped back to her car.


    She wasn’t weak, and she wasn’t a coward.


    That man hadn’t been right about her. She would never surrender her self-sufficiency.


    But this was one thing she couldn’t face.


    
      —
    


    She lived in a stylish apartment in a very expensive building, one she never would have been able to afford if she’d been living on just her income as a portrait artist. The doorman rushed over when he saw her, asking in concern if she was all right.


    She almost laughed. She was still pale and clammy from her panic attack earlier. She probably looked deathly ill.


    She reassured the kind man and got into the elevator, leaning against the wall and closing her eyes.


    When she got home, she would run herself a hot bath, pour a huge glass of wine, and soak until her mind was clear and the water got cool.


    So what if it wasn’t even two in the afternoon yet?


    She wondered what that man was doing now, whether he was thinking about her, whether she was lingering in his mind the way he was hers.


    The truth was, she wouldn’t mind seeing him again, fucking him again. Her body actually responded to the idea, as if it hadn’t been quite satisfied with their first round.


    And that was just plain annoying. She could imagine his gloating smile if he knew. He would think he’d proved something to her after all.


    When she unlocked her door and stepped inside, she abruptly stopped thinking about more hot sex with that man. Something was wrong. There were no visible signs of anything unusual, but something felt wrong.


    She knew why when she walked farther in, past the kitchen, and saw that there was a woman sitting on her couch.


    Her mother.


    Her real mother. Not the kind woman who had adopted her.


    Kelly hadn’t seen her mother in over seventeen years, not since she’d walked out one afternoon, saying she needed to do some errands and Kelly was old enough to fend for herself. She’d never come back.


    The woman had aged—obviously. The long gold hair was now gray and tucked back in a severe knot at the back of her head, and her face was tightly pinched, as if she’d spent too many years frowning.


    She probably had. Kelly had never known anyone as bitter, angry, and despairing as her mother had been for the months after her father’s death. She’d been cool and kind of distanced all of Kelly’s life. They’d never bonded the way she had with her father. But it was so much worse after her father’s death.


    Kelly had known instinctively—from the evening when she’d been sitting at home alone, wondering if she was supposed to fix her own dinner—that her mother had abandoned her. Every once in a while she thought about her, wondering what had become of her, whether she was still alive. Whether she regretted walking out.


    Evidently, she was still alive. And sitting in Kelly’s living room.


    “How did you get in here?” Kelly demanded, asking the most inconsequential question first.


    “It’s not that hard in this kind of place. Your handyman is sweet on you, and he now thinks your mama is surprising you for your birthday.”


    Kelly swallowed hard as her body swayed. Her knees were weakening. This was just one blow too many for the day.


    She carefully walked over to sit on an upholstered chair across from the couch. “I thought you might be dead.”


    Maybe the words sounded heartless, but this was the woman who’d walked out on her without a word when she wasn’t even eleven.


    “Not yet,” her mother said, still clipped, emotionless.


    “So what are you doing here?”


    “I’ll get to that soon enough.” She glanced at Kelly’s leather bag, which she’d dropped on the floor. “You were meeting a client?”


    “Yeah.”


    “You’ve made a success of yourself—which can’t have been easy with such an idiosyncratic line of work.”


    Kelly shrugged, finding it hard to be pleased at the approval when her mother was studying her like a pinned insect. “I do all right.”


    “Your client didn’t show up?”


    “No, he—” She broke off and sucked in a sharp breath. “How do you know he didn’t show up?”


    “Because I was the client.”


    Kelly was too dazed to put any pieces together. None of this made sense. “I spoke to a man—”


    “An acquaintance of mine, since the voice needed to be male. But I arranged for the meeting in the park.”


    “But why? You didn’t show up there.”


    “No. I didn’t intend to.” Her mother folded her hands in her lap in an ironically ladylike gesture. “But you met someone else there, didn’t you? A man with a German shepherd?”


    Kelly gasped again, her mind whirling helplessly, trying to figure out what was happening here. “Yes. How did you—”


    “He always goes to that park on Saturday mornings with that dog of his.”


    “You wanted me to meet him? Why? Why do you give a damn what I do?”


    “You’re my daughter, aren’t you?”


    “Am I?” There was bitterness in Kelly’s tone now—a bitterness she couldn’t hide. She’d had no fantasies about her mother being here for any sort of peacemaking or family bonding. She’d never really thought her mother was particularly fond of her, and she’d been sure of it after her father died. An obsessive need for justice had consumed the woman, hardening her softer feelings, until she’d completely tossed her daughter aside, leaving her alone in a little apartment to make her own way in the world.


    Kelly had learned that lesson well, and any maternal feelings her mother had ever had were obviously completely deadened now.


    “You’re my blood,” her mother said, pinning her with a cool gaze. “And that’s more important than you think.”


    “Okay, fine. I’ll hear you out, but I’m an adult now, and I make my own decisions about my life.” Kelly was pleased when she sounded calm and confident, since she felt nothing of the kind. “Who was the guy in the park?”


    “His name is Caleb Marshall.”


    If Kelly expected the identity of the sexy, arrogant man to be significant, she was sorely disappointed. She blinked. “Am I supposed to know who that is?”


    “Yes. If you loved your father at all, you would know who it is.”


    Kelly actually jerked in response to the brittle words. “What is that supposed to mean?”


    “It means that justice for your father was never important to you, and you’ve evidently tried to wipe the memory from your life completely.”


    Justice was important to Kelly, but she was too jaded now to believe anything like justice was possible in the world. And her mother was right about her wiping the trauma with her father completely out of her life. She made a point of never thinking about it—any more than she had to—since it simply hurt too much.


    Today had proven that, if nothing else did.


    “What good would it do to dredge it up now? And what does Caleb Marshall have to do with it?”


    It was strange to associate a name with the man she’d fucked a little while ago. He didn’t feel like a Caleb to her, although she wasn’t sure what name would suit him better.


    Her mother’s face was ice cold as she bit out the next words. “Caleb Marshall is the CEO of Vendella and Co.”


    If she’d been slapped across the face, Kelly couldn’t have been more stunned. She saw white for a moment as her brain tried to process what she’d just been told.


    She’d known the man was a business suit power player. She wasn’t surprised he was an executive at some big company. But not Vendella. She couldn’t even take it in.


    Vendella had killed her father.


    Her father had been a research scientist for a pharmaceutical company called Vendella and Co., which, as it turned out, was not an enviable position when results didn’t come back like they wanted.


    “Yes,” her mother went on. “He’s the CEO.”


    “He’s too young,” Kelly gasped, clinging to the threads of reason. “He’s too young. Eighteen years ago, he’d have been—he’d have been in his twenties. Way too young.”


    “He wasn’t the CEO then. He is now.”


    This piece of information allowed Kelly to take a full breath. “Then it wasn’t him. It wasn’t him.” She was leaning over in her chair with her arms hugging her stomach.


    If she’d just fucked the man who gave the order for her father to be killed, then she might have to go drown herself in her bathtub.


    “Are you really so naïve? You think only one man was responsible? Marshall wasn’t the CEO then, but he was working for Vendella. He was a project manager. He managed your father’s project.”


    Kelly lost her breath again and leaned over farther. “So, what are you saying?”


    “I’m saying his entire career is thanks to the success of that one project. What do you think would have happened if your father had gone through with exposing those damaging findings? Caleb Marshall would have been ruined. Are you going to sit there and tell me Marshall wouldn’t have done anything to stop that from happening?”


    Kelly thought about Caleb, the man who had just fucked her hard and rough against a tree. That man was powerful. Ambitious. Frighteningly intelligent. Used to getting anything he wanted.


    She could fully see him being utterly ruthless if something stood in his way.


    Her father.


    She raised her hand to her mouth.


    “You see it now too,” her mother said. “It’s in his nature.”


    “Do you have…proof?” Kelly had trouble speaking, since her throat was closing up.


    Her mother handed her a sheet of paper.


    It took Kelly a few moments to focus on the words, but then she read what was evidently a memo.


    It came back to her then. She’d seen this memo before. It was the piece of evidence that her mother had used to try to get the police to make a case against Vendella.


    It was a memo written by her father, saying he was concerned about some of the research he was doing on a potential new medication they were developing.


    Kelly stared and stared and stared at the name on the TO: line. Caleb Marshall.


    “This isn’t real proof,” she said at last. “It doesn’t mean he had him killed.”


    “Of course it’s not real proof. If I had any new proof, I would have tried the police again. They wouldn’t believe me now any more than they believed me back then.”


    The police had closed the case quickly, calling it a random mugging, since her father’s wallet had been taken. Her mother had believed differently from the very beginning, since she’d known her husband had decided to blow the whistle on the company once they’d continued pursuing the development of the medication despite the problematic findings. But no one believed her. With nothing else to do, she’d spent months filling Kelly’s head with bitter hate for Vendella, making her listen as her mother scoured memos and reports and endless files, searching for concrete evidence to implicate Vendella in the murder. Kelly had believed her mother, turning Vendella into a kind of monster in her mind.


    Even now, the sound of the company’s name caused a chill to break through her spine.


    But there had never been any proof. No one believed her mother. And finally the woman had just walked out on everyone.


    Including Kelly.


    “Then why do you think it was Cal—”


    “Because it’s his name on the memo. He knew what your father knew, and he knew your father wasn’t going to let it go. He had the most to lose, and he was the one who gained the most from the murder. Use your brain! Obviously, the top-level executives would have been involved, but in any scenario, Caleb Marshall would have been at least partly responsible.”


    It did make sense. Kelly couldn’t imagine a scenario where the project manager wouldn’t know that one of his research scientists was about to turn on the company—unless no one knew at all, when obviously they did.


    Her mother handed her a file of papers, and Kelly opened it with trembling hands, staring down at it blankly until the words unblurred again. It was a dossier on Caleb. His picture—grinning smugly at the camera—and the details of his birth, the son of a self-made millionaire, his childhood in DC, his education at fancy private schools and then the Ivy League for college on an accelerated track and a joint graduate degree in business and medicine. He’d climbed the corporate ladder quickly—too quickly to be the result of nothing but hard work.


    He was either blessed with the kind of luck the gods only dreamed of or he wasn’t afraid of taking shortcuts.


    Kelly flipped the pages of the file. Stacks of articles, documents, correspondence from his years at Vendella. “Where did you get all this?”


    “I’ve been working with a private investigator. Read through all that, and you’ll see the lengths he’ll go to to get his way. It’s not a pretty picture.”


    “The detective hasn’t been able to get any proof about the murder though?”


    “Nothing that will cause the authorities to change their minds.”


    “So, what am I supposed to do?”


    “How did you get along with Marshall?”


    “What do you mean?” Finally, Kelly looked up from the file to catch a coldly calculating expression on her mother’s face.


    “Did you hit it off?”


    Kelly suddenly realized what her mother was asking. “He seemed like a spoiled asshole.”


    “That’s what he is, but that wasn’t my question. Did he seem interested in you?”


    “Why would he—”


    “Because he likes attractive women in their twenties.”


    Somehow, Kelly wasn’t surprised she wasn’t the first young woman he’d hit on. “Maybe. I don’t know.”


    “Why don’t you know? You’ve been around the block enough. You’d know if a man was interested.”


    Kelly felt a sudden flash of horror, picturing herself coming hard around Caleb’s cock, her skirt hiked up around her hips.


    “You screwed him, didn’t you?” her mother asked.


    “I didn’t—what—”


    There was absolutely nothing Kelly could say.


    “Why bother with embarrassment? I know all about your habits. And this actually works perfectly.”


    “What works perfectly?”


    “You need to get close to him.”


    “Close to him? Why?”


    “Because we need proof. Some sort of evidence. If there was any other way to get it, I would have found it by now. But there’s not. There’s no way I can get close enough to him to search his home and computers, but you can. You can.”


    “You want me to—”


    “Get close to him.” The words were like chips of ice. “Any way you can. Get close enough to bring the man down.”


    Kelly thought for a moment she might actually faint.


    This was too much. Simply too much.


    “You’re crazy! I’m not a spy. You want me to fuck him again, knowing that he was responsible for—”


    She had to break off the words because the reality suddenly came home for her. She’d had sex with the man responsible for her father’s death. He might not have pulled the trigger, but he’d killed her father just the same.


    And she’d allowed him into her body, she’d felt his hands all over, she’d surrendered part of herself to a man she could only hate.


    The wave of nausea was too strong, and it drove her to her feet. She jumped up and ran for the bathroom, gagging a few times as she processed the truth.


    It was too horrible to accept. Too horrible to allow.


    She stood over the toilet, waiting to vomit, but it never came.


    Her mother’s voice came from behind her. “You’ll have to be stronger than that, if you’re going to get this done.”


    “I’m not going to get any of this done. It’s crazy, and I’m not going to do it.”


    “Yes, you will. If you ever want to live with yourself, after today, you’ll do it.”


    “It will never work. He’ll find out who I am.”


    “No, he wouldn’t. I paid good money to bury the records of your identity. He won’t find anything.”


    “I still won’t do it.”


    When her stomach had settled enough, Kelly went over to the sink to splash water on her face.


    “Just go away. Why are you all of a sudden so set on this anyway? You’ve had eighteen years to put your ridiculous plans into place. Why now?”


    She was drying her face when her mother responded, no resonance at all in her tone. “Because I’m dying. It’s now or never.”


    Kelly gasped and whirled around, clutching the towel in her hand.


    “Cancer,” her mother said blandly. “I have no more than three months. Do this for me now, so I can die in peace.”


    “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. But you abandoned me when I was ten, so I’m not sure what you expect of me now. Blood just isn’t enough. Not to do this. It will never work, and I can’t even stand the thought of the man now, much less get close enough to him to”—she shook her head—“I’ve put all this behind me. I’m not going to let it drag me down now.”


    “You haven’t put it behind you. Don’t lie to me about that. I’ve been watching you for a while now. You don’t let yourself get close to anyone. You never risk a real relationship. You never let anyone really touch you. Why do you think that is? It’s because you’re still trapped in the same nightmare I am—the utter injustice that has no answer. Well, here’s your chance to answer it, to move on at last. And to let me die with some sort of peace.”


    For a moment, just a moment, Kelly wanted that so much she could taste it. Closure. Peace. Healing. An answer. Something to cover the dark void beneath the precipice she always felt perched on.


    But it was too slim a hope, and there was no way she could do what her mother wanted her to do. The woman must be completely heartless to even ask it of her.


    Heartless. Or desperate.


    “He thinks he’s untouchable, Kelly. We can’t let it him get away with it forever.”


    “No,” Kelly said again. “That’s my final answer.”


    “You say that now, but I don’t think it is.”


    
      —
    


    It took almost an hour before Kelly could get rid of her mother, and she had to drink the rest of an opened bottle of wine before she could dull the pain of the day.


    She fell asleep or passed out afterward, waking to the sound of her telephone.


    It was Reese. Her friend. Her only real friend, whom she’d known since high school. Wanting to go out for the evening.


    Kelly blinked at the clock to discover that it was after nine. She felt like absolute crap, but the empty apartment and the memory of Caleb—and her mother—and her father—rose up to meet her in the void. Quickly, she told Reese she had to shower and get ready, but could do something afterward.


    They ended up going to a trendy pub in Georgetown, since Reese currently had a thing for academic types.


    Kelly already had a headache, so she didn’t drink very much, but she flirted with every guy who approached in an attempt to wipe out her conflicted thoughts.


    It was wrong of her mother to ask something like this of her. It was absolutely wrong.


    And the thought of Caleb and his fine body, hard cock, and cold, calculating mind still made her stomach churn in horror and disgust, partly because it still turned her on.


    Why the hell had she been so stupid as to fuck him in the park? She couldn’t forget how good it had been. And now she’d fallen right into her mother’s trap.


    He probably was at least partly responsible for the death of her father, if not the primary guilty party. She completely believed he was capable of it. That afternoon, she’d read through the file her mother had given her. As promised, it wasn’t pretty at all. He’d blackmailed and extorted. He’d ruined people’s lives. It was widely believed in certain circles, although never proven, that he stole the research that led to the development of one of Vendella’s most profitable medications.


    The man was a monster in a five-thousand-dollar suit.


    But she would have to hate him at a distance. She couldn’t do anything else.


    “What’s the matter with you tonight?” Reese asked, turning away from the law student she’d been chatting with. He was too young for her, but Reese didn’t care about such things. She was pretty and tiny, with dark hair and big brown eyes, and she was a serial dater, always desperately in love with whatever man she happened to be with until she decided he wasn’t in fact the love of her life.


    “Nothing. What do you mean?”


    “I thought you were going to launch yourself at that guy just now. I mean, you always come on strong, but not that strong. It’s like you’re possessed.”


    “I’m not possessed. Just horny.”


    Reese was peering at her. “I don’t think so. Something is eating at you.”


    “Nothing is eating at me.” Kelly was closer to Reese than anyone else, but there was no way in hell she would tell her about Caleb or her mother.


    “Okay. You don’t have to tell me.”


    Kelly sighed, feeling like she’d hurt Reese’s feelings. She hated feeling guilty like that, and Reese was the only one who could make her feel that way so easily.


    “I’m sorry. I just can’t talk about it now.”


    Reese’s expression relaxed. “Well, tell me later, then. Did you meet someone?”


    Kelly rolled her eyes at the sparkle in Reese’s. “No, I didn’t meet anyone.” It wasn’t exactly true, but meeting Caleb was closer to a nightmare than a potential romantic interest.


    Before Reese could reply, Kelly’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out and blinked down at the screen for a long time after she read the words.


    Let’s not call it seconds. Let’s just say it’s more of the first time. Tomorrow evening?


    Kelly’s breathing was loud and ragged as she stared down at the text. It was Caleb, although he hadn’t used his name. Asking to meet up with her again—in his typically clever, arrogant way.


    He’d probably killed her father, and now he was asking her for a date.


    He wanted to fuck her again, and her body kind of wanted it too.


    A surge of rage swept through her, the likes of which she’d never experienced before.


    “What is it?” Reese demanded, grabbing Kelly’s arm. “What’s the matter? Did something happen?”


    Something had happened. Caleb Marshall had happened. And ten-year-old Kelly’s life had gone into a downward spiral she’d never been able to pull out of.


    But she wasn’t helpless. And she wasn’t weak.


    Caleb wasn’t as untouchable as he thought, and he wasn’t irresistible either.


    So Kelly tapped out her reply.


    I guess. As long as we’re not talking about seconds. They’re never as tasty as the first time.


    Not seconds. Dessert.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    Caleb Marshall told himself not to be a heartless ass and to make the damn call.


    It was already four, which meant it was after ten in Paris. Pretty soon, it would be too late to phone, and he knew he needed to get it over with today.


    So he stopped procrastinating, hit send on an email, and reached over for his phone.


    He’d known Wes since first grade, but he hadn’t talked to him in more than two years. He hated making calls like this.


    “Fuck,” Wes said, answering on the second ring without any semblance of a greeting. “If even you are making a pity call, then I must be in really bad shape.”


    Typical.


    “Are you?”


    “What do you think?”


    “I have no idea. But I’m sorry about your mom.” Caleb said the words automatically, since they were the ones he’d called to say. They felt artificial, though, as if they weren’t what needed to be said.


    “Yeah. How did you hear?”


    “I ran into your dad the other day. What’s the prognosis?”


    “Two or three months? They don’t really know. They’ve got nothing left to try.”


    “We’ve got a couple of projects in the works, but they won’t be ready for clinical trials until next year.”


    “Yeah. There’s nothing to hope for here.”


    Caleb didn’t answer. He didn’t know what to say, and he didn’t like feeling that way. He was tempted to end the conversation quickly, but, if he had a friend in the world, it was Wes.


    “Are you coming home any time soon?” he asked at last.


    “I’m going to try to get over there in a couple of weeks.”


    “Good. Give me a call when you’re in town.”


    “Will do. Any new trauma with you?”


    “I don’t do trauma.”


    “I guess the one was enough for any lifetime.”


    A brief cringe shuddered through Caleb at the words.


    “It wasn’t a trauma.”


    “Yeah, it was. It just lasted more than a year.”


    Caleb sat in silence, his whole body tense for a moment before he made himself relax. This was why he hadn’t wanted to make this call, why he hadn’t touched base with Wes for so long.


    His friend knew everything—his entire history—even things that didn’t need to be remembered.


    Caleb wasn’t that helpless boy anymore. He’d constructed a life to ensure he wasn’t. And he didn’t like to be reminded of who he used to be.


    “Well, maybe I can catch you when you’re in town,” he said at last.


    “Still the same old Caleb. The minute it turns real, you’re out.” Wes sounded resigned, not annoyed. “But thanks for calling anyway.”


    After saying good-bye, Caleb set down the phone and tried to focus again on his email. His father had died in his sixties and his mother a few years ago. There was no one left from childhood now. No one but Wes.


    He brushed away the thought—and the memories it evoked—so he could work. He had other things to focus on now anyway.


    And a date tonight he was really looking forward to.


    Caleb had a long-standing habit of working in the office on Sunday afternoons.


    He usually took Saturdays as a break, except for email and the occasional phone call, but by Sunday morning he was itching to get to all the work waiting to be done in the office. So years ago he’d given up on the pretense of a weekend and just started going in.


    His staff technically had the weekend off, but a lot of them ended up coming in on Sunday afternoons anyway.


    It made things easier for him, so he never tried to stop them.


    He’d been in the office for five hours already, since eleven that morning, and he’d completed the project he’d wanted to get done today. He wasn’t meeting Kelly until seven that evening, though, so he’d started to go through some of his email before he’d called Wes.


    His inbox was like a bottomless pit. Any time he got even close to clearing it out, it would pile up again in less than an hour. Even with Linda culling through it several times a day, they never seemed to make any progress.


    Sometimes he was tempted to just delete his account and tell everyone to contact him by mail or phone. He was in charge here. What could they do? There were plenty of executives who demanded companies adapt to their eccentricities. Maybe refusal to use email would be his.


    Even as he stared at the screen right now, at just after four on a Sunday afternoon, three more emails came in, and he felt the familiar tightening at the back of his skull at the thought of all of the email still waiting for him.


    When he’d started working for Vendella as a young man, his biggest source of stress had been keeping up with email so no one thought he was lazy or incompetent.


    One would think the last twenty years would have made more of a difference.


    He was replying to one of the messages Linda had tagged as “priority” when she tapped on his office door and walked in. She was a plain, quiet woman in her fifties. She’d been his assistant for fifteen years, and she was always in the office when he was.


    “Here’s the information you wanted on Miss Watson,” she murmured, placing a file in his inbox. “And are you available for a call from Richard Helms?”


    Caleb made a face, but nodded his affirmation as he reached for the file Linda had just put together. “Give me fifteen minutes.”


    When Linda left his office, he opened the file to find a picture of Kelly, standing with a friend of hers outside of a stone building. She wore jeans and a fitted T-shirt, and her hair was pulled into a long ponytail. She was smiling broadly, as if she’d been laughing.


    She looked different in the casual clothes, but she had the same fresh beauty—glowing with a kind of innocence that was impossible to ignore. As if she weren’t jaded and corrupted by experience with the world.


    She’d said that appearances could lie, and he knew it was true, but he still felt that pull of attraction and curiosity—as if she were a quest that must be undertaken.


    He genuinely hadn’t known if she would agree to a second date with him. He’d believed her when she’d said she didn’t do seconds. He was actually a little disappointed that she’d given in so easily, but another round of sex like the first one they’d had would do a lot to ease that disappointment.


    He glanced through the information on her that Linda had collected. Twenty-eight. Adopted by Mel and Irma Watson when she was eleven.


    She’d gotten through high school without any honors and then had gone to an expensive art school. She’d started building her business as a pet artist immediately afterward, and nearly everything available online about her was connected to her work.


    She’d never been married. Never been arrested. Never done anything particularly noteworthy.


    There was no reason why she should be so fascinating to him. But the sex had been really good, and that was reason enough, as far as he was concerned.


    Sex had been boring lately. He dated often enough, but never for very long. The women would start to whine or cling or demand he change his habits, which he wasn’t about to do. So he’d send them an expensive gift, and end it with as little mess and drama as possible.


    More and more, he was just using women from a high-class escort service, since it was easier and cleaner. But that got old after a while too.


    Kelly was the first woman to leave him wanting more in a really long time.


    After reading the file, he slid it into his top drawer and tried to focus on work again. He had to talk to Richard Helms, who led Vendella’s marketing division. He was putting up a fight about Caleb’s directive to trim the marketing staff by ten percent, so now Caleb had to deal with the headache.


    He didn’t take pleasure in layoffs. They were unfortunate, but necessary in the current environment. Sometimes hard decisions had to be made to protect the company—even if it meant hurting people in the process.


    One of the reasons he was sitting where he was now was because he could make the hard decisions without flinching.


    Business was business. And taking it personally was always a mistake.


    
      —
    


    Almost three hours later, he was leaving the building, having gotten through the conversation with Helms and two more hours of work besides.


    The cute blonde who was temporarily working building security in the lobby smiled at him as he walked by.


    He smiled back. They’d had an eye-flirtation going on for a few weeks now, ever since she’d begun the job—filling in for one of the regular staff who was out for surgery. As soon as her temporary position was over, he was definitely planning to give her a good fuck.


    He had no doubt she’d be amenable to the idea.


    He stopped at the coffee shop next door to grab a coffee and mentally cringed when he saw who was behind the counter.


    He never should have screwed that redhead. He’d known she worked just next to his building, so he would likely continue to see her occasionally. They’d had one hot night, and he would have been satisfied with the encounter, but she’d kept coming on to him in the days afterward, until he’d had to be quite rude to get her to back off.


    She looked at him now like he was some sort of monster as she coldly handed him his coffee.


    It had been one time, and he’d never claimed to want anything but sex. If she’d imagined something else might happen afterward, then she was just deluded.


    He didn’t do relationships. He just didn’t have time. He liked women and he liked sex, but only if things were kept simple.


    He couldn’t handle this kind of lingering messiness, some silly girl’s attempt to guilt him into thinking he’d treated her poorly.


    He forgot about the redhead as soon as he crossed the street, walking the two blocks to the hotel bar where he’d arranged to meet Kelly.


    He arrived a few minutes after seven and glanced around to see if she was there yet.


    When there was no sign of her, he went to the bar and ordered a scotch, glancing down the line of stools and idly admiring the long legs of one of the women sitting on the opposite corner. He glanced up, but she wasn’t pretty enough to interest him, so he let his gaze move on.


    At a quarter after seven, Caleb was starting to get annoyed. Being a few minutes late for a date was normal. Women seemed to do it on purpose, so they could make an entrance or feign a degree of disinterest. But Caleb was not used to waiting this long for anyone.


    She better not have stood him up.


    He wasn’t a fool. The sex had been just as good for her as it had been for him. There was no way she was faking her responses to him.


    No matter what she said, she would want to get together with him again—just as he wanted her.


    If she didn’t show up, then she was playing some sort of game, and women never won when they tried to play games with Caleb.


    He was starting to get angry when he saw her enter. She was dressed differently tonight—wearing heels and a short, sexy dress in a striking shade of bronze. Her hair was pulled back in a loose braid that was unexpectedly sexy.


    She’d obviously made an effort with her appearance, which confirmed his belief that she wasn’t at all indifferent to him.


    She smiled distractedly when she saw him and came over, setting the beaded clutch she held on the bar.


    “I was starting to wonder if you were going to come,” he said, feeling a familiar tightening of his groin at the sight of the clear, fair skin of her neck and shoulders, the graceful lines of her arms and legs.


    “I wasn’t sure myself,” she admitted. She was having trouble looking him in the eye, which was strange after the direct way she’d acted with him the day before. “I told you I never do this.”


    He leaned forward, holding her eyes intentionally, since her flitting gaze was starting to bug him. “So why do this now, then?”


    She took an odd little breath and looked him square in the eye. “I don’t really know. Just something to try, I guess.”


    His smile broadened. “Sounds perfectly reasonable to me.”


    “How did you get my number?” she asked, after the bartender came over and she ordered red wine.


    “I remembered your name from the business card, so I just looked you up. Wasn’t that hard.”


    “Oh.” Her eyes flickered down and then up again. There was definitely something elusive about her tonight that hadn’t been present just yesterday.


    It was almost like she was nervous. Women often were around him, but she hadn’t been nervous at all yesterday.


    Maybe in the interim she’d found out who he was.


    As if in response to the thought, she said, “Are you planning to tell me your name, or is this supposed to be truly anonymous?”


    “You don’t already know it?”


    “How would I already know it?” She looked a little calmer and was able to hold his gaze without wavering. “You’re not famous, are you?”


    “No. I’m a businessman. But some people know who I am.”


    “That’s your arrogance talking. I’m not likely to know or be impressed by a random businessman.” She reached over to skate her fingers over his shirt sleeve, which was propped on the bar. Her eyes focused on her fingers and not on his face. “So, what is your name?”


    “Caleb.”


    “Ah. It’s nice to meet you, Caleb.”


    She smelled of something light and fresh, and her face looked even more sweet and dewy in the artificial light of the bar. Her body was close to his now, tantalizing in all the little moves she made.


    Tension hardened in his neck and his groin as he felt arousal deepening. He wanted her again, and he didn’t want to chat endlessly in some pretense of civility in order to get her.


    “So what do you think? Have we done the social thing long enough?”


    She blinked, her lips parting slightly in lovely confusion. It took a minute for her to understand what he was asking, but her cheeks darkened when she did. “You move fast, don’t you?”


    “I think I proved that yesterday.”


    “Well, yeah. I was wondering if it would be different tonight.”


    “Why would it be? That’s why you’re here, right? Or were you expecting simple sex to turn into some sort of saccharine romance?” His tone had an edge he hadn’t intended. He was suddenly worried that she was expecting more.


    All of his interest would die an instant death if he discovered she was after something serious with him.


    She made a choking sound and turned her head away briefly. “You’ve got to be kidding. I thought I made that clear yesterday.”


    “Sometimes things change from day to day.”


    “Not this.”


    “Good.” He reached over to slide his finger down a length of deep gold hair that had escaped her braid.


    “No touching during the social time,” she teased lightly, playfully batting his hand away.


    He moved his hand back, relaxing into the kind of rivalry they’d enjoyed yesterday in the park. “I thought the social time was over.”


    “That was just wishful thinking on your part. I never agreed to that timetable.”


    “So what’s your timetable?” He leaned forward so he was hovering over her, using his size to make her feel his presence.


    Her breath quickened, so he knew she felt it. “I’m not sure yet.”


    “Well, decide quickly—because there’s something about you, something about the untouched look of you, that makes me really want to touch.” The gravelly texture of his voice was genuine. He was intensely aroused now and having trouble not grabbing her and pressing himself against her.


    She slowly lifted her hands until they were resting on his shoulders. He took this as an invitation and moved his face so his lips were just a breath away from hers. “So, the social time is over, then?” he murmured.


    She was breathing so fast she was almost panting, and he could feel the urgent tension in her body. She was just as turned on as he was. He felt a surge of pleasure at this thought.


    Suddenly, she pushed him away. “I’m sorry,” she choked, grabbing her clutch and straightening to her feet. “I can’t do this.”


    Caleb froze for a moment, watching her walking away from him, stumbling slightly as she did so.


    What the hell? She was leaving him like this? She looked upset, like she was on the verge of tears.


    And he’d done absolutely nothing.


    When he registered the situation, he experienced a wave of annoyance and frustration. Women didn’t just walk out on him like this—certainly not without explanation.


    So he followed her. He would never pressure her into doing anything—that was the refuge of a lesser man—but he would at least get an explanation.


    “What are you doing?” he demanded, falling in step with her in the lobby of the hotel.


    “I told you. I’m leaving.”


    He reached out to grab her arm to keep her from going any farther. “But why? You can’t tell me you don’t want me too.”


    “I don’t”—she shook her head roughly—“it’s too complicated,” she continued. “But I don’t want to be here anymore. Please let me go.”


    He almost groaned in exasperation and resisted the urge to shake the truth out of her. Instead, he said mildly, “At least let me walk you to your car.”


    She gave him a quick look, but then nodded mutely.


    They walked down the sidewalk toward her car in silence. The moon shone on her face, and he noticed long strands of hair slipping out of her loose braid.


    Despite the murmuring resentment, he was once more aware of his intense attraction for her. His body stirred again as he studied her out of the corner of his eyes. He noticed her supple lips, the trace of nipples through the fabric of her dress, the unconscious swing of her hips.


    He waited for her to say something, explain why she’d suddenly broken the way she had—as if something was driving her that he was completely oblivious to. But she never did. She walked in complete silence, and it would feel like a defeat for him to break the silence himself.


    Eventually, they made it to her car. He’d taken note of it yesterday. Expensive. Not ostentatious.


    “All right,” she said, with an obvious conclusion in her voice. She stood next to the driver’s side door and stared at him impatiently. “Thanks. Sorry the night didn’t turn out the way we thought.”


    He pressed his lips together, fighting back annoyance at her stubbornness and at how she was blatantly trying to get rid of him, when it was quite clear that she still wanted him. “Tell me what’s wrong, Kelly.” He paused for her to answer, but she didn’t. “If you need some sort of help, then just tell me.”


    She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “I don’t want your help. I don’t even know you.” She focused on his face with a strangely tired gaze. “You’re not someone I’d turn to for help.”


    She didn’t know him, which meant she didn’t trust him. He didn’t know or trust her either. But he was fascinated, and he was sure now that she was in some sort of trouble, which would explain her strange reactions to him.


    Caleb hated not knowing things, especially things that affected him in any way.


    Kelly was still staring at him, waiting for him to walk away. As if he would just do what she wanted him to do without question. Finally, she said, “I’m more stubborn than you are, and I don’t have anywhere I need to be tonight. I can wait you out.”


    Caleb stared back at her for a minute, until he was forced to admit that she wasn’t going to cave. It didn’t matter. He was flexible. He could work with her infuriating refusal to talk to him.


    He could still get the answers he needed. He’d just do so in a different way.


    “All right,” he said softly. “I’ll leave. Take care of yourself.”


    Kelly blinked, as if he’d surprised her, then she nodded. “You too.”


    She wouldn’t move until Caleb had turned around and started walking away from her.


    His back to her, Caleb headed toward his building. He felt irrationally angry, at being dismissed by her this way. No one had treated him like that in years.


    He had made it almost half a block when he heard her scream.


    Whirling around, he immediately assessed the situation. Saw two figures next to Kelly’s car, apparently pulling her out of the driver’s seat.


    “Kelly!” he shouted, sprinting back down the block.


    It was an automatic response. He hadn’t thought it through and then decided on the best option. He’d just seen danger and reverted into an instinctive crisis mode.


    He ran toward her at full speed. Didn’t think. Felt the adrenaline begin coursing through his body as his feet pounded on the sidewalk.


    She was struggling with one of the men now, clearly trying to free herself from the attackers.


    Caleb shouted again as he approached them, knowing that something as harmless as noise could sometimes scare muggers off. He was close enough now that he was able to see distinct movements, and he saw her clobber one of the men on the jaw. She pulled away and kneed the second man in the groin as he reached out to seize her again.


    But she hadn’t gotten far enough away when the first one made another grab for her. Caleb watched as the man brutally slammed Kelly into the side of the car.


    And Caleb was washed with waves of rage. White-hot, blinding rage. He had no idea where the violent emotion had come from, except that it was one of his primal instincts that he’d done his best to stamp out.


    But he’d never been able to completely erase the raw, primitive side of himself, and it took him over at that moment, as he watched Kelly slump limply to the pavement. He didn’t know her. Didn’t owe her anything.


    Yet he was fiercely enraged by seeing her attacked.


    As he reached the two men, they were trying to pull her up, and Caleb grabbed one of them and slammed his fist into the man’s face.


    The impact from the blow shook him, and Caleb felt a jolt of pain shoot all the way up his arm. The second man knocked Caleb aside before he could turn toward him. Caleb felt the man’s elbow hard on the side of his mouth.


    But by this point there were other voices from down the street, as other people saw what was happening. The two men ran away, and Caleb had no choice but to let them, since Kelly somehow—as she was trying to rise—had ended up slumped on his feet.


    Giving up on catching the attackers for now, Caleb knelt down beside Kelly, waving away the couple who had started over to help. As he did, his hand moved to his mouth, and he realized that he was bleeding from a cut on his lip.


    Kelly was blinking up at him, clearly dazed and in pain, one of her hands blindly groping at his knee.


    “Are you all right?” he asked softly, holding her by the shoulder.


    “Yeah.” Her voice was choked, and she groaned helplessly as she tried to sit up. One of her hands moved to her head and the other to her stomach as she plainly tried to fight both dizziness and nausea.


    “You need a doctor,” Caleb said, his mind working quickly now that the crisis was over.


    “No,” she objected weakly. “I’m fine. Just help me up.” She made a few attempts to stand, but wasn’t able to do so yet.


    “You are not fine. I’ll take you to the emergency room, and then we’ll have to report the attack. Could you tell what they were trying to do? Mug you? A carjacking?” It hadn’t really looked like either of those, but he wanted to know if she would take the offered suggestions.


    “They weren’t muggers or carjackers,” Kelly muttered. Her face was pale, and her eyes were still dazed, but she grabbed for his shoulder in an attempt to rise. “I know who they were.”


    “Kelly,” Caleb began urgently, feeling the dull anger return at the knowledge that she was hiding this from him, along with a renewed feeling of powerlessness. “What is going on?”


    “It’s my business,” she said, despite her obvious weakness. “Just help me up.”


    “I’m not going to let you try to drive yourself away,” Caleb gritted through clenched teeth. In her struggle to rise, her neckline had shifted, and his eyes were drawn once more to the lush crease and shadow at the top of her breasts.


    He felt strange about focusing on her cleavage when she was obviously in pain, so he made himself look away.


    She swatted away the hand that had been on her shoulder, the one he was using to prevent her from rising. She stumbled to her feet, and Caleb had no choice but to put a supporting arm around her waist, since she almost collapsed back to the ground.


    Kelly smothered a groan and closed her eyes. She held his arm to keep her balance and put her free hand on her belly. Soon, she’d have a heavy bruise under one eye and a substantial knot on the side of her head.


    “Where are my keys?” she mumbled, pulling away from him and trying again to stand on her own.


    Caleb couldn’t believe how foolish she was acting. “Kelly,” he said roughly, then cleared his throat to restore his voice to normal. “I’m not going to let you drive. You likely have a concussion.”


    Now there were tears leaking out of her pained eyes. “I have to go. He’ll find me again.”


    Caleb filed that away with the other information he’d gotten from her thus far. Obviously she was running from someone. That would be helpful to know when he began to check into her background more deeply.


    She was taking deep breaths and trying to steady herself, and her cheeks and lips were sickeningly white.


    Part of Caleb—a part that he’d almost forgotten existed—wanted to take care of her. And the rest of him recognized a good opportunity when he saw one. So his whole self was speaking when he offered, “Come with me, then. Let me help you. I’ll take you somewhere safe where you can recover.”


    “No, Caleb,” she objected in a quavering voice. “I don’t want you involved. I don’t even know you.” She sucked in an urgent breath, moved her hand back to her stomach, and turned away from him.


    Caleb felt a little queasy himself when he asked, “Are you going to be sick?”


    “No,” she replied, swallowing the word. “I’m okay.”


    She definitely wasn’t okay. Caleb narrowed his eyes. “I’ll take you to the emergency room, or you can come with me and let me help you. Those are your only two options.” He wasn’t used to people not doing what he said, and he didn’t like it at all.


    “Can’t go to emergency room,” she gasped. “He’ll find me.”


    Caleb’s brow furrowed as he watched her. She was definitely concussed, and there was something else going on here.


    “Come with me, Kelly. You have no reason to trust me, but you have no reason to think I’ll harm you either.”


    “No.” She put both hands flat on her car for support.


    “Kelly,” he urged, putting an arm around her waist again, since he was afraid she was going to fall down.


    Finally, she slumped against him. And, since she didn’t argue anymore, he took that as her agreement. “My car is a couple of blocks away,” he said gently. “In the garage of my building.”


    Kelly tottered beside him for half a block before her knees began to buckle. So, seeing no other available means of getting her to his car, Caleb swung her up into his arms and carried her the rest of the way.


    He didn’t like it. It made him feel strange—as if the gesture were too clichéd, too heroic, too something. It didn’t suit him at all. The same way he’d felt making the call to Wes earlier that day.


    But Kelly couldn’t walk anymore, and he had to get her to his car somehow. So he tried not to think too much about it.


    Her body was soft and substantial in his arms. She was basically a dead weight—not trying to support herself or present a pretty picture. It made him feel uncomfortable. His chest felt too heavy and too tight all at once.


    But his mind was whirling. There was a mystery here. So many unanswered questions.


    After getting her into his car, he drove to his house outside of the city, since that would be less visible than his downtown apartment. Kelly was in and out of consciousness, but Caleb kept trying to keep her awake.


    When he was stopped at a light, he glanced over and saw that her eyes were closed. So he picked up his phone and texted out a brief message to a guy he used to investigate things he didn’t want listed on the Vendella company books.


    Find out more information about Kelly Watson. Focus on men she’s been in relationships with.


    Kelly’s eyes were still closed when he put his phone back down and accelerated as the light turned green.


    His mind was whirling with questions and possibilities.


    He didn’t fully trust Kelly. He didn’t fully trust anyone. But he couldn’t stop thinking about her.


    She obviously needed his help, and he liked that. But he needed to know her story in order to do anything about it.


    When there were things he didn’t know, his world would start to spin out of control. And when things were out of control, he would have to resort to methods that were distasteful, unpleasant, in order to gain the upper hand.


    He preferred not to have to do so.


    He would if he had to, though. It was the reason he was sitting here now. He was willing to do what other men couldn’t. Wouldn’t.


    And he never let weaker qualities like guilt or fear or morality get in his way.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    Kelly hadn’t intended to get quite so concussed.


    The blow she’d taken to the head had been a bit harder than she had discussed with Jack Martin, the private investigator her mother had been working with. She’d contacted Jack that morning about what she needed to happen this evening. It was necessary for her to get roughed up a little, or else Caleb would never have believed the attack was real. But Kelly had been expecting a little knock on the head. Her concussion was supposed to be an act.


    She hadn’t had to fake much of anything.


    When her head had collided violently with the side of her car, Kelly had been temporarily dazed—then dizzy and disoriented. She had nearly vomited for real, right on Caleb’s shiny black shoes.


    The headache that followed had almost leveled her.


    So, she couldn’t have resisted much, even if she’d wanted to, when Caleb picked her up to carry her in his arms.


    It was what she needed, what she’d been hoping for, but it was almost unbearable. To be totally dependent on someone—on Caleb Marshall—even for the short walk to his car. She’d learned a long time ago not to depend on anyone, even people she should be able to trust.


    It might have been the worst part of the entire evening, being gently cradled in Caleb’s arms.


    Except for the real concussion, however, everything was going according to plan. She’d needed a shortcut to get in closer proximity to Caleb and get beyond the superficial sexual attraction. No matter how much of an arrogant ass he was, he was also a man. And men like him wanted to be warriors, to feel like heroes.


    So she’d given him a battle to rush into.


    Shifting uncomfortably in the passenger seat, Kelly wanted to be proud of herself. Wanted to congratulate herself on a job well done. Caleb had played right into her hands. Not because he was an idiot or easily duped, but because she knew men well enough to plan effective tactics.


    She wanted to be proud, but she couldn’t. Even being in the same car as Caleb was akin to torture. He still looked, felt, smelled like someone she wanted, no matter what her rational mind kept telling her. But she used her old mental strategy to push all of what she felt for him into a tight little knot in her heart, hiding it behind her walls along with her real self, keeping it safe and out of sight.


    She shielded the parts of her soul that could still be hurt and made herself a weapon. The only weapon she had.


    As she slumped beside Caleb in his car, she forced herself to focus on her pounding head and let her body become perfectly limp, noticing that her neckline was riding low and that her hair was slipping out of her braid.


    All of that was good. All of that was necessary.


    She was starting to rehearse her next steps when she felt her belly start to churn in a frightening way.


    She straightened her back a little and took long, deep breaths—praying that she wouldn’t throw up in the lush interior of Caleb’s Mercedes. It might drive home the reality of her weakness, but it wasn’t exactly sexy.


    “You okay?” he asked softly, his eyes darting over to her.


    She’d had her eyes closed for most of the drive, but now she looked over at his handsome face in the dim light. “Yeah,” she breathed, hoping she was speaking the truth.


    “You need me to pull over?”


    “No,” she replied weakly, relieved when the wave of nausea passed. “I’m fine.”


    He shook his head, as if he were annoyed by something.


    She didn’t know what it was, but it angered her that anything so minor she might have done would have annoyed him. Him. As if he had a right to be annoyed with anyone else in the world.


    When Caleb pulled up in front of a big house on sprawling grounds, she let him help her out of the car. He’d taken her to his palatial estate outside the city instead of to his downtown apartment, but she didn’t know why he’d made the choice.


    She didn’t struggle when he swung her up once more in his arms. She even let her head loll against his shoulder, although the pleasant, male scent of him was as troubling as any blow to the head.


    She heard him talking to someone, but by this time she was having trouble focusing on anything at all. Caleb said something about a doctor and she didn’t object.


    The doctor would only verify that she had indeed been injured.


    Caleb carried her into a guest room, laid her down on a bed, and pulled off her shoes.


    But Kelly groggily rolled away from him when she felt his hands on her dress. “No.”


    Her reluctance was not part of the plan, but there was no way she could let him undress her like this, not when she was so completely helpless.


    Caleb pulled his hand away. “That dress can’t be comfortable.”


    “It’s fine,” she mumbled. “I’m fine.”


    She could barely keep her eyes open, but—through the slits between her mostly closed eyelids—she saw Caleb shake his head again in frustration and then leave her to the mercy of a woman who must be a housekeeper.


    Soon the doctor came and left, pronouncing her with a mild concussion—nothing serious—and saying she should be woken up a few times during the night to make sure she was all right and that she should rest for the next couple of days. Next, the housekeeper came in with a T-shirt for Kelly to wear instead of her dress. And then finally, blessedly, she was allowed to sleep.


    She needed her wits about her to face Caleb again, and that wasn’t going to be possible until she got some sleep.


    
      —
    


    She slept better than she would have expected, considering the circumstances, had woken only when the housekeeper came in to check on her every couple of hours. It was starting to get light outside the next morning when the door opened again, and the woman came in with a tray.


    As Kelly shifted under the thick, soft covers and started to wake up, her first conscious thought was that she still had a raging headache.


    Her second thought was that there must be coffee on that tray.


    She mumbled something incoherent when the room got suddenly lighter. Blinking, she realized that the housekeeper had pulled open the curtains.


    “I’m sorry, miss. Would you rather I keep them closed?”


    “No.” Kelly was expecting Caleb at any minute, and she’d be far more prepared for the conversation if fully awake. “It’s fine.”


    The woman smiled in her direction, poured Kelly a cup of the fragrant coffee, and brought it over to set it on the nightstand. “Mr. Marshall said he wanted to talk to you for a few minutes before he leaves for work.”


    Of course he did. That was why Kelly was getting woken up like this.


    Kelly propped herself into a sitting position against her thick pillows. “That’s fine. I know he needs to leave early. He has to work pretty hard, I guess,” she said, partly to make conversation and partly to see if the housekeeper had a tendency to gossip.


    Shaking her head disapprovingly, the woman said, “He works every day, the stubborn boy. Even Sundays. I tell him to get more rest and take some time to restore himself, but he just smiles and ignores me. Works himself into a stupor. Poor dear.”


    Kelly tried not to snort at anyone calling Caleb Marshall a poor dear. “Thank you,” she said, gesturing to the mug she was holding. “I’m not used to this kind of treatment.”


    The housekeeper smiled. “Not many of us are.” She studied Kelly intently, in a way that Kelly found a little unsettling. “That bruise isn’t as bad as I thought.”


    Kelly raised her fingers to the bruise on her cheekbone. She’d almost forgotten about it. A reminder of how many things could go wrong.


    Smiling sympathetically, the housekeeper went on. “Poor thing. You have had a rough time, haven’t you?”


    After blinking in surprise at what appeared to be genuine kindness from this woman who was a stranger to her, Kelly suppressed an ironic smile. The housekeeper was like a character from a schmaltzy novel. All she needed was some knitting and a cat.


    “You should visit the dog.”


    Kelly blinked again. “The dog?”


    “The shepherd,” the woman explained. “Ralph. Mr. Marshall’s dog. He hangs out in the stables most of the time during the day. Dogs put things in perspective.”


    Kelly managed to smile and thank the woman for this bizarre invitation. Even if it were true, Kelly couldn’t risk putting things into perspective, or her whole revenge plan might tumble down around her feet.


    The woman took a step over and patted Kelly’s hand, which was lying on the thick coverlet. “Mr. Marshall will be here soon. I’m Breah. Just let me know if you need anything. A long rest will be good for you. You look too worn out. Take a walk. Take a nap. And don’t forget to visit the dog.”


    When Breah left, Kelly managed to drink most of her cup of coffee. She was feeling pretty crappy, but at least the nausea and dizziness seemed to have passed.


    It would be wise to make herself look somewhat appealing when Caleb stopped by.


    No way could she be sexy or beautiful this morning, but a wan, rumpled sleepiness could have its own allure.


    She sat up all the way and decided her head could stand a quick trip to the bathroom. So she stumbled over to the adjoining bathroom, used it as quickly as she could, then washed her hands and splashed some water on her face.


    Bringing her hands up, she worked some on her hair. It was still in the braid she’d been wearing last night, so she patted down the lumps and stray frizzes, and then pulled a few more strands loose, softening her face. The slight bruise under her eye emphasized her pale skin and made her appear more wounded and helpless.


    The oversized T-shirt she wore swallowed her body, but there was nothing to do about that now.


    When she returned to the bed, she arranged the covers so they looked even more mussed. And then she poured herself another cup of coffee.


    She’d just arranged herself as best she could, pulling the large T-shirt to one side to expose as much of her shoulder as she could and efficiently rubbing her nipples until they peaked—she did so under the covers in case there was a security camera somewhere in the room—when there was a light tap on the door.


    “What?” she called out. She was getting nervous, so her voice hadn’t sounded very welcoming. In fact, it sounded rather grumpy.


    The door opened, and Caleb appeared in the doorway, dressed in a charcoal gray suit with black dress shirt and tie. His eyebrows lifted as he greeted her dryly, “Good morning to you too.”


    “Sorry. Good morning. Thank you for your help last night.” She tried to focus on her strategy, but her body had taken an immediate interest in his presence, which was very distracting. And very upsetting.


    His lips quirked in an appealing expression of dry amusement. “You’re welcome.”


    Kelly let out a deep sigh, noticing how Caleb’s eyes lingered first on her bare neck and shoulder, and then lower, where her nipples were poking out through the thin cotton of the shirt. After a pause, she said, “I really do appreciate your help, Caleb. But I don’t want you to ask me any more questions. My problems are my own, and I don’t want anyone else dragged into them.”


    “And if I want to be dragged into them?”


    “That’s too bad. I had no choice but to accept your help last night, but still, that doesn’t mean we’re anything but strangers.”


    Caleb’s eyes narrowed, as if she had surprised him. “I guess that’s true. How are you feeling?”


    She shrugged. “Good enough. I still have a headache.”


    “Well, stay here and take the day to recover,” he told her, using a textured, persuasive voice that would be irresistible to most women.


    Even Kelly had to fight to resist. “I can recover on my own. If you’ll just get me to my car—”


    He shook his head in quiet exasperation. “I’m not going to take you to your car. There’s no reason for you to run off before you’re fit to do so. The doctor said you needed complete rest today, and maybe tomorrow too. You should stay here. I’m not going to tie you up and torture you in the basement.” His eyes blazed hot briefly. “Unless you ask very nicely.”


    The sexiness was probably second nature for him. He was curious about her now—and liked playing the hero—but she was still just a sexual object to him.


    It was good. It was the only advantage she had in this room, and it didn’t matter that his words had evoked a disturbing series of erotic images. Of Caleb doing things to her—things she still wanted him to do.


    She groaned softly and settled her head against the pillow. Arching her back slightly, she stretched her body in a way that tightened the shirt against her breasts. She noticed another flare—this one less obvious, more real—ignite in his eyes. “I can’t even think about sex right now,” she lied. “So don’t be hoping to live out some sort of twisted fantasy. I’ll stay here for a little while, until I’m feeling better. But then I’m going to leave.”


    “But—”


    “We’re strangers. We’re strangers. Why are you insisting on helping me?”


    “Out of the goodness of my heart?” The upward lilt at the end made the words an ironic question.


    She suppressed a quick laugh at the wry humor, hating herself for thinking he was funny.


    “At least stay here today,” he said after a moment. “You’re not in any shape to drive, and you’re safer here than anywhere else.”


    “Safer?”


    Narrowing his eyes, he said slowly, “My understanding was that someone came after you last night. I assume they’re still after you.”


    That was exactly what he was supposed to think. “Caleb—”


    “Kelly, just stay. At least until I get back.”


    “Maybe.”


    He reached over and put a hand on her shoulder, and Kelly almost jerked away from the touch of his warm hand. “Promise me. Promise me you’ll be here when I get back.”


    He was really laying it on thick. Pulling out a whole armory of persuasive intensity and cool charisma in order to keep her where he wanted her.


    And, if she hadn’t kept reminding herself who and what he really was, it would have worked on her.


    Master of manipulation. Lying bastard.


    But Kelly smiled at him. “I’m not promising anything.”


    “You’ll be here.” He sounded smug, absolutely confident that she would do what he wanted her to do. “In the meantime, make yourself at home.”


    “I’m not here on vacation. And I’m not planning to raid the refrigerator or have a long soak in your hot tub.”


    “Why not?” He gave her a decidedly flirtatious glance over his shoulder. “You’re welcome to raid the wine cellar too, although you might wait until the headache is gone. The tub in this suite should be decent, but the best one is in the master bath. You’re welcome to use it if you’d like.” He cocked an eyebrow. “But I warn you, it has very powerful jets.”


    Kelly saw his face blurring in front of her eyes as she processed the fact that they were actually flirting. But she made herself hide it and playfully threw one of the throw pillows from the bed in his direction as he started to leave the room.


    It bounced off the back of his shoulder before it fell to the floor.


    She could hear his chuckle as he moved down the hallway. Warm, husky, sensual.


    Her whole body tightened in response to the sound of it, which just made her hate him even more.


    
      —
    


    She stayed in bed for a few more hours. Once her headache was mostly gone, she got up, took a shower, and ate some of the lunch that had been carried up to her room.


    Her clothes from the night before had been freshly laundered, and the housekeeper found her a pair of more comfortable shoes, so she wouldn’t have to go around in her heels. So she got dressed, clipped her hair up into a heavy knot, and went out to explore the estate.


    Kelly would have expected any home of Caleb’s to be cool, modern, and stylish, but the house was an old brick Georgian that had been beautifully updated, full of both character and comfort. The house was built on a large piece of land, so she wandered around, peering at the lake, the stables, and the stretches of grassy lawn. She avoided the wooded areas. There wasn’t much else to keep her occupied, and she figured walking around was a predictable thing for a guest to do. She knew she was probably being watched by Caleb’s security—he had more surveillance than she’d expected to find—so she couldn’t do anything that looked suspicious. But it was a sunny day and warm for April, and the walk and fresh air revived her considerably and banished the final symptoms of her concussion.


    There was a high wall surrounding the whole estate, and—as she approached it—she noticed the iron gate that led to the road.


    It wasn’t open, but it wouldn’t be very hard to get beyond it, if she were coming from inside and not from outside. She studied it idly, thinking through what she would do tonight, until a man—obviously security—stepped out into the open between her position and the gate.


    He didn’t say anything, but his presence there was meaningful. Obviously he’d been told that she wasn’t supposed to leave.


    But surely even Caleb wouldn’t dare to keep her here as a prisoner.


    
      —
    


    She took a short nap in the middle of the afternoon, knowing it would be wise to catch up on her sleep, since she wouldn’t be doing much of that tonight. At about five thirty, she took her towel and the bathrobe she’d been offered up to Caleb’s master bathroom.


    It wasn’t as if she were really in the mood for a long, luxurious bath. She was getting edgier by the minute, thinking about what would happen when Caleb returned from work. But he’d offered, and it was a good idea to accept the invitation.


    She was tempted to snoop in his bedroom, but it was far too early to try something so risky.


    Instead, she went into the huge bathroom, shut the door, took off her clothes, and drew herself a hot bath.


    After dumping some of the bath salts she found into the enormous tub—the salts appeared to have never been opened, so she assumed Caleb wasn’t in the habit of taking baths himself—Kelly turned on the jets. She lowered herself into the water and shuddered in automatic pleasure.


    Caleb hadn’t been lying about how powerful they were.


    It was a very good bath, and Kelly soaked for a long time, closing her eyes and doing her best to release the tension in her body.


    She wasn’t able to relax mentally, but—to do what had to be done—she needed to at least take the physical edge off. So the bath was a good idea for more reasons than one.


    Eventually, she started draining the water. Caleb would be home soon, and she didn’t want to be here when he returned.


    That might look too obvious, like she was throwing herself at him. With a man like Caleb, subtlety would be important.


    After toweling off, however, she slathered some scented lotion on her skin. Hopefully, Caleb would get home soon enough for the fragrance to still be lingering.


    She pulled on the thick, white bathrobe and gathered up her clothes. On the spur of the moment, she dropped the tennis bracelet she’d been wearing between the tub and the potted plant.


    There was nothing blatantly sexual about the bracelet. It was just intimate, and hopefully Caleb would find it in his bathroom sometime this evening.


    Her panties would be better, but she couldn’t get away with accidentally forgetting about those.


    She returned to her room and kept her bathrobe on so she could wait until Caleb returned from work. She’d timed out the trip from his office, estimating how long it would take for him to get through rush hour traffic. Surely he’d be home soon.


    She waited. And waited. And waited even more.


    The housekeeper came in to offer her dinner, which she ate in her room, brewing with a growing resentment.


    Thoughtless ass. Working all evening when he must know she was expecting him to return.


    Some gallant host he was.


    Finally, she was so annoyed by his non-appearance that she changed into her clothes, grabbed her phone, and called a cab to come pick her up after she’d figured out the address to give them.


    If she were really here under the circumstances she was feigning, she might do the same thing. After all, she was better now, and there was no reason for her to hang around here all evening, when Caleb failed to contact her or make an appearance.


    She’d reached the entrance and was about to demand the guard let her out when the gates opened and Caleb’s car drove through.


    He stopped when he saw her and got out.


    “What are you doing?” He looked faintly annoyed, like she was an underling who wasn’t cooperating. He was still wearing his suit—he hadn’t even taken off the jacket—but he looked less sleek now. Slightly rumpled. A little tired.


    Even sexier.


    The attitude immediately roused her anger, compounded by her continued attraction to him. “I’m leaving. What does it look like?”


    “Why?”


    “Because there’s no reason for me to stay here.”


    “And it didn’t occur to you to at least wait and let me know you were leaving?”


    “I didn’t know when you’d be back. For all I know, you work all night long.”


    His face changed slightly as he stepped over closer to her. “I got caught in a meeting that went longer than expected.” He gave her a faint smile. “I should have called to let you know I was running late, shouldn’t I?”


    Her throat tightened as she realized he thought she was offended or hurt by his lateness. He thought it was funny. Cute.


    Like she was some predictable female.


    Smothering the resentment, she said coolly, “Excuse me. My taxi is here.”


    It was. The cab had pulled up as they talked and was waiting beyond the gate. She started to walk toward it, but stopped when Caleb reached out to take her arm.


    “At least have dinner with me first.”


    “I’ve already eaten dinner. Two hours ago.”


    He glanced at his watch, evidently just realizing how late it was. He gave her a sheepish, flirtatious smile. “Well, have dessert with me.”


    “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t actually feel like dessert. I’m tired.”


    She couldn’t help but feel a spark of satisfaction at his frustrated expression. “Are you feeling okay?”


    “Yeah. Just tired.”


    “Then don’t go home. Stay here tonight and rest up some more, and we can talk tomorrow morning.”


    She studied his face and decided she had him right where she wanted him.


    If she was going to attract him enough to hold his interest beyond a few rounds of sex, he couldn’t think she was so easy.


    So she relented. “Okay. I’ll stay here tonight, but I was serious about being tired.”


    He gave her a flash of a smile. “Did you think I was going to make a move?”


    “I wouldn’t put it past you.”


    “You’ve got me all wrong.”


    Kelly knew one thing for sure. His smile might still give her thoughts of dragging him into bed, but she hadn’t gotten him wrong at all.


    
      —
    


    A few hours later, she had steeled herself for what she needed to do, so she got out of bed, where she was ostensibly sleeping, and went to check her hair, making sure it was hanging in a thick, rumpled fall down her back.


    He thought she looked innocent and untouched, so she would use that to pull him in even deeper.


    She would be scared about the mysterious someone who was threatening her and sending thugs after her. She would not want to be alone tonight. She would go to his room looking vulnerable and needy. He would get to feel all strong and protective again.


    She was sure it would work.


    The idea of sex with him now was so upsetting, her stomach was a tight knot, but she ignored it.


    She’d had sex with men she didn’t know or particularly like before. She’d had sex with Caleb before, and her body seemed to still want more. She could do this. She had to do this, if she was ever going to succeed with this ridiculous scheme to get close to him and find evidence of his guilt.


    She closed her eyes and steeled herself a little more, shaking herself off as she exhaled deeply. In the process, she bumped into a small table, making it wobble. Before she could catch it, a large crystal vase holding cut flowers started to topple and then crashed to the floor.


    “Damn it!” She stared in frustration at the mess and broken glass on the dark hardwood floor, catching her breath after being deeply startled by the accident.


    With a sigh, she decided that she needed to clean up the mess now, before she went to Caleb’s room, since leaving a broken vase would look too suspicious, if anyone happened to see it.


    She tiptoed down the quiet stairs and into the deserted kitchen. There, she started opening closet doors until she found the necessary cleaning supplies.


    Grabbing a broom, mop, and dustpan, she hurried back up to her room and cleaned up the flowers, broken glass, and spilled water.


    Just as she stepped back into the hall to return the supplies, she nearly collided with Caleb.


    “Shit,” she muttered reflexively, her heart leaping as she jerked backward unthinkingly. Her pulse began to pound uncomfortably, and she had some momentary trouble disguising her instinctive, negative reaction to unexpectedly seeing this man standing before her in just a white T-shirt, the trousers to his suit, and bare feet.


    She was off stride now. Not prepared to encounter him. Her whole experience with Caleb over the last day and a half had been a balancing act. She needed to be on all the time, to never slip into anything genuine or revealing. But she wasn’t ready right now.


    Once she’d basically pulled herself together, she was unpleasantly aware of the fact that she no longer looked like a pretty, innocent seductress. Her hair was no longer sleek and shiny, but rather messy and hanging in rumpled tendrils all over her back and shoulders. Her cheeks were overly red from the rushed exertion of cleaning up the broken vase. And she was carrying a mop and broom.


    Cursing silently, she managed to say, “Sorry. You scared me.”


    Caleb stared at her speechlessly and didn’t respond.


    She couldn’t accurately read his expression in the dim light, but she thought she noticed his eyes focused on her hair, which was hanging loose, the first time he’d seen it that way.


    But she’d lost the moment, lost all of her momentum. She couldn’t even begin to get the sexy act going right now, so she decided to wait for another opportunity.


    “I had a—clumsy moment,” she explained, when the silence stretched on even longer. “An unexpected collision with a vase of flowers. So I raided your pantry for supplies. I hope that’s okay.” Seeing his eyes shift to the broom in her hand, she shrugged and added, “I was just about to return them.”


    “Don’t worry about it,” Caleb replied, with so much composure that she decided perhaps she had misread his earlier reaction. He sounded as cool as he always did. “Just leave them here. Someone will find them.”


    That was just like him. Spoiled and lazy and inconsiderate to everyone else. He probably thought of his staff as subhuman. Only existing to wait on his every selfish demand. But, composing her expression, she propped the broom and mop up against the wall and laid the dustpan beside them, then gave Caleb a questioning look. “That’s okay?”


    He gave a halfhearted shrug. “Sure,” he murmured. “Why not?”


    Now she was rethinking her conclusion about having misread him, because his expression definitely seemed a little distracted. And his eyes were still crawling over her face, hair, and body.


    It was a little unnerving, and she wondered if he was so weak willed as to be undone by some long, gold, unbound hair and a length of bare legs.


    And then she wondered if she was so weak willed as to still want him to fuck her, despite everything she knew.


    Needing to get some momentary distance from him so that she could hide her confusion, Kelly turned around and went back into her room, leaving the door open so he could follow.


    Staring at the floor, she saw that there were still a few leaves and petals scattered around on the dark wood and a damp spot still visible from the spilled water. With a sigh, she went to get a towel out of the bathroom, kneeling down on her hands and knees and rubbing at the residual water.


    She felt like an idiot. She would have done much better if she could have arrived unexpectedly in his room in a flurry of fluttery prettiness. Now everything was all fucked up, and she stupidly really liked how he looked half-undressed like that.


    Mid-thought, she remembered that Caleb had evidently been coming to her room just now, so she glanced up and began, “What did you—”


    When her eyes focused enough, she saw that he was holding her bracelet. The one she’d left at the spur of the moment in the bathroom. “Oh,” she mumbled, reaching up and snatching it out of his grip. “Sorry. I was taking a bath there earlier and must have forgotten it.”


    She’d almost forgotten she’d left it there, but she wasn’t ready to take advantage of it right now. Her whole plan for the night seemed to be spiraling out of control.


    She stifled a groan. Furious. At Caleb. At herself. At this whole fucking, unnatural, brutally ironic situation.


    Why had she ever thought she could succeed?


    She scrubbed at the floor roughly, taking her frustration out on the remaining moisture, although by now the wood was almost totally dry.


    When she heard Caleb make an almost inaudible sound, she glanced up at him and gulped. She had to look down again to compose herself—to her response to what she’d seen in his face.


    Caleb’s eyes were hot and possessive. The look was absolutely unmistakable. His face was slightly flushed, and his breathing had picked up momentum.


    Kelly knew when a man was aroused, without even having to check his crotch.


    She felt a surprising wave of dominance wash over her as she realized that this might actually work after all. The evening would take shape a little differently than she’d intended, but her ultimate goal might still be in sight.


    She needed to get close to him—if she was ever going to discover a way to bring him down—and the only way to get close to him was with sex.


    Scrubbing more vigorously at the floor, she realized that the neckline of her T-shirt was hanging very low, revealing a substantial expanse of her jiggling breasts, which were bouncing from her motion. Her hair was hanging down in a swinging fall of gold, and her ass was displayed to good advantage.


    With her eyes downcast, she kept rubbing the floor at Caleb’s feet.


    “Kelly.” His voice was rough and thick—with the unmistakable note of desire.


    “What?” she mumbled, pleased when the T-shirt slipped to expose her shoulder. “Sorry I broke the vase.”


    “I don’t care about the damned vase. You don’t have to do that.”


    She was overly hot from her exertion on the floor, but she could feel a dark kind of pleasure well up at the knowledge that he was falling for her after all. “I don’t want the water to stain. The floors are beautiful.”


    “Kelly.”


    She stopped, and sighed deeply, which pushed her nipples briefly against the thin fabric of her shirt. She rose to her knees, looking up at his tense expression.


    Since her face was strategically placed in front of his pelvis, she slid her eyes lower until they were focused on his groin. Stared at the obvious bulge beneath the tightened fabric of his gray trousers.


    Kelly gasped. Her eyes flew up. “Caleb?” She made her voice into a breathless question.


    And that did it.


    He pulled her up by the shoulders and, before she was firmly set on her feet, hauled her body toward him. He closed his mouth over hers in a hard and hungry kiss.


    Her first instinct was to jerk back. To get away—in any way she could—from his face, body, heat, scent, and touch. She knew who he was now, and she wasn’t allowed to want him. But she fought against the instinct. She made herself relax in his arms. Sent her real self far away, where Caleb could never touch it.


    His hands were firm and strong around her rib cage. He slid them down to cup her butt, pulling her snugly against his arousal.


    At the insistence of his urgent lips, Kelly opened for him. She felt his tongue in her mouth. She tried to focus on impersonal details, not who this was—not what she was doing.


    Details were safe and could be revealing. She might be able to use them in some way, if only she could keep her wits about her and not weaken in this.


    The fingers of one of his hands kept twitching on her ass, tightening in erratic little squeezes around the soft flesh. His other hand had moved higher to get a fist of her hair—and then to start stroking rhythmically down the long length of it.


    Caleb was breathing heavily through his nose as his tongue plundered her mouth. And his kiss and his breathing grew more and more frantic, as if he were drinking her in, inhaling her, devouring her.


    Kelly’s hands clutched at the muscles of his back—and it wasn’t difficult to make herself dig her fingernails in through the fabric of his soft shirt. Still trying to concentrate only on details, she made a little grunt against his mouth when she felt his teeth.


    His pelvis was thrusting against her middle—in small, unconscious pushes. The hard bulge felt strangely unnatural against her lower belly. But it wasn’t important. It was something she had felt many, many times before.


    It didn’t matter who this was. It didn’t matter that her body was responding a little to him. He was just a man. And men were all the same. Made up of parts. And the parts could use you only if you let them.


    She wasn’t going to let Caleb use her, although he couldn’t know that yet.


    His teeth were still grazing her lips, and he was groaning low in his throat. Kelly realized that he was groaning from pleasure because she was grinding her hips against him—skillfully responding to the steady advances of his pelvis. Her breasts were smashed up against his chest, and she was rubbing them against him—partly because she wanted him more turned on and partly because she was getting a little turned on herself.


    She was off balance and overly hot, but she wasn’t out of control. It didn’t matter that this was wrong in every way. She had to do it anyway. And it didn’t matter whether her body wanted it or not.


    Before she could figure out the next best step, Caleb tore his mouth away.


    Kelly grunted in surprise, hoped he wasn’t changing his mind or rethinking things at this point.


    He just stared at her—something wild in his face, the way it had been in the woods. Her pussy clenched at the memory, at his expression now. “Kelly?” he asked. “Are you feeling well enough for this?”


    Her mind was working quickly, trying to figure out what he wanted to hear. “Yes. I want it. So bad.”


    And that was it. It wasn’t according to plan, but it had worked anyway.


    Both of them started grabbing at his T-shirt until he finally pulled it off in one quick move.


    She lifted her hands to caress the strong planes and firm muscles of his chest.


    It was better if she didn’t look at his face. Better if she didn’t think about who this was. She would pretend he was a sexy stranger she’d just met in a bar.


    Concentrating only on the details—the darker shading of his nipples—she fondled them, rubbing up against his groin again with her hip. She heard him gasp in response.


    Suddenly he was pushing her backward, until she was on her back on the bed. He was over her. On top of her. His mouth closing over her breast through the cotton of her T-shirt.


    He was skilled with his tongue. It fluttered over her nipple expertly. Which was a good thing, since she needed to be more aroused than she was.


    Her body started responding, and her feelings and memories resisted that response—denying any possibility of her father’s murderer giving her pleasure. She forced them down, though, in an intentional mental move.


    She needed this for her plan to work. Needed it. It didn’t matter at all if her body liked it. It would be better that way. So she relaxed, curving her fingers around his head. Took deep breaths. Closed her eyes. Thought only about the sensations.


    He nipped at her nipple, and Kelly felt the corresponding tug at her center. His hand slid up, played with her other breast, and she arched her back as the sensations collected automatically—no matter who was doing this to her.


    Her T-shirt now had a wet patch over one breast from the moisture of Caleb’s mouth, and soon it felt like the wet fabric was nonexistent.


    Kelly realized that she hadn’t been making any noises, so she released a husky moan. Pushed Caleb’s head into her breast. The dual sensations from his mouth and his fingers—on both of her breasts simultaneously—was starting to work. Her breathing quickened. She felt herself grow a little wet.


    Focused on that. Not on who was making it so.


    His hands were now skimming over her body. They started to push up her T-shirt. Kelly took advantage of the conveniently bunched fabric, pulling the shirt over her head, baring her body to him completely.


    It was hard to judge whether she should be passive in this encounter or if she should take initiative in how and what they did. It was difficult to get a good read on what would appeal to Caleb the most, since she was so disoriented by the emotions and sensations. But he’d liked being in control in the woods, so she gave it to him again now.


    She let him do what he wanted and tried to pretend to herself that she didn’t want it too.


    The room was silent except for the slightly springy sound of the bed as Caleb positioned himself between her legs. Her eyes were still closed, but she could feel him rubbing against her naked body—something odd about the contrast between his bare chest and his clothed legs and hips.


    She was doing all right for the moment, but she needed to open her eyes—at least to go through with the next series of steps. Taking another deep breath, Kelly forced her eyes open. She directed her gaze at his face, trying not to focus too clearly.


    Caleb’s face was a blur, but she could feel his hand buried in her hair, spreading the strands out against the pillow. His eyes were raking over her—she noticed this only when her vision started to focus more effectively—and on his face was that same heat, same dominance, same possession. It was just like the other day. And his speed had slowed down to a smoldering, leisurely crawl.


    She hated it. Hated everything it implied. Hated the way her body kept reacting to it. Wanted to claw at his expression, to pull his skin off in strips to make that look disappear. She wanted to cover her breasts and her groin, suddenly feeling exposed in a way she hadn’t in years.


    It shouldn’t matter. Countless men had seen her body, in more depraved contexts than this. But this felt worse than anyone seeing her naked before.


    She shifted her eyes down to his chest, unable to look at his face anymore. She began to fumble at the front of his pants until they were unfastened, making her movements intentionally clumsy and eager. When she pushed his pants down over his lean hips, he moved to pull them off completely.


    Then Caleb was naked above her—hot and ruthless and everywhere.


    Kelly panicked with a momentary wave of dizziness. She had to close her eyes and clench her fists in order to keep from pushing him away. But she didn’t fight against the feelings. Instead, she let them wash over her. Moved into them. Recognized them for what they were—irrational terror of this superficial act, which was merely a physical motion between two bodies—and thus was able to overcome it.


    Breathing deeply, Kelly opened her eyes and arched beneath him, moaning a little. She rubbed her pelvis against his erect cock. Despite her panic, her body was still responsive from the stimulation. It should be all right. She could do this.


    So she squirmed beneath him, trying to get more friction to trigger more of her physical arousal. She was starting to feel more comfortable and in control of the situation. Starting to remember her prepared strategy.


    Then—fuck!—he was kissing her again.


    His kisses were the hardest part, and she’d thought he was through with that brand of torture. But his mouth was moving over hers again, ravenous and greedy, and her own mouth was far too eager in response. His tongue was fluttering in a series of moves that she wasn’t coherent enough to trace.


    Soon she was having trouble getting enough air through her nose and felt a wave of claustrophobia overtake her.


    Tearing her mouth away, she turned her head and gasped out, “Caleb, please. I want you now.”


    His lips had moved to her throat, but that was much more acceptable than her mouth. He murmured over her skin, “You sure?”


    “Yeah,” she replied, her fingers once more skimming down his back. “Condom.”


    Caleb pulled up and stared down at her, his eyes holding hers. “Right.” He shook his head a little, as if trying to pull himself together. She could feel his erection pressing into her thigh, so she knew focusing might be a bit difficult for him. “I have some upstairs.” He groaned a little and rolled off her, then off the bed. “I’ll get them.”


    He looked tense and uncomfortable, which was absolutely perfect. So Kelly took advantage of it. “I have a couple in my purse,” she said breathlessly. “Inner pocket.”


    Caleb went to grab her clutch purse, and Kelly rubbed at her clit under the covers, which she had pulled up halfway over her body, hoping to get herself a little wetter while he was busy.


    The search for the condom was rushed and clumsy, but Caleb eventually pulled a packet out of the inner pocket of her purse. He came back over, pulled back the covers, and got into bed with her once more.


    Tearing the packet open, Caleb rolled on the condom, which was prelubricated.


    He positioned himself between her legs again and felt at the juncture between her thighs, his hands brushing over her pussy. Kelly moaned and pumped her hips when he pressed his fingertips into her clit, and she continued moving her pelvis, so that he couldn’t explore much farther. “Caleb,” she whimpered. “Please. I don’t want to wait anymore.”


    He leaned down and kissed her again, his tongue sliding along the line of her lips. He was a good kisser. An excellent kisser. He knew exactly what he was doing, and her body kept automatically responding to him.


    But all she could think about was her father’s face, that day they’d been hiking in the woods. She’d never seen him again—not alive anyway.


    He’d written a memo to Caleb before he died, mentioning his concern over some of the research results, and he’d been shot dead not long afterward. Kelly had a whole file of evidence that testified to Caleb’s ruthlessness. He lied. Manipulated. Cheated. Stole. Bullied.


    And killed.


    He’d killed her father, as truly as if he’d pulled the trigger.


    Pulling out of the kiss again, Kelly whimpered once more. This time, it was more from pained desperation than from unwanted pleasure, but she figured that, at this point, it would be difficult to tell the difference.


    “Kelly,” Caleb said thickly. “You want this?”


    She’d already answered that damned question. More than once. Why wouldn’t he just shut up and fuck her?


    “Yeah,” she whispered. Needing to distance herself in any way she could, she started to roll over onto her stomach, deciding rear entry would be easier psychologically and thus much more comfortable. She wouldn’t have to look at his face.


    But Caleb stopped her before she could turn over, holding his hands on her shoulders. “Kelly?”


    Swallowing hard, she tilted onto her side again and murmured, “I was going to let you—”


    “No,” he replied softly, pushing her onto her back with the position of his body. He brought his hands down to part her legs and line up his cock at her entrance. “This is good.”


    With a sigh, Kelly submitted to the position and clutched at his shoulders, forced her muscles to relax. She closed her eyes and jerked her head to the side as Caleb started to sink inside her.


    It wasn’t uncomfortable. She was a lot more aroused than she’d expected, and the condom was lubed. The substance of his cock pushed into her easily, and her body automatically accommodated itself to his size.


    But she had a hard time distancing herself appropriately.


    She’d never been a big fan of missionary, since the man fucking her was right there, right in her face, and touching her everywhere. In her plans for this moment, Caleb had always been taking her from behind, in a way that wouldn’t force her to think of him as a man. This—was more difficult.


    She moaned a little, because she knew she needed to keep up her performance, but she mostly concentrated on breathing deeply and keeping her mind from dwelling on what she was doing.


    “Fuck,” Caleb breathed, his mouth so close to her skin that his breath wafted across the side of her face.


    She hated the sound of the raspy exclamation, but it was a good sign. He liked how she felt. So, remembering the details she’d planned earlier, Kelly started writhing beneath him, bucking up her hips as if she were desperate for the stroke of his cock. “Caleb,” she panted. “Caleb, please.”


    He made a strange grunt and held himself perfectly still. And she knew he was staring at her face or her body, because she could feel his eyes burning into her skin.


    She arched up and wrapped her legs around him, in a way she knew men really enjoyed. She squeezed her muscles as she thrust her pelvis, riding him from below.


    Caleb groaned again—long, low, and desperate. “Fuck, you’re incredible.”


    She opened her eyes at that, felt like she had to. This was important. She needed to appear more enthusiastic. She kept her voice husky and overwhelmed as she whispered, “So are you.” She bucked up erratically a few times. “Please, Caleb, fuck me.”


    He straightened his arms, raising his upper body higher—a move that Kelly greatly appreciated. He was farther away this way. She couldn’t feel his breath or see the little lines beside his mouth and eyes. She breathed a little easier and stretched with a lingering groan—partly for effect, and partly to clear the remnants of her panic.


    Caleb pulled back his pelvis, until just of the tip of his cock was left in her body. The muscles in his arm rippling tightly, he thrust back into her, levering his hips up as he drove forward.


    Under different circumstances, Kelly would definitely have enjoyed it, but there was absolutely no way she was going to reach orgasm tonight. But she knew how to act. She arched back her neck and gasped loudly at the stroke of his cock.


    He pulled back again. Thrust forward. Levered up. Kelly dug her fingers into the hard muscles of his biceps, as if she were clutching at him in urgent response.


    She continued moving her body restlessly—squirming beneath him, pumping up against his thrusts, tossing her head back and forth on the pillow. But she kept her vocal response intentionally subdued.


    Caleb wouldn’t be convinced by screams and howls of pleasure. So Kelly bit her lip, as if she were trying to contain her response to the sensations he was generating. As he fucked her, she twisted her face more and more. It probably looked like pleasure—she was pretty confident that it would—but it was mostly part of the performance, and from the knowledge that this was Caleb Marshall inside her.


    The same Caleb Marshall who had killed her father.


    After a few minutes of his slow, steady strokes—strong, controlled, and designed to give pleasure—Kelly made a stifled mewling sound and tightened her thighs around his hips. Deciding she had looked up at him for long enough, she turned her head to the side and squeezed her eyes closed, contorting her face as she whimpered again.


    “Kelly,” he said roughly.


    She didn’t know what he wanted but hoped he was just checking for her reaction. “Yeah?” she gasped, biting down hard on her lip.


    “Can you come?” His arms were still tense and straight, providing a strategic angle for him to drive into her. She knew his restraint must be weakening because his body was trembling with strain and heat. She wasn’t watching him, but she could feel his response just the same.


    “Yeah,” she replied hoarsely. “Think so.” She rocked beneath him, moving easily with his rhythm and accelerating with him as his thrusts became shorter and faster. “Yeah,” she rasped in response to his faster motion. “Good. Faster, Caleb.”


    She didn’t want to extend this any longer than necessary. Things were going all right for now, but it could fall apart at any moment.


    And she really wanted to get him out of her body.


    Caleb released a hoarse groan and panted heavily as he pumped into her, his cock sliding slickly in her tightened channel with a tempo that was growing more uncontrolled. She couldn’t see him, but she could feel him—his hard flesh inside her, his firm ass beneath her heels, the heat of his body radiating out to her bare skin.


    She wasn’t close to coming. Didn’t even feel very much. But it wasn’t physically uncomfortable, and she didn’t have to look at him now.


    He wasn’t that much different from any other man.


    Deciding it had been long enough for an orgasm to be realistic, she started to jerk her body erratically beneath him. “Yeah,” she gasped, tilting her head back. “Yeah, yeah.” She slid a hand down between their bodies—there was just enough room, since he was holding his body off hers—and rubbed at her clit.


    Twisting her face into a tight mask, she whimpered one last time—then, with a few more jerks of her hips, she let out a frantic little sob. She convulsed beneath him, tightening her thighs and her inner muscles around him.


    She clamped down around his cock as hard as she could, and she heard him release a burst of uncontrolled sound. His body was tensed so rigidly that she could feel it with her eyes closed. He gave a few last pushes into her clenched muscles, and released a smothered shout.


    And he was coming—above her, inside her, around her—his body an unleashed coil.


    They were both gasping as his spasms finally faded. Kelly made sure her body twitched occasionally, and she forced herself to relax completely, as if in the aftermath of pleasure.


    But, before she could figure out the best way to handle the afterward, Caleb’s elbows buckled, and his weight pressed down on her—warm, sated, damp, and heavy.


    And it was horrible. The worst part of the entire experience.


    Worse than his kisses. Worse than his possessive, exposing gaze. Worse than his thrusting, or his mouth on her breast, or his hands moving all over her flesh.


    Something was utterly unspeakable about the feel of his relaxed, satisfied body on top of her. Kelly tried to think rationally. Tried to plan her strategy, making use of the way he had obviously taken pleasure in her.


    But instead she thought of her father.


    She pictured her father’s face when he smiled. When he laughed. When he hugged her. When he’d been hiking with her that morning.


    She thought about how her father’s little girl had just willfully fucked his murderer.


    He was on top of her. All over her. A sweltering, inescapable weight. His cock was softening inside her, and his face was buried in her hair. He was panting. She thought she could even feel his heart beating.


    Kelly started to choke.


    She saw her father’s body on the ground, his skull half blown out. Blood all over the dirt trail. She felt Caleb’s cock pulsing inside her, heard him grunting out his pleasure.


    Unthinkingly, she pushed at Caleb’s shoulders until he pulled out and rolled off her. She had just enough sense to stretch and breathe out, “God, that was good,” as she got more distance from him.


    Her head turned away from him, she took deep breaths until the flurry of emotional reaction subsided.


    What the hell was the matter with her?


    Yes, it had been hard, but she could do this. She wasn’t weak, and he wasn’t going to get away with what he’d done.


    Women throughout history had done this very thing. Slept with men who were their enemies. Sometimes constructing elaborate deceptions. Some of which lasted their whole lives. It was possible. There were dozens of precedents she could name.


    She could do this too. She just needed to harden herself a little more.


    He had lied to the world, so she would lie to him.


    He manipulated others, so she would manipulate him.


    He thought he was untouchable, so she would make sure he was touched.


    If she had to turn into Caleb to beat him, then she could do that.


    She would do that.


    “You okay?” he asked from beside her.


    When she turned back, she saw that he’d taken care of the condom and was now watching her, a thoughtful expression on his face.


    She smiled. “Yeah. Seconds usually aren’t that good.” She reached over to brush her fingers over his chest. “Even with a concussion.”


    “Damn,” he breathed, his expression changing. “I forgot about the concussion. I thought you seemed a little—”


    A flare of panic caused her skin to chill briefly, the fear that she hadn’t deceived him enough. “I seemed what? I thought it was pretty good.”


    “It was.” He gave her his familiar, sexy smile. “I wasn’t complaining. Something just felt a little off, and now it makes sense. The doctor told you to rest, and I’m not sure that counts as resting.”


    She laughed softly, disturbingly aware that her amusement over his dry tone and ironic expression was real. “Not exactly resting, no. Although honestly, I expected something a little less vanilla from you.”


    That got a reaction. He arched his eyebrows. “Vanilla?”


    “Missionary under the covers?” She leveled him an obvious, teasing challenge with her gaze. “I expected more from you. What happened to your basement of pleasurable torment?”


    He laughed, his eyes warm and appreciative, lingering on her face and naked body. “I told you that was only if you asked very nicely.”


    Her breath hitched at the husky texture of his voice, at the tingles of interest it triggered between her legs. She wasn’t going to be upset by this. It was good. It meant he was still interested. He had to keep wanting her if or she would lose her excuse for staying close to him.


    And it didn’t matter that she wanted him too.


    “Hmm.” She turned on her side so she was facing him. “Somehow, I think you’re the one who’s going to have to ask nicely.”


    Her half-seductive, half-challenging tone must have been effective, because he was suddenly over her, his body big and far too warm, his hand cupping her face. “Little blossom, I guarantee you’re the one who’s going to be begging for it.”


    A clench of desire tightened and released inside her, flushing her cheeks, warming her skin. She forced herself not to roll away from him to hide her reaction, to rehearse all the reasons she had to hate him.


    “You like the sound of that, don’t you?” he murmured, leaning down to brush his lips against hers.


    “I’ll like it even more when you’re the one who’s begging.”


    He was so close his soft laughter wafted against her skin. She was more aroused now than she’d been during sex, and she kept telling herself it was good.


    The more her body was into this, the easier this plan would be. She needed to let her body enjoy itself so the rest of her could do what was needed.


    It wasn’t a betrayal. It was just good strategy.


    Next time, she would make sure she let her body enjoy it more.


    Tonight had been a minor defeat, but it was not the end of the war.


    So Kelly started to harden herself again, preparing herself for what would come next, for what the next days and weeks would hold for her.


    She would have to fuck him again and again. She would have to get him to trust her. She would have to convince him to let down his guard enough, so she could find and reveal his dark secrets. She would have to make sure she was never this weak again.


    There was a truth that the soldiers she’d fucked always told her about going to battle.


    The first time was always the worst.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    The next morning she woke up feeling better.


    The first thing she had to do today was to settle the fact that she would stay with Caleb for the near future. Hopefully he would suggest it again, so she could act like she was caving and finally agree.


    She couldn’t trust him to bring it up on his own, though. Even if he wanted to continue having sex with her, he might not want her to make herself at home at his place indefinitely. But she needed to stay here—as close to him as she could get—and he needed to think it was his idea.


    Overnight, she’d come up with an idea, so she got up early, put a bathrobe on over the T-shirt she was still wearing, and quietly walked downstairs.


    Caleb should be leaving for work in a little while. She just needed to find somewhere he was likely to see her but didn’t look like she was trying to be seen.


    She got a cup of coffee as an excuse for being downstairs, thanking Breah—and making sure the housekeeper saw where she was heading from there.


    She settled in a small, pleasant sunroom and immediately pulled out her phone.


    She started to write an email to herself, repeating the same sentence over and over.


    Several minutes passed without any sign of Caleb, and she was starting to resign herself to another failed idea when a voice from the doorway made her jump. “You’re up early.”


    Remembering what she was supposed to do, she ducked the phone quickly out of sight into the pocket of her robe. “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “Couldn’t sleep.”


    Caleb was dressed in another suit, looking so sexy and sophisticated that she was momentarily breathless. And more breathless when he walked over with a possessive heat in his eyes.


    She let him pull her to her feet, reminding herself that she was going to let her body enjoy his touch. It wasn’t a betrayal. It was another weapon she could use in this war.


    “You look irresistibly rumpled this morning,” he murmured, tilting his head down toward her. “Like someone finally gave you the kind of fuck you needed.”


    Her mind was a hot blur of conflicted responses, her body loving the arrogant satisfaction of his tone and her mind deeply resenting it.


    Before either could come out victorious, Caleb slipped a hand into the pocket where she’d put her phone and smoothly pulled it out.


    He was actually bringing up the screen display when she snatched it back out of his hand.


    “What the hell?” she demanded, not having to fake any of her indignation. The bastard thought he had the right to invade her privacy, to look at her phone. “That’s not yours.”


    She stuffed the phone back into the pocket, glaring at him, feeling a tremor of fear at the idea of his seeing the email she’d just been writing, which was made up of What the fuck am I doing? repeated about a hundred times.


    Her phone was passcode protected, but it didn’t make the fear of his seeing it any less real.


    Just the corner of his lips tilted up. “I wanted to see what you were doing. You looked so intense and secretive.”


    “Well, next time, ask like a normal person instead of behaving like a presumptuous ass.”


    His expression changed again, and he slid a hand down the line of her spine until it was resting on the small of her back. Tilting his head closer to her, he murmured warmly, huskily, “Wouldn’t you like to tell me?”


    Torn between more anger and involuntary amusement, she pulled away from him. His instinctive entitlement was absolutely outrageous. “That’s not how a normal person asks either.”


    “I bet it would work, though.”


    It probably would. He could probably charm or seduce the secrets out of anyone he set his mind to, and she’d have to be very careful to not let it work on her too.


    He wasn’t even making a serious attempt right now. He was having fun with her. She could see the glint of humor in his eyes, and something inside her wanted to respond to it.


    She smothered that weak little part of herself, though, and remembered why she was here in the first place. “If you want to know something, just ask.”


    “What were you doing just now, when I came in?”


    She sighed, as if resigning herself to answer him—even though she’d come down here on purpose to tell him this very thing. “I was emailing someone I know. Trying to get some more information on…”


    She trailed off strategically.


    He obviously knew whom she was referring to. Her fictional ex-lover who’d sent the thugs after her. “Any news?”


    She shook her head, letting her shoulders and head slump.


    “You know, I could help, if you’d let me.” His voice was different now, nothing playful or teasing about it. It was quiet, thoughtful.


    “I already told you that it’s my problem, and I’m going to deal with it.”


    “But that’s stupid, and I’m not in the habit of accepting stupidity from people I know aren’t stupid.”


    The words were blunt, almost rude, but she realized they were also almost a compliment. He must have a certain amount of respect for her if he expected her to make sensible choices.


    She wasn’t here to be sensible, though. At all. “It’s not your problem, Caleb. Stop pushing.”


    “I’m not going to stop pushing until you tell me what I want to know.”


    In a way, his matter-of-fact stubbornness right now was just as outrageously entitled as his grabbing her phone earlier. And, without the teasing veneer, it was even more likely to work.


    She made a frustrated noise, as if in resignation, and rubbed her face briefly with both hands. “Okay, fine. I got involved with the wrong guy. He won’t take no for an answer.”


    “Is this the guy who texted in the park, who wouldn’t take no for an answer?”


    She thought about using the text he’d seen her receive from Jesse to solidify the lie, but she was afraid her expression back then hadn’t been quite right to pull that off now. “No. That was just a random guy. This other guy is—different.”


    “He’s turned dangerous.”


    “Yeah.”


    “Who is he?”


    “I’m not going to tell you that.”


    “Why—”


    “Because I don’t want you involved. I’m not coming to you for help or anything. I told you that before. I don’t want you dragged in. Things just got out of control. I can get it together again, though.”


    “How exactly?” He looked like he believed her—not particularly sympathetic, but like he was curious, like there was a puzzle to solve. “Have you gone to the police?”


    “I did at the beginning, but it just made things worse.”


    “But that was a direct attack on Sunday night. The police would have to—”


    “No police. He’s—he’s connected, and I can’t trust the police.” She’d developed a whole backstory where she could feed him pieces of information that wouldn’t get him anywhere but would give the impression of her being in real danger. She saw Caleb’s expression change as he processed the words.


    “Connected.”


    “Yeah.”


    “You really did get involved with the wrong guy,” he murmured.


    “Tell me about it.”


    That was all she could tell him right now. Any more would give him too much to work with, and she needed to string him along for at least a couple of weeks.


    He stood in front of her, absently rubbing the back of his neck with his hand, obviously thinking through what she’d told him.


    “So, you see why I don’t want anyone else dragged into this.”


    “Sure, but I also see why you need my help.” He’d evidently made up his mind. “When you go back to your apartment, what’s going to stop him from coming after you again?”


    She looked away from him and gave a helpless little shrug, hoped it was convincing.


    “So stay here. For a while. My security is top-of-the-line. You’ll be safer here than anywhere else.”


    It was exactly what she’d been hoping to hear.


    “I can’t stay here indefinitely, Caleb.”


    “Why not? It won’t be forever. Just until you can figure out something to do.” His tone was light, persuasive, and there was that glint of clever humor in his eyes again.


    She knew what he was thinking. He was thinking that soon she’d cave and tell him all of her secrets, so he could get the answers to this new mystery that had intrigued him. He was pleased with himself for finding a way to snare a woman who refused to let herself get caught.


    She had to let him think that, even though it was wrong.


    There was no way in hell she would ever tell this man her secrets.


    “Okay,” she said, after a long hesitation. “Fine. I’ll stay for now, but it’s not going to be for long.”


    “Good.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get to work, but I’ll be back earlier today.”


    “Okay. I’m really sorry about dragging—”


    “Don’t apologize again. I pressured you into coming here in the first place, didn’t I?”


    “Well, yeah.”


    “And I pressured you to stay. So I dragged myself into this. I might be able to help you, if you let me.”


    She checked his expression and saw he still wasn’t soft or tender. He did seem to want to help, but it was more like it was a challenge—a chance to prove that he was an equal to some honcho in organized crime.


    Men never really outgrew being boys.


    
      —
    


    She spent the day taking it easy, pretending to recover, and making plans. She even said hello to Ralph, the German shepherd. She asked if someone could take her over to her apartment so she could get some of her stuff, and—after phoning Caleb for permission—one of the security team drove her over. At six, she was in the window seat in her room, acting like she was reading. She was mostly just watching for Caleb’s car to return.


    For the first time in a long time, she felt something akin to hope. There was no happy ending in this for her. She wasn’t deceived about that. The most she could hope for was a dark sort of victory.


    Just an answer. A way to move on from a path in the woods with blood soaking into the dirt.


    But, at this point, she’d be happy for even that.


    Caleb normally stayed in his apartment in the city during the week, but he’d been driving out to his house in the evenings instead—she assumed because of her. At twenty after six, she saw his Mercedes pull in through the gates, and she put down her book.


    She knew what she was going to do.


    She was already dressed strategically, in a cream-colored camisole, sheer sweater, and a long, soft skirt. He’d teased her on Saturday about her bohemian appearance, but he’d also seemed to like it, so she figured she’d work with that. He thought she looked pure, innocent, untouched, like a blossom, so she would use that to her advantage too.


    Her hair was hanging down long and loose, and she was barefoot.


    She went up to his bedroom, sat on the edge of his bed, and waited, her heartbeat speeding up from growing nerves.


    Last night, he’d issued a challenge, and she was going to meet it. He believed he had the upper hand when it came to sex, but he was wrong about that. He was the one who was going to be begging.


    And, if her body enjoyed itself along the way, then there was no help for that.


    Caleb blinked in surprise when he walked into the room and saw she was waiting for him. “What are you doing here?”


    He didn’t look annoyed. In fact, as she watched, she thought she saw a spark of interest and pleasure ignite in his eyes. He was surveying her appearance with leisurely possessiveness.


    She cleared her throat, trying to look grateful and a little shy. “I was afraid I might not have conveyed appropriate appreciation yesterday. Or even this morning. I was kind of shaken by everything, but I’m feeling better now. So I wanted to thank you.”


    His eyes had been lingering on the outline of her nipples through her thin camisole, but he raised them to her face to meet her gaze. “So, this is a thank-you?”


    “Not this, exactly,” she said, a lilt in her voice. She stood up, hiding a little smile. “You’ll see.”


    “Ah.” He smiled back, obviously reading her intent. He started to take off his suit jacket. “What did you have in mind?”


    “I thought I’d help you—unwind—after a hard day of work, if that’s of any interest to you.” She smiled again, letting her own gaze crawl over his fine body in its expensive suit and tie. She focused on the front of his pants and was pleased that he was already getting aroused. “I see you like that idea.”


    “I think it’s possible you might like it yourself.”


    “Sit down,” she said, gesturing toward the side of the bed. “And let me thank you.”


    He cleared his throat.


    “Sit down,” she repeated.


    He moved to do as she said, murmuring, “You’re going to try to make me beg, aren’t you?”


    Damn the man. He was way too clever for his own good.


    The teasing in his voice and the way he seemed to read her motivations unsettled her, so she gave him a quick disapproving look. “Of course not. I just said I’m here to help you unwind. So you sit there quietly like a good boy.”


    He chuckled, low in his throat, but he didn’t object. When he’d settled himself on the side of the bed, she lowered herself to her knees on the floor in front of him. She made sure her hair was hanging prettily over one shoulder and told herself this wasn’t going to be a problem.


    This was going to be much easier than the sex she’d had last night.


    Kelly pushed his knees apart some and reached to unfasten his belt and pants. When she’d freed his cock, she brushed her fingertips along his length. She heard him suck in his breath, and massaged him until he was fully erect.


    His thighs were soon tense on either side of her body, and he was already breathing heavily. She reached over to where she’d left the condoms and tore open the packet with her teeth.


    She adjusted herself more comfortably, took his hard cock in one hand, rolled on the condom with her mouth.


    Caleb was leaning back on his hands, which were splayed out on the bed behind him. She could feel that his belly, underneath the shirttails of his white dress shirt, was getting as tense as his thighs. He was obviously staying quiet on purpose, proving that he wasn’t going to lose control in this little power play.


    But she was good at this. And she hadn’t even started.


    She glanced up to check his expression. He was slightly flushed, and was staring at her with a hot possessiveness and an undercurrent of dry amusement.


    Perfect. All of him was enjoying this—body and mind.


    She let her own eyes meet the amusement for just a moment before she slid her lips down over his cock, twirled the head with her tongue.


    He made a wordless huff of sound, his body jerking a little.


    She let the damp shaft slip out of her mouth and licked a line down the underside, making sure he could see as well as feel what she was doing with her tongue. She kept her eyes directed up at his face, checking his reactions.


    He was staring down at her, his jaw clenched and cheek muscles quivering occasionally.


    “How is it?” she asked huskily, licking her way back up his cock.


    “You told me to sit quietly like a good boy,” he drawled, gasping a little as she fluttered her tongue in circles over the tip of his erection. “I’m nothing if not obedient.”


    She almost laughed, and then hated herself for responding to his sharp wit. But she ignored the feeling and grinned up at him briefly before she focused on the task at hand again. “We’ll see if you stay that way.”


    Continuing the motion of her tongue, she slid the shaft back into her mouth. She applied some suction.


    His leg twitched, and he released a hoarse grunt.


    She moved one of her hands to the base of his cock, pumping it up to meet her mouth. She sucked some more, and kept twirling her tongue.


    “Fuck,” he muttered, his hips jerking slightly toward her mouth. His eyes never left her face, and she’d never seen that particular expression in them before.


    She checked to make sure her body was still attractively posed, then straightened her back to display her cleavage more prominently. Her hair brushed against the bare skin of his inner thigh.


    He was still panting, but she pulled her mouth off him again. He let out an incoherent sound she thought was disappointment. She teased his cock with her lips and tongue and reached down with her free hand to cup and gently massage his balls. She kept teasing until his body was so tense, he was shaking.


    He wasn’t just panting now. He was making breathless, incoherent sounds. She knew he was trying to stay quiet on purpose. It was part of the challenge she’d issued, and he would always take up a challenge. But he was hard-pressed. She could see that.


    Kelly took his cock in her mouth again and began bobbing her head, gradually taking the shaft deeper.


    His fists clenched in the bedding, and his pelvis began to make little thrusts. She let him fuck her mouth, began relaxing the muscles of her throat so he wouldn’t gag her.


    Caleb was grunting soft and steady now. And one of his hands moved to the back of her head. His fingers curved around her skull, tangling in her loose hair, applying slight pressure that she used to find the tempo that would please him the most.


    “Fuck,” he choked out as she increased the pressure of her mouth. “Oh, fuck.” There was a slight sheen on his face, and he was still staring down at her as his pelvis pumped more uncontrollably.


    Kelly relaxed her jaw and throat. She took him in all the way, then reached down to squeeze his balls again.


    “Oh, fuck!”


    She could feel his cock shuddering in her mouth. So she moved the hand on his balls back a little, found the very sensitive spot just beyond. Rubbed little circles against it with two fingers.


    He let out a loud, wordless sound. His hips thrashed and he came hard.


    She kept sucking him off as the contractions continued, until the final spasms receded at last.


    “Oh, fuck!” he breathed.


    She stood up and immediately sat down next to him on the edge of the bed, since her legs were shakier than she expected. Her stomach felt tight and heavy, but she didn’t panic the way she had last night.


    He was still breathing heavily. “I’ll take that kind of thank-you any day.”


    She smiled when his eyes found hers, and reached over to carefully remove the condom.


    She carried it to the bathroom, knowing he was watching her as she walked away.


    Taking a deep breath, she threw away the used condom. She washed her hands thoroughly and glanced up to look at herself in the mirror.


    Smoothing a few flyaway hairs, she registered her very flushed cheeks and slightly swollen lips. She glanced down and saw that her nipples were visibly hard through her camisole.


    And for the first time she realized that she was actually wet—in fact, deeply aroused.


    The realization was very disturbing.


    It was fine. It would make things much easier for what would come later, and she’d been prepping herself for this kind of response all day. But it still felt wrong in a way she couldn’t articulate.


    She shouldn’t—she just shouldn’t—get turned on from giving Caleb a blow job.


    She pushed the thought aside and made herself return to the bedroom, hardening herself again. If she’d stayed away too long, he would’ve wondered why. She found Caleb stretched out on the bed, looking very pleased with himself.


    He was in his forties, and—no matter how much of a sex god he might be—he wouldn’t necessarily be able to get another erection immediately. But she was in the sex mode now, and she wanted to make sure this was good enough to hold his interest in the days to come. She thought quickly through possibilities for extending the time.


    “Why don’t you let me give you a massage?” she suggested.


    Caleb raised his eyebrows. “I thought I’d already gotten my thank-you.”


    Kelly smiled slowly. “I have a lot to thank you for, and I promise to make it worth your time.”


    When he still looked skeptical, she twitched her brows at him in an ironically enticing expression she thought might amuse him.


    He chuckled and nodded, so she climbed on the bed beside him.


    And began to undress him. Urging him to lie on his stomach, she worked on his shoulders, back, ass, and the backs of his legs. His body was really impressive for a man of his age. He obviously spent more time working than working out, but his muscles looked strong and efficient. His muscles were relaxing under her hands, and he would occasionally exhale hoarsely. She finished his calves, asked him to roll over, and then started up the fronts of his legs. She skipped his groin, and massaged his chest and belly, making sure her breasts and hair were swaying attractively as she worked.


    When she glanced down his body, she saw that he was starting to get hard again—which was faster than she’d expected. So she moved her hands to his shaft, his balls, and the surrounding areas. Soon, he was fully erect.


    She stopped.


    He focused on her, intelligence still evident in his expression, despite his deep arousal. “You’re not a tease, are you?”


    “Of course not. I just feel like I’ve been doing all the work.”


    “You have. I thought it was a thank-you.”


    “It was. But I think I’ve thanked you enough.”


    He seemed to understand what she was getting at, because he was sitting up on the bed, naked, gorgeous, and erect.


    Her breath hitched as she stared at him.


    “So it’s your turn, then. What do you want?” he asked thickly.


    “I want you to take what you want.”


    He studied her closely, evidently looking for some sort of reluctance. “Are you sure? Because what I want might be rough, and I know just a couple of nights ago you were—”


    It was surprisingly sensitive, which would be troubling if she dwelled on it. So she didn’t. She just slanted him a very particular look. “I should have known you were more talk than action.”


    “I guarantee that’s not true,” he said, his voice hoarser than before, his eyes and body tense. “Just tell me what you want, and you’ll have it.”


    “I want a man who’s strong enough to take me.”


    “Then you have him.”


    He grabbed her without further hesitation and positioned her the way he wanted her, on her knees, holding onto the headboard, her skirt bunched up around her hips with her ass exposed to his view.


    He pulled off her panties with a quick yank and grabbed one of the condoms on the nightstand, rolling it on before he knelt behind her.


    His hands were strong and greedy as he pulled apart her butt cheeks to expose her pussy, and she had the disturbing realization that she didn’t even need the lubrication on the condom.


    She cleared her mind. Distanced herself. Separated the real Kelly from the body being fucked.


    Caleb started thrusting hard, steadily, deeply, holding on to the flesh of her ass.


    She rocked her body with his motion, huffing out sounds she didn’t have to fake at the sensations from being taken this way.


    He was grunting like an animal, gripping her flesh so tightly it might bruise.


    Kelly closed her eyes, her hair and breasts undulating from the force of his thrusts. She tried to think about the morning news. About the weather forecast. About what she was going to wear tomorrow.


    Her butt had started to grind against Caleb’s thrusts more urgently, causing her breasts to slap against her chest.


    She sucked in her breath, hardly believing what her body was doing. Her hands fisted, she bent her elbows, lowering her head and shoulders so she wouldn’t be able to pump her hips against him so much.


    It didn’t work.


    “Oh, God,” she choked, feeling a deep pressure collect at her center.


    He thrust into her harder, faster. “Tell me.” His voice sounded strangled, but he must have known she was on the verge of losing it.


    She pressed her damp cheek against the pillow and bit her bottom lip, resisting the admission.


    “Kelly?” It was a hoarse question, and she wasn’t sure if it was prompted by the hot dominance or by something conflicted he could sense in her.


    “Gonna come,” she forced out, so he wouldn’t think anything was wrong.


    It was wrong, but it happened to be true.


    He made a rough sound in response and gripped her flesh even harder. The bed was shaking with his rhythm as he demanded, “Ask me.”


    She knew what he was doing. It was still the same challenge. Get her to lose control, get her to beg. She wasn’t going to give in to it, no matter how her body was responding to him, no matter how much she needed him to think she was fully into this.


    So she bit her lip again, refusing to give him what he wanted, even as the pleasure kept tightening into a coil inside her.


    “Ask me,” he growled, fucking her hard and fast and in a way her body desperately needed.


    She whimpered, still trying to resist, needing to come so badly her vision had blurred. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t. As if he were holding it back by the power of his will.


    “Oh, God,” she mumbled, the demands of her body finally too powerful to resist. “Oh, God, please. Make me come. Make me come.”


    With a guttural sound of satisfaction, his rhythm intensified. “Then come, Kelly. Come now.”


    She hid her face as the pressure finally unleashed, gasping and moaning into the pillow as she came with intense waves of pleasure.


    “Oh, fuck, you’re coming so hard,” he rasped, as if she’d surprised him. He took her even more roughly then, until he finally came with an exclamation of satisfaction. Until Kelly no longer had to feel the lingering, pleasurable friction of his thrusts.


    He was patting her bottom as he finished and pulled out. “Damn,” he said breathlessly, pushing her hair aside so he could see her face. “You did want someone to take you hard. These boys you’ve been fucking haven’t been giving you what you need.”


    Her cheeks flushed deep red in response to the slightly crude words—mostly because, in some sense, they were true. She couldn’t believe how hard she’d come for him and how clearly he’d recognized her pleasure.


    He’d gotten her to beg at the end, so he’d won their unspoken battle.


    He must be so pleased with himself, the arrogant bastard.


    But it needed to be this way, and his pleasure would only be temporary.


    So she pulled herself together quickly and rolled over to give him an intentional glare. “No need to sound so smug. It was quite obvious you were into it too.”


    He laughed as he took care of the condom. “I guess that means the thank-you is over.”


    He was enjoying himself way too much, looking like the entire world was there to satisfy him, but Kelly swallowed over the resentment.


    None of it mattered. All of it she could tolerate. All of it she could use.


    There was nothing else he could take from her.


    Caleb had already taken from Kelly the things that had mattered the most.


    
      —
    


    A couple of days later, in the middle of the night, Kelly’s phone buzzed with a text.


    She was sleeping alone in her room, but she reached blindly for the phone, blinking down at the words until she could read them.


    How does it go?


    She didn’t recognize the number, and there was no name attached to the question, but Kelly knew exactly who it was.


    Her mother.


    She tapped out Fine.


    Any progress on the project we discussed?


    Yes. A beginning. It will be a while before I have anything ready to show you.


    You know I’m on a tight timeline, right?


    I can only work at a certain pace.


    Let me know how it goes.


    She was scowling when she placed her phone back on her nightstand. Damn her mom, anyway. Let her try to seduce a man to get close enough to find out incriminating information, and then see how easy it was. Did she expect Caleb to suddenly spill out all kinds of compromising secrets post-coitally?


    If Kelly started to ask about anything specific, he would immediately get suspicious. There was only so much she could do here, and it was ripping her apart to even do that.


    So her mom could just go fuck herself.


    
      —
    


    “We can’t allow that to happen.”


    Kelly had been walking downstairs for dinner a couple of days later, but she stopped short at the words and the ice-cold tone.


    She knew it was Caleb speaking. She’d recognize his voice anywhere. And he must be just around the corner from the stairs she was descending, because he was out of her sight. Since there wasn’t a second voice, she assumed he was talking on the phone.


    She froze, listening until he started talking again.


    “I don’t care. He must sign the contract. You need to find a way to make him do so.”


    It was becoming clear what this conversation was about, and a chill ran from her neck to her fingertips as she processed the cold ruthlessness in his words.


    He continued after another pause, “No. That won’t work. No use wasting your time with that. What do we know about his family?”


    There was a much longer break as the person on the other end of the call evidently rehearsed information on the individual in question. “Wait,” Caleb said at last. “His daughter is at Eastlodge? How can he afford to send her there on his salary? Wait. What kind of scholarship?”


    After the answer, his tone changed. “That’s it, then. Call the headmaster. Use my name. Make sure Johnson knows that his daughter will lose the scholarship unless he signs the contract tomorrow by noon.”


    Kelly was so numb from overhearing this conversation that she literally couldn’t move. She’d known who Caleb was—on paper, anyway. She’d read all the evidence her mother put together on his callous treatment of others, his unethical business decisions.


    But hearing it firsthand like this was something entirely different. This was the man who could have made a call to have her father killed. Maybe he’d even done it on his way to dinner.


    Because she was so overwhelmed with shock, rage, and pain, she couldn’t do anything to hide the fact that she’d been eavesdropping when Caleb suddenly appeared around the corner.


    He was sliding his phone in his pocket, and he glanced up to see her frozen on the third stair.


    His eyes rested thoughtfully, observantly, on her face. “You heard?”


    She nodded, since there was no way to hide the fact now.


    “Did it upset you?” He didn’t look worried—just curious and a little wary.


    This was important. She had to get her response right if she was going to stay in Caleb’s good graces. She also needed to be believable. She cleared her throat. “It sounded kind of—heartless.”


    He gave a little shrug. “It was. It’s business.”


    “Yeah, to you. But it’s not business to that poor girl who might lose her scholarship.”


    “She won’t. I know how to read people. Her father will do the right thing.”


    She let out her breath, forcing her body to react. She couldn’t let him see her real response to him at the moment. She absolutely couldn’t. She slanted a look up at him. “Are you sure?”


    He smiled, as if pleased that she was falling in line with what he wanted her to feel about this. “I’m sure.”


    “Okay. I guess that’s good. It still seems a little—ruthless.”


    “Anyone you talk to will agree that’s a fair assessment of me.”


    She smiled, as she was supposed to, and swayed a little closer to him. “So you’re ruthless, are you?”


    “That’s what they say.” A sexy little smile tilted up the corners of his mouth. “Does this change anything?”


    She shook her head and slid her hands up to span her fingers around the back of his neck. “I don’t think so. It’s not like I’m the most moral person who ever walked the earth, you know. And, to tell you the truth…”


    She trailed off, and dropped her eyes.


    He tilted her head back up. “To tell the truth, what?”


    She let her eyes grow warm and languid. “I don’t want it to go to your head or anything, but I might actually find it a little—hot.”


    And that was clearly the right thing to say.


    
      —
    


    A few days later, Kelly needed to talk to Jack Martin, the private investigator who was helping her and her mother.


    It should have been easy enough to make a phone call, but she was constantly on guard. Caleb’s security staff were ubiquitous, and she kept noticing security cameras in unexpected places. She didn’t want to risk a dangerous phone call while she was on Caleb’s property.


    She mentioned to Breah that she felt like shopping for clothes, and the next thing Kelly knew, she was being driven to a high-end shopping center. She was trailed by a bodyguard, but she’d expected that—since Caleb was still playing the protector—and she took her time, browsing in a few boutiques and buying a few pieces of sexy lingerie and a pair of shoes she couldn’t resist.


    Finally, she got to a shop where the dressing cubicles were in a completely separate room from the main store. She grabbed a couple of outfits and went to try them on, making sure the bodyguard waited at the door and didn’t come into the dressing area with her.


    She went to the farthest cubicle and hung the clothes up before she pulled her phone out and sat down.


    If Jack didn’t answer—right now, the one chance she had to talk to him—then she was going to be highly annoyed.


    After the third ring, a male voice came on the line. “Martin.”


    She sighed in relief, recognizing the gruff tones from when she’d talked to him before she came to Caleb’s. “It’s Kelly.” She spoke softly, even though she was alone in the dressing room and the bodyguard was a room and a closed door away.


    There was a slight pause. “So I guess that means he doesn’t have you tied up in his dungeon.”


    It was so close to the language Caleb himself had used in his teasing, seductive way that Kelly felt the same jolt of erotic interest at the visual of Caleb’s tying her up. To hide it, she made sure her voice was very light. “I’ve looked and looked and looked, but I can’t seem to find a dungeon.”


    “Too bad. Is everything all right?” Jack sounded just a little concerned.


    She knew he thought she was stupid for doing this. He’d told her in no uncertain terms the last time they’d spoken. But she already knew it was stupid. That was hardly the point. It was still what she needed to do.


    “Yeah. I’m fine. I just needed to know if you’ve found out anything that will help me.”


    “Not much. You’re not in his computer yet, are you?”


    “No. I don’t know how I’m going to manage that. The man must suffer from paranoia, with all the security he has in place. Plus, he doesn’t trust me yet. I’ll need more time.”


    Jack muttered something inaudible, and she didn’t ask him what he meant. Whatever he’d said, it was disapproving.


    “Anyway, I need some direction—at least something to be looking for, other than the name of the project. Please tell me you’ve got something.”


    “I’ve got some people who might have been involved. I’m going to read their names. You ready?”


    She had nothing to write them down on, and she couldn’t risk that anyway, so she focused carefully on the five names he gave her until she’d committed them to memory.


    “Has he introduced you to anyone? Do you hang out with his friends?”


    “I honestly don’t think he has any friends. He doesn’t do anything but work and—”


    “Spare me the dirty details. Please. What is your situation like? Can you get away if you need to?”


    “It’s a little hard to manage, but it’s possible. He thinks our fictional mobster is after me, so he’s got a bodyguard tagging along after me, but I’m shopping now. I’m sure I could slip away if I needed to. Or, if necessary, I could tell him I was leaving. He’d let me go, but I’d have no chance of getting in with him again. Why?”


    “I was just checking. I might have something to show you in a few days, but it would have to be in person, unless you want to risk me sending it to your phone.”


    “No.” Her heart jumped at the thought. “I don’t trust him not to look at my phone. Don’t send anything by phone.”


    “Okay, then. Well, if necessary, maybe you could arrange another shopping trip, and we could find a way to meet up quickly. I’ll let you know.”


    “Okay.” The thought made her nervous, but she dismissed it as irrational. Caleb was neither omniscient nor omnipresent. She had to be careful about the bodyguard, since he would report back to Caleb, but there would be ways to work around that.


    She was in control here. Not Caleb. No matter what he thought.


    “Anything else to report?” she asked, deciding she better end the conversation soon before the bodyguard got nosy.


    “Well, I just got a new receptionist,” Jack grumbled. “And she can’t even make decent coffee. I’ve been drinking this swill for a week now. It’s becoming a nuisance, but I’ll be damned before I pay three dollars for a cup at Starbucks.”


    Kelly couldn’t hold back a laugh. Jack was obviously competent at his job, and he was also kind of funny. “I’ll be greatly disappointed in you if I find out you’ve caved and forsaken your principles for the lure of good coffee.”


    “So far, I’m managing to stay strong. I’ll be in touch.”


    She hung up, feeling strange and a little relieved, like there was a whole world outside Caleb’s sanctum.


    She’d been starting to feel like there was nothing in the world but him.


    
      —
    


    On Friday of the following week, Kelly was still at Caleb’s house outside of the city.


    He kept asking about her old lover, and she’d refused to tell him a lot of details—just a few breadcrumbs for him to follow that wouldn’t take him anywhere. Her reticence clearly frustrated and puzzled him. But his curiosity was good. It would hold his interest, even if he started to grow sated with the sex.


    There was no sign of that happening yet.


    He needed to trust her—at least enough to let his guard down around her. He wasn’t a fool, and he wasn’t going to give her access to incriminating information this early in their relationship. His office at home was always locked. She knew this because she’d checked it. Even if she could get in, it wouldn’t do her any good unless she could get onto his computer.


    So he worked all day, and they would fuck in the evening. Nothing really had changed, except she was getting used to having sex with him, so it wasn’t quite so traumatic.


    Given his history with women, it was a miracle he was still interested in her at all.


    She needed to use that while she could, so she brainstormed all Friday morning until she came up with an idea for sex that evening.


    She wanted something hot, exciting, different, and the only inspiration she could come up with was pulled from her own fantasy life.


    Since she normally only had casual sex with strangers, she’d never had the chance to live out many of her sexual fantasies before. Caleb was here—a willing and able partner for anything she suggested. She might as well use him to give her body the kind of pleasure she’d only imagined until now.


    It would be yet another tool she could use.


    She planned things out purposefully, waiting on the window seat in her room until she saw his car approach. She grabbed her robe and hurried up to the master suite, where she started to draw a bath in the tub.


    She figured she had enough time to fill the tub before he got into the house.


    When it was full, she turned on the jets and got in, being careful not to submerge her hair in the water. She was wearing two pigtails. She’d braided them for strategic effect.


    She thought she heard him enter the room a little while later, but he didn’t come into the bathroom. He had to know she was here.


    She’d thought he might come in to see her, but it didn’t matter whether he did or not.


    He might think it was some sort of surrender, like entering the bathroom would break a kind of stalemate and give her the advantage.


    Their relationship—even on the surface, without any knowledge of her true purposes—was as much a duel as anything else.


    She took her time in the bath, even though she was dying to finish up so she could find out what Caleb was doing. It made her feel vulnerable, not knowing.


    So it was almost thirty minutes later when she came out of the bathroom at last, wearing a little pink satin robe and her braids.


    He was sitting in a chair near the window, working on something on his tablet.


    He glanced up casually at her presence.


    She felt an immediate quickening of her heartbeat and breath at the sight of him, sexy and well dressed in a ridiculously expensive suit. He didn’t have that impotent prettiness of a lot of young men. He looked his age. Experienced. Jaded. Powerful, inside and out.


    He’d earned that presence from years of taking anything he wanted, no matter what the cost to others.


    She stopped short, as if surprised by his being in the room.


    “Oops.”


    His eyebrows arched, as she’d known they would. “Oops?”


    “I didn’t realize you’d be back already.”


    “Right.” He obviously didn’t believe her for a moment. She’d never be able to get away with the little manipulations that women often played with men. He’d been around the block too many times to pull them off.


    But deeper manipulations—those that took everything from both parties. No one could be prepared for those.


    “How was work?” she asked.


    “It was work.”


    He obviously wasn’t one of those men who spilled a lot of trivial details about their days to any conveniently open ears.


    She gave him a slightly annoyed look. “Okay. Well, I’ll see you later.”


    Let him think she was frustrated by his closing down polite conversation. Let him have a reason for following her.


    He didn’t follow her, and she was starting to completely rethink her plan. Damn him. Why did he always make things harder for her than they needed to be?


    She had an empty wineglass with her, from the drink she’d had in the tub, so she went to the kitchen to put it in the sink.


    Breah was the only live-in staff, and she was good about being discreet when Caleb was home, so the large, fancy kitchen was completely empty. Kelly set the glass in the sink carefully and wondered where she should go from here.


    “Did you enjoy the bath?”


    Kelly whirled around, startled by the voice. Caleb had followed her after all.


    “It was a bath,” she said, with exaggerated coolness.


    Caleb laughed softly as he approached her. “It’s not like you to hold a petty grudge.”


    He really believed that.


    “I’m not holding a grudge. You’re obviously not in the mood for conversation, so why should I bore you with the details of my bath.”


    He gave her a knowing smirk and walked forward until she was trapped between his body and the edge of the kitchen table. “Maybe the details of your bath wouldn’t be boring. Did you do anything interesting in there?”


    She tried for a heated look and thought she was probably successful. Her treacherous body was already responding to his closeness. When she glanced down, she noticed that her nipples had visibly sprung to attention beneath the fabric of her flimsy robe.


    “Maybe. You’ll have to use your imagination.”


    “I think you want to tell me. You’re wearing those schoolgirl braids for a reason, which makes me think you might have been a little—naughty.”


    She’d been right. He’d read her appearance exactly as she’d wanted him to. He was almost in the right mood for the sex she wanted to have tonight.


    Last night, he’d come to her bedroom after dark and moved over her, kissing her, and spreading her legs. It had been completely unexpected, and she wasn’t mentally prepared. She hadn’t had her defenses up, so her emotions had spun into chaos. It had been really hard.


    She couldn’t handle missionary position with him. Not again. Not after last night.


    She needed sex to be wild, impersonal, maybe even kinky. It was easier that way. It didn’t feel like her.


    Last night had started to feel real, so she’d had to fake an orgasm quickly, and then get him to turn her over on her hands and knees to take her from behind.


    She’d faked the second orgasm last night too.


    “Don’t get any crazy ideas,” she said, a teasing edge to her voice so he’d know she wasn’t serious. “I don’t do the naughty schoolgirl routine.”


    Caleb gave her a predatory smile and wrapped his hands around both of her wrists, spreading her arms out on either side of her so she was stretched to his gaze. Her robe had parted widely, exposing most of both breasts. “Don’t lie to me. That’s exactly what you want.”


    Kelly managed an exaggerated, outraged glare, and then gasped loudly when he bent down to give one of her tight nipples a little nip.


    “Tell me you want it,” he demanded, raising his head so he could devour her face with his eyes. “Don’t you?”


    “That’s your ego talking.”


    He reached down to untie her robe completely and the fabric parted all the way, revealing her naked body. “Tell me you want it.”


    “I don’t.” She couldn’t fight his grip, but she didn’t want to. Arousal was pulsing between her legs, but this was much better than last night. She was in control of this now.


    Caleb’s eyes lingered on her breasts. “Your nipples say otherwise.”


    “It’s cold in here.”


    “No, it’s not. You know better than to tell me a lie.” His gaze had lowered to her pussy. “If I touch you, it will prove how much of a liar you are, won’t it?”


    She felt exposed and strangely embarrassed—and even more aroused. But she ignored it since this was what she was going for. “I told you I don’t do the naughty schoolgirl thing.”


    “And I know that too was a lie. So, what should I do with such a naughty liar, do you think?” His eyes, his face, his voice, his body, his presence—were all hot tension. Kelly felt herself respond to it involuntarily.


    She was panting now, and wanted to squirm against the ache of desire at her core. “What are you going to do?” she asked, sounding hoarse, overwhelmed, desperate with desire.


    He let go of one of her wrists so he could rub a small circle over the peak of her nipple.


    She gasped in pleasure, her head falling back in response to his touch.


    “You like that, don’t you?”


    “Mm-hmm.” She arched her back helplessly into the delicate touch of his fingers.


    He dropped his hand without warning. “Then that’s a reward. And naughty girls don’t get rewarded. They get punished.”


    Kelly bit her lip, her eyes very wide.


    Caleb smiled. “You like that too, don’t you?”


    “No.”


    “Yes, you do. So ask me nicely, and maybe I’ll give it to you.”


    It was someone else—not her—who was so turned on by this monster of a man. It was someone else who was letting him touch her like this, talk to her like this, play this little game.


    The scene might have come from one of her personal fantasies, but it still couldn’t be her.


    It was someone else—never Kelly—who begged him, “Please,” on a taken breath.


    “Please what?”


    “Please, punish me.”


    And that was someone else too.


    “Turn around.” His voice was low, commanding, dominant.


    Kelly did as he instructed, turning around in front of the empty kitchen table, her robe hanging from her shoulders.


    “Bend over.”


    This was what she’d had in mind when she’d braided her hair this way. She should be pleased that things were working exactly as she’d intended. No intimate, missionary sex for her tonight.


    She just wished her pussy wasn’t so hot and wet, and she wished her hands weren’t trembling as she bent at the waist and planted her palms on the table.


    She leaned over all the way, trying not to squirm in response to the slippery heat of her pussy.


    “Now show me your ass.”


    She raised the hem of the robe, exposing the naked flesh of her bottom.


    Her cheek was pressed against the cool wood of the table, and she could see him from the corner of her eye as he moved behind her. She couldn’t stop panting, and her arousal tightened every time he moved.


    Caleb cupped and squeezed her ass. “Ask me nicely for what you want.”


    “Please,” she choked out, wondering if it was possible to come from nothing more than anticipation. “Please, spank me.”


    She cried out in response when he gave her one quick spank.


    “I thought that was what you might want.”


    The sharp sting, the vulnerability, and the embarrassment combined to turn her on even more. It felt like moisture was leaking out from her pussy. “Again,” she gasped. “Please.”


    He spanked her again, and her arousal surged even more.


    “More,” she begged.


    Each spank stung more than the last, the rhythmic slapping sound combining with the sensations to leave her gasping with pleasure, lifting her bottom to meet every smack.


    After several, he caressed her warm flesh. “Enough?”


    “No. I need—I need—”


    She knew what she needed. Desperately. She just couldn’t seem to bring herself to say it out loud—even in an erotic act where she wasn’t even her.


    She whimpered, clutching at the table and desperately trying to keep herself from begging.


    “Spread your legs apart more,” he said. His voice was starting to get hoarse. He must be really aroused now too.


    She obeyed him, gasping when she felt two of his fingers, first against her pussy, and then plunging all the way inside her.


    “You’re so hot and wet,” he murmured. “I should have known you wanted a firm hand.”


    She didn’t like the sound of those words, but she blocked them from her mind and focused instead on the physical sensations.


    He spanked her again, his fingers still inside her, and she tightened instinctively around the penetration as the pleasure shot through her.


    “Let’s see how firm you like it,” he said thickly. He spanked her again. And then again. And on the third spank she was coming hard all around his fingers.


    “Good girl.” He was rubbing her ass as she came down from the intense orgasm. “That’s what I thought.”


    She was still trying to catch her breath when he rolled on a condom, pulled her ass cheeks apart, and lined up his cock at her tight pussy.


    He fucked her hard and rough, the way only he could, until she couldn’t keep quiet. She came again and again from his cock and wondered who this woman was, bent over a table, letting Caleb Marshall take her this way.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    This had been the strangest two weeks Caleb could remember.


    He sat at the computer in his home office, deciding he could get through a couple more emails before bed. More would come in overnight, so the fewer he had left this evening, the better.


    He was tired though, and he couldn’t stop thinking about Kelly.


    Fucking her in the kitchen earlier had been hot. So hot he got a little tense just from the memory. But something had felt off about it, and he couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was.


    Maybe he was just too old for too much of that kind of sex. It had been good—no question—but having sex with her last night under the covers had been more satisfying. It had felt different then, for some reason. More real. Like he’d really been able to take hold of her for a moment, when it so often felt like she was slipping through his fingers.


    It was probably why she still held his interest after two weeks—which was longer than any relationship he’d had in a decade. She was as much a mystery as a pleasure, and he’d always had a puzzle-solving mind.


    It was as much a part of him as his sex drive.


    His investigator had turned up almost nothing on her past relationships, except she had a long habit of one-night stands. He was no closer to finding out who this dangerous ex was than he’d been a week ago.


    Frustrating, to say the least.


    When he found himself typing the same sentence twice, he closed out his email and gave up for the night. He was too tired and distracted to work right now. He might as well go to bed.


    Kelly had gone to sleep an hour ago.


    He went to his room to shower, but he hesitated before getting in his own bed. Despite his fatigue, there was a kind of shuddering energy inside him that compelled him to leave his room and head down to Kelly’s.


    He tapped on the door and opened it, the same way he’d done the night before.


    She rolled over sleepily as he made his way to her bed in the dark, climbing in beside her.


    “Hey,” she mumbled. “This is a bad habit you’ve fallen into of waking me up.”


    He pulled her into his arms. She felt warm and soft and strangely shaky. Like she was experiencing the same kind of shuddering energy he was. “That’s your mistake,” he murmured. “You’re going to sleep too early.”


    She softened against him and he kissed her, unwinding some of his tension as his lips moved gently against hers, as her lush body rubbed against his. He was too tired to jump into arousal quickly—particularly after the sex they’d had not so long ago in the kitchen—but he felt his groin just beginning to tighten at the feel of her, the scent of her.


    For a moment, it felt like she was trembling, even as she responded to his embrace.


    “Wasn’t our session earlier enough for you?” she murmured, stroking his bare back with a slow caress.


    He wasn’t in the habit of answering questions like that, since they gave too much away. “Are you saying it was enough for you?”


    “It kind of was.” It sounded like she was smiling in the dark, but there wasn’t enough light in the room for him to see her expression. “I thought men were supposed to slow down when they passed forty.”


    Momentarily, he felt a sliver of concern. He was a lot older than she was. Maybe she would prefer a man her own age. Maybe there were things she was missing, since he was no longer in his twenties.


    He dismissed the thought as soon as it crossed his mind, though.


    She’d made it perfectly clear in the last two weeks that he was more than capable of completely satisfying her. He had never felt anything less than confident before when it came to sex.


    “I’ve always been exceptional,” he drawled.


    She giggled, as he’d known she would, and the rippling sound prompted him to kiss her again.


    Their embrace hadn’t deepened very far when she pulled away. “But, seriously, Caleb, I’m really tired tonight, and I’m not sure I’m in the mood.”


    That was a first. He realized she meant it.


    She’d never said no to any of his advances before. Honestly, he couldn’t remember the last time any woman had said no to his advances.


    He didn’t particularly like it.


    Fortunately, he wasn’t aroused enough yet for it to be a problem, although he was still experiencing that shuddering energy that just wouldn’t settle. He drew back slightly, lying on his side under the covers, facing her. “Okay.”


    It felt like she was trying to peer at him, although the darkness made it impossible. “Are you sure?”


    “Why wouldn’t I be sure?”


    “I don’t know. You wanted to have sex.”


    “I assure you I’m perfectly capable of dealing with rejection.”


    “No, you’re not.”


    He stiffened, since it sounded like there was a new resonance underlying the teasing words. “What does that mean?”


    “Sorry. It was just a joke.” She scooted over and found his chest in the dark, stroking it with a soft hand. “It’s just that I don’t imagine you deal with rejection very often.”


    It was true, but something about her tone just now still bothered him.


    “I’m just not really in the mood right now,” she added, sounding like she was worried about his reaction. “I’m sorry.”


    “No need to apologize.” Pushing aside his distraction, he followed the line of her body until he could slip his hand under her waistband, cupping her soft, round ass. “I imagine you’re still a little sore.”


    “Don’t flatter yourself.” She was teasing again, evidently relieved at the shift in mood. “Your spankings aren’t that hard.”


    He chuckled, pulling his hand out of her pajamas before his body started getting the wrong idea, and settled her against him, trying to get more comfortable. “We’ll have to address that next time, I guess.”


    “They say that practice makes perfect.”


    He smiled at the wry note in her tone, enjoying how she felt pressed against his side, tucked under his arm. “That’s only true if one practices in the right way.”


    After a stretch of silence, he started to wonder if she’d gone to sleep. Once she had, he would go back to his own room. He’d come down here for sex, after all. Not to fall asleep with her in his arms.


    “Why have you never gotten married?” she asked.


    He tensed automatically before he made himself relax, since he wasn’t in the habit of giving such revealing responses to questions. As close as she was, she would definitely have felt his initial reaction. “What kind of question is that?”


    “I don’t know. Just wondering.” Her tone was very light as she added, “No need to worry. I’m not offering myself for the position or anything.”


    “I didn’t think you were.” It was the truth. Kelly might be partly a mystery, but she wasn’t a mystery in this. He never once suspected her of having domestic designs on him. If anything, she kept holding part of herself back from any true intimacy.


    She was like him in that. She was like him in a lot of ways. More than anyone he’d ever met.


    Which might have been why he answered her question, when he normally wouldn’t have done so. “I don’t know. It just never crossed my mind as a good option. If I had a wife, I—”


    “You what?”


    “I wouldn’t treat her right.” He wished he hadn’t said the words after they were spoken. They sounded bland, unconcerned, but they exposed too much.


    Kelly was silent for a moment, shifting slightly against him, her soft hair brushing against his skin. “A lot of men don’t treat their wives well. It doesn’t stop them from marrying.”


    “That’s true.”


    It felt like she was going to pursue the question, but then she seemed to pull herself back. He wondered why she’d asked in the first place, since she seemed to avoid any sort of personal conversation.


    He felt off-kilter and strangely vulnerable—having admitted more than he had to anyone for years—so he asked, “What about you?”


    “What about me?”


    “Why haven’t you gotten married?”


    “No one has ever asked me.”


    “Don’t give me that. You’ve never given anyone the chance to ask you. Didn’t you tell me on the first day we met that you don’t do seconds?”


    He remembered that day well and wondered why she’d felt more complete to him then than she did now. What about her now—even with his arm around her—felt like it was always slipping through his fingers?


    “Yeah. I might have said that.”


    “So why? Why just casual sex?”


    She pulled away from him, rolling over on her side to face him. He could only see a vague outline of her face and body in the dark, but she felt defensive, prickly, even though her voice was still light as she said, “Coming from a man who has lived his life with nothing but casual sex, that’s a strange question.”


    Maybe it was a strange question, but he knew why he resisted any serious relationship. Wes had been right a couple of weeks ago when he’d said he always ran when things got real. He didn’t know why Kelly resisted, though, and he wanted to know. “Coming from a woman who just asked me why I’ve never gotten married, that’s a strange response to a harmless question.”


    He felt her relax with a long exhale. “I’ve just never wanted to do relationships. Is that so strange?”


    “It’s rather unusual, yes.”


    “Because I’m a woman?”


    “Partly.”


    “I don’t know.” She rolled over onto her back and now seemed to be staring at the ceiling. “I don’t like to depend on other people, and in a relationship I would have to. I’m not inclined to trust people, and you have to trust to make a relationship work. Sex I can control, so that’s what I do.”


    A thick silence followed her words, a silence Caleb could feel in his chest. He somehow knew the words were true and that she hadn’t intended to say so much.


    If he’d been a kind man or a sensitive one, he would have let the topic drop, since her tension now made it clear she wasn’t comfortable with this conversation. But, for the first time, he felt close to getting her, reaching her, understanding her, and he wasn’t going to lose the advantage.


    “Why don’t you trust people?”


    “Because they let you down.”


    Her voice was small, tight, clearly trying for casual, and it evoked the most unexpected response in him. He reached out to pull her against him again, holding her snugly. She buried her face against the side of his chest, clinging to him with a strange sort of tension.


    He didn’t understand it at all, but she felt uncharacteristically needy. After a minute, he asked, “Everyone in your life has let you down?”


    “Not everyone. But if they don’t, they get taken away anyway.”


    His throat suddenly tightened so intensely, so powerfully, that he couldn’t breathe for a moment. Because he knew—he knew—he knew how she felt.


    It had happened to him too.


    She might look beautiful and soft and untouched, and she might be secretive and sensual and damaged, but she wasn’t all that different from him.


    He understood her. Knew her. The way he knew himself.


    Maybe she sensed some of what he was feeling. Maybe she felt it herself. Because, after a minute, she raised her head and stared down at him in the dark. “What about you? Do you trust people?”


    “No.” Just the one word, the one truth.


    “I didn’t think so.”


    It felt like she was drawing away from him, so he tightened his arm around her. She didn’t resist, settling against him again.


    “What about your mafioso lover?” He’d been putting pieces together about her in his mind.


    She jerked.


    “What?”


    “The guy who’s after you. If you just do casual sex, how did you get involved with him?”


    After a brief hesitation, he felt her shrug. “I was just trying something out with him, and obviously it didn’t work. Plus, what makes you think he was Italian mob?”


    “You said he was connected.” He stiffened as he processed this new idea, the puzzle distracting him from his intense, softer feelings before. Maybe—he sucked in his breath as a different thought crossed his mind. “If you’re going to tell me you got involved with someone in the Mafia or some—”


    “Oh, just shut up. It’s none of your business who I got involved with. Just let it go.”


    He didn’t respond, knowing she was really annoyed now, so the conversation would be fruitless, but he was worried in an entirely new way. Some wannabe gangster from Atlantic City would be one thing. A Russian or Albanian would be something entirely different. The stakes would be much, much higher.


    He was mulling over this new avenue of investigation when she shifted beside him, stroking his bare belly with her hand. “Sorry,” she murmured.


    “Don’t be. It’s fine.”


    “I know you’re just trying to help, and I don’t want to sound ungrateful. But it’s my mess.”


    “I know you don’t like to depend on other people, but sometimes we can’t get out of our own messes without help.”


    She gave a loud sigh. “I know.”


    They lay in silence for several minutes. She started to stroke his chest and belly again, and he couldn’t help but like the feel of it.


    Finally, she said, “I should probably start figuring out what I’m going to do with my life now. I can’t stay here with you much longer.”


    He tensed involuntarily, for just a moment. “Why not? I’ve told you that you can stay for as long as you need.”


    “I’m not your mistress, you know.”


    “Damn it, Kelly,” Caleb snapped, responding to a surge of resentment and—very strangely—defensiveness. “Of course you’re not my mistress. You’re staying here because you’re in danger, and we just happen to be having sex.” He wasn’t sure why he was reacting this way. It wasn’t like him at all.


    It must have to do with how vulnerable he’d felt a few minutes ago.


    “You’re supporting me, and I’m fucking you. You go to work, and I lie around here all day. It feels like being a mistress to me.”


    “You are under no obligation to fuck me. I’m not going to kick you out if you’ve gotten bored with it. The sex is not the reason I’m letting you stay.”


    It was part of the reason—he had to admit to himself. He found it unlikely that he would be this interested in her, this invested in her, if they hadn’t been having sex, if the sex hadn’t been some of the best he’d had in a long time. But he was bothered by the implications of her words.


    She asked, “So why are you letting me stay? This situation is kind of crazy, you know. We were strangers two weeks ago, and all of a sudden I’m living with you and sleeping with you. It makes me feel—weird.”


    Caleb had no idea she’d been feeling this way, and he didn’t like things that he didn’t know. “So, we won’t fuck anymore,” he said tensely.


    Kelly groaned. “Would you stop it? I’m not saying I don’t want to fuck you anymore. You must know how—how much I enjoy it. But I don’t like to feel dependent, and that’s how I feel with you.”


    He was silent for a long time, recognizing that he liked her being dependent on him. He liked that, right now, he was the only person in the world she was relying on. What that said about him, he didn’t really know.


    “So what are you planning to do?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “I can understand why you might not want to live with me indefinitely—and honestly, I can’t keep staying here myself. It’s becoming inconvenient for me to keep commuting to the city every day for work. But surely you don’t expect me to just let you walk away, when you have no resources.”


    Kelly tried to pull away from him, but he wouldn’t let her. So she grumbled, “I never said I didn’t have any resources. I’m hardly destitute. I can hire help if I need it. I can take care of myself.”


    “Then what are you waiting for? Leave. Tomorrow morning, if you want. And take care of yourself.”


    “Is that what you want? Me to leave?”


    He let out a brief, frustrated exclamation. “No. Damn it, Kelly. Haven’t I just said so? I want to help you. I don’t want you to leave.”


    It was true, but he couldn’t believe he’d just admitted it out loud.


    The words seemed to have a good effect, though. She sighed deeply and was silent for a long time. She pressed herself up beside him again, burrowing under the crook of his arm. “All right. I’ll stay a little while longer, just because I feel a lot safer with you. But I’m not going to just let you support me. I’ll start figuring things out.”


    “You can pay me rent, if it makes you feel better.” He intentionally made his tone very dry.


    He was rewarded with a little laugh. “Thanks. I might take you up on that.”


    
      —
    


    Mid-morning on Saturday, Caleb found Kelly on the patio, drinking coffee and drawing something on a sketchpad.


    “What are you drawing?” he asked, trying to catch a glimpse of it.


    She gave a little twitch, since he’d obviously surprised her, and she ducked the pad away from his view. “None of your business.”


    He frowned, but such a small secret felt too petty to pursue. “I’m taking Ralph to the park. Do you want to come?”


    Closing her sketchpad, she stood up with a smile.


    “Yes. I’d love to. I was wondering why…”


    “You were wondering why what?”


    She gave a pretty little shrug. “Do you take him there a lot? I’ve been wondering why you took him to the park in the first place, since your place here is so big and there’s plenty of space to run.”


    “We usually go every Saturday, although I’ve missed the last couple of weeks. I’ll show you why.” He jangled the lead he held in his hand and called out, “Park!”


    A couple of seconds later, Ralph was bounding toward them at full speed. Kelly laughed as the dog skidded to a stop, nearly plowing into Caleb’s legs.


    “I have no idea why, but playing around here doesn’t come close to going to the park for him. It’s his favorite thing in the world. You should hear him crying as we get close to it in the car.” He felt a strange sort of pleased pride as Kelly laughed again and leaned down to pet the dog, obviously very fond of the animal.


    When she straightened up, she said, “I’m going to bring my sketchpad. Maybe I’ll work on a drawing of him.”


    “Sounds good to me.” He slanted her a teasing look. “It’s about time you started working for your keep around here.”


    She gave him a little push against the arm, clearly not offended. He was sure she’d been serious about not living off of him indefinitely, but it was nice that she wasn’t too uptight about it.


    They drove to the park, with Ralph whimpering louder and louder as they approached, until Kelly hushed him and told the dog he should be more like his owner and act cool and collected about things he was excited about.


    When they arrived, Ralph ran ahead with his Frisbee to the corner near the woods where Caleb always took him. He and Kelly walked more slowly in a pleasant kind of silence.


    He had never brought a woman to the park with him before. It had been a weekly ritual for a long time, and part of the pleasure for him was that he went alone, with only his dog. But he didn’t regret bringing Kelly.


    She was walking beside him, looking around, smiling at Ralph whenever she focused on the dog, who was now running circles in pure joie de vivre.


    Another woman would have moved closer to him, tried to deepen the connection between them, taken his hand as some sort of claim to their closeness.


    Kelly didn’t, though. She did nothing to get nearer to him, even in a casual way.


    For some reason, he kept noticing it.


    When he edged toward her as they walked, she edged the other way to keep the same distance. It didn’t seem to be purposeful. It was completely unconscious—like her instinct was to pull away rather than move close.


    As an experiment, he reached over to take her hand in his as they walked.


    She gave him a quick, startled glance, but then smiled and didn’t pull her hand out of his grasp.


    After a minute, though, when they had to move around a family sitting on a blanket in the grass, she slipped her hand away. She was so elusive. It was puzzling and tantalizing, both. All his life, women had done anything they could to get closer to him, use any opportunity to evoke soft feelings. Kelly was obviously attracted to Caleb, and it was apparent she liked him and wanted to be around him. But there was part of her that kept holding him at a distance.


    Maybe he was hopelessly contrary, but it made him want to tighten his grip.


    “Let’s stop here,” she said, when they started getting closer to the edge of the woods. “This is good, isn’t it?”


    “We always go a little farther.” Caleb gestured toward Ralph, who had planted himself in their normal location.


    She took a strange little breath and smiled as they moved toward the dog, closer to the woods.


    While Caleb threw the Frisbee for Ralph, Kelly found a large rock and settled herself on the grass, leaning back against it as she sketched the dog.


    It was like any other Saturday morning in the park, except it was a little better because Kelly was there to meet his smile or laugh or call out a teasing comment.


    He enjoyed himself so much that it startled him.


    After a while, he walked over to where Kelly was sitting. She gazed up at him as he approached, her fair face radiant in the morning light. She looked fresh and golden, like a blossom in the sun.


    His breath actually hitched in his throat.


    “Do you want to take a little walk?” he asked, instinctively shifting the moment to something more familiar. Sex. He reached his hand down toward her and nodded toward the woods. “We could revisit the scene.”


    She obviously picked up on the seductiveness in his tone, but a strange expression flickered on her face as she glanced back toward the woods. “I don’t think so. I’m still working on Ralph.”


    Her response was so unexpected that Caleb felt compelled to follow it up. He lowered himself to sit beside her on the grass, looking over at the sketch—which was very well done and almost complete. “Maybe we can revisit the scene when you’re done.”


    She didn’t answer, focusing instead on the page.


    He drew his brows together. Her cheeks had paled a little. Even though her expression was perfectly natural, something underlying it was almost skittish. “You did enjoy that first time, didn’t you?”


    Her eyes shot up to his face. “Of course I did. You know very well that I did.”


    He relaxed a tension he hadn’t been aware of before. “That’s what I thought. But it seems like something is bothering you about going back there.”


    Putting down the sketchpad, she gave him a resigned look. “Yeah. I’m sorry. It wasn’t the sex at all. It’s just that—that I don’t like the woods.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I don’t like the woods. Any woods. They make me nervous.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yeah.” With a sheepish smile, she leaned back against the boulder. “It sounds stupid, I’m sure, but it’s just this weird fear I have.”


    “Did something happen in the woods, to make you scared of them?” His mind was mulling over this new piece of the puzzle that was Kelly, and he couldn’t help but be pleased by the information, since she so seldom talked about herself.


    “No. I was just always scared of them as a kid, and the fear never went away. Kids are scared of all kinds of silly things.” She reached over to rub his chest. “What were you scared of when you were little?”


    He thought about the question, staring out into the distance for several moments. With a little intake of breath, he turned back to her and admitted, “I can’t even remember.”


    She snorted. “Right. You’re just pretending to be all fearless and manly. But I’m sure you were scared of something. But, even as a boy, I bet you didn’t admit it.”


    “I didn’t.” He smiled and repositioned himself, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and pulling her closer. “I’ve probably blocked any childhood fears out now, along with any other trace of weakness. I know as a boy I never admitted to being scared of anything.”


    “Or as a man either.”


    He thought about that. Recognized it as true.


    “Or as a man.”


    “What were your parents like?”


    “They were—were busy a lot.”


    “Were you close to them?”


    “I don’t even know. I was never conscious of not being close to them, but sometimes I would watch other families—that were affectionate with each other—and I’d wonder what that would be like. My dad was a classic workaholic. He started a tech company and made a fortune purely because he was brilliant. I always assumed he loved me, but he didn’t have time for us to hang out. And my mom was always trying to climb the social ladder. They were”—he paused, trying to sort through the years of memories from his childhood, most of the milder memories overwhelmed by the one year of hell he’d lived through—“they were fine.”


    A silence followed his conclusion, making Caleb suddenly self-conscious. He never spilled like that. He never revealed himself in any real way. And he didn’t know what Kelly was thinking now.


    When he looked over, he saw she wasn’t even focused on him. She was staring off in the distance. But her hand was still stroking his chest, and the touch felt comforting somehow.


    “What were your parents like?” he asked, wanting to change the subject.


    She lifted one shoulder. “I was adopted. My adoptive parents were very nice. They did everything they could for me. They were older, and we never really bonded the way other kids do with their parents. But I liked them and appreciated them. I tried to be good to them.”


    “That doesn’t sound much like a family.”


    “I don’t know. It was better than nothing.”


    She felt small and fragile for some reason, so he tightened his arm around her. “Do you remember your biological parents?”


    After a pause, she breathed out, “Yeah.”


    “What were they like?”


    Kelly didn’t answer immediately, and the tension in her body made Caleb think she was hiding something devastating.


    “Were they that bad?” he asked, softly, like he might speak to a trapped animal.


    “No. They weren’t bad. My mom was always distant. She worked as a—she worked all the time and didn’t seem to care about me much. But my dad”—something shuddered through her briefly before she whispered—“I loved him.”


    “He died?”


    She nodded mutely.


    “He’s the one who was taken away from you?”


    She ducked her head, hiding her face against his shirt.


    He wrapped his other arm around her too and hugged her against him for a minute. Feeling this way was entirely new to him—like he was both giving and taking comfort—but he felt like he needed it, so he didn’t try to pull away.


    
      —
    


    Caleb was working in his office several days later when his phone rang.


    He picked it up to glance at the screen, preparing to ignore it, but when he saw it was Wes, he connected the call after all.


    “Hey, are you in town?”


    “Not yet,” Wes said, sounding unusually serious.


    “Did something happen?”


    “No. I was planning to fly in yesterday, but I couldn’t get away from work. I’ll come in next week now. But I was wondering if you’d do me a favor.”


    “Sure.” Caleb replied automatically, but he was starting to feel a sinking in his gut, intuition telling him he wasn’t going to like this favor.


    “Shit, I hate to ask, but Dad is sick as a dog with the flu, and my mom needs to get in for a blood transfusion.”


    “Don’t you have someone there to help them?”


    “Of course. There’s always a nurse, but Mom’s gotten really”—Wes cleared his throat—“she needs someone she knows with her.”


    “I haven’t seen her for years.”


    “I know that. But she knows you. I know it’s a lot to ask, but they’re falling apart on me, and I’m on a different continent.”


    Caleb couldn’t remember ever hearing Wes so stretched, almost helpless. All of his well-practiced instincts at self-preservation were screaming at him to hang up, to get away. But he heard himself saying, “I’ll do it. When does she need to go in?”


    “This afternoon. Can you get away?”


    Caleb glanced at his afternoon, most of which was scheduled with meetings or calls, a sick weight churning in his gut.


    “I’ll do it.”


    As soon as he said the words, he knew this was the last thing he should have agreed to.


    
      —
    


    Three hours later, he dropped Wes’s mother back at their townhouse and could finally let out his breath.


    He felt ill and exhausted in a way he hadn’t for years, and so many memories were bombarding him now that—if he didn’t distract himself soon—he might just go home and drink himself into a stupor.


    He should probably get back to work, since he’d had to reschedule his whole afternoon, but a headache was pounding at his temples, and he just couldn’t bring himself to do it.


    He didn’t want to work. He wanted to see Kelly.


    He called Breah to tell her he was coming home early, and he was surprised and displeased when she told him that Kelly wasn’t there. She’d evidently gone shopping this afternoon.


    So he called up Pete, who was the man he’d assigned to her, and was told they were at an upscale mall.


    It was on his way home, so Caleb headed over there. At least it would be a distraction. Make him forget what the hospital had smelled like, the memories it had brought with it.


    It took a while to get there, and then more time to get parked, call Pete, and then find the dress store he’d indicated. But finally Caleb entered the boutique and saw Pete standing next to what was obviously the dressing room door.


    “She’s trying shit on,” Pete said, straightening up when Caleb approached.


    Caleb rubbed a hand through his hair, wondering what he was even doing here. He could have gone back to work. Or gone back home. He didn’t need to rush here to just wait around while Kelly shopped.


    He wanted to see her.


    “How long has she been in there?” he asked.


    Pete shrugged. “A while. Twenty minutes.”


    “How long does it take to try on clothes?” Feeling frustrated by the whole day, Caleb pushed through the door. There obviously weren’t separate men’s and women’s dressing areas in this shop, so it wasn’t like he wasn’t allowed.


    He stopped short as soon as he entered.


    His eyes had landed unerringly on Kelly, who was standing behind the partly opened door of the farthest cubicle.


    She was talking to a man.


    The man was around forty, with a strong build and a slightly rumpled appearance. He was smiling down at Kelly in a way that made Caleb stiffen.


    What the hell was she doing in here with this guy?


    He paced toward them, a surge of possessive resentment coursing through him. They weren’t touching, but Kelly was smiling back at him and it felt private, secretive somehow.


    The man noticed him first, his expression changing as he processed Caleb’s appearance.


    Kelly turned, jerking visibly in obvious surprise.


    Or guilt. Maybe guilt.


    Caleb was bristling with irrational jealousy as he reached them.


    “I guess this means you’re already taken,” the man said, giving Kelly another smile. “Too bad.”


    “Nice try,” Kelly said, smiling distractedly and giving the stranger a little wave. She turned to Caleb. “What are you doing here?”


    “Who was that?” he demanded.


    “Just some guy. What are you doing here?”


    “What were you doing in here with him?” He looked over his shoulder, but the other man had already left the dressing room.


    “He was just flirting with me.” Kelly was frowning now, and her shoulders were stiff. “What did you think? We’d come in here for a quick fuck?”


    “You didn’t know him?” Caleb was starting to wonder if he’d overreacted, but there had been a vibe earlier that he couldn’t quite pin down, something that roused his suspicions.


    “Of course I didn’t know him. He was in here looking for a shirt to wear to a wedding, and I talked him out of buying a really ugly one. He was just coming on to me. It happens, sometimes, you know.”


    That squared with what the guy had said as he left, but still. Caleb stood tensely, studying her face, wondering why he still wanted to clobber someone.


    “I didn’t peg you for the jealous type,” Kelly said, turning away to get her purse and a blue dress out of the cubicle. “And I’ve got to say, all this alpha male possessiveness is really not appealing. I’m allowed to talk to other men, you know.”


    Of course she was allowed. He didn’t normally overreact this way. He had no idea what was wrong with him. Only he hated the idea of Kelly with another man.


    He hated it.


    “As long as talking is all you do,” he muttered, an edge to his tone that surprised him.


    It evidently surprised her too. She stared at him for a minute, her hair slipping out of her long braid the way it always did. “If I’m supposed to curb my extracurricular activities, then the same better apply to you.”


    Did she really think he was fucking other women? Did she really think he even wanted to?


    He stepped forward, walking her backward and holding her in place by bracing a hand on the wall. “I don’t share.”


    Her cheeks were flushed now, and she arched slightly, visibly turned on. But her voice was controlled as she replied, “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”


    “I’m serious. If something is mine, then it’s mine only.”


    “I know you’re not talking about me as your possession.”


    Of course she was his. Her gold hair, her creamy skin, her lush curves, her long legs, her supple mouth. Her knowing, intelligent eyes. All of it felt like his, and he still bristled at the idea of anyone else laying a hand on her.


    “Okay,” Kelly said, reaching up to stroke his jaw. “If you’re going to go all caveman on me, then you’ll have to wait until we get home. I’m not getting fucked in the dressing room.”


    “It doesn’t have to be now, but you’re definitely getting fucked.”


    She was smiling as she pushed him out of the dressing room, and he stood beside her as she paid for her dress. She didn’t say anything, but she kept slanting little looks up at him, as if trying to figure out what was going on with him.


    When they left the mall, she got in the passenger seat of Caleb’s car instead of riding back with Pete.


    She was studying him so closely now that it was making him self-conscious.


    He said, “I know you’re hot for me, but we agreed we’d wait until we got home before you get fucked.”


    She gave a little laugh, but he hadn’t distracted her from her questions. “What are you doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t you be at work?”


    “Yeah.” He’d turned on the car, but he hadn’t shifted into drive yet.


    “I know you didn’t blow your whole schedule to go shopping with me, so what’s going on?”


    There was no good reason to tell her. But he heard himself saying, “I had to…do a favor for a friend, and then just didn’t go back into work.”


    “What favor?” Her voice was soft, as if she were afraid of spooking him.


    He let out a long exhale and closed his eyes. “I had to take a friend’s mother to the hospital for a blood transfusion.”


    She sucked in a sharp breath, clearly surprised. “Why you?”


    Naturally, she would be surprised. He wasn’t the sort of man to go out of his way for someone else. “Because she knows me. She’s not doing well, and the only people she remembers are from way back. My friend didn’t have anyone else to ask.”


    “Well”—she paused—“that was really nice of you.”


    He opened his eyes and gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Nice isn’t the word I’d use to describe me.”


    “I know. But still.” She looked strange, like she was rattled for some reason. Her eyes kept darting from his face to her hands in her lap. “I’m sure your friend appreciated it. Was it…”


    “Was it what?”


    “Was it hard? You seem kind of—I don’t know—stretched or something this afternoon.”


    He closed his eyes again.


    “Yeah,” he said, then decided the conversation had gone on long enough. He straightened up and backed the car out of the parking place.


    She didn’t pursue her earlier questions. She sat with her arms hugging her stomach, looking strangely fragile and confused.


    After about ten minutes of silence, he looked at her and asked, “You okay?”


    She smiled, but he could tell it was forced. “Of course. I’m waiting to get fucked at home.”


    He could tell she didn’t mean that either.


    It was a few minutes before he spoke again, and when he did, it wasn’t what he’d intended to say. “I don’t like hospitals.”


    He’d surprised her again. Her big blue eyes gazed up at him questioningly.


    He gave a little shake of his head. “I don’t.”


    “You run a pharmaceutical company,” she said slowly. “I’d think you would have gotten used to them by now.”


    “I haven’t.”


    She said, “Too many people to save.”


    She understood completely. He stared out the windshield at the traffic on the highway, murmuring, “And no way to save them.”


    
      —
    


    The next night, Kelly asked him to tie her up.


    He’d brought her to his room at bedtime, and they’d been kissing and caressing under the covers. Nothing wild or creative, but it had felt intense. He was tired after a long week and was mostly in the mood for something quiet.


    He certainly hadn’t planned on anything like this.


    Kelly said she just wanted to try something new.


    He agreed. There was no reason not to. She wanted it, and it might be exciting.


    He picked up some silk cords he had from some previous, nearly forgotten affair.


    She was lying naked on his bed, her eyes huge and very blue as they focused on him. He gazed at her for a minute, trying to read the expression in her eyes. Caleb had never seen that particular look there before. Her expression was deep, and conflicted, and significant, but he couldn’t figure out how to interpret it.


    He started to tie her right hand, winding the cord around her delicate wrist and around the post of his headboard. He intentionally kept it loose. She was as tired as he was, and he was afraid anything too intense would be too much for tonight.


    He hadn’t thought either of them was really in that mood.


    “It’s not tight enough,” Kelly whispered, her full lips soft but unwavering.


    Caleb looked at her face silently, again trying to figure out what was going on. He was used to being in control, used to being competent, used to knowing exactly what to do.


    He wasn’t used to feeling like this.


    “What’s the point of this if I can pull my hand out? I want to do this, Caleb. You said I could try anything with you, and I wanted to try this. If you are going to do it with me, at least get it right.” She sounded more like herself, and there was a glint of clever impatience in her eyes as she slanted them up at him.


    Caleb stopped worrying, wondering, and retied the cord, more tightly this time. Finally, he let himself look at her for real, let his body enjoy the sight.


    Kelly wasn’t wild and playful right now, the way she’d been when she’d gotten him to spank her. She wasn’t full of that vivid, taunting sexual provocation he was used to from her. She felt deep, like there were layers to her he’d not even come close to exposing.


    He wanted to expose them, expose her. He wanted to know her for real.


    His cock was hardening quickly as he moved over her body to tie up her other arm. Her skin was cool and fair, a stark contrast to the dark cord. As he tightened the knot, her fingers wrapped themselves into a fist.


    When her hands were both tied, he backed up slightly. Her arms were spread out toward the posts of the headboard, and her full breasts were stretched across her chest. Her nipples were already hard, although he hadn’t touched them yet and it wasn’t cold in the room.


    He felt his body react even more intensely to the sight of her fair, naked skin and soft curves. He leaned in to kiss her deeply.


    She responded, her tongue darting into his mouth, dueling with his own. There was something about her kissing that was intoxicating—somehow both passionate and more than that, like a current ran beneath the passion he couldn’t quite name.


    Those elusive layers he could never reach.


    Eventually, he pulled away from her mouth and trailed kisses down to her neck. She was arching up into his mouth, into his touch, and her obvious need for him reached a tight ball of conflicted need in his own soul.


    “Caleb,” she breathed. “Not yet. You haven’t tied my ankles yet.”


    He raised his head to meet her eyes, but hers were closed. Her cheeks were flushed, and her head was tossing slightly, as if resisting a desire too compelling to fight.


    He thought about what she’d said—about how she never wanted to feel dependent, about how she couldn’t trust anyone enough to give up control.


    But she was doing so now. With him.


    Submitting completely.


    A feeling pulsed in his chest as powerfully as it pulsed in his cock.


    He moved to the bottom of the bed.


    He lifted up one of her small feet. He kissed the toes and the sensitive skin on the curve of the arch. Her breath hitched audibly when he licked her instep with a flick of his tongue.


    He returned her foot to the mattress and stretched the cord around her ankle, and then around the post of the footboard. Silently, he finished with her other foot, completely securing her to the bed.


    Now she was spread-eagled on his expensive sheets. Naked, vulnerable, entirely open to him.


    He had to close his eyes against the image of her strong, beautiful body in this helpless position, or he would lose the control he had remaining. His excitement must be obvious to her, since he was wearing nothing but his underwear.


    “What do you want me to do?” Caleb asked hoarsely, not yet touching her. For no good reason, his heart was pounding so violently that he was sure she could hear it.


    He had no idea how they’d even gotten here, when they’d been having quiet sex under the covers.


    Kelly looked at him with those wide, unfathomable eyes, her hair spread out around her face like some kind of damaged halo.


    “Take me,” she whispered.


    He moved over her, covering her supple body with his. “Tell me what to do,” he murmured, his lips hovering over her face. She seemed on the edge of something, and he was suddenly afraid of what would happen if she fell over it.


    “No. That’s not how this works. You get to do whatever you want to me.”


    It was an act of trust—or should have been. She was offering her body to him, allowing him total control, complete power. But it didn’t feel like trust to Caleb.


    It was something else entirely.


    And Caleb still didn’t know what that was.


    But he was fully erect, his arousal like a throbbing, aching presence on his body. And Kelly was the woman he’d been having sex with for two weeks now. She was asking him to take her.


    It wasn’t like he was going to refuse.


    He knew she wasn’t ready for him to enter her yet, so he didn’t even bother checking to be sure. Instead, he kissed her some more, gently at first, but then his desire took over and the kiss became hungry and urgent.


    When he felt her start to run out of breath, he pulled away and licked his way down her neck, spending a little time on the pulse in her throat. Through his tongue on her skin, he could feel that her heart was beating as erratically as his was.


    He reached her breasts. As he played with her nipples—one with his mouth and the other with his fingers—he heard her breathing grow heavier, and she started to make little whimpers and moans.


    He loved the sounds she made when he touched her, loved knowing that he could have that effect on her. Sometimes it felt like she was resisting how he made her feel, but the desire was too strong for her overcome. It was like an addiction, knowing she wanted him so much.


    He wanted her so much at this point that it was all he could do to keep from lifting her hips and driving himself into her hot, tight pussy. He started to say something—easy, seductive words to intensify her pleasure, the kind he’d always been good at—but he wasn’t confident of his ability to form coherent words.


    He concentrated on pleasing her, gave her breasts some more attention, then scooted down to her lower body, parting her thighs to make room for his shoulders.


    She was aroused now. Even if she hadn’t been groaning with pleasure, he would still know without fingering her. He could smell her from his position—a scent that did something strange and frightening to his belly and heart—and he could feel the heat she was generating.


    He started kissing her inner thighs, making his way up to her arousal.


    “No,” she gasped, her body squirming in obvious need. “Not that.”


    He looked up at her, more disoriented than ever.


    “I don’t want that. Not tonight.”


    She was obviously turned on, ready to come. Her body clearly wanted him to bring her to orgasm. He couldn’t imagine why she wouldn’t want him to go down on her.


    A flicker went through his mind, recognizing that he’d never done that to her before. He couldn’t remember at the moment if he’d ever even offered until now.


    He was processing this fact and starting to puzzle through it when Kelly rocked her body in the bindings, distracting him completely. “Caleb, please. I want you to take me.”


    There was something wild in her eyes now, something so conflicted and needy that he couldn’t look away from it.


    He rolled on a condom and moved over her again, kissing her and positioning himself between her legs. Entering the hot, tight clasp of her body was almost too much for his weakened restraint, and he had an embarrassing moment of losing control, making a few fast thrusts inside her before he could pull it together.


    “How do you want me to move?” Caleb murmured at last, forgetting he was supposed to be the one to make the decisions.


    Kelly wriggled beneath him, started pulling on her bound hands. “Take me hard,” she gasped. “Please.”


    He smothered a groan in response and readjusted his knees, every instinct in his body demanding him to thrust, to dominate, to take what he so desperately needed.


    She cried out when he started to fuck her hard, fast, shaking the bed, shaking her body.


    Pleasure and satisfaction howled in his head as he took her. Kelly grew hoarse from crying out so much, and she was frantically struggling against her tied wrists and ankles. She was trying to move her hips with his, the way she usually did, but she was spread so tightly that she couldn’t get very much leverage.


    He wanted this. Needed it. He felt the whole arc of his life channeled into this one act—this power, this craving, this absolute control.


    Kelly bound beneath him, begging him to claim her.


    When she’d lived her life in rebellion against trust and helplessness.


    And for some reason that thought provoked a flicker of recognition, even through the hot blur of animalistic appetite.


    He opened his eyes and saw her face again, twisted in pleasure, in desire, and in something aching, almost pained.


    The revelation slammed down on him like a vise, briefly halting the momentum of his climax. He stopped thrusting with a guttural sound. Pulled out of her. Started untying the silk cords.


    Kelly was whimpering, but not from desire anymore. “What are you doing? Why are you stopping?”


    Caleb didn’t answer until he had finished freeing her. He moved to stretch out beside her, pulling her into his arms. “We’re not doing this tonight.”


    “What?” She tried to pull away from him, but he refused to let her leave his embrace. “I told you—”


    “I don’t care what you told me. We’re not doing this tonight.” He gently rolled her onto her back again and moved over her, gently kissing her lips until she started to respond.


    Her whole body was shaking, and the pulsing tension in Caleb’s cock and chest both started building again.


    She wrapped her arms and legs around him, her body softening as the kiss deepened.


    And he was drowning in her, the surge of emotion so strange, so troubling. He gave himself over completely to the embrace, torn between wanting to run and wanting to comfort her. Wanting to demand she give him answers and wanting to protect her from anything that threatened. Wanting to fuck her and hating every man who ever had.


    She responded needily, clutching at his head, holding his mouth against hers, rocking beneath him.


    Until finally he was buried inside her again, her legs wrapped tightly around his hips, rocking together as his arousal started to climb toward completion.


    His desperate need was as much emotional as physical—both of them building, cresting, releasing together.


    He kept kissing her, and she kept shaking helplessly with suppressed emotion, but soon her body was shuddering through an orgasm and he was choking out a wordless sound as he came with hard waves of pleasure and feeling.


    He was still holding her against him when his body relaxed completely, even the hard, ruthless compulsion that had driven him all his life finally easing into a moment of peace.


    And his last conscious thought until he fell into dreamless sleep was that he’d never in his life had sex like that before.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    Kelly had completely fallen apart the night before, and she’d almost ruined everything.


    There was no excuse. She hadn’t liked the way they were having sex in bed initially—it was too traditional, too personal, too intimate—so she’d tried to turn it into something kinky, a vague scene out of one of her sexual fantasies so it would feel less emotional, less real.


    But it hadn’t worked. Even as he’d tied her up, it had felt deep, real, hard, and then he hadn’t even let himself go and taken what he wanted, the way she’d been expecting from him.


    He must have read some of her conflicted feelings and had responded in a way she never would have imagined.


    He’d been gentle, tender, giving as much as he took.


    And she’d wanted what he’d given, as much as she wanted what he took.


    When she’d come, it had felt like more than an orgasm was released.


    It was wrong. So wrong in every way that she couldn’t let it happen again. She had to be more careful, or she’d never be able to do what she had come here to do.


    All of these thoughts filtered through her mind before she’d even opened her eyes the following morning. As soon as she did, she realized she was still in Caleb’s bed.


    They’d slept all night together. They’d never done so before.


    She watched him for a minute. The way his dark hair, mingled with a few strands of silver, was rumpled and kinked up over his left temple. The way his bare chest rose and fell, the cover pushed down toward his belly. The way his long fingers gripped the sheets, as if he were under pressure, even in his sleep.


    He looked normal—like any other man—when the cool intelligence in his brown eyes and the power in his attitude was masked by sleep.


    In some ways, he was just like any other man.


    In other ways, he was more so.


    He wasn’t completely a monster. She had to admit that to herself after last night. He’d been careful with her, gentle, undeniably sensitive. He’d held her last night and given her what she needed—even though what she needed was the last thing she’d wanted.


    He couldn’t know that, though. He’d genuinely tried to be there for her, and there was no way for her to mentally turn it into something else.


    It didn’t matter. He didn’t have to be a complete monster to do what he’d done. And a few soft moments weren’t a sign that her mother was wrong about him.


    All it meant was that Kelly needed to pick up her pace, or she would never be able to accomplish her purpose.


    He trusted her as much now as he would ever trust her, so she needed to get moving. Any more time would only weaken her and allow him a chance to uncover her lies.


    Making a sound in his sleep, Caleb rolled over, and Kelly used the shift in position to slip out of the bed without waking him. It was just seven on a Sunday morning, but she couldn’t lie around looking at him anymore. She was already unnerved enough.


    He was still sleeping after she showered and dressed, so she went downstairs for coffee, and then she took a walk around the grounds with Ralph, the German shepherd.


    His place was really more of an estate than a house. There was a separate building for the garage, a swimming pool, tennis court, and stables—plus acres of grounds, some of it wooded, which she would never venture into.


    Just the thought of going into the woods made her queasy, and it made her cringe thinking of what she might have revealed to Caleb of her real self on Saturday in the park. She turned her back on Caleb’s woods and walked toward the stables—which were empty because he didn’t keep horses.


    They’d probably been part of the grounds when he’d bought this place.


    She and Ralph walked through the stables, and he dug an old battered ball out of a pile of hay and presented it to her.


    The ball was really pretty gross, but she took it outside and tossed it for him, watching him bound toward it, catching it on the second bounce.


    “I can’t believe you touched that old thing,” came a voice from behind her.


    She turned around to see Caleb, unshaven and clearly unshowered, since he wore the trousers he’d had on yesterday evening. “It’s a little worse for wear.”


    “That was his first ball. He had it when he came to me as a puppy, and he refuses to relinquish it.” Caleb smiled at his dog as he returned, ball in mouth, and then he threw it again when Ralph dropped it.


    Kelly kept her eyes on the animal, since Caleb was looking far too attractive—half-dressed and domestic the way he was.


    “Sentimental.”


    “Obsessed and deluded. He’s got this idea that it’s the best ball in existence, and every other ball is just a poor second.” He reached out to take her hand, using it to pull her body against his. “You’re up early.”


    Kelly forced herself not to tense up at his proximity and the affectionate gesture. “Yeah. Couldn’t sleep any longer.”


    He usually woke up before her—always on weekdays and usually on weekends too.


    He slid his hands down to her hips, studying her face. “How are you feeling? After last night.”


    She tried to tell herself he was mostly curious—since her behavior had been so strange—but there was concern as well as questions in his expression. “I’m fine. Sorry about all that.” She swallowed hard, trying to think of a reasonable excuse for her behavior.


    She’d really screwed up.


    Caleb paused before he spoke, as if thinking through his next words. “I’m happy to try anything you want to try in the bedroom,” he said at last, his eyes focused on Ralph and his ball. “But only if you really want to do it.”


    He’d obviously sensed that she didn’t really want it last night, even though he didn’t know the full reasons. It was unnerving, that he’d read her so well. It was dangerous.


    But his comment had given her a good lead-in to the explanation that finally came to her. “I did want it. I mean, I want to want it. It’s just not always easy, trying something new.”


    “Yeah.”


    She couldn’t tell at all what he was thinking, and it worried her. She pressed herself against his side, wrapping an arm around him, hoping physical touch might distract him from whatever he was puzzling out about her. “I’ve never been in a relationship before where I was able to—to try things out. I want to. I want to be able to—to stretch myself that way, even if it’s hard.”


    Ironically, it was true. It was absolutely true. She’d never once in her life been in this deep with a man. No one had ever been with her sexually the way Caleb was.


    He tilted his head down to press a kiss into her hair. “Then we will. Just tell me the truth about what you want, and don’t force yourself to change all at once. I don’t like feeling…”


    When he trailed off, she looked up at him, strangely breathless as she waited for him to continue. “You don’t like feeling what?”


    “Like you’re using me to—to hurt yourself.”


    She sucked in a breath and ducked her head, hiding her face in his shirt to keep him from seeing her expression.


    Because he was right about that too, when she hadn’t even been conscious of it.


    Sometimes it felt like she needed to be punished for not hating him enough.


    He didn’t press her for a response, just kept an arm around her, and she forced her mind back under control, reminding herself that she needed to act quickly or the situation would spiral even more into chaos than it already had.


    So she made herself force down the vulnerability and emotion and instead took the first step in her plan.


    “You’re not going to work today, are you?” she asked in a different tone. This one light, feminine, almost flirtatious.


    He dropped his arm from around her and shifted his gaze back to meet hers, a different sort of question in his eyes. “Probably later. I always work on Sunday afternoons. Why?”


    “I was hoping you wouldn’t. You work all the time.”


    A smile lifted the corner of his lips. “Did you have something else in mind?”


    “Nothing in particular. I’m not slavering after your irresistible body, if that’s what you think. I just wanted to spend the day with you.”


    “We spend plenty of time together.”


    If she’d been in a real relationship with him, she would get really tired of coming in a distant second to his work. As it was, it was actually helpful—since he wasn’t always around, getting in her space all the time. She gave him a little pouty frown and didn’t reply.


    He chuckled and wrapped an arm around her again, pulling her into a half hug. “You’re not going to start with that kind of thing, are you?”


    “No. I’m not going to start with any sort of thing. You can work all the time, for all I care.”


    He looked ridiculously pleased, and a little smug, as if he’d identified a soft spot in her that he liked. “Don’t lie to me. I can always tell. I’ll work from home this afternoon, instead of going into the office. How’s that?”


    It was evidently a great concession on his part, and he leaned down to kiss her to seal the deal.


    But she had a good idea now, and she’d set things up perfectly to follow through with it. So she told herself it didn’t matter when her arms instinctively wrapped around his neck to return the kiss.


    
      —
    


    At four in the afternoon, she walked into his home office wearing a little sundress and carrying the black silk cords he’d used on her the night before.


    He’d been working since noon, and she’d waited long enough that he wouldn’t feel genuinely annoyed with her for the interruption.


    She had to play this exactly right, or it would never succeed, and she needed something dramatic enough to distract him.


    After what happened last night, the cords would get his attention.


    He was clearly startled by her presence, but fortunately, he wasn’t on the phone. He took in her appearance in about two seconds, which is when she saw his expression shift from surprise to understanding to a knowing sort of approval to pure heat.


    She shifted from foot to foot, trying to look exaggeratedly shy. “Are you still working?”


    “You can see very well that I am.” His tone had taken on that low dominance she was familiar with—different in resonance than his more characteristic, natural authority.


    “I was hoping you were done.” She let her loose hair fall over her shoulder so she could hide her face behind it. He was always saying how much he liked that she looked innocent, inexperienced, so she might as well take advantage of it.


    He had to be into this all the way if it was ever going to work.


    His eyes slanted down to the cords. The brief question in his eyes eased back into desire, which was a relief. He was certainly an enthusiastic sex partner, but he wasn’t a predictable man—and so it wasn’t always easy to manipulate him.


    “We’re not using the cords,” he said at last, in the same low, textured voice.


    “But I—”


    “No arguments.”


    He sounded a lot bossier than he normally did when they weren’t playing a sexual game, but she still couldn’t tell if he was serious or not. She’d had the whole thing planned out, and she wasn’t sure normal sex would do the trick, so she didn’t want some pretense of sensitivity on his part to get in the way of her plan. “I’m ready,” she said, straightening up and meeting his gaze so he knew she was sincere. “I wasn’t ready last night, but I really want to do it this time.”


    He cleared his throat and leaned back in his chair, somehow looking both sophisticated and debauched in his expensive shirt and trousers. He murmured, “We’ll see if you’re ready.”


    With a quick intake of breath, she realized he was in after all—he was just changing the game a little. “How?” she breathed.


    “Drop the cords.”


    She let them fall to the floor and saw them curled like a snake beside her sandals and polished toes. “What are we going to do?”


    “We’re going to see how ready you really are to be bound.”


    She swallowed hard, her body already responding to the intensity of the heat in his eyes and the authority in his voice, and it was somehow even harder to resist, since she kept remembering how tender he’d been last night.


    It didn’t seem to matter who he was or what he’d done—she simply couldn’t help but want him.


    “I was working when you interrupted, so you’re going to have to wait until I’m ready for you.”


    She shifted slightly, since her arousal was already pulsing between her legs. “Wait how?”


    “Walk over here.”


    She did as he instructed, her cheeks flushing as his eyes crawled up and down her body.


    “Take off your dress.”


    Her hands were trembling a little in anticipation as she reached behind herself to unzip, and then let the dress fall down her body to the floor. She saw his response as he watched, and it fed her desire, knowing he wanted her so much.


    “Bend down over the desk, holding on to the opposite edge.”


    She obeyed, leaning over the edge of the desk, which was mostly empty because he nearly always worked at the attached computer arm. The desk was wide, but she was easily able to reach the opposite edge when she stretched out her arms. “Like this?” she whispered, turning her head so she could see him, seated in front of his computer.


    “Yes. Very good. Now, pretend I’m binding you with invisible rope.” He reached over and trailed his fingertips gently along her spine.


    Her whole body jerked at the tingle of pleasure.


    He drew back. “Put your hand back where it was.”


    She gulped, repositioning herself the way she’d been, understanding now what he was doing, what he was making her do.


    A hot rush of excitement filled her mind and body at the knowledge, but she tried to force it down, knowing she needed to focus on what was most important.


    Confirming her recognition, he murmured, “You’re not to move until I say so, until I unbind you. Do you understand?”


    She took a shaky breath, her eyes focused steadily on his face, instead of slipping over to the computer beyond him. “Yes. How long do I have to wait?” she asked.


    “As long as I tell you to wait. You know very well that this is what you want.”


    He was right. He was so completely, appallingly right. And she had no idea why she wanted it so much.


    She shuddered when she felt his fingertips on her back again, skating lightly over her skin, generating little shivers of pleasure. She concentrated on holding herself very still as his fingers trailed down to her thighs, brushed very lightly over the lace of her panties.


    She fought the instinct to buck up toward his touch as he lingered over the damp spot he’d found.


    “You’re very wet,” he said softly. “And I believe you’ll only get wetter as you wait.”


    He was right about that too.


    She suppressed a whimper of frustration when he turned back toward his computer and started working again on the email pulled up on his screen. She could see some of the words from her position, and it was of absolutely no interest to her. None of the email in his inbox right now would be any use to her.


    She needed to go much further back.


    She felt exposed and uncomfortable and incredibly turned on, bent over the desk this way, stretched out completely, wearing nothing but her bra and panties. Waiting for him like this. Completely vulnerable to him.


    Arousal throbbed deeply in her pussy, in her entire body, as she watched him work. This hadn’t turned out exactly as she’d planned, but it would still turn out fine if she could just focus on the task at hand, rather than on the aching compulsion of her body.


    He made her wait. And wait.


    The minutes stretched on. The edge of the desk was pushing against her stomach in a way that was starting to hurt and she was so aroused it was deeply uncomfortable. She shifted a little, trying to get some friction with her thighs to take the edge off.


    “I told you not to move,” Caleb said, without turning around. He was on his second email now, and was typing quickly, without hesitation.


    “How much longer do I have to wait?”


    “As long as I say so. Don’t let me hear you asking again.”


    He was playing along with her. She knew that, of course. She was the one who had prompted this little game. He hadn’t pressured her into anything. But it was still unsettling to hear him order her around that way—completely in control of her, no softness to break the dominance.


    She was breathing in hot little pants now, and she closed her eyes when she saw him turn his head to look.


    “You’re excited,” he murmured.


    She gave a little whimper, feeling his eyes on her.


    “Tell me,” he ordered.


    “I’m excited.” She shifted her legs again. She couldn’t possibly help it.


    “You’re not allowed to move yet.”


    She grew still immediately.


    “Tell me what you’re excited about.”


    “I want to come.”


    “What else?”


    “I want you to touch me.”


    “What else?”


    “I want you to fuck me.”


    “That’s what I thought.”


    She kept her eyes closed, but she heard him stand up and move behind her. Her whole body tightened in anticipation when she felt him slowly brushing the tips of his fingers up her thighs, over her bottom, and then back down.


    And then finally—finally—he slid his hand beneath her panties and started to stroke her exposed pussy.


    She gasped loudly and gave a little jerk of pleasure before she could stop herself.


    He removed his hand. “I didn’t say you could move yet. Do you want me to do this for you or not?”


    “Yes. Yes, please. I won’t move.”


    She breathed deeply as he started to explore once more, her body tensing up when he slid two fingers inside her.


    “Do you want me to make you come now?”


    She knew he was aroused himself, because his voice was rough with desire. She knew well how to recognize it, and it relieved her, knowing he was affected by their little game too.


    “Yes, please,” she whispered, forcing herself to keep her hands in position, even though she desperately wanted to move.


    “Okay. As long as you stay still, I’ll make you come.”


    She breathed deeply as he started to fuck her with his fingers, the rhythm fast and hard and exactly what she needed. When she was tempted to push her bottom back against the penetration, she fought the impulse, keeping her body as still as she could make it.


    “Very good,” he was murmuring, over the sound of wet suction from his fingers in her pussy. “You’re getting so tight around my fingers. I can feel how much you want this, and you’re taking it so well.”


    She tried to smother the sounds as her orgasm deepened, tightened, as her body tried to prepare itself for release.


    “I told you on the first day we met that I would prove something to you. That I could make you come without your help. Do you remember?”


    She did remember. And she’d been so sure back then—it felt like ages ago now—that she would never give someone else control of a sexual encounter.


    Of any encounter. Of anything in her life.


    And yet here she was, submitting to him completely. With everything except her mind.


    “Okay, when I tell you to come, you’re going to do so, but you’re still not to move. I still have you bound. Do you understand?”


    She whimpered out her affirmation, her skin from her face to her belly flushed dark red from effort and pleasure.


    “Come now, then.”


    She came all around his fingers, as if he’d pulled a switch in her body. She bit her lip around the sobbing sounds of pleasure and made herself stay completely still, even as the spasms of sensation filled her, overwhelmed her, lingered.


    “Excellent. Now I want to see your face as I fuck you, so I’m going to turn you over. But you’re still bound. Do you understand?”


    “Yes,” she rasped, filled with warm repletion and yet her body still somehow wanting more.


    He unclenched her fingers from where she was grabbing the edge of the desk, and he turned her over onto her back, so she was sprawled out on the top of his desk.


    His face was flushed too as he stared down at her possessively, like he wanted to swallow her whole.


    “Fuck, you’re amazing, blossom,” he muttered, something deeper and hotter than lust in his expression, something she was too afraid to identify. “I’m releasing you now.”


    She didn’t think that had been his original plan, but she was so relieved she didn’t think it through. She felt like she’d been rewarded when he gathered her up into his arms, propped her on the edge of the desk, and kissed her urgently.


    They fumbled with his pants, and then fumbled with the condom, and then fumbled to get him in position—until he was finally moving aside her panties and sliding himself home inside her.


    She was clinging to him desperately, her legs wrapped tightly around him, as he fucked her fast and hard, huffing out soft grunts as he let himself go.


    And there was no way she could stop herself from loving how he felt in her arms, in her body—hard and substantial and warm and real and human. And there was no way she could stop herself from coming again as their eager motion built up toward climax.


    She was coming with a loud cry, letting go of the last of her control, when she felt his whole body shudder through his own release.


    He was gasping out words as the tension in his body began to soften, but she couldn’t understand what they were.


    She was gasping out something too, but she couldn’t understand that either.


    Finally, she was limp against him, still held in his arms. And it finally came back to her that she’d come into his office for a reason.


    If she didn’t accomplish what she’d come here to do, then she might as well give up on the whole thing.


    So, despite the hot chaos of feeling and satisfaction in her mind, she made it work enough to say, in a slightly teasing tone, “I guess the lesson is over. Although I’m not exactly sure what it was supposed to prove to me.”


    She felt him twitch, just slightly, as if he had woken up from some sort of dream. And he felt far more like himself when he pulled out of her, straightened up, and rearranged her back on the desk.


    “The lesson isn’t over yet,” he said as he took care of the condom. “I’m binding you again. You’re not to move yet.”


    “Okay.” Her thighs and arms were sore from holding the earlier position for so long, so she was glad she was on her back this time, although her legs were dangling uncomfortably and her pussy was sore and still wet. But she was in the perfect position to see the computer screen and keyboard right here.


    “I’m going to work some more, but I’ll get back to you later. I don’t want to see you moving.”


    He was reestablishing his power in their little game. She understood it with crystal clarity. He felt like he’d lost something in their interplay just now, and he was taking it back.


    In some ways, they really weren’t all that different.


    She was getting her power back too. Just in an entirely different way.


    Her whole body ached and was deliciously sated at the same time. It was such an incongruous combination of feelings, she could barely process it.


    As soon as she heard his chair turn, she opened her eyes. She didn’t move a muscle as she watched him type his password into the prompt that appeared on the blackened screen.


    He might sound perfectly cool and controlled, but he wasn’t. He’d obviously been affected by the hot sex they’d just had too. He was breathing heavily, and his typing was halting and slow.


    This had always been a long shot, but she’d decided it was worth the effort. If he typed slowly enough, she might be able to follow the letters that were keyed in.


    KELLY321#blossom


    Her eyes were closed again when he turned back around to check on her.


    
      —
    


    The next day, Kelly had to wait until late afternoon before she got a chance to get on Caleb’s computer.


    Breah was around all the time, and there was simply no excuse for Kelly to be in Caleb’s office, if she were to get caught.


    Finally, Breah left the house to go shopping. As soon as she saw the car pull out of the gates, Kelly hurried downstairs.


    The office was locked, of course, but Kelly knew where the household keys were kept now, so she grabbed them from the kitchen, ran to open the office, and then returned the keys in case Breah returned quicker than expected.


    On an edge of excitement and anxiety, Kelly locked the office behind her and ran to the computer and typed in the password. To her relief, the home screen immediately opened up.


    After that, it was really just a guessing game.


    She tried the email first, being careful not to make any changes to his inbox, in case he had it opened on his office computer and would notice. She checked out the folders but saw nothing of interest—certainly nothing that went back eighteen years. Next, she tried the deleted and sent mail, but all of that must be purged fairly regularly.


    There was nothing in the email that could help her, so she closed it down and pulled up his document folders.


    There were hundreds of them—so many she stared blankly, overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of information he kept on this computer.


    It was all perfectly organized, though. Each folder labeled with the project or task, and folders inside folders, compartmentalizing each document neatly.


    He had an assistant, she reminded herself. He probably didn’t do all this organization on his own.


    She scanned through the names of the folders, but she didn’t see one with the name of the project her father had worked on. It was so long ago, he may not even keep records of it anymore.


    What she needed might be in some obscure file cabinet in his company’s storage room.


    What she needed might have been destroyed ages ago.


    She found a group of folders titled only by years, and clicked on the one with the year of her father’s death.


    There was a whole group of folders inside it—a variety of different projects. And there was a folder with the project name she was looking for.


    Tarleton.


    Her hands were trembling as she clicked on it, looking at the new folders that appeared on the screen. Budget. Research. Admin. Marketing. Competition.


    She clicked on Research and blinked at the number of documents that pulled up. When she started going through them, they were full of detailed scientific results she’d never be able to decipher. She pulled out the jump drive she’d brought and copied the entire project folder, glancing at the clock to reassure herself she’d only been in the office fifteen minutes.


    No way would Breah get back from the grocery store that quickly.


    She closed out the folder and scanned the rest of the titles. She was about to log off altogether when she saw a folder entitled Old Correspondence.


    Out of curiosity, she clicked on it, discovering folders by year again. She clicked on the right year and found the same projects she’d seen listed in the other folder. When she opened the Tarleton folder, she found hundreds of memos listed by date.


    She sighed. Didn’t the man ever delete anything?


    She found the dates just before her father’s death and started opening them.


    They were nearly all interoffice memos, from a time when email wouldn’t necessarily have been the primary means of office communication. They were mostly innocuous—about boring, mundane items connected to the Tarleton project.


    She figured she’d just copy all of them, and then sort through them at a different time. But as she was closing the documents, she noticed a few words that made her halt.


    The memo was to the CEO at the time, and it was made up of only two lines.


    The problem we discussed has been taken care of. Please let me know if you would like me to tie up any lingering loose ends.


    Kelly stared at the screen with a sickening churn of her gut.


    It was too vague to be compromising, but she knew—she knew—it was referring to her father.


    Caleb. He’d “taken care of” her father’s potential whistle-blowing, having the man killed instead of leaving a loose end.


    It didn’t matter that he wasn’t completely a monster. Men crossed those kinds of moral lines all the time.


    Caleb’s career was the thing that was most important to him, and everything else fell in service to that. Including her father.


    Including her.


    She’d known to expect it, but it still made her shake helplessly with emotion. There might be more in these documents. Maybe something genuinely compromising. She finished copying the correspondence folder and pulled out her drive.


    She closed out the computer quickly and turned around to leave, feeling shaky and heavy and profoundly angry.


    She’d only taken one step toward the door when she heard the key turn in the lock.


    With a gasp, she reacted instinctively, ducking down to hide under the desk.


    It was probably just Breah, straightening up or something. It wasn’t even four thirty yet, so Kelly couldn’t imagine how she’d returned so quickly, though.


    It wasn’t Breah. It was a member of Caleb’s security team, and she heard him talking in his earpiece. “There’s no one here. I told you it was just that damned misfiring sensor again.”


    Shit. How stupid could she be? Of course Caleb had some sort of extra security on his office.


    The man continued, evidently responding to something said through his earpiece. “I’m not sure how you think someone managed to get onto the grounds and into the house, and then into the office without being caught on camera or triggering an alarm. But you still send me out to check every damned fly that triggers a sensor.”


    Kelly wasn’t even breathing, afraid of making any sort of noise. To her infinite relief, the voice got softer as the man evidently backed out of the office, and then the door shut and clicked as it locked again.


    She waited five minutes before she dared to crawl out from under the desk, then she took her jump drive, and ran back to her room.


    
      —
    


    Kelly dreamed of her father that night.


    She’d had dreams about him before—a lot of them just after he’d died, when she was just a kid—but the dreams now were rare enough to be memorable.


    This one wasn’t made up of a real or coherent narrative. It was all just flickered images and feelings. Nothing she could really make sense of, but the fragmented pieces fit together into what felt like an actual experience.


    And it was so concrete, so absolutely visceral, that it might as well have been real.


    She could see her father in glimpses and flashes—his broad, laughing face, the lines beside his eyes and his mouth, the hair on his forearms beneath the pushed-up sleeves of his old gray sweatshirt.


    She could hear hints and glimmers of his familiar voice, his comforting chuckle, the sound of him clearing his throat.


    And she could smell him in heartbreaking wafts. A mingling of coffee and the soap he used and the indefinable, unmistakable scent of Dad.


    In the midst of these fleeting, sensory flickers of the dream, Kelly could feel him too. His hand in her hair. On her shoulder. On her back. Until, at the very end of the dream, he was hugging her.


    And he didn’t feel like a flickering vision. He was solid, warm, strong, real.


    It felt so real.


    But even in the dream, she knew he was lost. Knew he was gone. Knew that, no matter how much she clung to him, she’d never be able to keep him.


    She was sobbing as she woke up.


    As she’d slept, she must have turned over onto her stomach, because her hot cheek was pressed down against the mattress. She turned her head until she could bury her face in her pillow. Choked on the waves of grief, trying desperately to hold them back, knowing she couldn’t cry in front of Caleb, even while he was sleeping.


    He’d fallen asleep beside her again after they’d had sex that evening.


    But there was no way she could hold back the emotion. She wept in tight, jerky spasms, clenching her whole body to try to keep from making any sound or shaking the bed. It felt like an old wound had been violently torn open.


    Felt like her father had just died.


    Caleb was sound asleep, just a few inches away. She could feel his presence and hear his steady breathing, although she didn’t dare turn her face to look at him. She needed to be away from him. Needed a real outlet for her grief. Needed something warm and alive to comfort her.


    She wished Reese were here. Or Ralph, the dog. Or Breah with her comforting maternal air. Anything other than lying alone beside a cold, sleeping form, strangling on sobs with her face smothered in a luxurious pillow.


    She tried to capture the dream again. Tried to see, hear, smell, feel her father—who’d been lost for so many years. Wanted it so much she felt like her chest would implode, but the dream, like her father, was lost.


    And all that was left were scattered fragments and feelings.


    Flickers that could never coalesce into substance.


    Kelly couldn’t seem to stop crying, something she hadn’t done in years. And the large bed, the dark room, the house that wasn’t hers, all felt like they were swallowing her alive.


    Her whole body shook with coiled grief and helplessness, and she wasn’t any different than she’d been at ten years old, when her father had been violently, unjustly, unbearably snatched away from her.


    Just a body with half a skull, bleeding into the dirt.


    It was three o’clock in the morning. Caleb was sleeping. The rest of the world seemed to be sleeping too. Warm and safe and content. With people they loved. With people who loved them.


    And no matter how hard she tried to put things in perspective and accept the bitter irony of her life, she still couldn’t make any sense of it.


    That Kelly had to lose her father—who had been all she’d really had in the world—who had been the only person who’d ever been truly hers.


    She knew she was sobbing too hard, too desperately—it was dangerous and might hint at things about herself that could never be revealed. But she couldn’t stop.


    She felt Caleb shifting beside her and knew that even her tightly suppressed sobbing had woken him up.


    But before she could think of how to explain this, before she could try to make her mind work instead of simply howling in grief and outrage, before she could even remember why she was in bed with Caleb in the first place, he put his hand on her shoulder and turned her over.


    Revealed her wet, crumpled face.


    He silently pulled her against his bare chest, and his arms wrapped around her tightly as she buried her face in his shoulder. She kept sobbing because there was no way she could stop.


    It was wrong. She knew it was wrong. She knew why she was here and that Caleb was the reason for it. She’d seen the memo on the computer screen not so many hours ago. But she clung to him anyway, let him hold her.


    She knew that she hated him and that he was comforting her—and that she desperately needed him. She couldn’t begin to wrap her mind around that truth.


    She couldn’t do anything but weep, until she finally cried herself to sleep like a child.


    Through it all, Caleb didn’t say anything, and she never looked up at his face. She had no way to read him, no way to understand what he was thinking, why he was doing this. Whether it was a random flicker of his humanity or he was putting clues together in a way that would ultimately find her out.


    He was gone when she woke up the next morning.


    And, staring at his rumpled side of the bed with bleary, aching eyes, Kelly wondered if she could have dreamed the whole thing.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    The next day, Kelly went to meet with a new client. It was the first client she’d seen in almost a month.


    She felt like her entire life was on hold until she finished this thing with Caleb, but she’d told him that she wanted to start getting her life back in order, and he would expect her to follow through.


    One part of that would be to get her business going again, so she’d touched base with the two clients she’d had in progress—and she’d even managed to line up this new one.


    The meeting went well. The retired woman seemed to like her¸ and the sketches she’d made of her treasured pet Pekingese. They went over a schedule, plan, and budget for getting the portrait done, and Kelly headed back to Caleb’s place, relieved the meeting was over so she could focus again on Caleb—and what she needed to do.


    During a break, she called up Jack Martin to get an update. He told her he’d planted a few clues about her possible connection to a Russian gang in Baltimore, just so Caleb would believe he was on the right track. She’d told him about the files she’d copied, and sent them to him so he could have someone go through them. He ended by telling her to be careful.


    She would have liked to talk to Jack more often, but she was worried about Caleb finding out. She’d nearly had a heart attack when he’d appeared out of nowhere in that dressing room. She didn’t want to risk anything like that happening again.


    There was no way she was going to risk revealing herself. Not after she’d gotten so far.


    When she arrived back at Caleb’s place, it was after seven in the evening, and he was already home.


    She found him in his office, where he was predictably working on his computer.


    “How did it go?” he asked, turning away from the email he was writing at her knock on the door.


    “Good. She likes my ideas.”


    “Did it feel good, to get back into working?” His eyes were thoughtful and observant.


    “I guess so. It felt a little weird, to tell you the truth. It feels like so much has happened since I last painted a portrait. It kind of feels like I’m a different person.”


    The words were true. She could hardly remember the person she’d been before she’d met Caleb in the park.


    “I’m sure it will feel more familiar once you get back into it. Were you nervous about being out?”


    “A little. It felt like someone might be watching around every corner.”


    “That’s why the bodyguard is there. He won’t let anything happen to you.”


    “Yeah, but it’s weird to go around with a bodyguard too.”


    He frowned deeply. “I don’t care if it’s weird. This guy sent thugs after you once. What’s going to stop him from doing it again? You need protection.”


    “I know. I appreciate it. It just feels strange.” As they’d talked, she’d been drifting toward his desk, and now she leaned back against the edge. “Is everything okay with work?” She nodded toward the computer.


    “Yeah. The emails just never end.” He sighed and smiled at her tiredly, rubbing his neck. “Are you hungry?”


    “A little.”


    She saw the expression change on his face as he scanned her from head to toe. “You have your work clothes on, I see.”


    She wore another long, flowing skirt with a lacy bohemian top. Her hair was pulled back in a knot at the nape of her neck. She smiled at his expression. “Got to give the clients what they want.”


    “Are your clients the only ones you give what they want?”


    “I might make an occasional gesture toward someone else.”


    He slid his arm around her waist and pulled her between his legs. “So did you want to eat now?”


    She reached out and grazed her fingers over the rough skin of his jaw. “Maybe we can eat afterward.”


    He released his breath with a little groan and slid his hand to the knot of hair at the back of her neck, pulling out the clip that was holding it up.


    Her hair cascaded down her back in long, thick waves, and she saw the change in Caleb’s eyes as he watched it fall.


    It was almost like awe kindling in his eyes, and seeing it there was thrilling and terrifying both.


    She leaned toward him instinctively, letting him pull her down into his arms. Instead of kissing her, he kind of buried his face in her neck.


    She could feel his hot breath and the press of his skin against her throat. It made her shudder with pleasure, and she let out an involuntary little sound when one of his hands moved up to cup one of her breasts.


    She was tired and wasn’t thinking clearly, and his touch, his breath, his need seemed to soothe a hidden, damaged corner of her heart.


    When she tensed up at this realization, Caleb pulled his head up and studied her closely, his whole body tight, his desire reined in. “Kelly? Is everything all right?”


    It wasn’t all right. After what she’d discovered on his computer yesterday, she shouldn’t want to be close to him like this.


    But she did. She did.


    She sucked in a breath and tightened her fist into the fabric of his white dress shirt. “Yeah.”


    He was breathing so hard he was nearly panting, and the sound of it roused a matching urgency in her own body. He was still holding back, though, studying her face with what looked like concern. “Kelly, something is bothering you.”


    She tried to think up a convincing lie, but the words that came out were the truth. “I’m just—this is all new to me. Being with someone like this, more than just a one-time casual thing. It’s new to me.”


    In the silence that followed, she felt vulnerable, naked. And suddenly worried that she’d made an amateur mistake, implying a relationship was serious too soon.


    But Caleb’s face softened, his expression like a caress. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done anything but one-time casual sex too. I think we’re in the same boat here.”


    She searched his face, not even sure what she was hoping to see there. A small, trembling feeling burst into life when she saw nothing but understanding, passion, sincerity in his expression.


    Because he was in this as deeply as she was.


    Unable to feel anything she was supposed to, unable to stop herself from wanting so much more of him, she grabbed his face and leaned into a kiss, his jaw rough with stubble beneath her palms.


    He responded by tightening his arms around her as the kiss grew deeper.


    When his desk chair started to roll, he broke the embrace and helped her off of his lap. “Let’s move this to the couch,” he murmured, standing up and taking her hand to draw her over to the leather couch against the far wall of his office.


    He pulled her down beside him, and then slid his fingers into her hair, tilting her head back in the process. “God, you’re so gorgeous.”


    She tried to tell herself she didn’t love the sound of the words, the way they made her feel.


    He lowered his mouth until his lips glanced across hers briefly, the stimulation light and tantalizing. Kelly sucked in a quick breath and automatically caught his lips again. This time, he pressed his mouth into hers firmly and slid his tongue along the inside of her lower lip.


    She opened a little and caressed the back of his neck with her fingertips. His tongue dipped all the way into her mouth at her silent invitation, and then started to stroke along the line of her tongue.


    They didn’t usually kiss for this long, but he wasn’t rushing it today. Her body kept responding eagerly, shamelessly, to the stroke of his tongue, the motion of his lips, the way his hands slowly caressed her back. And more than her body was responding.


    Finally, Caleb eased her backward until she was sprawled out on the sofa—her legs still hanging over the side—with him propped up over her, trailing kisses along her jaw and the curve of her throat.


    Kelly was just starting to get control of herself again, shifting more securely beneath him on the sofa, reaching around his body so she could rub his back through the fabric of his shirt, telling herself this was all for a purpose, when Caleb raised his face again. He looked at her silently for a moment.


    Then he started kissing her again.


    She moaned into his mouth, in pleasure—and because it was just so wrong.


    This time, as he kissed her, he slid his hands under her top, pushing it up until he’d exposed the white lace bra she was wearing.


    His lips were brushing against hers, his tongue playing and stroking, slowly and hungrily. He was palming her breasts over her bra, and she arched up into his hands.


    Finally, her feelings were so overwhelming that she turned her head to the side, pulling her lips away from his. She gasped and shuddered in the wake of the kiss, and realized that she was clinging to—and hopelessly wrinkling—Caleb’s shirt.


    It felt almost like it had been a couple of days ago, when she’d surrendered her control to him, only this time the control wasn’t physical. And it felt so much more dangerous.


    He accepted the change of positions and used the opportunity to push her top farther up and over her head. She released him so he could pull it off her arms all the way. He began to nibble his way down her neck, pausing at the pulse in her throat, and then again at the little mole above her right breast.


    Kelly lifted up a little, not enough to dislodge his mouth but enough to let her reach behind her back and unhook her bra. Caleb pulled it off for her, the lacy fabric briefly sticking to her hot skin.


    She felt dazed and overly warm, and she couldn’t seem to focus on anything but Caleb’s lips, which had now moved down to her right nipple.


    Her nipples had already tightened into stiff peaks, and—as Caleb’s mouth closed over one of them—Kelly felt the corresponding tugs of pleasure build toward an ache of arousal between her legs.


    She didn’t fight it. Couldn’t fight it.


    It didn’t matter what she’d discovered yesterday. It didn’t matter that he was a murderer, any more than if he’d been a saint. He was Caleb, and she couldn’t help but want him this way.


    The only sound in the room was the cadence of their heavy breathing and the soft squeaking as Kelly’s bare skin rubbed up against the leather of the sofa. She felt her ass slipping off the seat, so she used her feet on the floor to stabilize her body, hoping Caleb was more secure in his position than she was in hers.


    After suckling her nipple for a minute, Caleb released it, moved his head slightly, and nuzzled in between her breasts in a way that made Kelly gasp in surprise.


    Her hands grabbed for his head, holding it in place, and she felt the thick hair under her palms—feeling the texture of each wave with a strangely precise recognition.


    She felt his teeth against her—the sudden, sharp sensation causing her to gasp again.


    He glanced up, into her face, as if he were checking for the reason she had gasped. She could only imagine how she looked—flushed and breathless with her swollen mouth hanging open—and whatever he saw in her face must have reassured him.


    He scooted farther down her body and lowered his face again—this time to the top of her belly.


    Her stomach was almost quivering with her erratic breathing, and she arched her back again as his lips traced over the sensitive skin there. As his mouth worked on her abdomen, his hands moved up to her bare breasts again, cupping the soft swells of flesh as if he couldn’t get enough of their weight, their texture.


    Kelly arched up yet again, her hips squirming in growing need. But, despite her arousal, she was starting to experience a different kind of nervousness as Caleb’s mouth continued lower until it had reached the waistband of her skirt.


    One of his hands stroked down from the breast he had been holding until he’d gripped the waistband and slid it down.


    Kelly didn’t mind. She didn’t mind that she was nearly naked while Caleb still had on all his clothes, including his shoes and tie.


    But she definitely didn’t like the fact that Caleb’s head was all the way down there.


    There were some things she just couldn’t allow.


    She couldn’t imagine why Caleb would want to waste his time with that, when he could get what he wanted without all the trouble, so she just waited, assuming he’d reposition himself soon and start fucking.


    He’d offered to do her once before, but he didn’t normally seem inclined in that direction, thank God.


    She lifted her hips at his urging, letting him push her skirt and panties down, first over her hips, then down to her knees. She still had her shoes on, but she was able to toe them off before Caleb pulled her clothes all the way off.


    She was naked now, and Caleb raised his head to stare at her for a moment—that familiar look of awe igniting in his eyes.


    Kelly just looked away from it, and tried to pull herself up on the sofa some more so her ass wouldn’t keep slipping off and so her stomach muscles wouldn’t have to stretch as much.


    “You okay?” Caleb asked thickly. His face was tight and unrevealing, but Kelly could sense the coiled energy pulsing beneath his surface, more powerfully than ever now.


    “Yeah,” she breathed, wondering why he was asking this so much today. Before he replied, she figured she might as well get comfortable while she had the opportunity. “But can you get up for a minute?” she added, quirking her lips at him wryly. “I’m about to fall off.”


    “Oh,” Caleb muttered, pulling off her until he was sitting on the edge of the sofa. “Sure.”


    She lifted her legs up onto the sofa all the way. It was plenty big enough for her to stretch out on. Her naked skin stuck to it a little, but it was so soft and supple that the sensation wasn’t unpleasant. “Okay.”


    He stared down at her again in silence. Not moving. Just looking at her—completely naked and sprawled out on his leather sofa.


    He stared so long that she started to get uncomfortable. “Caleb?” she prompted, shifting a little. “Weren’t we in the middle of something?”


    “Yes,” he agreed, the word coming out with his breath. He adjusted himself until he was over her again, parting her legs some more to make room for his body.


    Kelly was about to reach down to unfasten his pants, but Caleb moved until he was too far down for her to reach. His mouth traced over her belly again. Moved lower.


    Reached the thin strip of hair between her legs.


    Kelly sucked in her breath and grabbed him by the shoulders. “Caleb,” she rasped.


    He looked up at the sound of her voice.


    “Caleb,” she murmured huskily. “I’ve waited long enough. I want you inside me.”


    His face twisted—with tension and weakening control, she thought. “I was going to—”


    She was practically writhing now, both to emphasize her point and to keep his mouth from going somewhere it didn’t belong. “Later,” she urged him. “I want you to fuck me now.”


    He didn’t argue. He pulled himself up until his face was on the level of hers. She reached down to the fastening of his pants, working on them until she was able to free his hard cock.


    He hissed when she ran her fingers up and down the hard length of him. And then released a hoarse moan when she rubbed little circles over the tip. He gave an involuntary thrust into her hand, tightening his fingers on the top of the sofa, with which he was supporting himself.


    “Condom,” he said.


    She released him, reaching onto the floor for where she’d dropped her purse. “Here,” she offered. “I have one. It’ll be quicker.”


    She pulled one out of the inner pocket and quickly tore open the wrapper, rolling it on for him and not meeting his eyes although she knew he was watching her intently as she worked.


    He wanted her. That much was obvious. But anything else going on in his mind was beyond her fathoming.


    With the condom in place, Caleb reached in between her thighs. He stroked her open with his fingers until he could feel her warm, intimate flesh.


    She was wet, and one of his fingers slid into her easily. Kelly gasped and bucked up a little, reaching behind her head to grab on to the arm of the sofa with one of her hands.


    “Caleb,” she whispered, her leg hooking around his body. “Now.”


    He pulled his hand out and lowered himself over her, until his face was very close. He used one hand to support some of his weight on the sofa and the other to position his cock at her entrance.


    She raised her hips to meet him, and her body adjusted easily as he slid his hard flesh inside her.


    He froze momentarily, his face beside hers, his expression hidden, his breaths long and deep, as if he were breathing in her hair, which was spread out on the leather cushion beneath her head.


    Kelly lay under him, wishing she could distance herself the way she used to all the time. With Caleb. With all the other nameless men she had fucked.


    She couldn’t. Not really. She knew this was Caleb. Knew she hated him. And understood him. And wanted him anyway.


    And all of it could exist inside her heart at the same time.


    She bent her knees on either side of his hips and wrapped one of her arms around his back—still clinging to the arm of the sofa behind her for stability with the other hand.


    They were a little cramped on the sofa, but not too much. Caleb’s forearms were planted beside her shoulders. He thrust into her slowly, sliding out, and then plunging back in with long, pleasurable strokes.


    His face was so close to hers that his nose and lips glanced across her skin occasionally. Sometimes like a kiss. Sometimes like a nuzzle. Sometimes just an accidental contact from their motion.


    His face was damp and tense, and growing tenser with each one of his thrusts. Soon, the strokes of his cock became shorter and faster. And, instead of the heavy panting, he began to grunt softly in rhythm with their motion.


    It felt good, and there was something erotic about the coiled intensity and hot throbbing of his body as he pumped into her. She felt heavy and tense and breathless, but she didn’t feel an orgasm developing yet.


    She raised her feet off of the sofa, pulling her knees toward her chest and allowing him to sink in even deeper, the solid substance of his cock stretching her, filling her.


    He huffed out a sound of surprise and froze briefly, gasping hotly against the skin of her cheek.


    Strangely proud of this evidence of his diminishing control, Kelly wrapped her legs around his waist, hooking her ankles to hold them stable.


    “Fuck,” Caleb breathed, his body clenched, his arms shaking a little, his pelvis jerking in tiny, involuntary thrusts inside her.


    Something tight was knotting up in her chest at his reactions, and she felt flooded with heat and confusion.


    This felt different than the times they’d fucked before, and not just because Caleb seemed to be losing it.


    “Caleb,” she breathed, pumping her hips against the weight of his body. “Caleb, please.”


    With a muffled groan, he started thrusting again. Beginning slowly but quickly building up to a rapid, jerky rhythm again.


    She could feel an orgasm swelling up below her belly, but it was still just the beginnings. The friction of his hard length as it slid slickly within her wet channel sent tingles out from their joining. And the shaking of the sofa, the sound of the leather, and the feel of its rubbing against her bare skin all seemed strangely concrete and visceral—primitive on the most basic level.


    Caleb’s motion sped up until he was driving into her fiercely, and the slapping of their skin mingled with their panting and the squeaking of the sofa. But then he stopped, his eyes shut and his head jerked away from her.


    “Caleb?” she gasped, her body shaking beneath him, from more things than she could process. She realized that she was digging the fingers of one hand into the sinews of his neck and so she forced herself to relax her grip. Instead, she clung desperately to the arm of the sofa behind her head.


    He didn’t answer. Didn’t move. But he was breathing in heavy rasps, and his body was wet with perspiration under his clothes.


    “Caleb,” she said again, this time her voice was an obvious plea. “Caleb, please.”


    “Kelly,” he gritted out, his jaw clenched and his eyes almost desperate when he opened them. “Can you”—he paused to breathe—“I don’t know if I—”


    Kelly tightened her legs and inner muscles around him in a way that made him groan. He tried to draw his pelvis away, sliding his cock out of her body, but her legs around him restricted his movement.


    “Kelly,” he said thickly, his breath, his voice, wafting over the damp skin of her cheek.


    She didn’t know why she wasn’t faking orgasm the way she had before. But for some reason she couldn’t seem to manage it now. Couldn’t tense up her body. Couldn’t release it in shudders and whimpers. She didn’t want to.


    It felt like a lie.


    “Maybe,” she answered hoarsely. “But it would take too long. I’m good.”


    Caleb released a guttural sound and squeezed his eyes shut. He started to thrust again, moving slowly, almost stiltedly.


    He was trying to hold out until she came too.


    Kelly had no idea why.


    But he was barely holding on, and something more powerful was happening right now than an orgasm. She tightened her inner muscles around the thick substance of him inside her, jerked her hips to create rapid friction.


    She stroked down his back, feeling the fabric of his dress shirt until she reached his ass. She felt the muscles of his firm flesh there, and kept stroking until she was reaching between his legs.


    She squeezed his balls.


    “Fuck,” he gritted out, staring down at her face with something almost unbearable in his expression.


    He came—and all of the coiled tension in his hard, heated body freed itself with a throbbing, shaking release.


    She could feel his climax throughout her own body, and it made the ache in her throat, in her chest, and between her legs even deeper, even more insistent.


    She was as leveled as she’d been from her most powerful orgasms, and she didn’t even know why.


    Caleb had collapsed over her, his warm, sated weight pressing her into the leather of the sofa. His face was buried in her hair at the crook between her neck and shoulder. He was breathing rapidly, and she could feel his body relax and grow almost pliant in the silence.


    If she could just make herself think strategically, she would know this was good. He hadn’t just come. He’d come against his will. She should be able to use it.


    But she couldn’t seem to make herself think that way.


    She accepted his weight for a minute, until emotion burned in her throat, in her chest. She poked him in the shoulder.


    “You all right?” she asked softly.


    “Yes,” he breathed, with a huff of ironic, self-deprecating amusement.


    “The condom,” she reminded him, feeling his cock softening inside her.


    With an agonized moan, he pulled off of her, leaving her body feeling cold and shaky.


    While he took care of the condom, she grabbed a soft throw and pulled it over her nakedness. She was rarely embarrassed or self-conscious by her unclothed body, but she felt strange and vulnerable at the moment, and was hoping the blanket would help.


    When Caleb returned, he had fastened his pants again, leaving his shirt untucked. He lowered himself onto the sofa, slouching against the back of it. Kelly was perfectly comfortable curled up in a ball under the throw, but she didn’t resist when Caleb reached out and pulled her against him, draping his arm around her.


    Truth be told, she really liked the way he was holding her.


    He was silent for so long that Kelly felt anxious and unsettled. Finally, she asked, “You’re not going to beat yourself up, are you?”


    He cocked an eyebrow. “It wasn’t my most impressive performance.”


    She shrugged. “Felt pretty good to me. I have no complaints.”


    He gave her an impatient look.


    She didn’t try to convince him any further. If he wanted to believe his performance had been a flop, she wasn’t going to go out of her way to persuade him otherwise.


    It gave her a different kind of advantage—at least temporarily—and she needed every advantage she could get.


    They sat together for a long time, and neither said anything. But Caleb didn’t pull away, and that really surprised her.


    She just couldn’t figure out what was going on with him. The sex had obviously been real. His desire for her must be real. And he was definitely softening to her. But everything else—she had no idea.


    “Why won’t you let me go down on you?” he asked, with no warning or segue.


    She was so surprised she gave a little jump, until he settled her beside him again. “What do you mean?”


    “You know what I mean. You don’t want me to go down on you. I was wondering why.”


    She wasn’t ready for this conversation. She felt too vulnerable from her conflicted feelings, and she needed some time to recover emotionally before she could tell good lies again. All she could manage was a little shrug.


    “Tell me.”


    “Is it something everyone is supposed to like?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe not. But you won’t even let me try.”


    He wasn’t whining or complaining. His tone was slow, thoughtful, putting clues together to solve a mystery.


    It was terrifying, since she wasn’t sure what he might discover about her in the pursuit. He could expose her damaged soul.


    “It’s just not my thing.”


    “How do you know? Has anyone gone down on you before?”


    She had no idea how he’d known to ask that question, but she was trembling slightly, so she pulled out from under his arm. “Of course,” she lied. “I’m twenty-eight, and I’ve had a lot of sex. You think I’ve made it this long without oral sex?”


    “You’re lying to me,” he murmured, his gaze seeing far more than it should. “You’ve never done it before.”


    He didn’t look pleased or gloating or even particularly surprised. It was more like he understood something, understood her.


    “What’s the big deal?” she demanded, trying not to sound too bristly, although that was the way she felt.


    “It’s not a big deal, but you’re making it into one. What are you afraid of, blossom?” He reached out to cup her cheek with his warm hand.


    She hated and loved when he called her that—since it felt intimate, special, a little secret between just the two of them. She heard herself admitting, “It’s just always felt like—like surrendering control, and you know how I feel about that.”


    He nodded and reached over to pull her against him again. “I know.”


    She expected him to ask her to let him try, to prove that she might enjoy it, but he didn’t. He didn’t say anything, just held her, and it felt like he was protecting her, taking care of her, in a way she couldn’t begin to articulate.


    He was too smart to trust her completely so early. And he was too guarded and paranoid to reveal himself fully to her—even if he was starting to have some real feelings.


    She wasn’t stupid enough to think he could ever fall in love with her. But there were things nearly as strong as love in the world—things like obsession, like need.


    Still, he wasn’t acting the way she had predicted. In fact, in some ways he seemed totally out of character. None of this felt quite right.


    It wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t be doing this. It was as wrong as a wrong thing could be.


    If she could think of anything else to do, she would just do it, but all other options would mean losing even more.


    There must be more to uncover about Caleb—secrets he wanted to hide from the world. If his computer didn’t offer those secrets, then something else would, if she could stay close enough, if she could get him to really lower his guard. If she left now, all hope for either justice or retribution—or even closure—would be gone.


    She had to see this through.


    
      —
    


    A few days later, she went to get Caleb from his home office, since Breah had fixed them a really nice dinner.


    The office door was opened, and she paused in front of it. She could see part of the room from where she stood, mostly just an expanse of the bookcases lining the far wall.


    Before she could announce her presence or knock, she saw Caleb walk into her line of sight and pause in front of the bookcase. He closed his hand over a curlicue that was carved into the wood, evidently turning it to release a latch. Because then part of the bookcase opened out to reveal what Kelly recognized as a safe.


    Kelly wasn’t surprised. She’d assumed there would be one somewhere in the house. A man like Caleb would always have a safe.


    She just hadn’t known where this one was.


    He punched some numbers into a keypad—his body was blocking it so Kelly couldn’t see what they were—and then the safe door opened.


    He must have put something inside it, because when he straightened up his hands were empty.


    He hadn’t glanced in her direction yet, but—as he shut the safe and bookcase again—Kelly realized that he’d see her at any moment. Thinking quickly, she realized he couldn’t catch her watching him. So she knocked lightly on the office door and said, “Hey,” as if she’d just arrived.


    Caleb’s head jerked toward her, the only sign he made of surprise. But Kelly could tell she had taken him off guard. His eyes were hard and cold when he replied to her greeting. “I told you I was working.”


    He’d swung the bookcase back into place, but he must have known that Kelly had seen it closing.


    Kelly felt an instinctive annoyance at his terse tone of voice. “Well, yes,” she replied sharply. “You did. But it’s time for dinner. There’s no reason to snap my head off.”


    Caleb frowned. “I hardly snapped your head off. Don’t be overly sensitive.”


    “I am not being overly sensitive. You’re the one who’s acting like I did something wrong.”


    He controlled his face—as if he were fighting to keep his irritability and defensiveness in check. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he said coolly. “I just prefer privacy while I’m working.”


    Kelly was irritated now and didn’t bother hiding it. She hated this kind of cold condescension—from anyone. “If you prefer privacy, then you should shut the damned door. And don’t act like I’m trying to spy on you. Don’t you think I’d try to be a little sneakier than standing in plain sight in an open doorway?” Her voice grew more and more exasperated, until she was snapping out the last words.


    Caleb was becoming visibly annoyed now too. “I never thought you were trying to spy on me. There’s no reason to act petty and childish.”


    Kelly sucked in an angry breath. “You’re the one acting like a sulky little boy who got caught hiding his best toy. I don’t give a fuck what’s behind that bookcase, and how the hell would I be able to access it, even if I did? And the next time you speak to me in that condescending way, I’ll be out the door and you’ll never see me again. I don’t put up with that—from anyone.”


    She was panting now, and boiling with resentment and annoyance. She wanted to claw the cold arrogance off Caleb’s face for good. Sometimes, it was like he was two separate men—the lover and the bastard—and it was far too easy to forget that the bastard existed, when the lover was so much of what she wanted.


    His mouth opened, as if he would say something, but Kelly decided she didn’t even want to hear it.


    She whirled around and walked away from the office, not even remembering what she’d come there for.


    
      —
    


    Several hours later, Kelly was lying in the dark in bed.


    She wondered if Caleb was going to come to her, the way he’d gotten into the habit of doing.


    Their argument had been stupid—the kind of thing that normal couples fell into all the time. But it worried Kelly a lot. She was on very thin ice here, and any misstep could lead Caleb to give up on her completely. They had no commitment. Nothing even close to a commitment. She was here only because Caleb wanted her to be, and as soon as that changed, any hope she had of getting more information to prove his guilt would be gone. There were still things she wanted to try—gaining access to his office at work, catching him in a weak moment and gently encouraging him to drop some clues. She needed more time to really make this work.


    They’d eaten dinner together, but conversation had been minimal and stilted, both of them still bad tempered. Afterward, Kelly had taken a bath and gone to bed early.


    She wasn’t asleep yet, though. Her mind was whirring and she couldn’t settle down.


    The sex seemed to be getting harder and harder.


    And better and better.


    She reminded herself for the thousandth time that the better the sex was for her, for them, the more he would be deceived.


    As long as his investigations into her past didn’t turn up anything about her biological parents, which was unlikely because her mother had buried the records so well, then Kelly still had time to succeed. She just needed to move faster. Take more risks. Find out the truth. Make Caleb pay. And be done with this for good.


    She couldn’t even imagine a life after it was over.


    She’d been lying in the dark for a couple of hours when Caleb finally came into the room. Her back was toward the door, but she could feel him staring at her anyway.


    He must have realized she was still awake because he asked, “Are you still mad at me?”


    She turned over and frowned in his direction. “You haven’t given me any reason not to be.”


    Caleb’s figure was looming and shaded in the dark room. “I’m sorry I was rude to you. You took me by surprise, and I never react well to that.”


    “That’s for sure,” she muttered under her breath.


    Evidently, Caleb heard her. He huffed out a breathy laugh as he started to get undressed. “Does that mean I’m forgiven?”


    “I suppose.” While she’d been genuinely annoyed with his behavior, she also knew it wouldn’t be strategic to hold on to her indignation for too long. After all, she had certain things she needed to accomplish. “I really wasn’t trying to sneak around or anything.”


    “I know.” When he’d taken off his clothes, he got under the covers with her and propped his head up on one arm and gazed down at her. “As you said, if you were really trying to spy on me, you’d be a lot more subtle than that.”


    This was coming very close to the truth, sending flickers of anxiety through Kelly’s gut, but she managed to laugh in response. “Damn right, I would. I’m glad you have an appropriate appreciation for my competence in covert activities.”


    Caleb leaned down until his lips were brushing over hers. “I have an appropriate appreciation for your competence in all kinds of activities.”


    Kelly smiled against his lips. “Hmm. I think that was an attempt to seduce me.”


    Moving over her, he kissed her full on the mouth, which caused Kelly to reflexively dig her fingers into his shoulders. “Did it work?” he murmured.


    “It wasn’t the best attempt at seduction I’ve ever heard,” she replied huskily, able to think clearer now that he’d pulled out of the kiss. She brushed her fingers through his hair. “But I’m willing to give you extra points for effort.”


    He chuckled and kissed her again, then he slowly caressed her body, teasing and fondling her until she was squirming and aroused. After reaching for a condom from the nightstand and rolling it on, he positioned himself between her legs, pushed up her nightgown until it was bunched around her waist, and took her in one leisurely, fluid stroke.


    Kelly was already breathing erratically, and she gasped even more as he pumped into her—the muscles rippling in his straightened arms and his thrusts long, slow, precise, intensely pleasurable. Kelly rocked beneath him, her body moving with his effortlessly.


    She felt the rich pressure of an orgasm developing at her center and tried to empty her mind of everything except the purely physical.


    Her legs were bent and pulled in toward her chest. Her arms were bent up too, so that she could fist her hands in the pillow on either side of her head. As the intensity of the friction increased, Kelly jerked her head to the side and squeezed her eyes shut, biting her lip to keep from crying out with growing pleasure and need.


    But she could still feel Caleb watching her, even through her closed eyes. She could feel him watching as his steady thrusts pushed her closer to the edge, as she shook and whimpered beneath him. And she could feel him watching as she came, as her body writhed with a shuddering climax, as she choked out the words “Oh” and “God.”


    He came soon after she did, his body tensing up with coiled pressure as his thrusts and low grunts accelerated, until it was finally unleashed with muffled exclamation and the pulsing of his cock inside her.


    Neither said anything afterward. Caleb rolled off her and took care of the condom. Kelly pulled her nightgown down over her hips and tried to compose herself.


    Another fuck in a long line of them now. The argument and apology didn’t make it any different.


    It wasn’t like they were in a real relationship. It wasn’t like that would ever be a possibility for them.


    Caleb mumbled out a goodnight and threw his arm across her middle as he settled into sleep.


    Kelly wished she didn’t like the weight of it so much.


    
      —
    


    The next day, Jack left her a message, saying he’d found something big and that they should meet in person to discuss it.


    Kelly was kind of nervous, after almost getting caught last time. But she was meeting with her client again to work on the portrait, so she arranged to meet Jack covertly in her client’s apartment building. The bodyguard waited in the lobby when she went upstairs anyway, since she’d insisted on not having a bodyguard looming over her when she was working.


    She figured it would be easy enough to meet with Jack on the way down, with no one else being the wiser.


    He was tall and rangy, with broad shoulders and a five-o’clock shadow. He looked about Caleb’s age, but he was rumpled and laid-back.


    He looked competent, though. It was reassuring.


    Jack didn’t say anything when he saw her, just put down the newspaper he’d been pretending to read and walked casually down the hall, turning into what appeared to be a workout room.


    “We’re fine here,” Jack assured her, as she closed the door behind her. “Marshall’s man is still in the lobby.” He had a file in his hand, and he was wearing khakis and a sport jacket. He looked big and solid and confident—like a cowboy from an old-fashioned movie.


    “I know,” she told him. “It’s good to see you again.”


    “You too.” His blue eyes ran up and down over her in a quick once-over. “You’re even more gorgeous than last time.”


    She rolled her eyes, although the comment hadn’t been offensive. He seemed like a genuinely good guy. “Aren’t you supposed to be professional with clients?”


    “Yes. I’m nothing if not professional. I wouldn’t dream of asking you out until you stopped being my client.”


    She couldn’t help but laugh at the dry tone in his voice. “All right. So, seriously. You said you found something?”


    His expression shifted to the task at hand. “Yes. One of my guys went over all the documents you sent. It sure was a shitload of stuff.”


    “I didn’t have time to sort through it myself.”


    “I know. I wasn’t complaining. But there was really nothing there. A bunch of medical stuff that I had a medical expert look over, but nothing looked out of place or suspicious. The one memo you found was the only one that was questionable, and that was too vague to be compromising.”


    She slumped in disappointment. “I know. So you didn’t find anything? I thought you said you had something?”


    “I do. But it didn’t come from the documents. I have a contact at the phone company Vendella uses, and she pulled up records for me.”


    Kelly perked up. “Oh, really? What did you find?”


    “Well, as you can imagine, we’re talking about mountains of calls, so it’s taken us two weeks to sort through them. Anyway, we tracked down all the numbers we could, and there was a call from one of the private mobiles to a man who is suspected of running hits.”


    She jerked in surprise, her heart jumping painfully. “Really? A hit man?”


    “More or less. There’s no evidence against this guy, but I guess his occupation is pretty well known in some circles.”


    “And there were calls from a Vendella phone to him eighteen years ago?”


    “One call. Lasting less than a minute. It could have been a wrong number, I guess, but it looks pretty fishy. It was a few days before your father was killed. My guess was he switched to an untraceable phone after the first contact.”


    “So Caleb talked to this hit man?” She felt the blood leaving her face as the reality of this evidence started to sink in.


    “That’s the thing,” Jack said, his mouth twisting slightly. “The phone wasn’t Marshall’s.”


    She gasped. “What?”


    “The phone wasn’t Marshall’s. It was his supervisor’s.”


    His attractive face blurred slightly in front of her. “What are you saying?”


    “It’s impossible to know from phone records like that, but this would be evidence that might point to the possibility of Marshall not being responsible for the murder. I completely buy that Vendella was responsible, but it might not have been the man himself.”


    “But he was the project leader. And there was that memo.”


    “I know.” He frowned and let out a sigh. “This is the stage of an investigation where it sucks. There is conflicting evidence, and we don’t know enough at this point to put it all together. But I’d say it’s at least possible that Marshall isn’t the guy on this.”


    Her breath was coming out in shaky pants, and something had tightened in her gut. Something she couldn’t begin to identify. “So—so—”


    “So all we can do now is keep looking. We’ll have to try to dig deeper.”


    Her knees almost buckled. She grabbed at a shelf to steady herself.


    “You okay?” Jack asked, looking concerned, and he reached out to give her his arm.


    “Yeah. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. My mom and I were so sure it was him.”


    “Well, it really looked like him. And it still could be. Don’t take him off the table as a suspect yet. You know him better than I do. What do you think? Is he capable of doing something like this?”


    She nodded, staring at a spot in the air.


    “Capable? Yes. Likely? I just don’t know.”


    “We’ll start checking into his supervisor. He’s retired now, but still around. We might be able to turn something up. If you’re okay where you are, you might be able to help us get some of the information we need. But we need to do some more work before I can tell you where to look. Whatever happens, you need to be careful.”


    “I will.”


    “As I mentioned the first time we talked, I don’t think what you’re doing is very smart.”


    “It’s not smart.” Her voice sounded a little breathy.


    Jack’s eyebrows lowered. “Shit. You like this guy, don’t you?”


    She stiffened with a quick inhale. “I do not like him.”


    Jack shook his head. “Just be careful. I’ve heard he’s a lady’s man, but men like him aren’t safe. You don’t get to the position he’s in so young without trouncing people who are older, more qualified, and who have better experience. And trouncing them usually means using some unsavory methods. Even if he’s not a murderer, I don’t think he’s a nice guy.”


    “He’s not a nice guy. He’s not nice at all.” She spoke the words with absolute conviction.


    Whatever else Caleb was and had done, he would never be nice.


    “All right. I can’t stop you from doing what you want to do. Just be careful and keep in touch as much as you can. I’ll touch base in the normal way if I find something. You better get going.”


    “Yeah,” Kelly agreed, shaking off her distraction of before. She needed to pull it together and not let the mortifying revelation she’d just had unravel her. “Thanks for everything.”


    “Sure thing.” Jack stepped forward suddenly when the door to the workout room opened, and pressed her back against a wall so it would look like they were talking intimately when one of the residents walked in wearing workout clothes. After verifying that the person was harmless, Jack nodded wordlessly toward the door and followed her out.


    The hall was empty, and she shook her head when she saw a particular expression on his face. “You love all this subterfuge and sneaking around, don’t you?”


    Jack chuckled appreciatively. “Of course. I never get to do it anymore. You wouldn’t believe what my job is like now. So much paper shuffling and calling people up, giving them jobs to do. That wasn’t why I got into the security business.”


    The corner of her mouth quivering, Kelly replied, “I thought maybe packing a weapon made you feel all manly.”


    “That was it.” His eyebrows twitched. “Of course.”


    Jack’s expression was so amused and self-deprecating that Kelly surprised herself by laughing out loud—then surprised herself again by feeling self-conscious at the warm, responsive flicker that appeared in Jack’s eyes.


    A month ago, she’d be after this man without another thought. She would have made sure they fucked before the day was over. And it was troubling—deeply troubling—that she liked him a lot but had absolutely no interest in fucking him.


    Clearing her throat, she pushed the thought aside, gave Jack a little wave, and started for the elevator.


    In the silence, she could no longer keep an even more troubling revelation at bay.


    It was true. It was horrible, but it was true.


    She didn’t want Caleb to be guilty.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    Caleb slammed down his coffee mug in a futile expression of his absolute frustration.


    Unfortunately, the mug was halfway full, and the impact sloshed hot coffee over his hand.


    Growling in annoyance, he pulled his hand away, waving it in the air to dry and cool it.


    It was almost five o’clock, and the whole day had passed on an equally exasperating keel. Only very occasionally, on the worst days, did he keep drinking coffee all day long like this.


    He’d just hung up with his investigator, and there was still little progress on looking into Kelly’s background. After the one lead he’d gotten last week about the Russian gang in Baltimore, they’d run into a dead end.


    At Caleb’s sharp, impatient comment, the investigator had been trying to explain to him just now that they had to rely on word of mouth or documented evidence. There was little documented evidence of any of Kelly’s relationships, and the Russians were, for obvious reasons, a closemouthed community.


    Caleb hadn’t taken the reasoned explanation particularly well. He’d laid the man out in his coldest tone, the one that made his staff want to run and hide.


    He turned his desk chair so he could stare out through the wall of windows in his office. His view of the DC cityscape was enviable, but he wasn’t even seeing it at the moment.


    The tension at the back of his head was almost unbearable, and he raised his hand idly to rub at it.


    If Kelly would just tell him who the man was, he could take care of it for her.


    Maybe it sounded foolish—thinking he was in any position to take care of a Russian mob boss—but money and contacts could go a long way. Maybe law enforcement had their hands tied, because they were bound by legal restraints.


    Caleb wasn’t. He had the number of a guy who cleaned up messes—no matter what the messes were. Caleb could have Kelly’s mess cleaned up for her, without the slightest twinge of his conscience. He’d done it before, and in this case he’d do it with pleasure.


    But he could only help if she gave him a name.


    He picked up his mug and brought it to his lips, but the coffee was lukewarm now so he put it down without taking a full swallow. He kept rubbing his neck, picturing Kelly’s face if he could tell her that she’d never have to worry about the bastard threatening her again.


    “Mr. Marshall.”


    Caleb heard the voice with one part of his mind, but it didn’t register immediately.


    “Mr. Marshall.”


    This time, the words sunk in. He blinked a couple of times and twirled the chair around to see Linda standing in the doorway of his office. She’d obviously just knocked and spoken to him twice.


    “Oh, sorry,” he said with a rueful smile. “I was out of it.”


    “I apologize for interrupting,” she said, although she had nothing to apologize for. After working for him for fifteen years, she still wouldn’t call him anything except “Mr. Marshall.” “Did you miss the call to Jim Strait?”


    Caleb made his brain focus and realized he was supposed to have called someone fifteen minutes ago, a call that had been scheduled for three days now. Linda had even reminded him of it five minutes before he was to make the call.


    But then the investigator had called about Kelly, and he’d completely forgotten about everything else.


    He stifled a groan. “Shit. I totally forgot. Can I call him now?”


    “His assistant said that he had another meeting at five, so we’ve rescheduled for tomorrow, if you don’t mind fitting it into your lunch slot.”


    “That’s fine. Thanks.”


    Caleb massaged the sore muscles of his neck and wondered what was happening to him. He was never absentminded. He never let anything distract him from his job.


    “If you don’t mind my asking, sir,” Linda asked hesitantly, pausing in the process of turning to leave.


    Caleb raised his eyebrows and waited.


    “Is everything all right? Is there anything I can help you with?”


    Damn. He must be in bad shape if Linda was willing to break her normal professionalism to ask him a question like that.


    “No, but thank you. I’ve just been—distracted lately. It’s personal stuff.”


    Linda nodded with a sympathetic smile. “You’re welcome. I believe it’s not uncommon with a new relationship. I do hope everything works out.”


    Having said that, she made a quick exit, as if afraid she’d overstepped. Caleb stared at the door she’d closed behind her.


    She obviously thought he was in a new relationship. Maybe that was what everyone thought.


    There was no reason for people not to think so. He hadn’t taken Kelly out in public—on any sort of date—but she was living with him, and he’d been going home most evenings far earlier than he usually did.


    He hadn’t even gone into the office for the last couple of Sundays.


    He supposed he was in a new relationship, although he and Kelly had both been running in circles to avoid using that language.


    There was no reason not to use it, though. He was with Kelly in a way he hadn’t been with any woman—maybe ever. He wasn’t about to give her the send-off any time soon, and he would be very unhappy if she decided she wanted to leave him.


    Over and over for the last few weeks, he’d been on the verge of running—aware that he’d gotten in so deep with her that he’d have a hard time coming out of it. When she was crying in the middle of the night. When she walked into his office with cords in her hand, offering herself to his hands. When they’d made love on the couch and she’d felt as real to him as she ever had before. Each time, he’d been torn between the fear of her getting too close and the fear of her never being close enough.


    His instinct for self-preservation was strong, but his need for her was stronger.


    And his strongest need at the moment was to keep her safe from whoever was threatening her.


    She wouldn’t tell him who it was because she wanted to protect him, but she didn’t understand.


    Other people needed to protect themselves from him.


    He needed to get working again. He needed to stop brooding about all these unanswered questions. And he needed to stop picturing her face when she came, when she cried, when she laughed.


    How was he ever supposed to work if he couldn’t stop thinking about her?


    He couldn’t, though. For one of the few times in his life, he simply couldn’t focus on work. Not when there was something more important to do.


    He stood up, feeling compelled to go find Kelly and talk to her now. He wanted things to move forward. He didn’t like this weird emotional limbo he was in.


    Just because he’d never done something before didn’t mean he shouldn’t do it now.


    He wanted to do it now. With Kelly.


    Linda looked startled when he asked her to call down for his car, saying he was heading home. It was just after five, but he usually stayed later than that.


    He called out good-byes to the staff he passed as he left the executive suite, and he was feeling determined and inspired as he rode down the elevator.


    He would talk to Kelly. He would get a few things settled. She would know that she could trust him to do whatever she needed him to do, that she could fully depend on him.


    As he was passing through the lobby, a feminine voice stopped him.


    “Mr. Marshall.”


    He turned to see the cute blonde who had been temporarily working security for several weeks. She was wearing the coat that went with the uniform, so she must have been doing something outside. “Yes?”


    “I have something to show you, if you have a minute.”


    The woman wasn’t smiling, and she was doing security in his building, so he suppressed his impatience as he nodded and followed her into a back room.


    “What is it?” he asked, trying not to sound like he wanted to get through with this conversation, although he definitely did.


    The woman smiled. “Today was my last day here. I’m not working for Vendella anymore.” She opened her coat, revealing that she was completely naked beneath it.


    Caleb stared at the woman’s body—small, firm breasts, flat belly, long legs, nicely curved hips.


    His body tightened just a little—the reflexive response to seeing an attractive naked female body—but that was it.


    That was it.


    Several weeks ago, he would have had her turned over the table and be rutting her hard with no prelude or hesitation. He’d had her in mind for a fuck from the beginning, and she’d obviously picked up on the signals.


    But something had changed. Something really important had changed.


    Caleb didn’t want her anymore.


    He didn’t want anyone but Kelly.


    He stood frozen, trying to process this revelation, which was even more disorienting than his reflections on being in a relationship up in his office just now. Somehow, it drove the reality home a lot more fully.


    It was one thing to admit to being in a relationship. It was something entirely else to admit that he wanted only one woman.


    Never in his life had he experienced something like that.


    He shook his head, finding his voice at last. “Close your coat and go home,” he said, as mildly as he could manage. Without waiting for a response, he turned to leave the room, heading back through the lobby to where his car was waiting.


    He’d been using a car service for the last week, instead of driving himself, so he could get more work done during the longer commute. He got into the back of the car that was pulled up to the curb.


    Without thinking, he pulled out his phone and dialed Kelly. He didn’t have anything particular to say. He just wanted to talk to her.


    The phone rang until voice mail picked up, so he ended the call, wondering what she was doing.


    Maybe she was still with that client she was seeing this afternoon. It could have run long.


    He tried futilely to do some work on the drive home, but he couldn’t focus on anything. He spent twenty minutes trying to compose a response to an email that should have taken him about three.


    When his phone rang, he grabbed for it in an embarrassingly eager gesture, but it wasn’t Kelly. It was Wes.


    Caleb let out a breath, telling himself not to be a heartless ass. Two years had passed without any conversations with Wes, and now it was three conversations in a month. And not easy conversations.


    “Hey. Did you make it to town?” he asked, after connecting the call.


    “Yeah. I got in yesterday.”


    “How’s your mom?”


    “She’s hanging in there.” Maybe he was tired, or maybe his mom was worse than he implied, but Wes didn’t sound good at all. “Thanks again for—”


    “Don’t thank me again. It was fine.” Mostly, Caleb didn’t want to be reminded of that afternoon. It left him feeling too vulnerable in every way, including the aftermath when he’d seen Kelly with that other man and been consumed by that fierce, irrational jealousy.


    “How’ve you been?” Wes asked, his tone changing, obviously trying to move back into a more natural conversation. “I’ve been hearing rumors.”


    Caleb stiffened. “About what?”


    “All kinds of shit. Did you get married?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Do you have a beautiful convict on the run from the authorities hidden away in your house?”


    Caleb couldn’t suppress a huff of dry amusement. “Uh, no.”


    “Oh well. Guess the rumors aren’t all true. You’re seeing someone, though?”


    After a moment’s hesitation, Caleb admitted, “Yeah.”


    “And you’ve got nothing more to say about that?”


    “What am I supposed to say? It’s not exactly big news.” He was brushing it off on purpose, but anyone who knew him would understand that it was, in fact, big news.


    Caleb Marshall fucked. He’d always, only fucked. He didn’t date.


    “Well, it’s bigger news than I’ve got going at the moment. Why don’t you ever go out in public with her? All I keep hearing is that she never leaves your house.”


    “She does leave my house, but she’s—she’s dealing with some stuff and doesn’t want to do a lot of socializing. Who have you been hearing all this from?” Caleb felt a strange mingling of annoyance, self-consciousness, and pleasure.


    The pleasure was the most surprising feeling—as if part of him wanted the rest of the world to know that he was with Kelly. That she was fully his.


    It must have been someone on his staff or from the office who’d gotten the word out, since he couldn’t imagine who else would know about the woman staying at his house.


    “I’m not about to tell you and make some poor soul the target of your wrath. So it’s serious?”


    “I never said it was serious.”


    “Who do you think you’re kidding? You’ve tried to pretend it doesn’t exist, but you’ve always had this white knight complex going on, ever since Mall—”


    “That’s ridiculous,” Caleb interrupted, before Wes could complete the thought.


    “No, it isn’t. You make yourself heartless so it won’t hurt if you can’t save someone again. It doesn’t take a psychotherapist to figure that out.”


    It felt like the air was thickening around him, dulling his vision, getting caught in his throat. And knowing his friend was right didn’t make him want to hear it any more.


    After a moment, Caleb cleared his throat. “If you’re through with the half-assed therapy session, I really need to get back to work.”


    “Yeah. Fine. But I want to get together while I’m in town. And you should bring your gorgeous damsel in distress.”


    Caleb didn’t dignify that comment with a response, just said good-bye and hung up.


    He thought about what Wes had said, though, and he decided it wasn’t quite right.


    He did want to save Kelly.


    But that wasn’t all he wanted.


    His phone rang again. It wasn’t Wes calling back, and it wasn’t Kelly. It was Tim, the head of his security team.


    Frowning, Caleb answered the call, having absolutely no idea what he was about to hear.


    “Mr. Marshall?” Tim said.


    “Yes. What’s going on?”


    “You said you wanted us to report if anything happened concerning Miss Watson.”


    “Yes.” Caleb’s heart jumped painfully. “What happened? Is she okay?”


    “Yes. She’s fine. But Pete, the guy I have following her, witnessed something that seems—worth mentioning.”


    Tim’s pause in completing the sentence was the first clue Caleb had that he was about to hear something he really didn’t want to hear. “Okay,” he said. “Tell me.”


    “You know she was meeting with a client this afternoon. She asked Pete to wait in the lobby instead of coming up to the apartment with her.”


    “What?” Caleb interrupted. “There are multiple areas of access to apartment buildings. You can’t be sure she would be safe if he just waited in the lobby.”


    “I understand that, sir. Pete didn’t want to wait there, but she insisted. And our understanding was that her protection wasn’t forced.”


    Caleb let out a breath, knowing everything Tim said was correct. They couldn’t force protection on Kelly if she refused it—no matter how much Caleb might want to.


    “Okay,” he said. “So what did Pete do?”


    “Since he was concerned about leaving her up there unprotected, he managed to get access to the building’s security cameras while he waited. There aren’t very many—just in the lobby and the public areas. Including a workout room on the eighth floor.”


    Caleb drew his eyebrows together. “Okay. So what’s the point?”


    “The point is that, after she met with the client, Miss Watson went to the eighth floor and met with someone in the workout room. Tim copied the video feed. I’m sending it to you now.”


    Caleb froze, trying to work out the significance of this information. “Who did she meet with?”


    “We don’t know. We’re trying to identify him, but we have nothing to go on, so I don’t think we’ll be able to figure it out. They seemed—close.”


    And it was then that Caleb’s heart stopped jumping and started to sink. “Close?”


    “Sex didn’t happen. But close. Yes.” Tim was obviously reluctant to give that particular answer.


    Caleb cleared his throat. “Okay. Thank you. I’ll look at the video and tell you how to proceed.”


    He was holding his breath when he pulled up the message Tim had just sent him, clicking open the video feed.


    The video quality was poor and it was black and white, but Kelly was clearly visible coming into the room with a tall, dark-haired man.


    The man was facing the camera more than Kelly was, and he was clearly into her. Caleb could tell even from the slightly fuzzy image. They talked, standing very close, and the man got closer and closer as the conversation progressed.


    Caleb recognized the man immediately. The same man from the dressing room. The one Kelly had insisted was a stranger who was just randomly coming onto her.


    As he watched, Kelly put her hand on the guy’s arm at one point, and later he had her pressed up to the wall, his body against hers.


    Caleb felt a shuddering of possessive rage as he watched this other man with his body all over Kelly. His Kelly. And something painful ripped through his chest as he saw her arms go up around his neck.


    He dreaded the idea of seeing them kiss, but he couldn’t look away.


    He waited, a lump lodged hard in his throat, for something worse to happen, but they left before anything did, the man’s arm around Kelly’s waist.


    He stared at the final image for a long time, trying to think, trying to use his mind instead of his instinct, which was to howl in outrage and start knocking things over.


    There weren’t many possibilities for why Kelly had met up with this man. She’d snuck away to meet with him twice, so they were obviously in some sort of relationship.


    She had lied to him—right to his face, so convincingly that he’d completely fallen for it. Whether or not she was cheating on him with this guy, she was keeping secrets from him.


    Either way, Kelly wasn’t being faithful.


    He’d just turned down a luscious woman who had offered him easy sex for the taking. He hadn’t even wanted her.


    When Kelly was here betraying him.


    He was washed with wave after wave of cold anger and pain, and he sat stewing in it for the rest of the drive home.


    He was in a bad state when the car pulled through the gates, and then up in front of his house. Something big and intense and broken kept swelling up inside him—something that felt like a dangerous, trapped, wounded animal—and he had to clench his fists to keep his hands from shaking as he climbed out of the backseat.


    Nothing really had changed. He was still Caleb Marshall, a man who had always ensured he remained perfectly in control of his world.


    He did what he wanted. Took what he wanted. Didn’t let anyone stand in his way.


    He never let himself do anything, want anything, be anything that would cause him to be helpless again.


    One young woman wouldn’t have changed him. Wouldn’t have cracked the hard contours of his life.


    He wouldn’t let that happen.


    When he entered the house, Breah started to greet him pleasantly, but she shrank back when she got a look at his face.


    “Where’s Kelly?” he asked in a low voice, trying to level out his tone.


    “She’s upstairs—showering and changing clothes, I think.” Breah’s face twisted. “Is everything okay, sir?”


    Caleb didn’t answer, although he’d always made a point of treating Breah with courtesy. He couldn’t answer. He just strode down the hall and into the west wing of the house, where Kelly’s guest suite was located.


    He had no idea what he was going to say when he saw her.


    When he got to her door, he stood outside for a few seconds, taking a couple of breaths and trying to get himself under control. If he lost his restraint, then Kelly would have the advantage, and he couldn’t give her that.


    He swung the door open without knocking. This was his house. He could enter any room he wanted without waiting for an invitation.


    Kelly had been buckling one of her high-heeled sandals. She was dressed prettily in a long skirt and sleeveless top that clung to her curves. Her long hair was loose, falling in lustrous waves over her arms and shoulders.


    She must have dressed up for him.


    She looked gorgeous. Like a pale, delicate blossom in the morning dew. Lush. Sensual. Innocent.


    Innocent.


    But she wasn’t. She’d never been.


    She gave a little squeal of surprise at his sudden entrance, but her face changed almost immediately, smiling as she said, “Where are your manners, barging in like that? What if I was naked in here?”


    Her eyes took on a familiar heated gleam as she spoke the last question in a lilting voice. He suddenly knew what she expected him to do.


    Respond to the invitation. Get hot because she was hot. She’d done it the whole time. Pressed his buttons perfectly. Say one thing—and he would act this way. Say something else—and he’d do that instead.


    Like Pavlov’s fucking dog.


    And he was letting her. Letting her play him like a puppet.


    No more.


    “How was your meeting with your client?” he asked, pleased when his tone sounded calm and natural.


    Her brows drew together, as if she sensed something was off, but she replied easily enough. “It was good. She wants me to paint the dog lounging on this velvet dog bed. You should see the fancy fringe on that thing.” She gave him another smile—this one sweet and amused.


    She was expecting his mood to shift based on her expression and tone. She wanted him to laugh, come over to her, put his arm around her, lean down into a soft kiss. Yesterday, he would have done just that.


    She was waiting even now for him to do it, and her smile broke in obvious confusion when he didn’t.


    “What’s wrong, Caleb?” she asked, coming over to him instead. “You look all stressed about something.” She leaned against him a little, and stroked his chest softly. “Did something happen?”


    Something had happened. Kelly Watson had happened. And his life would never be the same.


    “Did you do anything after you met with your client?” he asked, his voice slightly hoarse now.


    He wanted to see if she would lie.


    “No,” she said, slightly haltingly. “What’s the matter with you?”


    So she lied after all. Right to his face. Convincingly too. She looked nothing but concerned and bewildered.


    She was a master, and he’d fallen for her like a boy.


    He took a quick step backward, pulling himself away from her hands, since despite everything, he relished the feel of them. It was time to go on the offensive, anyway.


    “Did you fuck him?” he bit out.


    She jerked visibly, the pretty bewilderment transforming to real confusion. “What are you talking about?”


    “Did you fuck him?”


    She frowned, looking hurt and a little offended now. “You know I fucked him, Caleb. That’s how I got into this mess to begin with. Did you think I’d somehow gotten involved with this guy but didn’t actually—”


    “No,” he cut in, realizing what she’d thought. It was such a natural and innocent misunderstanding that it broke into his angry momentum temporarily. “I wasn’t talking about before. I was talking about today. When you had the little meet-up with the guy in the workout room, after you left your client. The same one you met in the dressing room and pretended not to know. Did you fuck him?”


    It took a moment for her to process the question, and he saw the whole succession of emotions cross over her face. Confusion. Recognition. Understanding. Fear. Anger. Anger. Anger.


    “Are you spying on me?” she demanded at last, her cheeks flushing as she took several steps backward, away from him.


    “You know I have the bodyguard following you, for your own protection.”


    “If you know about my meeting that guy today, then he’s doing more than protecting me. You’re spying on me! Having your lackeys observe my every move and report back to you! How dare you do that to me?”


    Caleb almost choked on his outrage, that she’d somehow managed to make him look like the bad guy in this when she was the one who’d just lied to him, who’d betrayed him. “You probably do think you’re that irresistible,” he said, stepping forward, his whole body tense with suppressed rage. “You think I’m so obsessed with you that I’ve turned into some sort of stalker over you? My man did his job—nothing more. And don’t think you can turn the topic away from the real issue. Which is the way you’ve been sneaking around behind my back, pretending to be into me when all this time you’re spreading your legs for some—”


    His words cut off when she reached up to slap him across the face. He caught her wrist before she could, and he held it when she tried to pull free.


    “Don’t act like an outraged virgin,” he snapped, grabbing her other wrist too when she used it to push him away. “You’re the one who has been using me.”


    “Fuck you, Caleb,” she choked, giving up her attempt to free herself. “I didn’t fuck that guy. I’ve never fucked that guy. But even if I had, you have no right to act this way. There’s never been any commitment between us.”


    He couldn’t believe she was trying to justify what she’d done, once again making him look in the wrong—like he was some obsessive, jealous bully. “Don’t try that argument on me. We’ve never spoken of a commitment, but we both know we’re in something deep here. I haven’t fucked another woman since I met you. I haven’t even wanted another woman since I met you.”


    He shouldn’t be admitting that. It exposed too much about his heart. But he couldn’t seem to help it. His lifetime of control had snapped, and it drove something else home to him. “I’ve broken myself for you,” he continued hoarsely, still holding her in front of him by both of her wrists. She was so beautiful and vulnerable and everything he wanted that his body began to respond to her, despite everything. He felt his groin tighten and his skin heat up. “I’ve sacrificed the man I was before. For you. Because of you. I’ve lost him because of you. And all this time you’ve been screwing—”


    She let out a wordless scream that sounded like absolute frustration, desperation. She yanked her arms out of his grip and pushed him backward, away from her. “You think you’ve broken yourself? You have no idea what broken feels like! You think you sacrificed something, because you’ve decided it might be nice to fuck one woman for longer than a night? Because you’re bothered when you think she hasn’t fallen in a besotted heap at your feet? You know nothing. I’ve sacrificed everything. I’ve lost everything. There is nothing of me left worth having. And it’s all because of you.”


    Something about her words broke through the furious haze in his mind. Her anger and outrage was genuine. He could feel the truth of it in his bones. She wasn’t lying or playing a part now. She felt more real than he’d ever felt her.


    It was like she hated him.


    If her meeting with the guy hadn’t been as bad as it looked, then she might have a reason to be angry with him now. But hate him? Why would she hate him?


    The puzzle broke through his irrational fury and calmed him down just enough to begin to think.


    There was more going on here than he knew.


    She had turned her back to him, obviously trying to get control of herself. She wouldn’t want to cry in front of him, even in anger. She would think it made her weak.


    But Caleb couldn’t stand to be weak either. “Damn it, Kelly. Tell me the truth,” he demanded, using his words like a weapon.


    She jerked and whirled around, obviously wanting to strike him again but holding herself back. “You’ve done nothing to deserve the truth from me.”


    He reached out and took her by the upper arms, holding her so she couldn’t turn away from him again. It felt like the whole world was pulsing behind his eyes, in his ears, in his chest, and in his cock. “I don’t care whether I deserve it or not. Tell me the truth anyway. Why do you hate me so much?”


    “Because—because—”


    She was almost strangling on the words, tears streaming from her eyes, and her whole body shaking helplessly, with some sort of combination of anger, outrage, and grief. “Because you made me—fall for you!” She choked out the last words like they were horrifying.


    For a moment, the truth of her words washed over him, answering, soothing the trapped, wounded animal inside him.


    But they didn’t seem to answer or soothe anything in Kelly. She was just as broken as before as she continued, “You made me want you to be—want you to be—”


    “To be what?” he demanded.


    This was the final straw—the cusp of the whole world changing. He knew it somehow. What would happen now would change him, would change everything.


    It might break him more than he was already broken, but he was going to have the truth anyway.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    Kelly almost told him the truth. The whole truth. Everything.


    She almost stood there in the bedroom and blurted it all out.


    She’d never been so out of control in her life, enraged in a way she’d never experienced before. It was so unexpected, so out of the blue, and Caleb seemed so unrestrained—nothing but passion and fierce feeling. She couldn’t play her part. She couldn’t make up a convincing story or tell a believable lie.


    She didn’t even want to. She wanted to be real—as real as she could sense Caleb himself was being right now.


    But she’d come too far to throw away everything for no good reason, and a tiny thread of sanity held back the deepest part of the truth.


    So her answer was true. Absolutely true. But modified slightly from what had originally started to come out.


    “To be different,” she burst out. “To be better. And I know you never will be.”


    She tried to pull away from him, her heart too exposed even by the altered response, but he wouldn’t let her. His grasp was no longer painful, but it was unbreakable.


    So she gave up, slumping against his chest, feeling completely exhausted, completely defeated. She whispered, “I can’t fall for you, Caleb. I just can’t.”


    His grip on her arms loosened, and he wrapped his arms around her. He was hard—so hard against her—and shuddering with a tension that felt more emotional than physical.


    He was aroused. She could feel it against her. But he was more than that. The tension was also emotion. Emotion. Which she’d never felt in him like this before.


    “Why can’t you fall for me, Kelly?” he asked, very softly, holding her so tightly she momentarily couldn’t breathe. “What’s so horrifying about that?”


    And that was the pivotal question, the pivotal moment. If she ever wanted to continue her plan, or even get out of this room, she would need to give him a believable answer.


    Her mind was blank, though. She couldn’t think of anything. She could only feel the protective fervor of his embrace, the vulnerability in his voice that she felt sure no one else had ever heard. She could only feel a pulsing of desire—both physical and more than that—as her body reflected back his own urgent arousal. As if, even in body, they’d always been two pieces of one whole.


    She was about to give it up. Give everything up because it was so much easier than trying to hold her crumbling world together.


    But she could still see her father’s body, blood soaking into the dirt with the brain matter and bone fragments and hair.


    He had been killed—unjustly, without reason—and it couldn’t be for nothing. If she didn’t see this through, then maybe she hadn’t really loved him at all.


    She heard herself saying, “Because I can’t fall for a guy like you again.”


    She hadn’t planned the words out—they’d just come to her in some sort of flash of inspiration—but they were absolutely perfect. They answered everything.


    She could feel the understanding as it eased through Caleb’s body, relaxing some of the unbearable tension. “Kelly.”


    Burying her face in his shirt, she mumbled, “I can’t do it again.”


    After a moment, he seemed to have controlled whatever he was feeling, and he loosened his arms slightly and lifted her head so he could see her face. “I’m not like him, Kelly. I’m not like that bastard.”


    The bastard might be fictional, but everything about this conversation was real. Because Caleb was like him—at least in some ways. He could be a dangerous, ruthless bastard too.


    “I know,” she said hoarsely, trying to pull herself together. “I know you’re not.”


    “But you really think I am. You think I’m that kind of a monster.” It sounded like the idea really bothered him.


    “Are you saying you didn’t ask your security to report on my activities? Are you saying you don’t try to control everyone around you? Are you saying you haven’t crossed lines, taken certain shortcuts, even when it meant hurting other people? Are you saying you didn’t extort some poor father by threatening his daughter’s scholarship, just to get a signature on a contract? Are you saying you haven’t done other things you can never admit to, that you hide away in the dark?” Her words got more and more passionate as the questions got increasingly closer to the deepest truth.


    Caleb’s face twisted. “Yes. I’ve done all of those things. I’m not a good man. You must have known that from the beginning. But I’m not like him. I’m not. There’s more in me than that. I can change the things you need me to change.” He reached to take her head in both of his hands, holding it like it was precious. “I’m not like him, Kelly, blossom. I promise I’m not. I want to be with you for real. I want to be with you completely. I’m falling for you too.”


    Her heart came alive at the words. She wanted so much to hear them said. She swayed toward him.


    He leaned down, like he would kiss her, his face full of feeling and passion and a genuine need she’d never seen there before.


    But then he pulled back, a question reflected in his eyes. “So, who was the guy you met this afternoon, and why were you sneaking around to meet him?”


    This was Caleb Marshall, and even if he had real feelings, he would never be anyone’s fool.


    She cleared her throat and stepped back, wiping a stray tear from her eyes. “He’s a private investigator.”


    She didn’t have much time to think it through, but it would be better to tell him the truth. If he somehow found out Jack’s identity on his own, she didn’t want to be caught in such a little lie.


    “Why are you working with an investigator?”


    “He was helping me with—with my problem.”


    Caleb’s face relaxed.


    “Did he have any information for you?”


    “Not enough to act on.”


    “If you wanted a professional investigator, then why didn’t you just ask me? I could have—”


    For some reason, his characteristic tone—intelligent, impatient, slightly arrogant—made her so mad her teeth almost snapped. She forgot about strategy and interrupted, “It doesn’t matter what you could have done. This is my thing, and I was dealing with it on my own.”


    He frowned in surprise and annoyance. “I don’t care if it’s your thing. You know perfectly well why I want to help, and it’s just silly not to let me—”


    “I don’t care if it’s silly or not. If I want your help, I’ll ask for it.”


    “Okay then,” he said in a cool, clipped tone. “So why did you have to sneak off to meet with the guy.”


    “Because I know how you are. Because I knew you’d do exactly this.”


    “Do what exactly?” He was walking toward her as she was backing away, until her back connected to the wall next to the dresser.


    “Do this! Be all Caleb Marshall, the boss of everyone. Act like you deserve answers. I don’t care if there are some feelings between us. We’re not in a committed relationship here, and I don’t owe you anything.”


    He was angry again now—but coolly so, totally in control. His eyes narrowed as he leaned into her. “What you do or don’t owe me is irrelevant. You’ve got to be crazy if you think I’m just going to let you walk out of here, especially if you’re in danger.”


    “Well, you’re going to have to. Because I’m not willing to surrender everything to you yet.”


    He leaned even closer, his eyes hot and cool at the same time, utterly mesmerizing. “What if I want you to surrender everything to me?”


    “Then you can deal with disappointment.” This argument felt every bit as real as the previous one, even though they were both now more controlled than they’d been before. She was flashing with very real anger as she said, “I’m tired of it. I don’t want to surrender anything more to you.”


    His eyes seemed to see all the way into her soul, far deeper than he could ever be allowed. He leaned into her. “I’m not sure that’s true.”


    “What?” She was trembling again, for a different reason now.


    “I think you want to surrender more to me. You’re just scared.”


    She opened her mouth to argue, but the words stuck in her throat. Because he was right. He was brutally right.


    “That’s what I thought,” he murmured thickly, stroking her hot cheek with his knuckles. “Tell me the truth.”


    “I’m not going to tell you the truth.” But her defenses were already weakened.


    He leaned down even more to claim her mouth, starting gently, as gently as his voice, but soon growing deep and urgent when she softened against him and wrapped her arms around his neck.


    She couldn’t help it. She wanted him—all of him—so much.


    Caleb tore his mouth away—stared at her hotly, tenderly. “I want all of you, Kelly, blossom. I want you to surrender it all.”


    “I—can’t.”


    His hand fisted in her loose hair. “Yes, you can. I won’t let you down.” He caught her mouth again, stroking and dipping deeply, claiming all of her.


    Kelly sucked in air through her nose and tried to think, telling herself she needed to pull away now or she would completely betray herself. But she couldn’t. Erotic sensations shot down from the kiss as Caleb took her upper lip between his teeth—tugging, nibbling, caressing it with his tongue.


    She whimpered against his lips.


    As she tried to suck his tongue into her mouth, her hands fumbled up to his head, and she tangled her fingers into his thick hair. She felt his hard, urgent body pushing against hers, felt his hardening arousal against her middle.


    He pulled away from her lips, just far enough to speak. “This is what you want, isn’t it?” His face was damp and sincere and as handsome as any man’s she’d ever seen.


    “Yes,” she gasped, her body straining toward his, her heart straining toward his too. “I want it. I want you.”


    “I want you too. You know how much. Why do you keep holding back?”


    He grabbed her in his arms and tilted her backward a little, pressing a few kisses into her lips, and then mouthing his way down her neck. He settled on a spot just above her neckline. Sucked on it until she gasped.


    It wasn’t just her body responding. Her heart wanted it too. It wanted him.


    Then, as if prompted by her private thought, he gathered her up in his arms and carried her over to the bed. He laid her down and moved over her, his eyes searching her face. “Don’t hold back anymore,” he said. “Just tell me the truth.”


    Kelly bit her lip as he lowered his face to her neck, terrified of what she might say if she were to let go as she wanted.


    He reached her breast and teased the nipple through the fabric of her top. “Tell me, Kelly.”


    “God,” she gasped, pressing her chest up toward his mouth, so overwhelmed with sensation and emotion she couldn’t lie still. “I want you so much.”


    He gently pulled her top up over her head, and she raised her body to let him. “What else do you want?”


    He was cupping her breasts, fondling her nipples with both thumbs, and she couldn’t seem to look away from his face. She forced her eyes to close, trying to hold on to who she was, who she’d always been, what she’d always believed about the world.


    “Stop holding back,” he murmured, his voice like rough velvet against her heart. “Surrender, Kelly. I want you to surrender it all. What else do you want?”


    She suddenly realized she was clutching his shoulders, gripping the strong, warm substance of who he was. “I want more,” she admitted, unable not to say it. “I want all of you.”


    He made a low sound in his throat and moved down to kiss her breasts again, taking off her bra as he did. “Yes,” he murmured over her skin. “Say it again.”


    He was all hot tension—something far deeper than lust. He felt real to her and needy and fully, completely here with her.


    The bitterest kind of irony. That Caleb was trying to be human for the first time in years—with the woman who was supposed to destroy him.


    She couldn’t think through that reality, though. All she could do was feel. “I want all of you,” she gasped, letting her heels drop to the floor as the ripples of pleasure spiraled out from his touch.


    He released another low groan and slowly slid her skirt down over her hips and legs, until she was naked except for her underwear. His gaze devoured her, and she wanted it. She wanted the hot possession in his gaze, the awe, the tenderness—all mingled together in the way he looked at her now. “You don’t have to be afraid,” he murmured. “You can surrender it all to me.”


    She couldn’t. And yet she couldn’t help it. She tangled her fingers in his hair as he kissed his way down her belly.


    Adjusting his body lower on the bed, Caleb spread her legs open a little bit. “All of it,” he said again. He lifted one of her legs and started trailing kisses down the sensitive inside of one of her calves.


    Making a choked sound, Kelly suddenly realized what he wanted to do. “Caleb?” Her heart started to pound erratically, even as her pussy tightened in excitement.


    His eyes were focused on her face, as his head descended toward her thighs. When his mouth had passed her knees, the fear intensified, what it would mean if she let him follow through with the promise on his face. “Caleb, I don’t know.”


    He raised his head to meet her eyes. “You can trust me, blossom. You can surrender. I’m not going to let you down. Let me prove it to you.”


    She didn’t want him to prove it. She was so afraid of what would happen once he had. But she also desperately needed what he was offering her. And the impossible clash between the two feelings seemed to embody the whole of who she was.


    “I’m more than the man you think I am,” Caleb said after a moment. “Let me show you.”


    He wasn’t touching her now, wasn’t seducing her into changing her mind. If he had been, she could have resisted—in heart, if not in body. He was waiting for her, asking a real question, for the moment, completely vulnerable.


    And it broke down the last of her defenses.


    She nodded, tried to speak over the lump in her throat. “Show me.”


    Caleb moved up to kiss her mouth—slowly and deeply—and his hand slid down between her thighs.


    When he finally pulled out of the kiss, he met her eyes and said, “I don’t want you to hold anything of yourself back anymore.”


    He kissed her again, and then moved down over her throat and to her breasts, flicked his tongue over her nipple.


    Kelly exhaled deeply and tried to relax. He was slow and gentle—unusually so—and soon her body was reacting the way it always did when she let herself enjoy his touch.


    He hadn’t tried to move lower than her belly button, so Kelly didn’t tense up when he mouthed her shuddering belly, his hands fondling her breasts as she arched up into his caress. She was deeply aroused, and overwhelmed by far more than the physical sensations.


    Caleb’s lips trailed even lower, until they were brushing against the delicate skin just above the trimmed strip of hair between her thighs. He glanced up, giving her a questioning look.


    She nodded mutely, her throat too constricted to speak.


    He nudged her thighs open a little wider, and Kelly bent her legs and drew them up toward her body to give him better access. She felt oddly vulnerable in this position, which was ridiculous. Countless men had seen her pussy over the years, most of them strangers and none of them trying to please her as Caleb was now.


    She stretched her arms out beside her and clutched again at the duvet, staring down at Caleb’s head between her legs.


    He kissed the skin of her inner thigh, making her shiver. Next, he stroked her belly in a firm, warm massage. He shifted on the mattress, and licked a light trail along the inside of her other thigh.


    His eyes were still on her face, even as he was pressing a wet kiss on the crease where her thigh met her pelvis. He seemed to be breathing deeply, and she saw something ignite in his eyes.


    She had to look away. Didn’t want to think about what that might mean—that he’d picked up on her arousal.


    “Tell me you want me this way,” he said.


    “I do. Caleb, I do.”


    He started nuzzling her gently.


    Kelly gasped at the first contact, but kept her thighs open for him. She breathed as deeply as she could, and forced her mind away from who was doing this to her. She gasped again when Caleb licked a line along her warm flesh, and then held her open with his fingers. He dipped his tongue quickly into her channel. Discovering the moisture pooled there, he flicked up a little higher, finding her clit, and jostling it a few times with his tongue.


    At the direct stimulation, Kelly felt a jolt of urgent pleasure shoot through her. Her back arched up off the bed dramatically, and she cried out with an incoherent sound.


    Caleb turned his head to the side and mouthed her inner thigh again. Moved his hand back up to rub her lower stomach. “Don’t fight it,” he murmured. “Just let go.”


    He nuzzled her again until he’d parted her open once more. Licked a long line along her aroused flesh before returning to her entrance. This time, he spent more time sliding his tongue inside her. Fluttering it. Curling it.


    The sensations were unlike anything Kelly had ever experienced before, and the ache of arousal immediately deepened, causing her to clutch even more desperately at the covers. She wanted to squirm her hips, wanted to buck up into his mouth to get more intense stimulation. But she held herself still and tried to accept the growing pleasure.


    She was panting loudly now, and occasionally making silly moans or whimpers. And she couldn’t seem to keep track of the movements of Caleb’s lips and tongue—which is why it surprised her when he suddenly flicked his tongue over her swollen clit again.


    Her body jerked spasmodically, and she cried out. His fingers were holding her open and stretching out her moist flesh, intensifying the feelings even more. He nudged at her clit again. This time, as she cried out, her pelvis bucked up uncontrollably.


    Kelly’s arms flew up until she was gripping the top of the pillow beneath her, her elbows bent on either side of her head. Her body was screaming for this now, shamelessly rocking beneath him in an attempt to find a satisfying rhythm. Her mind was a chaotic whirl of fear and pleasure and need and something else that was still making her gut clench. “It’s good,” she mumbled, tossing her head restlessly. “I want you so much.”


    His mouth never stopped working, and Kelly started whimpering in growing need.


    She needed the release that she was mounting toward, but she didn’t know how to just lie there and accept it. She also needed to be doing something, acting, making this happen. No one had ever given anything to her without taking back.


    Her hands were fumbling around now, above her head, on the headboard, on the duvet beside her, on her own breasts. And her whimpers had turned into frantic, wordless pleas. She hooked one leg over Caleb’s shoulder and grabbed her other knee and pulled it farther back.


    He lowered his face once again. She was holding her thighs wide apart, so she was utterly exposed to him. He returned the fingers of one hand to hold her open, and then he moved the other hand even lower to slide two fingers inside her.


    Kelly choked on a cry of pleasure, feeling her orgasm starting to take shape as he fucked her with his fingers. Her head was tossing wildly, but she couldn’t seem to keep it still.


    She felt Caleb’s tongue on her clit again, the jostling combining with his fingers thrusting inside her. It felt like her head was exploding, like she wasn’t capable of handling this.


    She couldn’t do anything, could only just take it. Accept it. Feel it.


    And then he started to suck.


    She choked on a wordless sound, half sob, half scream, and there was no way she could force it back. And then she was coming. It was swallowing her. She arched off the bed one more time, her mouth open wide in a silent scream of completion. Her inner muscles were clenching around Caleb’s fingers, and then her entire body was convulsing as she rode out the lingering spasms.


    She was still gasping when he lifted up and moved higher up her body, claiming her mouth in a hard kiss.


    She kissed him back, tasting herself, nothing held back, and she fumbled with his trousers so she could feel him more, harder, even deeper.


    Their embrace had suddenly become so urgent that they almost forgot the condom, but he remembered at the last moment and took a minute to roll one on.


    Soon he was entering her, filling her, and she cried out in satisfaction—even as a few tears still streamed down her cheeks. They rocked together in an instinctive rhythm, and it soon became fast and urgent.


    “Kelly,” Caleb grunted, adjusting his knees to give himself more leverage as his hips began to thrust harder.


    Kelly forced out a wordless sound of response, squeezing him between her legs and fisting her hands in the pillow to keep herself from squeezing him with her arms too. Another orgasm was swelling up, and it felt like it was going to be powerful.


    “Kelly,” Caleb rasped again, ducking his head down, his eyes never leaving her face.


    Her hips were bucking up in clumsy jerks, bumping against his pelvis as she loosened and tightened her legs—her body so eager for her approaching orgasm that she was almost clumsy.


    “Kelly,” Caleb muttered again. This time he seemed to be trying to get her attention. “You want this?”


    She would have thought he was crazy—since she clearly wanted this so much she was about to scream—but she knew what he was asking.


    If she wanted him. All of him. All the way.


    “Yes.” The sensations bombarded her but refused to release themselves. “I want you. I want you.”


    Caleb made a guttural sound. “I want you too. All of you. All of you.”


    She turned her head to the side when a sliver of fear overwhelmed her. She squeezed her eyes shut. Squeezed her legs around Caleb’s middle, her heels digging brutally into the small of his back. Felt her entire body tightening in torturous anticipation.


    It was still so wrong to want him this way.


    “Kelly,” Caleb choked, his body just as tight as hers was. “Kelly, look at me.”


    She didn’t want to, but couldn’t help herself. Her eyes flew open at his thick words, and she turned her head to stare up at his handsome, twisted face, at the inexpressible look in his eyes.


    She whimpered, in desperate pleasure—and in something else.


    “Kelly,” Caleb grunted again. His hand was still curved around the back of her head, and sweat was dripping down the sides of his face. His eyes were mesmerizing, demanding, and almost helpless, and Kelly just couldn’t look away from them, the intensity distracting her momentarily from the momentum of her orgasm. “Kelly,” he choked. “Say my name.”


    It was more a plea than a demand, and something clenched hard in Kelly’s chest at the knowledge.


    She couldn’t have resisted, even if she’d wanted to. Holding his gaze with her own, she gasped. “Caleb!”


    At the sound of his name on her lips, her whole body began to shake, all of the friction of his pumping cock inside her and his rocking body above her finally pushing her to the limit.


    “Again,” Caleb demanded thickly. He looked like he could swallow her, devour her, drown in her.


    “Caleb,” she cried, her voice almost strangled by her impending release. She could feel the pressure finally coalesce into one overwhelmingly powerful peak. Forcing her eyes to remain open so she was still meeting his gaze, she sobbed out “Caleb!”


    Her muscles began to clench ruthlessly around the pumping of his cock. Her body spasmed helplessly beneath him as she tried to ride out the waves of radiating pleasure.


    Caleb was still trying to push inside her, but mostly he was trapped, by her contracting muscles or by the power of his own climax. His face contorted as he reached the limit of his control, but his eyes never left hers, not even when he grunted out a final, rough “Kelly, blossom,” as he came.


    She started crying for real.


    His weight rested on her afterward for a minute, his face buried in her hair, just above her shoulder.


    Kelly accepted his hot weight. She tried to unwind her legs and wiggle some circulation back into her toes. She tried to stop crying.


    But she couldn’t. Not really. She kept hearing Caleb murmuring to her, against her neck, “Oh, fuck, Kelly, blossom. I want everything from you too. You don’t have to hold anything back from me anymore.”


    He was expecting her to calm down and be happy, but there was no way that was possible.


    Her plan had worked. Caleb was vulnerable. Completely at her mercy.


    He was hated. And not hated.


    And her father was still dead.


    She might have surrendered far too many parts of herself to Caleb, but her surrender would never lead to light.


    “Kelly?” he prompted, after a couple of minutes, when she was still shaking in his arms.


    There was no explanation she could give him. Nothing that would even come close to answering his unspoken question.


    No lie she could tell him.


    She had to get away. Right now. Before she broke down even more—shattered everything—even more than she already had. Before she blurted out the final truth.


    She couldn’t stay here and be held by Caleb. Couldn’t stay here with him at all. She couldn’t stay and be who she’d been in his arms.


    But she couldn’t get away without an explanation. “It was—so good,” she gasped, praying that he’d find it convincing. “Sorry about all the crying. It was—overwhelming. After all the angst and having to admit that and everything—the release—just did me in.”


    He didn’t speak for a long time, and she had no idea if he believed her.


    Finally, he said dryly, “If you keep crying every time I have sex with you, I’ll eventually start to wonder about my performance.”


    The humor was so unexpected that Kelly choked on a real burst of amusement. But then she just choked. And panicked. It hit her so hard and so quickly that she felt the room spinning around her.


    “I need to leave,” she said, pulling away from him, sitting up, gasping for air.


    Caleb’s face twisted as he dropped his arms to his sides. “What?”


    Trying to cling to the remaining control she had, Kelly got up and moved over toward her overnight bag that was tucked in the corner of the room. She started throwing some clothes in it, then realized she was naked.


    She limped over to where her bra and shirt were tossed on the floor.


    “I’m— It’s too much. I need some space.”


    For once, the words weren’t even lies.


    “So, you’re leaving? After what just happened?” Caleb demanded. He was angry again, which should have been a good sign. But underneath the anger was an undeniable current of hurt. “After what we just said? You’re leaving me?”


    Kelly redressed herself and tried to find the rest of her stuff to throw into her overnight bag. “I’m sorry, but it’s just too much. Maybe we can sort it out later.”


    She kept her head hidden from him because, if she looked him in the eye, she would lose it completely.


    Caleb didn’t answer. He didn’t try to stop her. She shot him a quick glance and saw he’d clearly pulled in on himself, all of his protective instincts on guard again. He’d made himself as vulnerable as he ever had, and she’d just slammed the door in his face.


    Now he just watched every move she made with a cool, penetrating gaze.


    Kelly wasn’t sure that she had everything in the bag, but she didn’t really care at the moment. Her purpose for being here at all was nowhere now, and the only thing that mattered was getting away. If she wanted to keep her sanity.


    She’d just professed feelings for the man who may or may not have murdered her father. She’d just surrendered all of herself to him—so much more than just her body. There was no way to make sense of a world where that could happen.


    So she just needed to get away. “I’m really sorry, Caleb,” she said as she heaved the bag up and started to leave the room. “I mean it. But I just can’t—”


    He still didn’t answer. He felt as cold and hard as he’d been when they first met. Caleb followed her out of the room. Out of the house. Down to where her car was parked.


    He grabbed her shoulder just before she got into the car Pete had pulled up to drive her home. “Kelly,” he said in a rough murmur. “You’re making a mistake.”


    She shrugged weakly, and her voice cracked as she answered, “It’s not the first time.”


    
      —
    


    She had no idea where to go. Or what to do. Or if she even had any options.


    All she knew was that she had to get away.


    She fell into a daze as she drove into the city—all her chaotic feelings, all her anger, all her angst freezing into a tight, fragile control.


    Eventually, she ended up at an apartment building. At an apartment.


    One she hadn’t consciously intended to drive to.


    She knocked on the door.


    It swung open.


    Reese stood before her, gasping in surprise when she saw who was at her door.


    “Kelly?” Reese breathed, her eyes huge and bewildered.


    Kelly gulped and forced out a tight smile. “Hey there. Do you happen to have an extra bed for the night?”


    Reese’s face changed, softened visibly. She reached out and put a gentle hand on Kelly’s arm. “Kelly, hon, are you all right?”


    Kelly’s face crumpled. Then she shattered. Burst into pitiful tears.


    Reese took her in.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 11


    Reese immediately started puttering around, looking uncharacteristically helpless as she led Kelly into her apartment, took her sweater and leather bag, and then showed her into the living room, where she gestured toward her couch.


    Kelly sank onto the couch gratefully, her back and thighs exhausted and already a little sore from the sex she’d just had with Caleb. She felt drained and totally leveled. And she was still choking on little sobs.


    Reese sat down next to her. “What is it?” she asked, her voice softer than usual, and more urgent. “What’s happened? What’s been going on for the last few weeks?”


    Shaking her head mutely, Kelly tried to come up with a reasonable explanation for her presence here and for her distress, but she couldn’t think of anything. “I can’t—it’s too complicated. I just don’t have anywhere else to go tonight. I can’t go home,” she said finally.


    Reese studied her intently, scanning her friend from her messy hair to her elegantly shoed feet. After a tense moment, she asked, “Do I need to take you to the emergency room?”


    Kelly just blinked at her, had no idea why she was asking that.


    “It looks like you’ve—I mean, you’re starting to bruise here.” Reese pointed at the skin just over Kelly’s neckline, where Caleb had bitten hard enough to mark. “And your clothes”—Reese swallowed hard and seemed to force herself to conclude—“Kelly, if you’ve been raped—”


    “I haven’t,” Kelly interrupted hurriedly. “I haven’t. I promise.”


    After another searching look, Reese seemed to believe her, because her body relaxed a little.


    Kelly felt a flood of bitterness well up in her chest, all directed inward. “I did just have sex, yes. That much must be obvious. But it was consensual.” She closed her eyes and wished she didn’t hate herself quite so much. “My choice. My choice.” Her voice faded off a little. “Mine.”


    Reese’s brow furrowed, and her face twisted with sympathy. “Can’t you tell me?”


    “No. I don’t think I can. I’m sorry. I know it’s horrible for me to show up here and not tell you anything—”


    Reese brushed her apology away. “You don’t have to tell me anything tonight if you don’t feel up to it. I’m so glad you came here.” Reese’s eyes softened a little as they focused on Kelly. “I’m so glad to see you. I’ve been so worried. You seemed to just disappear.”


    Guilt slammed into Kelly, on top of all her other tumultuous emotions. She felt like she would choke—there was just too much she was feeling and experiencing. It was too intense. Too chaotic. And how was one person supposed to deal with all of it?


    She needed a break, a respite, a breath of air to recover herself.


    Reese seemed to recognize this much, because she stood up. “It’s late. I’ll let you sleep. We can talk more tomorrow.” Glancing around her small apartment, she added, “We could share the bed if you—”


    Kelly shook her head, dreading the idea of being that close to someone—anyone—tonight. “The couch will be great. I don’t need special treatment.”


    Reese must have read finality in her voice. She didn’t argue. She just showed Kelly the bathroom and brought in some bedding for the couch. After she’d gotten things arranged, she paused, obviously on her way back to her own bedroom. “If you need anything—”


    The simple kindness was almost too much for Kelly. She wanted to flee. Run away from it. It was making her chest ache so much. “I’ll let you know,” she forced out of her painfully dry throat. “I might take a shower, but I’ll try not to make too much noise.”


    “Make as much noise as you want. And wake me up for whatever reason.” Reese started to leave, but then she turned back and reached out to pull Kelly into a hug. “I’ve missed you so much.”


    Tears burned in Kelly’s eyes, but they weren’t as painful as the excruciating pressure in her chest. She forced herself not to pull away from the hug—not wanting to hurt Reese’s feelings.


    But it was so hard. So hard to be hugged this way, when physical touch had left her with so few defenses.


    Reese went into her bedroom at last, and Kelly was relieved when the door shut so she could have a little space. She took her overnight bag and went into the bathroom, turning the shower on as hot as she could stand. She took off her wrinkled clothes, and stepped under the spray.


    She let the water wash over her, and tried to imagine it cleansing her of everything impure that had ever touched her. She wished she could imagine all of her pain and bitterness and rage spilling down the drain with the water.


    Wished her twisted heart—one that only knew how to betray—could melt away in the heat.


    She couldn’t even imagine that much.


    She cried a little more in the shower, although her sobs weren’t desperate or agonized, and she felt strange when she started to pull herself together. She had no idea what to do next.


    What she ended up doing was curling up under the blankets and shaking helplessly in the fetal position for several minutes.


    But she was more exhausted than she could ever remember being, and sometimes even trauma can’t keep you awake.


    She eventually fell into sleep and to her surprise actually slept straight through nearly the whole night. She woke up only once at about four in the morning, and for a moment she panicked, not able to remember where she was.


    But then, as her eyes adjusted to the dark, she started to recognize Reese’s apartment. She remembered everything that had happened, and knew Reese was sleeping in the bedroom. In her groggy state, Kelly experienced a strange sense of security.


    As if, for this one night, she was safe. Protected. No one could touch her.


    So, she drifted back into sleep and didn’t wake up until Reese gently shook her shoulder. “Kelly,” Reese was saying softly as Kelly finally managed to open her eyes. “Kelly.”


    “Huh?” Kelly grunted, stretching out on the sofa and trying to orient herself.


    “I have to go to work,” Reese explained. “I made coffee. Just make yourself at home.”


    “Okay,” Kelly agreed automatically, her body aching—from fatigue, from stress—as she tried to prop herself up into a sitting position. “Thanks.”


    Reese gave her a sharp look. “You’ll be here when I get back?”


    Kelly had no idea if she would be here or not. “Yeah. I think so.”


    Pressing her lips together, Reese insisted, “Promise me.”


    Caleb had once said the exact same thing, in the exact same tone. It felt like ages—endless, aching years—ago.


    “I don’t think I can promise you, Reese, but I think I will be here.” She let out a long breath. “I really don’t have anywhere else to go.”


    After Reese left, Kelly spent the whole morning in her pajamas, making herself some breakfast and watching some TV. Doing her best not to think about Caleb.


    She had hurt him. Really bad. She knew it, even though he had hardened into ice as she was leaving him. She’d wounded a part of him that had only just started opening up.


    He would be wounded so much more, so much deeper, if he ever found out the truth—why she’d ever been with him in the first place.


    He might deserve it. He probably did. But she just didn’t know anymore.


    Maybe it was better this way. Just end it now. Never talk to him again. Never pursue the lingering questions. Never let her heart get twisted more painfully than it already was.


    She would never have justice. She would never have answers. She still would have broken herself. But nothing else would have changed. No one else would be hurt.


    Maybe it was the right thing to do, or maybe it was the worst thing. She was no longer capable of judging rights and wrongs.


    Every option left to her felt wrong.


    
      —
    


    “Come on, Kelly,” Reese said impatiently. “I’ve been kind and considerate all day, but I want to know what the hell is going on. Why the fuck won’t you tell me anything? I’m going crazy.”


    Kelly gave her friend a faint smile. “I know. But it’s just not something I can talk about.”


    Reese scowled at her. “That’s stupid. You could talk about it if you wanted to. I’ve been wondering for weeks what was happening to you. You barely replied to any of my texts and calls, and now you show up and won’t tell me anything.”


    “I know,” Kelly acknowledged. “It’s not fair. I’m a selfish ass. I admit it.”


    “So tell me,” Reese demanded.


    They were sitting on the couch, watching a crime drama on TV, and Reese had burst out with her question in the middle of a commercial. Kelly could hardly blame her.


    She sighed. “You know I had some bad stuff happen when I was a kid.”


    “Yeah, sure. Your dad died and your mom left. I know how hard it was.”


    “Well, there were some things left unresolved, and a few weeks ago my mom reappeared out of the blue, wanting me to resolve them.”


    Reese clearly had no idea what she was talking about, but she listened quietly.


    Kelly continued, “So I had to do some things that are pretty awful in order to take care of it. And there was a man involved, and it all got twisted.” When she saw her friend’s face, she added, “I know none of it makes sense, but this is as much as I can tell you. Please don’t ask for more details.”


    “This man,” Reese said, after a minute of visibly suppressing her questions. “Do you love him or hate him?”


    “Both, I think.”


    “And how does he feel about you? Does he love you or hate you?”


    “Maybe both.”


    “You’ve left him now?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Did you resolve the thing from your past?”


    Kelly shook her head. “Nothing is resolved. But the only way to resolve it is to go back to him, and that just feels—wrong in every way.”


    Reese was silent for a long time. A really long time. Until finally she said, “Well, I don’t know. I guess you need to figure out what’s worse for you. Leaving all of it unresolved and living with the mess as it is. Or going through with it—even if it means the whole mess explodes all over you—because there might be a chance for some of the mess to finally clear.”


    As was often the case, Reese had gotten it exactly right.


    
      —
    


    The next morning, Kelly had breakfast with Jack Martin at a dingy diner near his office that he evidently loved.


    She did her best to explain to him what had happened.


    He listened without talking much, perhaps because he was busy packing away a plate of eggs, bacon, and toast. But when she finished her slightly censored rehearsal of events, he leaned back in his booth and thought in silence for a minute.


    Finally, he said, “Well, I guess you shouldn’t have fallen for him.”


    She stiffened dramatically in indignation. She hadn’t said anything about falling for Caleb, but Jack wasn’t an idiot. He’d obviously read between the lines. “Would you like me reach over the table and smack you?”


    Jack chuckled and took a gulp of coffee. “Not really. I’m an old-fashioned guy, and that kind of thing doesn’t turn me on.”


    She rolled her eyes, trying to maintain her annoyance with him. It was harder than it should have been. “I didn’t meet with you to hear you state the obvious—especially when you’re being obnoxious about it.”


    “Yeah. I know. But I don’t really know what else to tell you. I’m still working on digging things up on him, but I can’t guarantee to get an answer to you about whether he’s guilty or not.”


    “It’s hard for me to know what to do, since I don’t have the answer to that question.”


    “I guess. But it seems to me that your choices are the same either way. Marshall is a bad guy, whether he’s done this particular thing wrong or not. Are you really picturing a happy future with him if he happens to be cleared on this?”


    She shook her head. “I’m not picturing any sort of happy future. I just want some sort of—resolution. I don’t know how I can go on without it. What am I supposed to do if I just drop it now?”


    Jack put his coffee cup down and leaned forward. His voice was uncharacteristically earnest as he said, “You live your life. You do your job. You paint all the cutesy pet portraits you can. You hang out with your friends. You try to do good wherever you’re able to. You find some nice guy—maybe a stunningly handsome guy in the security business—to go out with. He wouldn’t be a slouch in the sack, you know.” His eyes gleamed briefly with dry humor before he concluded, “You settle back into real life. Why would that be so impossible? I know you’ve been wounded in all this, but don’t you think it would be better for you to just let the wound heal?”


    She let out a shaky breath, suddenly wanting the future he’d painted so much she could taste it. A peaceful existence. A job she enjoyed. A nice, normal guy like Jack. But it was as out of her grasp as it had always been—even when the name Caleb Marshall wasn’t yet a blip on her radar.


    She’d never believed that kind of life was possible. She was still trapped in the woods, next to the bleeding body of her father.


    And she understood something then, sitting across from Jack in an old diner on a sunny morning in May. And she knew it even more deeply as she said the words out loud. “But that only works if the wound is a clean one. And mine isn’t. It’s mangled and infected and covered by nothing by scar tissue. Time doesn’t fix that.”


    She saw this truth register on his rugged face as he let out a long exhale. “Yeah. I guess that might be right.”


    “Maybe the wound has to be ripped back open, if I ever want it to heal clean.”


    
      —
    


    After breakfast, she went back to her apartment to pick up her stuff. She still wasn’t ready to move back in there. For one, Caleb would be able to find her, and she wasn’t ready to face him yet. She didn’t know if he would come looking for her eventually, but he might.


    For another, the familiar rooms and all of her possessions seemed to taunt her with their superficiality—as if all of the years between her father’s death and Caleb were just a pretense of existence.


    Maybe they were.


    Either way, she needed to get some more clothes if she was going to keep staying with Reese, so she stopped by quickly on her way back from breakfast.


    When she walked into her living area, she saw her mother sitting on her sofa.


    Kelly pulled to a stop, her purse slipping slowly off her arm. “What are you doing here?”


    “Waiting for you.” Her mother was as pale and cold and deadened as the last time she’d seen her, almost a month ago now.


    “Have you been living here?”


    “No. But I’ve been keeping tabs on you, and I thought you might drop by yesterday or today, since you’ve walked out on him, so I came here to wait.”


    Kelly took a couple of deep breaths and walked over to sit on the chair across from her mother. “What do you want?”


    “I want to hear an update. Why haven’t you replied to any of my messages? Why did you leave him?”


    She’d known her mother would be angry and disappointed, which is why she’d been trying to avoid her. Her mother’s entire life had been shaped around this one grief, this one loss, and even her daughter had been made a victim of it. This was the last thing Kelly was equipped to deal with now. “I needed some space. I don’t think you understand how hard this thing is for me to do.”


    “Why is it hard? So, you had to fuck him. You’ve used your body before.”


    “Not like this.”


    Her mother was peering at her with a scary sort of scrutiny. “You’ve fallen in love with the monster.”


    The tone was horrified, outraged, utterly betrayed, and it felt like a physical blow. Kelly winced and looked away.


    “Ungrateful, disloyal little bitch,” her mother muttered.


    And that just made Kelly angry. She stiffened in her chair and glared back at her mother. “You can call me anything you want. It won’t come close to what I think of you. Did Jack Martin tell you that Caleb might not even be guilty of Dad’s murder? I bet he did, and you just ignored it. Well, you can continue your narrow, foolish vendetta if you want, ignoring the fact that you might have been going after the wrong person from the very beginning. You can ignore any flicker of humanity you have left in your cold, dead heart. But I’m not willing to do so. And I don’t think Dad would have wanted me to. I’m not going to bring a man down if he isn’t guilty of the crime.”


    “He is guilty. You’re just deceiving yourself because you don’t want him to be. But what do you think will happen when he finds out what you’ve been doing? There’s no sappy romantic honeymoon waiting for you. You know what he’s like now. You know it more deeply than anyone. And do you think he’ll have mercy on you, after you’ve betrayed him so deeply, when he’s never had mercy on anyone who has ever stood in his way?”


    It was true. Kelly knew it was true. If Caleb ever found out what she’d done and why she’d done it, his hatred would burn hotter toward her than it had ever burned for anyone before. No one had ever betrayed Caleb the way she had.


    But it didn’t matter. She wasn’t after a happy ending here. She’d never been after a happy ending. She knew what she wanted now, what she needed, the only thing that could possibly allow her to take a step forward after today.


    “I’m not looking for mercy,” she said, standing up because she’d finally decided. “I’m not looking for grace or forgiveness or love or rosy sunsets. Those things belong in a different world than this one. But I want the truth, and I think I might be able to find it. And I want to heal, and I’ll never even start unless I can dig down deep, to the very first wound. For that, I need real answers.”


    Her mother looked surprised and a little confused, and she stood up so she was on a level with her daughter. “If you tell Caleb the truth, you’ll never get any answers. You’ll never get anywhere at all.”


    “I know that. I’m not going to tell him the truth.” She felt full of confidence now, direction, a bleak sort of peace. Full of anger and heartbreak and grief. “Not that truth, anyway. I’m going to go back to him. I’d rather be all the way broken—if it means that one day I might be whole—than keep living this half-broken life forever.”


    “So you are going to go back? You are going to do what we planned?”


    “I’m going to find out the truth.”


    “Even if it means breaking him?”


    “Even if it means breaking myself.”


    
      —
    


    That evening Kelly and Reese were watching TV again, and Kelly was trying to come up with a way to go back to Caleb.


    She’d crushed him a couple of days ago, and he might not want to forgive her. He might not want to take her back.


    But, if she was ever going to get to the truth, she needed to figure out some way to reconcile with him.


    She’d come up with nothing but a lot of silly ideas that would never work when there was a knock on the door.


    Reese got up to look through the peephole. She came back to the couch with the strangest expression. “I think it’s for you.”


    Frowning, Kelly got up and went to look, then understood the reason for Reese’s strange expression.


    It was Caleb. Standing right outside the door.


    Kelly froze in a moment of pure terror, but took a few breaths, and centered herself. She hadn’t conjured him with her thoughts. He just happened to have chosen this moment to turn up.


    Kelly opened the door, feeling sloppy and unattractive in her faded jeans and white T-shirt, with bare feet, no makeup, and her hair pulled up messily with a clip at the back of her head.


    Caleb was standing in the hallway, calm and composed. He looked characteristically handsome and sophisticated in another one of his business suits. He’d probably come over after work.


    “Hi,” he said softly.


    Kelly glanced at the floor, then back up at him quickly, trying to think but only aware of a wash of pleasure, comfort, and excitement at his presence. “Hi.”


    “I know you said you needed some space,” he murmured, his expression revealing nothing but a questioning mildness, as if he was reining in all of his powerful feelings. “But you said maybe we could work it out later, and I was hoping that later could be now.”


    Her heart started to hammer as she realized that he wanted her back. He’d made a step here that she’d never expected him to make—putting aside his pride and resentment to come to her.


    It made things easier for her, in one way. And so much harder, in another. This was what she’d needed to happen, but it was also concrete evidence that Caleb felt for her so much more than she’d ever believed was possible.


    He had fallen for her. All the way. So much so that he had changed.


    She nodded. “Now is okay. I was thinking about—I was trying to figure out a way to see you again myself.”


    Caleb’s eyes softened in what might have been relief, but the expression was so fleeting it was hard to pin down. Kelly glanced back at Reese, who was sitting on the couch, watching them with open curiosity.


    Kelly cleared her throat. “Maybe we can take a walk.”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    She put her shoes on, waved at Reese, and then closed the apartment door behind her. They stood in the middle of the hall, staring self-consciously at each other. Until finally Kelly said, “How did you know I was here?”


    Caleb raised an eyebrow, answering her without words.


    “Right,” she said, realizing the answer to her own question. “You have a team who is very good at locating people. Have you been having me followed this whole time?” As she asked the question, she felt a little tremble of fear.


    “No. I was angry at first, and I thought I would just let you go,” Caleb explained, nothing emotional or dramatic in his voice or on his face. He started to walk down the hall, so she fell in step with him. “But then I discovered that I couldn’t.”


    “Couldn’t what?” Her mind was aching, trying to find the right words to say to him.


    “Couldn’t let you go.” He stepped into the elevator and watched her as she followed. He didn’t look at all upset, and his hands, his fingers, were relaxed at his sides.


    “Oh,” was all she could think of to say.


    “I’m not trying to rush you. I would just like to know if there’s even any hope.”


    Despite his cool composure, Kelly knew exactly how hard that had been for him to say. It went against his nature—against the way he’d learned to deal with the world—to make himself vulnerable enough to even ask for hope.


    She wished she could reward him, give him some sort of consolation. But there was far too much going on here. “Hope?” she asked faintly, still stalling for the right words.


    For the first time, Caleb’s face twisted just slightly. “So you don’t think there is any? I thought you said you were thinking about talking to me.”


    “I was. But, to tell you the truth, I don’t really know what to hope for. Everything seems to be so—so twisted up between us. I know it’s my fault,” she added hurriedly, since he wouldn’t know most of what had twisted things. “And all my mess from—from my past. But still, I don’t know.”


    The elevator had reached the ground floor, and they both got off. They stood facing each other in the lobby.


    “I know it was all too messy,” Caleb replied, his voice a little bit thicker. “But I don’t think it has to be. You feel the same way I do. I know you do. The last time we were together…meant something. You can’t pretend that it didn’t.”


    He looked so different than she was used to seeing him, and it wasn’t just the setting. In some inexplicable way, he’d lost some of his impenetrability. Some of his untouchable distance.


    It wasn’t that he looked tender or sappy or loving or weak.


    But, at the moment, he looked almost young.


    Closing her eyes, she said, the words nearly a plea, “Caleb, it did. I do. But it’s so much more complicated than that, for me.”


    If she were smart, she wouldn’t be putting up any resistance. She knew she needed to get back together with Caleb, if she ever hoped to uncover the truth, so none of this was helping her agenda.


    But she had to be honest with him. As honest as she possibly could.


    He took a step closer to her but didn’t move to touch her. “It’s complicated for me too. I know I’m not the man you might want me to be, for a serious relationship. But I want you so much, I don’t care. I want you, Kelly, and I can try to change, if you need me to. All of me is yours.”


    She was almost choking as she heard the words, which touched the deepest desires of her heart. She swayed on her feet.


    Caleb raised a hand and cupped her cheek. “Are you going to faint?”


    She shook with amusement, just on the edge of grief. “I don’t think so.”


    “Well, you might consider it.” The corner of his mouth twitched and his eyebrows slanted up in irrepressible irony. “This is my grand, dramatic gesture, and it would be nice to have such a profound response from you for my efforts.”


    Kelly laughed for real, and then she couldn’t seem to stop. After a minute, it mingled with tears, and he pulled her into his arms so she half laughed, half sobbed against his chest.


    Eventually, she got herself under control and was able to straighten up. He loosened his arms, but his hands still rested on her hips.


    “So was that a yes?” he asked, searching her face with brown eyes. “Do you think we could try?”


    She nodded, ecstatic and despairing at the same time. “Let’s try.”


    With a muffled groan, Caleb pulled her into an urgent embrace. He clutched at her desperately, finally unleashing a little of his pent-up feelings. She was shaking against him and fisting her hands in his shirt. He was murmuring against her neck. His words were incoherent, but she thought that maybe she could understand them.


    The moment couldn’t last forever, so eventually they pulled apart. They were still standing in the lobby of Reese’s building, and her doorman was giving them the eye.


    “So what now?” Kelly asked, having absolutely no idea how she was supposed to feel at this moment.


    Caleb smiled, looking like himself again—cool, confident, intelligent, so sexy he took her breath away. “Well, I was wondering if you might want to go out on a date.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 12


    Caleb couldn’t remember ever really being with someone. Genuinely with them—in heart as well as body.


    Well, he did remember. And then he’d lost her—when he was still just a boy. And he’d certainly never felt that way with anyone since.


    Until now. Until Kelly.


    He wasn’t fool enough to think that one experience—that one person—would change the whole course of his life. It might feel that way occasionally, but he wasn’t really any different than he’d been just yesterday, than he’d been a month ago. Nothing had softened or weakened about him in the last two weeks, since he’d shown up on Kelly’s doorstep in an act that had surprised even him.


    He’d been miserable in the two days she’d walked away from him, but he’d never dreamed he’d want someone enough to work to get her back.


    He wasn’t really different now. He just felt something new when he woke up in the morning, when he went to check his phone, when he got his stuff together after work.


    Like there might be someone to talk to.


    He’d gone out with Kelly several times in the last two weeks—taking her to the movies, to dinner, to the ballet. They’d had lunch together several times, and she’d come out to his place on Saturday, taking the trip to the park with Ralph, and then just hanging out for most of the day. She’d even allowed him to have Pete stick with her to keep her safe.


    But they hadn’t yet had sex.


    He had no real idea why she was hesitating, although she’d said several times that she wanted to take it a little bit slow. He was willing to do that. He could almost understand it. But she’d never been reticent about sex before, and he was ready to get back into it. The constant frustration—from being around her, surrounded by her, for two weeks, without being able to bury himself inside her—was putting a bit of a damper on his mood.


    He was trying to be patient, but he wasn’t used to holding back from what he wanted. And he wanted her. So much. More now than ever.


    A few days ago, they’d been kissing after dinner, and he’d gotten so hard that she’d slipped her fingers in his pants and gotten him off with her hand.


    It wasn’t bad. Not at all. But it wasn’t nearly enough.


    So, when, on the second Saturday after they’d gotten back together, she spent the day with him and stayed on into the evening, watching a couple of old movies, he was starting to get his hopes up.


    It was late when the last movie ended, and he asked if she wanted to stay the night.


    “Really?” she asked, hiding her eyes behind her hair in a way that was tantalizing, irresistible.


    “Of course. I’ll even give you one of my shirts to sleep in, if you want.”


    Twenty minutes later, she was sitting on his bed with her legs tucked up under her, wearing nothing but one of his blue oxford shirts that managed to look both innocent and sexy, and asked him if he was sure it was all right that she sleep with him when she wasn’t yet ready for sex. Caleb hid a surge of disappointment and said that of course she could.


    He was rewarded when her worry transformed into smiling, tender warmth. Her hair was a lovely, erotic cascade all over her back and shoulders. And her smooth, graceful legs were folded almost provocatively, leading up to the sensuous curve of her hips.


    Caleb ached for her—his body, his heart, everything. But he schooled his expression so that she wouldn’t see his frustration. And, after he took off his clothes, he pulled on a pair of gray pajama pants, even though he preferred not to wear them.


    He turned out the light and got under the covers beside Kelly.


    She shifted to her side and brushed her hair out of her face. “Are you getting annoyed with waiting for me?”


    She looked so worried, even in the dark, that Caleb couldn’t help but smile. “It’s only been two weeks. I’m not such an ass that I can’t manage to refrain from sex for a couple of weeks.”


    He was such an ass. He had been since he’d hit puberty. But he’d told her he was willing to change, if he could, and he’d meant it—so he could hardly back out now.


    Her mouth softened in an answering smile. “I suppose not. But I think this is different. I’m really not intending to tease and torture you, you know.” Her hand slipped up to his chest, and she rubbed it, more affectionate than erotic.


    “I didn’t think you were,” he assured her, enjoying her touch in whatever form it took. “I know you’ve been all torn up by everything that’s happened. It makes sense that you don’t want to rush into anything too soon.”


    She opened her mouth, as if to object. But then she closed it, and instead leaned over and pressed a soft kiss into his neck.


    Caleb experienced another pang of disappointment that she still didn’t trust him enough to truly tell him why she was stalling.


    When Kelly pulled back, her face was natural and relaxed. “I need to start rounding up some more clients, I think. Taking most of the month off kind of stalled my momentum.”


    Caleb gave her a dry half smile, thinking of the business acquaintance with a full-size poodle he’d suggested get a portrait made from Kelly. “I already got you a perfectly good client.”


    Kelly giggled and gave him a teasing slap on his bare chest. “Idiot. Like I would take a client you bullied into using my services.”


    He managed to maintain a smug expression. “As if I would do anything so crass as bully someone.”


    Kelly seemed to appreciate his pretense at arrogance. She chuckled huskily and pulled him into a soft hug. “I love it when you act all cool and superior.”


    He loved when she was like this. Loved how she wanted to be close to him. Loved that it felt so real, so natural—so inexplicably different than the way they were before, as if something inside her had melted or relaxed.


    But her fond affection did make it difficult for Caleb to maintain his patience and self-control. When his body instinctively reacted to the feel of her soft curves against him, he pulled away gently. Clearing his throat, he replied, “What do you mean? There’s no act here. I am cool and superior.”


    She giggled deliciously and didn’t try to nestle against him again.


    Since she was in a talkative, affectionate mood, he risked a question. “And, since I’m so cool and superior, have you thought any more about giving me more information on this guy from your past?”


    He felt her grow very still beside him. “Caleb—”


    “I’m just asking.”


    “I know. But I’m wondering if he’s giving up on me again. Nothing has happened since that one attack.”


    “I know that. But I’ve been protecting you all this time, with the exception of the two days you left me, so he may not have had an opportunity. You can’t just ignore men like him. They always come back. They’ll always remain a threat until they’re dealt with.”


    “But I don’t want you involved any more than you already are. I don’t want to put you in danger.”


    “Why do you assume I’m in danger from him? He’s much more likely to be in danger from me.” His voice had taken on a certain chill, but there was no way he could hide it.


    She swallowed so hard he could see it. “Caleb, please.”


    “I’m serious, Kelly. I know people. I have resources. I could make a call and have the whole thing taken care of.”


    She didn’t answer, but he felt her trembling in the bed beside him.


    “It’s true.”


    “I know it’s true,” she whispered.


    “Does that scare you?”


    “A little.”


    He felt something painful clamp down on his heart. “Does that scare you away?”


    She shook her head. “No. I’m not going anywhere.”


    He let out a breath, amazed that someone could know him so well, so deeply, and stay by his side in spite of that. He reached out to pull her against him, holding her close since it was the only way he had at the moment for expressing his feelings.


    He wanted to do so much more, but that wasn’t yet being offered.


    
      —
    


    It was still dark when Caleb woke up.


    Blinking, he adjusted to the darkened room and glanced over at the bedside clock. 4:15. He usually woke up naturally at dawn, so he wondered what had woken him up now.


    Then he heard it.


    Kelly moaned beside him.


    Rolling over quickly, he peered at her, his senses immediately alert. She was lying on her back, her hair a tousled mess around her. She was still sleeping, but the covers had slipped down to her waist.


    The shirt had come unbuttoned and was revealing a lot of her neck and one shoulder, and one of her arms was draped over her belly.


    As he watched, she moaned again, her features tightening for a moment with the sound.


    Caleb couldn’t tell if it was a nightmare or an erotic dream, but his body reacted to the low, throaty sound of her groan.


    She gave a little grunt and her body shifted on the bed. When his eyes slid lower, he could faintly see that her nipples were tight and were poking out wantonly through the cotton.


    Smothering a groan of his own, Caleb felt his cock start to harden.


    “Eh,” Kelly huffed in her sleep, her head tossing gently on the pillow.


    Caleb’s body was suddenly way too hot, so he pushed the covers down impatiently.


    Kelly’s arm flew up, from her belly to the pillow above her head, and she gasped in vague response before she grunted softly again.


    Caleb was almost fully erect now, and he was hard-pressed not to reach down to his own cock. Kelly must be having an erotic dream. She must. She made those kinds of noises when she was close to orgasm.


    He was considering waking her up when her body jerked again. “No, no, no,” she mumbled, still in her dream.


    Caleb’s spine stiffened, and his heart lurched painfully. It must not be a good dream after all.


    Reaching over, he gently shook Kelly by the shoulder. “Kelly. Kelly, wake up.”


    “No,” Kelly gasped, flailing in response to his touch. “No! Murderer.”


    He flinched at the word. “Kelly!” he said sharply, needing her to wake up because he couldn’t stand to hear her sound so helpless.


    Her eyes flew open on a frantic huff, and she gaped at him.


    “You were dreaming,” he explained thickly, torn between concern and hot arousal.


    “Oh,” she panted, staring at him blindly. After a moment, she whimpered a little and burrowed into him.


    He wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly. “Was it bad?” he asked.


    She was shaking and gasping against him, but he could swear that she was aroused. Her body just felt aroused as she squirmed against him.


    Or maybe it was merely wishful thinking.


    He tried not to let himself hope, since she’d clearly just had a bad dream. But his body was hoping, was throbbing, anyway.


    “It was”—she began shakily—“it was intense.”


    “Do you want to tell me about it?”


    It took Kelly a minute to get herself together enough to explain. “You know I’ve had issues with men in the past.”


    Caleb tensed up involuntarily.


    She went on, although she must have felt his response. “So, sometimes what should just be a nice sexy dream turns into—something else.”


    She sounded so small and broken that he dropped any hope of having sex right now. Instead, he rocked her against him. He felt too much to try to say anything, since all of this was so painfully new to him.


    It seemed like he didn’t have to say anything. Kelly whispered, “Thanks, Caleb. I was so relieved to wake up and remember where I am now.”


    It soothed something in his chest, despite his damned aching cock. He kept holding her against him, until her shuddering angst had eased up.


    And then, before he knew to expect it, her hand started fumbling down between them. Slid under the waistband of his loose pajama pants and closed on his erection.


    “Kelly,” he rasped as he felt her cool fingers against his hot flesh.


    She pressed against him, until his cock was trapped between the pressure of her hand and his lower belly. He sucked in a breath and tried not to buck his hips against her touch.


    “I’m sorry I’m so fucked up, Caleb,” she whispered, her palm rubbing firmly up and down his length.


    Caleb couldn’t restrain a guttural exclamation of pleasure as his breathing hitched and accelerated. “Kelly,” he forced out. “It’s fine. I’m fucked up enough myself. If you don’t want to—” He had to bite his lip hard as her fingers gently fondled the head of his shaft.


    “See,” Kelly began hoarsely. “That’s the thing.”


    She released his cock, which made Caleb grunt in disappointment. But then she found one of his hands, and guided it down between her legs, after slipping it under the waistband of her underwear.


    Caleb grunted again when he realized that she was hot and wet. Feeling a new urgency to the pressure of arousal inside him, he moved his fingers, sliding them against the slick warmth of her pussy.


    Kelly sucked in her breath and squirmed insistently against his hand.


    “Kelly?” he asked. He had no idea what was going on, and he was almost afraid to hope.


    “I’m scared, Caleb,” Kelly whispered.


    Caleb’s hand grew still between her legs, but he couldn’t bring himself to move it away. “What are you scared of?”


    He didn’t understand. If only he knew what was scaring her, he could start to make it better.


    She reached up to hold on to his shoulders, as if she needed to cling to something. “It’s going to sound stupid.”


    He stroked her again, before he could stop himself, making her gasp sharply in pleasure. She was so wet for him—from her dream or from his touch now—that his fingers were coated with her moisture. He didn’t slide a finger inside her, but he rubbed the length of his fingers between the folds of her flesh. She winced in response, grinding her arousal against his hand in naked need.


    It felt like ages since he’d pleased her this way.


    “Tell me anyway,” he insisted huskily.


    Her face twisted reluctantly as her frenzied motion against his hand grew still. She explained in a self-conscious mumble, “It was so intense last time. So real. I’m afraid it’s going to be just as real this time.”


    Caleb inhaled at the sudden clench in his heart. He felt an intense surge of understanding, desire, tenderness, pride.


    “It—it just scares me.”


    He made a rough sound in his throat and pulled her against him with his free arm, his other hand still in between her legs, touching her intimately. “Kelly, blossom, it was real. It will be real. But you don’t have to be scared. This is the only time it’s ever been real for me too.”


    A little shudder ran through her, and she didn’t say anything.


    “We can wait as long as you need,” he murmured, not sure of what else to say.


    But she must have made her decision. “I don’t want to wait anymore.” Kelly rolled over onto her back, pulling him over her as she did.


    Caleb situated himself between her legs. “You sure?”


    Now that he was here, on top of her, gazing at her in a lush sprawl beneath him, he wasn’t sure he could hold back anymore.


    She nodded. “I want to. I’m just scared.”


    “Don’t be scared,” he murmured, kissing her, softly at first, and then more deeply and passionately, as the tightly coiled need inside him finally found an outlet.


    As they kissed, they started working on their clothing, until Caleb’s pajamas and Kelly’s shirt were tossed over the side of the bed.


    Caleb was still hard, and he was so achingly needy now that he wasn’t sure he could last very long. He felt between her legs again, sliding a finger inside her and pumping it to make sure she was still wet enough.


    She let out a shaky sigh and gazed up at him, eyes wide and urgent, supple mouth full and deeply red.


    “You ready?” he asked thickly.


    She nodded, her fingers pressing into his skin as she gripped his shoulders.


    Bracing himself on one arm, he lined himself up at her entrance. Pushed into her, grunting as he felt her tight, wet channel clinging to his hard flesh as he sank in deeper.


    It was so good. His cock was already pulsing with intensifying pleasure. He froze, squeezing his eyes shut and jerking his head to the side as he fought to control the overwhelming pressure surging through him.


    This was different. So different than it had ever been before.


    And suddenly he realized one of the reasons why.


    With a rough exclamation, he reared up urgently on straightened arms. “Fuck,” he rasped. “The condom.”


    Kelly was shifting and shuddering beneath him, and he managed to open his eyes to look at her. She was biting her lip, and her cheeks were deeply flushed. “It’s all right,” she panted. “Birth control is covered. You’re healthy, aren’t you? And we’re not sleeping with anyone else. Right?”


    He couldn’t help but release a lingering groan—at the knowledge that he was buried inside her, nothing between them at all. “Yes,” he huffed, tightening his body as he kept struggling for control. “God, Kelly, you feel so good.”


    She was squirming now, her full breasts jiggling with her restless motion. “You too. Please move.”


    Caleb clenched his jaw and held himself rigid on his arms. He managed to pull his pelvis back and rock into her, feeling a wave of uncontrolled pleasure as he did.


    Kelly arched her back and reached beside herself to fumble with the sheets. “Caleb, please,” she whimpered. “Need you. Need this. Need to come.”


    Almost growling in response, he jerked his head. Thrust again, his eyes, his ears, his head, his heart, his cock starting to pulse with the cadence of his need. “Fuck, Kelly,” he gritted out, fucking her in urgent little thrusts. “So good. Can’t last long.”


    It was almost humiliating, to need her—to need anyone—this much.


    But he did.


    She must have been pretty far gone herself now, since she was squirming her pelvis ceaselessly against his penetration. “It’s okay,” she gasped, arching her neck and twisting her features with effort. “Just—another minute.”


    She reached down beneath his body, which he was holding off of her as much as he could. Her knuckles brushing against the base of his cock in a way that made him shake, she rubbed her clit in fast, little circles, starting to huff out breathless grunts.


    Her body started to tighten and her knees drew up beside his hips. He could feel her pussy pulsing around his throbbing cock as he thrust into her with short, clumsy pumps.


    Kelly’s face was contorting in pleasure and concentration, and she kept grunting softly as her instinctive motion became more frantic.


    Caleb was so close to losing it that his vision blurred over, and he had to stop his motion abruptly.


    Kelly was whimpering loudly in shameless need, her hand working frenziedly on her clit. “Caleb!” she almost sobbed. “Caleb, please!”


    He took a harsh, painful breath. Drove into her with six more fast, hard pushes.


    She arched up, practically coming off the bed, her head tossing to the side and her whole body shuddering with her release, tears streaming from her eyes into her hair.


    Caleb almost roared as he felt her hot, hot pussy clenching around him ruthlessly. And he froze as his climax took him, hard and overwhelming.


    The spasms of pleasure drew up in his balls and throbbed through his cock. He felt the pulses of his release inside her. He experienced an uncontrollable swelling of primitive pride in claiming her this way.


    His elbows buckled, and he collapsed on top of her, panting into her hair and shaking a little. She was holding on to him, her body soft, loving, and pliant beneath him. They didn’t talk for a long time, just clung to each other in needy silence.


    Until finally Caleb’s reason and recognition returned. He rolled off her a little, so she wouldn’t have to support his whole weight. His cock was soft and wet, and it slid out of her easily.


    Stroking her warm face, he said dryly, “I think I might be out of practice.”


    She smiled up at him and caressed his hair. “Well, then we better start practicing more.”


    Caleb shook his head in amusement and readjusted until he was on his back, and she was curled up beside him. He didn’t say any more, feeling uncomfortable with anything too mushy.


    But he was silently wondering if this was how it felt to be with someone for real.


    
      —
    


    The following evening, he was sitting at the desk in his home office, trying to get through some email before bed when his phone rang.


    He stared for several seconds at the screen—the name of the caller—before he clicked over to answer it. “Hey, Moore. It’s been a long time.”


    “It has,” Sean Moore replied. He was Caleb’s first supervisor at Vendella. Mentor. Never really a friend.


    “What’s going on?” The men never talked for social reasons, so Caleb knew there must be news he needed to hear.


    “There may be a problem—with an old project. The one that gave us the most trouble. You know which one I’m talking about.”


    Of course Caleb knew.


    “What problem?”


    “Someone has been looking into it. There have been inquiries. About me.”


    Caleb felt a chill run down from the tension at the back of his neck. “What kind of inquiries?”


    “I don’t know. I can’t find out the source of them, or even who’s doing the asking, but there have been rumbles. We may need to do something. I don’t have to tell you the fallout if that comes to light.”


    “Okay,” Caleb said, moving immediately into mental crisis mode. “I’ll look into it. Keep me posted if you hear anything more.”


    After he hung up, he sat for a long time, staring at his phone, thinking urgently, trying to come up with a plan to deal with this new problem.


    Caleb had a lot of black marks on his soul. He would be the first to admit it. But nothing else in his history, his past, his career, made him feel so guilty.


    He thought about Kelly, who was outside right now, happily throwing Ralph his favorite ball.


    She could never know.


    She might understand him. She might know the kind of man he was and want to be with him anyway. She might be able to brush off threatened scholarships or threatened Russian gangsters.


    But there were limits to what she would be able to overlook, and losing her just wasn’t an outcome he could allow.


    He clicked through his documents until he got to the folder of the project in question. There was nothing here. Nothing that could put him or his career in danger. Just reports and budgets and marketing plans.


    But there were things that had happened that had never been written on paper.


    Caleb wasn’t a good man, and he’d never pretended to be. But there were a few sins that even he wished could be erased from the record of his life.


    He stared for a long time at the list of research scientists who had worked on this one project.


    He would never be good. He didn’t even want to be good.


    But he also didn’t want to be this.

  


  


  
    

    Interlude


    Caleb had Kelly propped up on a wide window ledge in a back hall of a historic house that was used now for upscale banquets and parties. He was holding one of her legs up, her thigh hooked over his forearm, and he was fucking her fast and rough.


    She was about to come hard, and she had to bite her lip to keep from making any sounds as the pleasure built up in a tight coil.


    “That’s right. I can feel how tight you’re getting. You know you like it hard this way.” He sounded hoarse the way he did when he was really into it.


    She stifled a helpless sound as her pussy squeezed around his cock in response to the erotic words. She was clutching his neck and shoulders, desperately trying to hold on in her precarious position.


    “Tell me how much you like it,” he demanded, spreading her open even wider and bracing himself with his other arm.


    “I like it hard. So much.” She had to lean forward and bite into his shoulder, over the jacket, of his tuxedo to channel the powerful sensations.


    “You like that someone might catch us?” His words were choppy and breathless from his effort, but still impressively controlled. “You want someone to see us like this. All those stuffy people at the party. You want them to know how well I can fuck you. It really turns you on. Doesn’t it?”


    She made a little whimper of sound, waves of heat and cold washing over her.


    “Tell me.”


    “Yeah,” she gasped. “It turns me on.”


    “Oh, fuck, you’re going to come so hard. Come now, Kelly, blossom. Come now.”


    She came at his words, her pleasure uncoiling in spasms of pleasure that made her whole body shake. She hid her face to smother the sounds, and she held on to him as she heard him grunt a few times before the tension in his body released in a hot rush.


    “Oh, God,” she was gasping as their bodies started to relax together. “Oh, God.”


    As he came down, he pulled her more tightly into his arms, so she was wrapped fully in his embrace. She could feel the emotion in his grip, as powerful as the desire she’d felt before.


    She returned it. She couldn’t help it. There was no going back for her now. She was on this road, and she had to see it through—no matter what the consequences.


    He was pressing little kisses against her face before he found her lips softly. Her mouth clung to his needily.


    He might not be guilty, she reminded herself. It could be that circumstances had lined up to cast a shadow over him, but the shadow might not be based in reality.


    He was cool and controlling and sometimes heartless. He was ruthlessly ambitious, and his ethics were dubious. But there was so much more in him than that. There was a softness to his soul that he never let anyone see.


    But she had seen it. He might not be guilty.


    “We better get back,” he said, with one last stroke of her hair.


    “Yeah.” When he took a step back, she straightened up, pushing down the skirt of her evening dress. It was wrinkled now. No hope for it.


    When she took a step, she winced at the soreness—mostly her thigh being stretched so far for so long. He reached out to wrap an arm around her, supporting her weight with his strength.


    “Thanks,” she said, with a breathy laugh. “I’m okay. It was worth it.”


    He might have killed her father. She just didn’t know. And, until she knew, she had to live torn apart like this, surrendering her body and heart without ever surrendering her will.


    She was going to find the answers. She was going to see this through. She already had an idea for getting some of the information she needed.


    “Do you have any idea how crazy I am about you?” he murmured, leaning down to kiss her again.


    She did know—a truth that made everything worse.


    She was under no delusions in this. One day, he would find out about her. If he wasn’t guilty, he would never forgive her. If he was, then he might kill her.


    But this was the road she was on.


    “What’s the matter?” he asked, looking concerned when she couldn’t quite pull out of her brooding. “Was I too rough?”


    She smiled, shook her head, and told him the truth. “Of course not. I know what I’m in for, when it comes to you.”
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    The Editor’s Corner


    July is the month for sizzling romance and Loveswept has all the books for your reading needs right here.


    In New York Times bestselling author Marquita Valentine’s Take the Fall, the first spin-off novel from her successful Boys of the South series, passions run hot as a rugged, brooding marine rekindles an old flame. Elisabeth Barrett begins a heartfelt new Briarwood series with a tale of forbidden love, broken promises, and second chances in Once and Again. Club Sin returns in Commanded, a decadent new romance from USA Today bestselling author Stacey Kennedy. Next, USA Today bestselling author Claire Kent’s deeply sensual story of love, lust, and deception, Sweet the Sin, where a woman searching for the truth discovers that she’s sleeping with the enemy. Another USA Today bestselling author, Serena Bell teases all five senses in Turn Up the Heat, a poignant, tantalizing novel of fantasies long hidden…and finally indulged.


    The heat is on in Cassie Ryan’s story of temptation and total surrender, My Obsession—a powerful master gives his dream girl a new beginning in the dungeons of decadent ecstasy. Violetta Rand’s explosive new Lies & Leather series kicks off with a red-hot motorcycle racer who rides hard and plays for keeps in Loving Lucas. And New York Times bestselling author Tracy Wolff poses the question: Do nice guys always finish last? In the new Extreme Risk novel, Slashed, a burned-out underdog and a vulnerable tomboy defy the pressure to be perfect and go after what they really want.


    If you adore billionaire romances that are blistering hot, don’t miss Tracy’s Play Me series, now available as one book!


    My, it’s hot in here. And it won’t cool down for August—just wait until you see what we have in store!
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    USA Today bestselling author Claire Kent continues her emotionally charged story of longing, betrayal, and insatiable desire as Kelly Watson and Caleb Marshall find themselves in a deadly standoff of seduction.


    Darker the Release


    Coming soon from


    Loveswept

  


  
    Continue reading for a sneak peek

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 1


    Kelly Watson was getting annoyed because Caleb wouldn’t hang up the phone.


    She’d come over to his big estate outside DC for the weekend. She wasn’t living with him all the time anymore—the way she had in the beginning—but she’d spent the last three weekends with him. Now, it was Friday at almost seven in the evening, and he was still on a work call.


    He also was wearing nothing but a towel around his waist.


    Caleb Marshall was the CEO of Vendella and Co., a high-powered pharmaceutical company. He didn’t have the luxury of only working on weekdays. She didn’t expect him not to work—or not to take calls on any day or at any hour they came in.


    But still, they were scheduled to leave for a black-tie event in ten minutes. The cocktail party was his thing—since she was a pet portrait artist and wasn’t in the habit of attending formal events of any kind. It was because of him that she was going to this party at all. She’d gotten out of the shower, dried her hair, and done her makeup in the bathroom, and she’d expected him to be dressed when she reentered his bedroom.


    But he was sitting in a leather chair near the window, talking on the phone, naked except for the towel.


    And he didn’t even appear aware of her presence.


    It worried her.


    They were supposed to be in a real relationship. They’d never said the words “I love you.” Given both of their pasts as commitment-phobes, that would be far beyond the comfort zone for either of them. But they’d admitted that the feelings between them were real, and they’d agreed to try to make the relationship work.


    He was supposed to care about her, be totally into her, feel for her more than he’d ever felt for anyone else. That was what he’d said, at least.


    Which was why it was concerning that he didn’t notice that she’d walked into the bedroom wearing nothing but her underwear. He hadn’t even glanced over at her.


    Caleb wasn’t just her boyfriend. He might have killed her father. And the only way she could ever find out the truth was to get him to trust her completely, let down his guard, allow her access to the information she needed, find concrete evidence about who arranged her father’s murder. And she only had a limited amount of time to accomplish all this in the month or so her mother had left to live.


    If Caleb was losing his interest in her, if she wasn’t as attractive to him as she used to be, then she could never do what she needed to do.


    So she felt distracted and out of sorts as she walked over to the dresser and looked in the mirror.


    Her makeup was good—setting off her blue eyes, high cheekbones, fair skin, and full lips—and her long dark gold hair was pulled up into an elegant twist. Her bra and panties were a sexy black lace—much more expensive than she’d ever bought for herself before she’d met Caleb.


    In the past, she’d only ever had one-night stands. There was no man in the world whom she’d known as deeply and intimately as Caleb. No man who could turn her on as much. No man she’d invested nearly as much in as him.


    No man she’d hated as much.


    It was the bitter irony of her life—to live torn apart like this until she could finally find the truth, finally find closure, finally heal. If such a thing was even possible.


    But all of it would be futile if he was starting to lose interest.


    He was talking about some sort of marketing campaign on the phone. She heard the words, but they were of no interest. It didn’t sound like an emergency, though, so it was definitely time for him to hang up the phone.


    With that same flutter of anxiety and uncertainty, she grabbed a tube of lotion from the bag she’d brought over for the weekend and squeezed some out on her palm.


    Then she walked over so she was directly in Caleb’s line of sight, sat down on the edge of the bed, and started to rub the lotion into one of her legs.


    Her body was pretty decent, with long legs and good breasts. Caleb had always seemed to really like it before. Might as well use it to her advantage.


    She massaged the lotion in slowly, extending her leg in a way she hoped was sexy.


    With a clench of pleased satisfaction, she noticed from the corner of her eye that Caleb’s eyes had shifted over to her.


    He was still talking, but at least now he was watching her.


    She took her time with rubbing the lotion on her other leg as well, and then she stood up and started applying it to her arms and shoulders in turn.


    He was definitely focused on her now. His brown eyes had taken on a familiar heat—albeit still distracted by his conversation—and his gaze didn’t leave her body.


    Making sure to act unaware, she walked over to the closet to get a dress. She’d brought two possibilities with her for this evening, since she hadn’t been sure which she should wear. Inspired, she grabbed the one she’d already decided against.


    She returned to his line of sight to slowly, sensually pull the dress on, letting the soft fabric cling to her body.


    It was a blue that matched her eyes, and she studied herself in the mirror, turning around and pretending to be evaluating the effect. She slipped on her high heels and looked at herself again.


    Then she unzipped it and let it fall slowly to the floor so she was standing in nothing but her underwear and heels.


    Caleb stumbled over something he was saying.


    Acting as though she wasn’t paying any attention to him and hiding her flush of pleasure at this clear evidence that he was so affected by her, she walked back to the closet to get her other dress.


    This one was a deep red—a sleeveless column dress with well-tailored ruches and a slit on one side that came all the way up her thigh.


    Caleb wasn’t talking much anymore—just occasionally saying “yeah.” She didn’t dare to look over at him fully, because he would suspect what she was trying to do.


    But the brief glances she snuck proved that his body had grown tense and his skin was slightly flushed.


    He was turned on. No doubt about it. It gave her a rush of pleasure and relief—and also a pride that left her a little uncomfortable.


    She was so focused on looking sexy as she tried to zip up her dress that she was at a loss when the zipper snagged on the fabric.


    She tugged on it gently, and then frowned, wondering how she was supposed to get it unsnagged and still look sexy.


    She gasped and gave a little jump when she felt a hand over hers on the zipper.


    Caleb had gotten up and moved behind her while she was distracted.


    “Stuck?” he asked, his voice thick and textured the way it always was when he was turned on.


    He was standing behind her, and his eyes were moving with a hungry heat from her face down her body in the mirror over the dresser.


    “Try not to tear it,” she said, as he focused back down on her zipper. “This dress was expensive.”


    “It was well worth the money.”


    With a little work, he freed the zipper and pulled it all the way up.


    “Did you finish with your call?” she asked, glancing back to where he’d left his phone on the table next to the chair.


    “You made sure of that, didn’t you?”


    She made her eyes wide and innocent. “What do you mean?”


    “You know exactly what I mean. You think I’m so easy that I’ll be manipulated by the sexy little show you just gave me.”


    She glanced over her shoulder and down at his groin, where he was visibly aroused beneath the towel. She just cleared her throat, trying to hide a smile.


    “That’s only a victory,” Caleb said, “if a man is led around by his dick.”


    “And you’re not?”


    “What do you think?”


    She met his eyes in the mirror, and she felt the strangest twisting of fear, pleasure, and possession at what she saw in his expression.


    “I think I told you on the first day we met that, by the time I was through with you, all your unrelenting alpha-maleness would be broken. I think I’m off to a good start.” She made sure her expression was teasing, almost taunting. They’d done this verbal dance from the beginning, and it was sometimes as exciting to her as his touch.


    She had to be so careful, though, not to surrender completely to her feelings for him. She’d loved her father too much to sacrifice justice for him that way.


    “Is that what you think?” As Caleb spoke, he pulled the zipper of her dress back down.


    She glanced over at the clock. “We’re supposed to leave in five minutes.”


    “Then I’ll have to prove my point quickly.”


    Her breath was already quickening as he slowly slid her dress back down to the floor, leaving her again wearing nothing but her heels and underwear. “What point?”


    “That there’s nothing broken about me.”


    She reached behind her to caress his hard cock through the towel, pleased when he gave a soft grunt. “It feels like you’re not going to hold out very long in this little show of strength you’re putting on.”


    He took her wrist and pulled her hand away, planting it on the dresser. “Was that a challenge?”


    “I know how you feel about those.” She gave him a teasing smile in the mirror.


    She did know how he responded to a challenge—the same way she always had. She’d never met another man who could match her will, in bed or out of it. She could see the defiance smoldering in his eyes right now, and it triggered a matching reaction in her.


    He might not know the real battle that would always be waged between them—the clash of mighty opposites, as Shakespeare had put it—but these smaller duels had always shaped their relationship.


    So she was ready for him when he stepped forward, pressing his body into hers from behind and kissing the side of her neck.


    Instinctively, she leaned back into him, and she sighed with pleasure as his hands stroked up and down her mostly naked body. Her eyelids lowered involuntarily, but she could see in the mirror through her mostly closed eyes as Caleb skillfully worked over her body with his hands.


    She stifled a gasp as he fondled her nipples through the lace of her bra, and she arched her spine instinctively as the pleasure started to build.


    She still felt in control, though. She wasn’t yet in danger of losing this challenge.


    He caressed her skillfully in silence, both of them watching him in the mirror, and Kelly could see her cheeks redden and her nipples growing visibly tight with her arousal.


    Then he tilted his head and said against her ear, the vibrations of his husky voice making her shudder, “Your pussy is wet.”


    It was true. Her pussy was wet. And hot. And aching. And her whole body was now flushed with heat.


    But she wasn’t about to lose a challenge so easily. “And you’re still hard. That doesn’t mean anything. You’re going to have to work a lot harder than that if you want to win this little game.”


    “I’ve only just started.” His voice had grown softer, although that same primal heat was evident in his eyes. His hand dropped down to the curve of her breast and, using his knuckles again, he flicked one of her nipples—which were jutting out prominently through the fabric of her bra. “I can see how much you want me now. You’re dying for me to fuck you.”


    The light fondling of her nipple generated tugs of desire so sharp that Kelly had to bite her lip to keep from whimpering in response. Unconsciously, she arched her spine, causing her breasts to jut out even more. “I could say the same about you,” she managed to say. There wasn’t any sense in denying his words, though. Her body’s responses had already betrayed her.


    Caleb had been watching her closely, registering every detail about her reactions and expression. “Do you want to watch yourself?”


    He’d adjusted his hand so he was cupping one of her breasts, and she couldn’t help shifting to press her chest against his palm more fully. “I think you’re the one with that kind of ego.”


    It didn’t come out quite as clever as she’d intended, but it was the best she could do, now that Caleb had started rubbing her nipple with the heel of his hand.


    “You can complain about my ego all you want, but you like it.” His hand slid down until it was cupping one side of her ass. “Don’t you?”


    He was right. Of course he was right. His absolute arrogance and entitlement might be obnoxious, but it also drew her in, thrilled her, posed the deepest sort of challenge.


    Caleb could obviously see the confirmation on her face. He leaned forward, mouthing a spot just below her jaw. “Fuck, Kelly,” he murmured against her skin. “You’re so hot. And even hotter because you look so innocent.”


    She had a rosy, heart-shaped face that gave the impression of youth and innocence. There was nothing she could do about it, but Caleb knew by now her appearance was a lie.


    There wasn’t anything innocent about her.


    If he knew why she was really with him, he would know this truth even more deeply.


    He didn’t know, though. Not yet. He only knew the Kelly she’d revealed to him, and that was only part of who she was.


    Two of his fingers slipped under her panties and stroked her intimately, parting the soft folds of flesh and feeling her hot, wet arousal.


    “I knew your pussy was wet,” Caleb murmured, sliding a finger inside her and stroking her inner walls.


    His words shouldn’t have been as hot as they were, but her muscles clenched around the penetration of his finger, and she let out a thick gasp of pleasure.


    When he joined the first finger with a second, the fuller feeling made Kelly jerk her hips involuntarily, the pressure at her center pushing her forward into shameless urgency.


    “You like that, don’t you?” He used his other hand to hold one of her thighs apart as he fucked her with his fingers.


    Biting her lower lip hard, Kelly tried not to give him any sort of answer.


    “It’s not going to take long,” Caleb murmured in that same sultry voice. “You’re almost there already.”


    The pleasure was building so quickly she had to hang on to the dresser in front of her. “Oh God!”


    The loud cry escaped her lips without her conscious intention, and she burned in both lust and slight embarrassment, since she hadn’t held strong as much as she’d wanted.


    “That’s right,” Caleb said in raspy encouragement. “Let go.”


    He pitched his hips forward, allowing her to feel the hardness of his arousal against her ass. “Just say the word, and I’ll make you come—over and over again.”


    She whimpered helplessly, overwhelmed with so much hunger and heat that she was afraid she might literally melt. Then she remembered the challenge and made herself answer, “As long as we both acknowledge that you’re cheating.”


    “How am I cheating?”


    “I turned you on without touching you, and you’ve got your hands all over me. So it hasn’t been a fair fight.” She met his eyes in the mirror, feeling a kind of connection that went far beyond physical touch.


    There was pleasure in knowing her mind was a match for his, as much as in how good he made her body feel.


    Something changed on his face as he acknowledged the words. Then he stepped back, causing her body to tense in disappointment. He was still watching her face in the mirror.


    “Giving up?” she asked, smiling at him in the mirror, even as her skin felt chilled from where his hands had just been.


    He gave her a feral smile. “You know me better than that.”


    He moved forward, his warm chest pressing into her back and his erection rocking slowly against her. For a moment, he surrounded her—his heat and strength impossible to escape. But then he slowly eased back until he wasn’t touching her at all. “We’re going to make this an even challenge. So, if you want to be touched, you’ll have to touch yourself.”


    Her whole body clenched with a strong pulse of lust, but she gave a little huff of amusement. “I’m pretty sure I can resist.”


    “Not for long.” His eyes were crawling over her body in the mirror again, as warm and lingering as a caress. “Remember when I had you bent over the desk in my office.”


    Her body tightened again at the memory. “Of course I remember. That was more of your ego.”


    “I had you bound, just by the sound of my voice. You wouldn’t move until I told you. That’s how much you wanted to surrender control to me.”


    Her pussy was throbbing so deeply it actually hurt. Her cheeks were flushed hot, and she could see her breasts rising and falling with her fast breaths. “But you couldn’t hold out that day either. You released me prematurely, if I recall correctly.”


    “Remember when I turned you over the table for a spanking,” Caleb murmured thickly, his eyes hot and dominant the way they’d been that other day. “Your tight little ass was aching for more. I know how much you wanted it. My fingers were in your pussy, so I could feel how wet you were and how hard you squeezed around me every time you felt my hand.”


    Her breath hitched and she clenched her fingers around the edge of the dresser. She was so turned on, just from the sound of his voice and the memories, that she was trembling now.


    “You couldn’t even wait for my cock. You were so eager you came all around my fingers as I spanked you. Your body knew exactly what it needed, even as you tried to hold out then. Just like your body knows what it needs right now. Doesn’t it?”


    She closed her eyes, making one final effort to shut out his voice and hold on to her resistance.


    “Open your eyes,” he murmured behind her.


    She did.


    “Let your hair down for me.”


    She’d twisted it up in a formal updo for the party, but she reached up and pulled out the clip. The hair fell in long waves down her back and around her shoulders, and she saw the awe awaken in Caleb’s eyes as he saw it.


    He’d always responded that way to her unbound hair.


    “Now you can touch yourself.” His voice rasped, clear evidence that he was deeply aroused.


    But she was like a lit fuse, and there was no way she could hold herself back from reaching down beneath her legs.


    “Not yet,” Caleb said. “Touch your breasts first.”


    With a little moan, she made herself raise her hands to cup her breasts. She chafed her nipples through her bra and sighed at the resulting sensations. Her head fell back, and her pussy clenched hard around nothing. But Caleb was reacting too. She saw his body give a little twitch in the mirror as he watched her.


    “Very good. Tell me how it feels.”


    “Good,” she gasped, tweaking her nipples. “But not nearly enough.”


    “Then you can rub your pussy too. But if you come, then I win.” He was smiling, but his expression was very tense.


    She slid one hand down and rubbed her clit through her panties, and she couldn’t hold back a groan of pleasure at the relieving sensations.


    “You’re so close to coming, aren’t you?”


    She was. She was so close she could feel the pressure of the orgasm threatening to overwhelm her. She managed to hold it back, though. “And you’re just about to lose it.”


    “You first.” He smiled again. Then in a gruff voice, he said, “Bend over. Show me your ass. But don’t stop rubbing yourself.”


    She did as he said, bending down over the dresser, bracing herself with one arm and rubbing herself with the other. The position exposed most of her bottom, barely covered by her little panties. She felt vulnerable and slightly embarrassed by her shameless eagerness and so turned on she was making little whimpers.


    She closed her eyes, trying to shut out the sexy sight of him standing behind her, staring down hungrily at her bent body.


    “Open your eyes,” he told her again. “I want you to see how much you want this.”


    When she opened them again, she was confronted by her flushed, eager face. She had to stop rubbing her clit because she almost came from the sight.


    “I told you not to stop.”


    She gripped the dresser with both hands, trying desperately to hang on to control. “And I say that’s cheating, unless you’re going to touch yourself too.”


    He smiled, as if he admired her response. “Fair enough.” His stared down at her body again. “Damn, your ass is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. And you’re just dying for me to spank it, aren’t you?”


    The most frustrating thing was he was right. She was so aroused that her juices were dripping down her inner thighs now, and her bottom kept pushing up toward him very slightly.


    “You always did like a firm hand.” He reached out toward her, but held his hand still just over her butt. “Just ask me, and I will.”


    She panted desperately, trying to resist. This man wasn’t just her lover. He was also her enemy. But it didn’t seem to matter at all. She heard herself gasping, “Please. Please, now.”


    He gave her bottom a firm spank, and the pleasure uncoiled from the sharp impact.


    “Again,” she cried, pushing her bottom up toward his hand.


    He spanked her again, the smack loud in the room and the sensations stinging.


    “Again.”


    On the third spank, she came, all the pressure unleashing around nothing.


    “Oh, fuck,” he muttered, as she shook and moaned. He dropped the towel and pulled aside her panties to slide himself inside her.


    The penetration was thick and substantial in her already tight pussy, and she cried out loudly as the pleasure erupted again.


    He fucked her through the orgasm, hard and fast and rough. And then he lifted her upper body, wrapping one arm around her, and they rocked together tightly as the angle of penetration shifted.


    She watched as her face twisted with helpless pleasure, completely letting go of any restraint she’d intended to cling to.


    “Oh, Blossom, you feel so good when you come for me,” he was murmuring against her ear. “Oh, fuck, nothing has ever felt as good as you.”


    And her heart and her mind and her body all let loose, overwhelmed by him, unable to resist the power of his claim on her.


    She couldn’t look away from his face behind hers in the mirror. His eyes were hot and possessive as they crawled over her body, and occasionally he would clench his jaw and suck in a wet breath through his teeth.


    Kelly was breathing erratically too, but the deepest of her pleasure was already past. Her hair was all over the place, strands sticking to her back, her arms, and her warm, damp face. And she had the most overwhelming feeling of ownership as she watched and felt Caleb claim what he needed in her body.


    “Yeah, Caleb,” she urged him huskily, her eyes never leaving his face in the mirror. “Yeah. You come too.”


    He was beyond words now, just making primitive sounds of pleasure and dominance in rhythm with the slapping of his pelvis against her ass.


    Then he suddenly bared his teeth and his whole body clenched like a fist.


    And Kelly saw it—every detail. Saw the intense pleasure slam into him, saw it overwhelm the tension on his face with waves of release. Saw the way his nostrils flared and his neck arched back as his body thrust forward one last time.


    She was whimpering in pleasure, both from the physical sensations and from the power of his climax.


    When Caleb finally slid his softening cock out of her, Kelly felt warm, limp, and replete. But she had enough wit about her to slant him a teasing look and quip, “Well. I guess someone is feeling macho and caveman-like this evening. But I declare, just for the record, that you still cheated.”


    He gave her a smug look of satisfaction. “I don’t think so.”


    “I didn’t come until you touched me.”


    “You would have. But you were begging me to touch you, and I’ve always had a soft heart.” The irony in his tone was obvious. Caleb Marshall had never been known for having a soft heart.


    She couldn’t help but laugh, feeling warm and relaxed and deeply replete. “As good as that was, now I’m all messy to go to the party. And I’ll have to redo my hair and makeup.”


    “You don’t need to redo your makeup.” He looked sated and slightly flushed, but otherwise in better shape than she was. He’d reached for the tuxedo he was going to wear this evening. “Or your hair.”


    Drawing her brows together, Kelly peered at herself in the mirror. Her cheeks were deeply pink, and her skin was a little too dewy. And her hair was a tousled mess, cascading all around her. “You have got to be kidding. I at least need to powder my face. And my hair—”


    Caleb had put his pants on, but now he moved up behind her again. His body was relaxed now, but she could still feel heat radiating off of it. “Leave your hair like that,” he said huskily, skimming the side of her face with a few kisses.


    She rolled her eyes. “I never wear my hair like this. You just want me to go to this party with you looking well and thoroughly fucked so people will think you’re a real stud.”


    He didn’t object to this sentiment. Instead, he walked over to open a drawer of his nightstand and pulled out a box.


    “What’s that?” she asked, as he carried it over to her.


    She really had no idea, but it looked about the right size for a necklace or maybe a bracelet.


    Caleb handed it to her. “This is for you.”


    Drawing her brows together, she accepted the box and opened the top. Inside was an oval pendant on a platinum chain. The pendant was a polished stone—made of deep, compelling swirls of gray and silver.


    “It’s beautiful.” She breathed. “You got this for me? Why?”


    He gave a half-shrug. “Because I wanted to.” He lifted it out of the box and moved to place it around her neck, moving aside her hair so he could clasp the chain. “Do you like it?”


    She raised one hand to the pendant, surprised and touched and confused. “I love it. Thank you so much.”


    “I wanted you to have something that I gave you.”


    “And now I do.” She stared at the pendant in the mirror, telling herself that Caleb was so rich that the cost of this necklace would be trivial to him. It was just a little thing. Not meaningful at all.


    It felt meaningful to her, though.


    Caleb was watching her face closely, and she smiled at him. “You must still be feeling like a caveman, wanting to place your brand on me.”


    He laughed and kissed her, and they fell back into their normal interaction as she went to clean up a little and pulled her dress back on.


    Kelly liked feeling this way. She liked being this person. A woman who might get fucked over a dresser on the way to a party. Simply because they wanted each other so much.


    She stared at herself in the mirror and wondered if she could ever be that person for real.


    Not long afterward, they were ready to leave. Kelly was wearing the red dress. Her face was still a little dewier than she preferred, since she hadn’t redone her makeup. And her hair was loose, falling in tousled, messy waves, all the way down her back.


    Caleb was looking very pleased with himself.
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