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  Exquisite Trouble


  


  


  Before I met Smoke I'd never been kissed, really kissed, by a man, let alone a biker sex god bent on taking my virginity and my heart.


  I got dragged into the deadly world of the Iron Horse MC by my crazy twin sister who is engaged to the club’s President and even crazier mom who only cares about herself. Smoke has been assigned by the club to keep me safe even though he’s everything that I should be afraid of. He's the kind of man who lives by his own rules and does whatever he wants whenever he wants, but he treats me like I’m something rare and precious, not a socially dysfunctional basket case who has no idea how to love, but needs him more than her next breath.


  Not that my feelings matter, because if we don't find my mother soon, the only thing I'll have to be worried about is who is going to kill me first.


  


  


  Chapter 1


  


  


  Miguel ‘Smoke’ Santos


  


  From my vantage point in the empty shithole house I’d bought on the outskirts of Houston, I watched the most beautiful woman in the world get into her reliable old car with a flash of her mile long legs that made my cock twitch. Fuck, everything about that fine piece of ass made my cock twitch, but the fantasy of her legs wrapped around my head while I make her scream my name was one of my favorites. As she started her car up, I idly wondered once again if the hair on her little pussy matched the blonde on her head, or if she shaved her sweet cunt bald.


  It was just after five o’clock, and the street was getting busy with all the blue-collar workers coming home from a hard day on the job. The woman whose life I was in charge of protecting pulled out of her driveway and I smiled at the sight of her moving in her seat to the music. I focused my binoculars on her full, naturally pink lips, but she was driving down the street before I could get a good look and figure out what song made her happy like that. As soon as her car was out of my sight¸ I picked up my phone and called Vance, my right-hand man and the vice president of the security company I own. He’s also a brother—not a brother by blood, but a brother by choice. We go back, way back, to Marine basic training; even though he can be a real asshole, I trust him.


  He answered right away. “I’ve got her.”


  “Any sign of trouble?”


  Vance sighed, and I wanted to reach through the phone and punch him. “No. In the fifteen seconds she’s been out of your sight there’s been no sign of trouble.”


  “Fuck you.”


  Vance’s laughter filled the large room I was in, and I stood up to stretch my back and groaned. The only pieces of furniture in the whole house were an air mattress, two lamps, the chair, and a small breakfast table with a computer. That’s it. But it was all we needed. This wasn’t a home; this was a stakeout house.


  “Anything happens to her and it’s your ass I’m coming for.”


  “Sensitive.” Mirth still filled Vance’s voice. “You gonna go sniff her panties before work? Bet her pussy smells like baby powder and tastes like sugar.”


  That pissed me off. “Don’t you ever fucking talk about her like that. Got me, brother?”


  “Easy, Smoke. I got you.” He was silent for a moment and a horn beeped in the background. “You talk to Beach yet?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And?”


  “He wants me to bring Swan in.”


  “Are you going to?”


  In yet another sign that I’d totally lost my mind over this bitch, I bit out, “I’m not going to disrupt her life just because of some fucked up shit her mom did.”


  “This isn’t just about her mom, Smoke. If it was just about that old bitch I’d say fuck it, but if we don’t find Sarah soon, Beach is going to lose his fucking mind. And we all know bad shit happens when Beach loses it. Think about how many people would like to get back at Beach by fucking up or killing his old lady ... or her identical twin sister. If anyone, anyone at all, touches Swan ... there’s gonna be hell to pay.”


  I rubbed the space between my eyes, then paced to the back door and opened it to a blast of hot Texas summer air. Even having lived in Austin for the past nine years I was still momentarily stunned by the humidity that seemed to blanket Houston. I took a deep breath before I shut the door behind me and crossed the short distance between my house and Swan’s little hovel. Okay, so maybe her home wasn’t that bad, but I had a deep and abiding need to get her the fuck out of there, take her away from that working class ghetto, and give her the kind of life she deserved. I wanted to spoil her, to love her, and I wished with all my fucking rotten heart that this shitty situation she was currently and unknowingly in was different.


  “Look,”—I glanced out the window to make sure no unexpected guests had shown up at Swan’s—“I gotta go. I’ll be at the titty bar in a couple hours.”


  “Roger that,” Vance said, and we hung up as I fit my key into the back door of the house where the most innocent woman in the world lived.


  As soon as I was inside, I shoved my phone into my pocket with one hand and disabled her security system with the other. While I approved of the ornate wrought iron bars covering all of her windows and doors, I didn’t like her security system. It was cheap and easy to hack into, but I understood that it was all that she could afford. As soon as the beeping stopped, I took a deep breath of the air that smelled like her delicate scent and began my daily stalking routine. Even on my days off I came and visited her home to check for any contact from her relatives. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the men and women who worked for me to check her home in a professional manner, but I didn’t want anyone breathing Swan’s scent but me.


  A quick glance around showed the usual cheap-ass plywood furniture mixed with second-hand items that she used to decorate her place. She made decent money as a server, but most of it went toward paying for school. I knew that little fact because I hacked into her computer and looked through her bills and bank account. It pissed me off that she lived like this because her dad was loaded, but for whatever reason, she didn’t want anything to do with his money. Maybe she knew it wasn’t legally earned. I had found ripped up checks for tens of thousands of dollars from him. Just thinking about Swan’s dad pissed me off, and I shoved him from my mind. Motherfucker was one of the biggest arms dealers in the country, and from what I’d learned from Sarah, he was a complete psycho who loved his daughters more than anything in the world, but was just as ruthless with them in his own way.


  Then again, some might consider me a bit fucked in the head, because I spent every day trying to learn as much about Swan as I could by going through her home while she was at work or out running errands.


  A year ago if you’d told me that I’d be going through the house of some bitch I’d never met, inch by inch, reconstructing her day because I was that fucking obsessed with her, I would’ve told you that you were full of shit, and to go fuck yourself. I might’ve even punched you in the throat for it if I was in a real shitty mood. But now? Now, I treasured every small glimpse I got into the life of Sue Wanda Anderson, known to her friends and family as Swan. The name fit her. She had the body of a goddess and unique elegance, a delicacy around her that drove me crazy. It was the difference between a woman who was a lady, and a woman who was one of the sweet butts at my clubhouse who used her pussy like currency. I didn’t want to think about that shit right then and I paused—as usual—and stared at pictures on the walls of her with her family.


  When I was awake all I seemed to do was think about her, and when I slept I dreamed of her—every damn night.


  She was an intensely private woman, almost a recluse, but she had a few friends who came over to hang out. In the last year that I’d been watching Swan, all of the friends she had over were female, thank fuck. I would’ve had to kill any asshole who touched her. Sarah, Swan’s sister, had clued me in to a few things about Swan that explained her lack of a dating life, and as always, I wondered how the stunning blonde would react to my touch. Would she shrink from me like I was covered with filth as I stroked the perfectly tanned skin on her freckled shoulders? Or would she purr?


  Once again, I got an uncomfortable hard-on and adjusted myself with a grimace.


  I looked through her trash to figure out what she had for dinner. Unhealthy crap, as usual. Even though she ate like a frat boy, she had the hottest body I’d ever seen. Long legs, high ass, and big, real breasts topped off by natural pale blonde hair and big, sky-blue eyes. Just a hint of baby fat remained in her cheeks and gave her an innocent look that killed me and every other heterosexual male who saw her. She was a total knockout, but it wasn’t her looks that had me sniffing after her like a stag in heat. No, it was Swan herself. Not only was she beautiful, she was brilliant, kind, and heartbreakingly naïve.


  Made me all the more fucking pissed at her complete waste of a mother for exposing Swan to the danger she was in now, even if Swan didn’t know it.


  I took a quick glance at the book she was currently reading and frowned in displeasure. It was some chick romance with a ripped guy on the cover smiling at the camera. I had a better body. I was irritated that it wasn’t one of the BDSM romances she seemed to love. I always took a few minutes to read those to see where she’d left off and what kind of fantasies she was learning about. The first time I saw one of those erotic romance books on her coffee table, I knew this beautiful creature had been made for me. I just wished like fuck circumstances were different so I could make her fall in love with me. Fucking hell, I was already more than half in love with her.


  Shit, I sounded like a bitch about to have her period.


  I went to the small foyer where she kept her mail and sorted through it. Nothing but bills, crap, and more bills. I wanted to take care of all her finances for her and had more than enough money to support her in comfort for the rest of her life. She sure as fuck wouldn’t have to work at any more titty bars.


  The thought of the titty bar reminded me the clock was ticking, and I went down the hallway to her bedroom.


  The cool, dark room was saturated with her delicious scent. I paused in the doorway, closed my eyes and imagined her here, waiting for me with her legs spread wide and her hands gripping the rails of her brass headboard, anticipating me tying her up then fucking her until she passed out.


  My fantasy was so vivid that, for a moment, when I opened my eyes I saw her there, but a heartbeat later, I was just looking at rumpled bed sheets again. I picked up the phone next to her bed and checked her voice mail, hoping that either Sarah or her mom had tried to contact Swan, but there was nothing other than a missed call from her friend, Tansy. After I set the phone down, I completed my daily routine, picked up her pillow and took deep inhalations of her scent. I didn’t know what it was about her, but her fucking smell went straight to my brain like high-grade coke. Her scent amped me up and made my dick go into overdrive; I couldn’t contain the growl of need that escaped me.


  I was so fucking addicted to her natural aroma that I couldn’t stand the stink of other bitches now. They smelled spoiled to me, like rotten meat left out in the sun for too long. Yeah, I still had a few of the club sweet butts that I let suck my cock, but I hadn’t fucked a woman since a few months ago when I started spending most of my days sitting in that shitty-ass house nearby and watching over Swan. This whole celibacy thing was new to me, but that little girl had me so wrapped around her finger, all I wanted was her sweet pussy wrapped around my dick.


  The sight of the oversized t-shirt she wore to bed on the floor made me really want to pick it up, but I didn’t touch any of her clothing. I had already invaded her privacy like a motherfucker, but even I had standards. So I never touched her drawers or did anything more than take a quick look through her closet.


  I glanced over at her computer and wondered if I had enough time to check what kind of porn she watched last night. Despite having no man of any kind in her life, Swan watched an amazing number of dirty movies. First time I went through her browser history, I had to go into her bathroom and jack off like a thirteen-year-old. Fucking embarrassing, but knowing her sexual tastes only fueled my daydreams about her. She watched all kinds of kinky shit, and while I would never share her with another man, I was determined to be the only man who actually did most of that kinky shit with her. Thoughts of all the ways I would sexually corrupt her made my dick hard as fuck, and my breath caught as I thought about Swan’s graceful throat wearing my collar and her killer body wearing my patch.


  My phone rang and snapped me out of my trance. I answered it and tried to ignore the guilty heat that burned my face as I stared at a pair of her pink lace panties hanging half out of her hamper and how badly I wanted to wrap them around my cock while I jerked off.


  “What’s up?”


  “Smoke?” The raspy voice on the other end of the call was Beach, President of the Iron Horse MC and one of my best friends. “Anything?”


  Part of me wanted to snap that if I’d fucking found anything I would have fucking contacted him, but even as the Sergeant at Arms of the Iron Horse MC I knew better than to lip off to the Prez, especially now. “Nope, nothing new.”


  A long stream of swearing came from Beach before he finally said, “Keep an eye on her tonight. One of our informants said there’s a rumor going around the bounty on her mom from those fucking Russians in Las Vegas has been upped. Who knows what dumb fucks might come after Swan now in an effort to find her mom. And don’t forget how much the Russians would love to pimp out a beautiful girl like Swan to pay off her mama’s debt.”


  Now it was my turn to curse. “Is that why you want me to bring her in?”


  “Yeah. I was hoping Sarah would go to Swan for help, but it’s been two weeks and things are only getting more dangerous for Swan. She needs to go off the grid, and soon.”


  As I stared at Swan’s bed, I fought a battle with myself. The small, good guy part of me that my mom and dad had tried so hard to nurture insisted that I should just fucking walk away, that I should give Swan’s protection over to Vance, but I couldn’t. The selfish, tainted part of my soul urged me to tell Beach that I was bringing Swan home with me—for her own protection, of course—right the fuck now. Yeah, having her in my home, in my bed, was totally for her safety.


  Even I didn’t believe that bullshit.


  “So what do you want me to do?”


  “Let’s give it a couple more days before we bring her in.” He sighed. “I know Swan and Sarah don’t always get along, but my old lady loves her. If anything happened to Swan while Sarah’s … gone … and I could have prevented it, she’d never forgive me.”


  I strode over to the window and took a quick glimpse of the slowly darkening sky before letting the frilly lace curtain fall back into place. “I’m going to head out to her club.”


  “You talked to her yet?”


  “No, not yet. She’s skittish. I don’t want to freak her out and scare her off.”


  I didn’t add that I was unusually nervous around her as well. For the past two nights I sat in her section of the titty bar where she worked, sporting my cut and waited for her to say something to me. I know Sarah said her sister had no idea about the MC life, that Swan was about as sheltered as you could get, but I kept hoping she’d ask me about it. I’d seen her gaze roving over the patches of my vest, but there was no recognition. Not like the sluts that worked at her club. Those bitches saw who I am, and they were all over me like flies on shit. Even though Iron Horse is based in Austin, we’ve got a branch in Houston as well and we’re tight with most of the local motorcycle clubs that run different portions of Houston.


  “Well keep an eye on her, man. She’s one of the only links we have to that fucking bitch-ass-crack-whore-skank mother of hers.”


  “Got it.”


  Beach hung up on me—he wasn’t big on goodbyes—and I strode through Swan’s house, reset her security system and let myself out the back door. While I was inside, night had started to fall. There was still enough light to see by as I opened the garage at the stakeout place I’d bought, wheeled my bike out, and shut it again. The air was still thick with humidity and I found myself wishing I could go swimming in the spring-fed river behind my house.


  Beach’s info about the bounty on Swan made my gut clench and I had to resist the urge to call Vance again. My boys were the best of the best at security, all either former military or, ironically enough, law enforcement, and all of ’em were members of Iron Horse MC. We didn’t exactly operate on the right side of the law—our protection had been used for some less than honorable purposes—but it had made us all rich, so I couldn’t fucking complain.


  As I drove down the street, my mind was once again focused totally on Swan, and the anticipation heating my blood had me roaring onto the freeway, eager to get close enough to her to see the flecks of silver in her bluer-than-blue eyes.


  Yeah, I was fucking whipped, and even more pathetic, I was whipped by a girl who didn’t even know my name.


  I weaved my way through traffic and ignored the stares of the civilians as I let my mind fill with dreams of a woman who could really use a fucking hero to save her right now, but instead, she got stuck with me. I’m more of the villain in the story—the one that you fear hovering behind you in a dark alley—certainly not the guy who should be the one rescuing the beautiful princess. But she didn’t need a prince; right now, she needed a warrior. And while I might not ever write her poetry, I would kill for her.


  Of that, there was no doubt.


  


  


  Chapter 2


  


  


  Swan


  


  He was here again, the Spanish god in mortal form, watching me with eyes so dark they looked almost solid black in the flashing lights from the various stages set up around the strip club. As usual, he sat in my section, ordering only water and the occasional soda, as relaxed and casual as could be. Dressed in his customary black t-shirt and faded jeans with a thick, black leather belt and his wallet on a chain, he took my breath away. He also wore a black leather vest covered in patches, and he oozed a raw animal sex appeal that caught every woman around him in its orbit. He had the bone structure of someone with Aztec blood in their background, a bold nose, killer cheekbones, and a solid jaw with narrow, deep-set eyes that lent him an almost sinister air. I don’t know what it was about him, but he seemed to radiate danger. The bouncers certainly kept an eye on him, but he was as well behaved as could be, just like the previous nights he’d been at my work.


  Despite the fact that we were currently in the best strip club in Houston with some amazingly beautiful women working it on the stages, he watched only me with a singular intensity that at once threatened and aroused me. I wanted to raise my serving tray between us, to hide from his hot gaze currently devouring me. While my micro black satin shorts and tight black tank top embellished with the club’s name in shimmering gold script on the front would have been scandalous at, say, the grocery store, here in the strip club I looked positively modest; I couldn’t understand his fascination with me.


  Sugar, a stunning redhead, danced on the stage closest to the man who made my heart beat faster and kept giving him smiles that he didn’t return, while she showed him things on her body only her gynecologist had seen.


  The dancers were in a tizzy about this man, each wanting to be the one he picked for a dance for some reason. They’d mentioned something about him being a part of Iron Horse so I assumed that had to be a band or something. He almost fit the image of a rock star, but his looks were rougher, a little more badass, and while he was certainly charismatic, he didn’t turn on the charm with anyone.


  Well, anyone except me.


  For me, he turned on the charm and it was devastating.


  That didn’t stop the dancers from fighting over him like a piece of prime steak. The club had a two-dance minimum and he always bought exactly two, fifty-dollar dances and tipped well. The girls varied, never the same one twice, but they all busted out their best moves in an effort to impress him. While I knew he enjoyed those dances, if I happened to be in the area he’d watch me through the whole thing, capturing my gaze and making my heart race even as I tried to ignore my odd jealousy at the sight of the other women shaking their tits in his face. And he’d never taken anyone to the VIP room.


  He lifted his empty water bottle and I couldn’t pretend to ignore him anymore.


  I purposely moved between my tables, easily avoiding any touches from the patrons. It cost a couple bills to get into the club, so we catered to our customers by not cramming a bunch of tables together. There was actually room to move around and it was filled with beautiful women on the prowl. The club had a strict hands-off policy regarding all the women who worked there, and they enforced it, which was the only reason I chose to work at a strip club. Yeah, it paid the bills and allowed me to get my Master’s in Accounting, but the real reason was because I could go through my workday without the chance of someone touching me. I have … issues ... that make it feel like centipedes are crawling all over my skin when a stranger, or someone I don’t trust, touches me. Also, I can’t read social cues like a normal person, so I never lasted long at a traditional job. Generally, most people touch each other all the time, but no matter how careful I was, the casual touches would eventually cause me to throw up.


  Don’t get me wrong, some people can touch me just fine, or I have no problem once I learn to trust them, but they were few and far between.


  The handsome man smiled at me when I got close enough to hear him over the booming bass. “Can I get another?”


  His voice was like velvet against my skin, and I hoped he didn’t notice my little shiver. “Sure.”


  And that was the grand total of our exchange. I took the empty from his table and made my way through the bar, getting him a new bottle of water while the bartender gave me a knowing smile. I’ve never been very good at hiding my emotions and knew that, right now, the mix of confusion, lust, and worry must be filling my face. Clad in an outfit similar to mine, the stunning brunette bartender and my friend, Tansy, handed over the water.


  “He ask for your number yet?”


  “What?”


  She shook her head at me and said loudly over the music, “He wants you, bad. Just remember, you can’t be seen taking his number. Have him write it down on a napkin and leave it on the table. That way when you’re cleaning up you can get it without getting busted for talking with a customer outside of the bar.”


  I had to resist the urge to look over my shoulder. There was no way he was interested in me like that. I wasn’t even sure if I was interested in him romantically. I was a twenty-year-old virgin for no reason other than I’ve never been attracted to a man enough before to consider having sex with him. But with the handsome man occupying my thoughts, it was all too easy to imagine slipping between cool, crisp sheets naked with his rock-solid, tattooed body.


  “Um, okay.”


  Laughing, Tansy leaned her elbows on the bar. “Swan, you’re beautiful. I don’t know who fucked with your head and made you believe otherwise, but you are gorgeous. Blonde hair, blue eyes, a natural tan and fantastic real tits, you’re the total California girl package. I know you think he’s hot. He’s been in here three nights in a row and always makes sure to sit in your section, so flirt with him a little. I promise you that if you so much as smile at that man he’ll be putty in your hands. Now take your magnificent ass over there and get his number.”


  I wanted the ground to open beneath me. Compliments made me feel extremely uncomfortable; I never knew for sure if someone was being sincere or not, so I tended to just brush them off. Gathering up my stuff, I flashed her my practiced smile. “Thanks for the advice.”


  The music switched to a heavy rap song while I made my way back to the mystery man’s table and I found myself swaying to the beat as I walked, enjoying the pulsating rhythm. Out of nowhere some stranger smacked my ass and I jumped with a yelp, revulsion moving through me as my skin crawled. Whoever had slapped me hit where the curve of my butt and my thigh met, the exposed skin vulnerable to the stranger’s touch thanks to my work shorts. The cry had barely left my mouth when I found myself moved gently over to the side by the man waiting for me to return with his bottle of water.


  He grabbed some chubby guy in his fifties by his polo shirt and growled out, “You don’t ever fucking touch her, got me?”


  The bouncers appeared a moment later, breaking the men up while I stood there, my tray empty, the bottle of water having rolled off into some dark part of the club. My defender reluctantly let go of the man’s shirt, but before he stepped away, he whispered something to the older guy that made him pale beneath the flashing lights. Surrounded by security now, the mystery man stepped around one of them and came to where I was standing. He stopped right in front of me, close enough that I swore heat waves shimmered between us.


  “You okay, babe?”


  Nodding slowly, I looked up at him, marveling at how small he made me feel. At five foot eight I was taller than the average woman, and in my four-inch hooker heels, I was either at eye level or taller than most men. But not the man standing before me. I came up to right about his chin in my heels and his big, muscled body dwarfed mine.


  He leaned closer to me and I took in a quick breath through my nose. Oh man, he smelled good, but with an odd undertone of something that smelled a lot like motor oil. But it was a good smell, really good. Unable to help myself, I leaned slightly forward and drew in another deep inhalation of his scent; I wondered what kind of cologne he was wearing because it was amazing. I was about a heartbeat away from nuzzling against his chest when he said in a deep, east Texas-accented voice, “Babe?”


  My brain totally shut down as I stared up into his eyes, my heart racing. I didn’t know what to say, struck dumb by standing so close to him. Tension thickened the air between us, and I soaked my panties as his gaze went down my body to where my nipples pressed against my shirt. I’ve always had what I consider to be overly large nipples. I mean I wasn’t freak show material or anything, but when I’m cold and not wearing a thick enough bra, they’re totally noticed. My Spanish god sure as heck noticed if the rough, slightly pained sound he made as his gaze focused on my chest was any indication.


  “Swan?” Ken, our head bouncer and all around big, intimidating guy came up to my side. “You okay?”


  To my surprise, I was able to answer Ken even though I seemed incapable of speaking a word to my Spanish god. “Yeah, I’m okay. The guy that smacked me just caught me by surprise.”


  Ken looked over at the man who’d rescued me, glancing at his patched vest before returning his gaze to the other man’s face. “While I appreciate you standing up for one of my girls, I’m going to have to ask you to leave. Normally, out of respect, we’d let you stay, but liquor control is here tonight and they’d love a reason to bust down on us.”


  I expected the dark-haired man watching me so intently to argue, but he merely shrugged. “Understood. Permanent ban?”


  “Nah, just for the night. Come back tomorrow with whoever you want and we’ll hook you up in the VIP section.” Ken glanced at me. “Why don’t you go take a break, sweetheart.”


  I nodded and tried to keep my shoulders straight as everyone stared at me. The urge to slump forward and tuck in on myself to avoid notice was almost overwhelming.


  By the time I made it back to the break area for the serving staff, my skin had stopped crawling and I seemed to be coming out of the lust-induced fog that he left me in. I grabbed my phone from my purse and I noticed seven missed calls, all from my identical twin-sister—or, as I like to call her, my evil twin.


  Fuck me.


  My sister, Sarah, is nothing but trouble. Our parents separated when we were five and my crazy-ass, paranoid, survivalist father got custody of me, and my crazy ass, paranoid, scammer of a mother got Sarah. If you ever have to settle the nature versus nurture debate, all you need to do is look at me and Sarah.


  While I was a potential shut-in, trusting no one and forcing myself to endure the company of others, my sister was a manipulative, slutty, social butterfly, too charming for her own good, who used her beauty to get what she wanted—or she had when we were teenagers. I have faint memories of being inseparable from her when we were little, but by the time our parents reunited us at fourteen, we were totally different people and fought like cats and dogs. That’s not to say we never got along; things actually got better between us as we got older, and I grew to love her very much. But two years ago, she’d betrayed me in a way that broke my heart, and I was still having a hard time getting over it. I don’t let many people into my life, so when one of the people I trust hurts me, it hurts for a long, long time.


  But, no matter how much of a pain in my ass she was, she was still my sister so I called her back. I’ve seen her from time to time over the last two years, and she seemed really sorry for what she did, but I just couldn’t relax around her now. Part of me mourned the loss of what had become a decent friendship, but what she did was just wrong and it had a ripple effect that led me to where I was now, working in a strip club while finishing up my second master’s degree. While I waited for her to answer, I considered that maybe she’d done me a favor by betraying me and forcing me to enter the real world, however unwillingly.


  She answered after two rings, her voice low and slightly out of breath. “Swan?”


  “What’s up, Sarah?”


  “Have you seen mom?”


  A sense of foreboding hit me. The mention of my mother always meant trouble. Made me want to fork the sign of the evil eye. “No. Last time I saw her was three years ago at your place.”


  “Shit.”


  I took a deep breath, waiting to hear what Sarah needed now. It could be getting bailed out of jail, picking her up from an asshole boyfriend’s place, or any of a dozen other problems. Sarah didn’t live in Houston; she split her time between Austin and Las Vegas, and I was close enough that she knew she could call me for help. If, that is, I wasn’t pissed at her for fucking me over yet again. Yeah, I felt like a sucker for bailing her out so many times, but she was family. Fucked up, manipulative, self-centered, bitchy family, but family nonetheless.


  “You need to meet me after work, please. It’s very important.”


  True fear came through loud and clear in her voice, and I sat up straighter on the faded couch in the break room, ignoring the curious looks of two other servers lounging on the other couch, texting on their phones. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Look, I’ll be waiting for you at the Rusty Dollar. Meet me there as soon as you get off. Don’t go home, come straight to the bar.” She took in a shuddering breath. “Shit has hit the fan. I’m trying to fix it, but so far, I’m not doing so hot.”


  The hair on my arms stood up. Sarah sounded really scared, and if you’d asked me before this point I would’ve told you nothing—except our mother— scared my sister. Sarah did off-the-wall crazy shit all the time without batting a fake eyelash.


  “Sarah, do you need to call dad?”


  “No ... no. At least not yet. I need to tell you what’s going on, but not over the phone.”


  I sucked in a harsh breath between my teeth. “What the hell is going on? Are you having boyfriend trouble?”


  Sarah had been with some guy out in Austin for over a year, a record for her considering she probably had enough sexual partners to number in the triple digits by now. I didn’t know him. I avoided social situations—and Sarah—and I never went to her home, no matter how many times she asked me. When I saw my sister it was usually at a restaurant, but she’d mentioned her boyfriend enough for me to know they were serious. She’d never been in an abusive relationship before, at least that I knew of, but her fear was so palpable I couldn’t think of what else it could be.


  The hair on my arms rose as a muffled sob came from her end of the line. “No, my boyfriend is awesome, I love him more than anything in the world. Really, Swan, Beach saved my life. Look, I can’t talk about it over the phone. Just meet me at the bar. I have to go.”


  Troubled, I hung up as the line went dead and stared with unseeing eyes at my phone.


  “Everything okay?” Carmen, one of the other servers, asked in a soft voice.


  I’d been working with these women for close to two years now, but because of my lack of social graces I was friends with only a few of them. Carmen was one of the few I considered more than a co-worker, she’d even been over to my house a couple times, but I’d been raised to suspect everyone of ill intent. So, however much I wished I could confide in her, I shook my head and forced a smile.


  “Sister trouble. She’s a crazy bitch.”


  Carmen snorted. “I totally get it. I have three sisters, and let me tell you, they are a trip.”


  While Carmen chatted on about her family, I nodded along at the appropriate times, throwing in a word or two in response here and there. My mind was over-full, split between worrying about my sister and thinking about the savage fury in my Spanish god’s eyes as he went after the man who’d smacked my ass. As much as it had frightened me, it also turned me on, and I wondered if maybe I should try slipping him my number the next time he was in … if he came back. Maybe it would be easier to talk to him if I didn’t have to look at his amazing yumminess while I did it. I could just slip him my number as he was heading out the door and take off. With those thoughts in mind I stood and stretched out, wishing this night was over so I could be in my safe, secure home, in my clean bed and my not-so-orderly bedroom, and soaking up the solitude of my existence.


  


  


  Chapter 3


  


  


  As I pulled into the lot of the Rusty Dollar after I had stopped to get an extra-large order of French fries and filled my empty stomach, I thought it must be biker night. There was a long line of big, expensive looking bikes all tricked out and parked in front of the bar with a few guys lingering around them. Figures that my sister would want me to come here on biker night. She loved her bad boys, but she also knew I hated crowded places.


  This shit better be good.


  I parked at the back of the lot, one of the few spots left at this time of night, and tried to prepare myself for going inside. If I was careful, I could avoid assholes touching me. I wish I had thought to bring the long sleeved sweater I kept in my locker at work for when the AC is cranked. At least that way my arms would be protected. I could do this. I just had to be aware of my surroundings at all times, and make it clear I did not want company.


  With my courage pepped up after my little talk with my subconscious, I shoved my keys into my purse and opened my door, one foot on the ground before I looked up.


  Big mistake.


  Huge.


  I was surrounded by six big, burly, really, really scary guys all grouped around my car with grim expressions on their faces. There were no smiles, nothing other than cold stares and a few guys blatantly checking out my body. I noticed that they were all wearing patched up vests like the guy who’d defended me at the strip club and I wondered, for one brief moment, if he was here. But their vests were different, the patches were different, and they were so far from friendly that my adrenaline surged. Before I could even process what was going on I was yanked out of my car, my head hitting the frame as big hands picked me up like I was a doll and slammed me up against the side of my car. My skin felt like it was trying to crawl off my bones and revulsion filled me at the feeling of that smelly bastard’s dirty hands on my upper arms.


  Hoping that someone would hear me, I went to scream but the sound was cut off by a guy punching me in the gut, hard. I had not been prepared for that, and my dad would have been kicking my ass for forgetting my basic fighting skills if he was here right now. As I desperately sucked in a breath, I also gave the guy that had hit me an upper cut to his nuts.


  That was also a big mistake.


  He didn’t take too kindly to that, and my head was jerked up and my eyes watered in pain from how hard the guy hauling me around by my hair was pulling my scalp. He was an older man, probably late sixties, and there was nothing kindly or grandfatherly about him. His beard reached his belt and his dark eyes were cold…dead looking. This was a bad man who had done bad things. The negative energy pouring off of him was intense and I flinched as something pinched my neck. I struggled against them, swearing up a storm, but I was as helpless as a newborn kitten as fire spread through my veins.


  “’Night, Sarah,” he said with utterly no inflection in his voice. “It’s just about the money. Nothing personal.”


  I had just enough time to register that someone had injected me with something when the world began to go dark around me. I fought to move, to do anything but dangle by my hair from his grip, but my body betrayed me as the sedative sped through my blood. My heart was pumped up by adrenaline so I went down pretty quick. The last thing I could recall seeing were the dead, dark eyes of that man following me into nothingness.


  


  Sometime later, at least a few hours I think, I slowly woke to complete blackness that smelled dank and earthy. I was in a basement. The air had that certain taste of being below ground. I think it had been at least an hour before someone dragged me out of my chair, still handcuffed, hooded, and gagged before instructing me to squat over a bucket if I had to piss.


  I wanted to fight him, but I really had to go and I needed more information before I made a break for it. The whole situation sucked, but at least he didn’t try to cop a feel when I was done. He even handed me toilet paper, but all my kind feelings for him vanished when he ignored my pleading and handcuffed me to the chair again. All too soon I was once again alone and fighting off my growing panic in the dark. That panic slowly faded as I continued to sit in isolation and my hunger and thirst began to outweigh my fear.


  More time dragged on and I’d been alone in here long enough to wonder if they would ever come back and take off the handcuffs. The longer I sat, the more pissed off I was to be in this situation. It was sure better than being scared shitless, so I embraced my anger.


  Fucking Sarah.


  There I was, minding my own fucking business in the parking lot of the Rusty Dollar, when— bam—some assholes yanked me out of my car, hit me, pulled my hair, then drugged me and kidnapped me. Now I was sitting here in the dark, handcuffed to a really uncomfortable chair, waiting for the guy I nailed in the nuts to come extract some revenge.


  This was less than awesome.


  Sarah Jane Murphy Anderson, aka my twin sister, aka the slut from hell, aka the bitch who got my driver’s license suspended when she was caught driving drunk at fifteen and landed a shit storm of legal trouble in my lap. That had been a fun three months of my life spent proving that I was me.


  I finally got up the courage to leave home and send myself through school while living as frugal of a life as possible and that bitch had to fuck it up and get me kidnapped.


  One might wonder how I know I’m here because of her. I mean, I could just be paranoid about the whole situation and making illogical accusations—kidnappings will do that to a girl—but it was pretty obvious when the frightening man called me by Sarah’s name that I was fucked. I would like to have been able to defend myself and prove that I wasn’t the queen of skanks, but apparently no one wanted to listen to me. Oh, well hell ... I’d been alone for a good amount of time now and no one had checked on me yet, but I didn’t know for sure, so I had to try and get someone’s attention.


  I’d just continue to be annoying until someone told me to shut the fuck up.


  So, once again, I started to sing Britney Spears’ greatest hits, grateful for the dance class my dad made me take when I was eleven for its fine selection of cheesy 90s pop hits. If this didn’t get them to at least tell me to shut up I would know I was alone, and could possibly escape. While I was singing I discovered that if I tossed my head to the right the hood began to slide off. Two songs later, I could see…kind of. I was in a pitch-black room. Yes, I know that technically I should be freaking out right now instead of making escape plans, but my family isn’t normal.


  At all.


  My father is a former high ranking military control freak turned survivalist. He married my step-mom, a really nice lady who could cook a mean chocolate cake and holds a third degree black belt in judo. She can also throw knives like a circus performer, and I’m pretty sure she was part of the Mafia at some point. I’m also pretty sure she was an assassin. I grew up in central Texas, in the middle of fucking nowheresville Hill Country, and was home-schooled my whole life. Thankfully, my dad was friends with a bunch of other crazy survivalist families who’d purchased a two hundred eighty thousand-acre compound together then split it up amongst themselves with my dad holding water rights for the whole property. He sold the land on top, but he controlled the aquifer. If my dad didn’t like you, you’d find your supply shut off. Yeah, kind of a dictator move, but my dad said that when the end of society as we know it comes, we’re going to return to the days of feudal Europe with kings carving out their own territory and he intended to have his kingdom ready.


  We were like our own little town, isolated by choice from the rest of the world. Most of us kids were relatively normal people who just got caught up in our parents’ nutty end of the world crossfire. So I had a big group of friends I was close with, but none of us were the least bit worldly. Most have moved out and into the real world, but others have stayed behind. Despite the fact that I’ve been out in the real world for the past two and a half years, I’m still painfully naïve about some things.


  For example, agreeing to meet my evil twin sister for a drink after work. I should have known it was a setup. That bitch hasn’t willingly paid for a drink since she turned fifteen.


  I was about half way through Hit Me Baby One More Time when the door opened and the dim light flicked on. Nice. I was in a nasty basement and the far wall was having water leakage issues. I hope whatever was above us wasn’t heavy because that wall didn’t look structurally sound. As I blinked and considered just how much longer I had until the upstairs became the downstairs, a man’s voice echoed in the room.


  “Babe, you okay?”


  Clearing my throat, I tossed my hair over my shoulder, dreading the thought of spider webs in it. My hair was long, like down to my butt, and Sarah had short, bob cut when I saw her a couple months ago. Whoever this dude was, he wasn’t very smart.


  “Hi, my name is Sue Wanda Anderson, but everyone calls me Swan. I’m Sarah’s twin sister. You, my good sir, have messed up and kidnapped the wrong Anderson twin.”


  “What—”


  I cut him off. “Look. Save us all time. Go to the Internet and do some searches. Look me up. Look my sister up. Voila. There are two of us. You, unfortunately or fortunately, depending on how you look at it, have the wrong one.”


  “Look, Swan, we gotta lock shit down real quick. You’re safe here, and I’m keeping Scratch on your door. Let me do a sweep then I’ll be back.”


  “Can you untie me, please?”


  The door slammed behind me, but at least he kept the light on.


  Crap.


  I began to hum and tapped my feet, adrenaline making me restless. I could probably bust out of here if need be—thank you dad for your batshit crazy classes on surviving the apocalypse—but I decided to wait and see what the mystery man had to say after his little research assignment.


  I’d practiced getting out of bad situations my whole life and my overactive imagination was already thinking of ways to escape. Lock picking, tunnel digging, knocking people out and untying knots were all part of my skill set. My sister’s skill set was being a skank, being a bitch, being a world class manipulative psycho, and winding men around her little finger. She had big old fake tits that seemed to make men dumb. Mine weren’t bad, but nothing like the boobzilla shit she had going on.


  I decided to switch things up while I waited for him. I sang Wind Beneath my Wings in what is actually my normal voice instead of my Britney screech. Evidently, the guy who opened the door didn’t mind because he let me finish the song before he spoke.


  “I never knew you could sing.”


  I sighed. “Can I at least look at you when I talk to you? I mean if you really think I’m Sarah, then logic would have it that I’ve seen you before.”


  Grit crunched beneath the boots as he slowly walked around to face me. When I got my first glimpse at him I was pretty sure I was going to faint. It was my Spanish god, and up this close, even in shitty lighting, he was seriously hot—hot enough that despite the circumstances of our meeting, my body responded to him with a surge of hormonal warmth.


  A black knit hat with some kind of small patch on it sat tight to his skull, and the thick black hair that curled out of the edges looked incredibly soft. He had beautiful deep-set, brown eyes and a nice square jaw with a five o’clock shadow. I’m guessing he was around ten years older than my twenty with the faintest of sun lines around his eyes to prove it. His lips had a cruel twist to them, and when I glanced back up at his dark eyes again, I was blown away by how absolutely sexy he was. This was the kind of man that made women swoon. I was glad I was sitting down because my knees were weak as I took the rest of him in. He wore some kind of vest with patches all over it and he caught me looking at them. My brain decided this was a good time to blurt out any random thing that came to mind.


  “What’s with all the patches? You look like some overachieving Boy Scout.”


  Evidently that was the wrong thing to say because he crouched down in front of me with a pissed off gleam in his dark eyes. In addition to making me slightly paranoid about the outside world, growing up isolated from everyone had led to me being a bit socially awkward. I have large breasts and a bubble butt, so guys usually didn’t care when I stumbled over my words and blushed, but I hated it. I envied people who were smooth in social situations. I studied them and tried to figure out how they got so comfortable with themselves. So far, that inner peace eluded me and I tended to miscalculate situations sometimes. See, I was born with a terrible disease called ‘being a sarcastic bitch’. I think it’s a genetic condition from my mother’s side. Generally, I keep it in check, but during stressful times I tend to get snippy and say the wrong shit.


  He stared at me and I sucked in a quick breath, overwhelmed by the scent of his cologne and his warmth. He was close enough now that I could see that he had rather lovely pale gold flecks in his brown eyes, along with hints of amber. Beautiful eyes for a guy. And his tan skin made him look like some kind of bad boy super model, but he had the five o’clock shadow of an older man.


  Yum.


  Then, being the sweet talker that I am, I opened my mouth and proved once again why I’m still a virgin at twenty. “So can I get the hell out of here yet? As you know since you’re stalking me, I have a shift to catch at five tonight, and I need the money to cover my mortgage. That is if it’s not already tonight, in which case, I’ll need to call my boss and let him know I won’t be in.”


  He blinked at me and cocked his head to the side. I seemed to baffle him. Well, that made two of us. Slowly shaking his head, he said in a low voice, “Sweetheart, I don’t think you realize the situation you’re in.”


  I swallowed hard, then nodded. “Educate me.”


  “You know you look just like Sarah.”


  “Wait, let’s just cut to the chase. Sarah has short hair, mine is long.”


  His lips curved just the slightest bit into a sexy, yet annoying smirk. “Could be a wig.”


  “A wig? This is not a wig. Feel it. Go on.”


  Dazzled by his presence, my mind was not working as well as it usually did. Case in point, encouraging a stranger to touch me.


  He blinked at me and I could have sworn he was trying not to smile. Standing, he looked down at me and ran his fingers through my hair, or tried to. It was a little tangled from being shoved up under a hood. When I winced he made a low, rumbling noise. “Sorry, baby girl. I’ll brush it for you later.”


  “What?”


  The sensation of his fingers seemed to linger on my scalp and made my skin tingle. Dumbfounded, I stared up at him. Usually when someone I didn’t know or didn’t trust touched me it felt like bugs were crawling on my skin. I have sensory issues, which is yet another one of the reasons my love life is barren. Hard to date a guy when his touch makes you flinch away. But this guy—this hot-ass potential psycho—touched me and it felt … good. How odd was that?


  He withdrew his hand from my hair and I mourned the loss of his touch even as I tried to puzzle out my body’s odd reaction to him. We continued to stare at each other until my neck started to hurt from looking up at him. I rattled my handcuffed hands against the chair I was in. “How about you unlock me, and I’ll be more than happy to haul my ass out of here and take care of my hair myself.”


  He shook his head and hesitated, an intense look of concentration coming over his face, then he reached out and ever so lightly ran his knuckles over my throat. Bliss. If his touch in my hair tingled, skin-to-skin contact with this man burned a path of arousal straight to my pussy. A soft moan escaped me as he continued to stroke my neck, now with his fingertips, and he let out what sounded almost like a sigh of relief, then groaned in response. I promised myself I wouldn’t look to see if he was aroused. I mean his crotch was right at my eye level. All I had to do was glance and … oh yeah. He was aroused. Holy moly, was he aroused. And so was I.


  Very.


  Damn, no wonder my few friends and sister were always going on and on about how much fun sex was. If it felt anything like the pleasure my nerves were singing with from him simply caressing my neck, I could see the appeal. His rough fingertips stroking over my throat felt indecently good, sending little bursts of sunlight through my blood. When he touched me, the rest of the world vanished, leaving me feeling like I was alone in the universe with this intoxicating man.


  “Baby,” he said in a rumbling purr, “you have the softest skin.”


  I looked away quickly, hating the way my face heated and his chuckle.


  To my disappointment and relief, he stopped petting me. “With you blushing that pretty from me touching your neck, I can believe that you’re not Sarah.”


  I snorted and looked up at him, much more comfortable without all that pussy-tingling heat building up as he touched me. “It’s true. Look at my chest, for Pete’s sake.”


  “What?”


  Curving my back, I thrust my chest out against the old bar t-shirt that I’d thrown on after my shift. The shirt was tight, and a faded navy blue, with a deep enough neckline to tempt men to throw money at my tits. Not exactly the classiest thing, but I would get an online accounting and investment job soon enough and I’d never have to wear anything low-cut again. Would be nice to meet guys who look at my eyes before my boobs. Speaking of guys looking at my chest ... Mystery man in his patch-covered black leather vest and sinful worn blue jeans that hugged his thick legs and huge dick—yes, huge—well, he was currently staring at my breasts like he wanted to lick them. My hormones were all for that but my mind wasn’t.


  “I don’t have implants; Sarah does. Think about it. If you’ve met her, you’ve noticed her tits. Or, if like the rest of the adult male population in the world, you’ve seen her Playboy spread when she won Pole Dancer of the Year in Vegas, you would notice that I’m not carrying around gravity-defying boobs attached to my body.” Okay, I was actually pretty jealous that she could wear shirts without a bra, but I was on a roll.


  He blinked at my chest and his jaw clenched. When he reached out to touch my breast I tried to flinch away, but he crouched down again and caught my gaze. I found myself staring at him, mesmerized by the perfection of his rough, male beauty. Back at the club I’d thought he was hot, but now I realized that he was just plain devastating. So grown-man sexy it made my pussy soaking wet.


  He made a soothing sound that had me almost sighing in pleasure. “I’m not gonna hurt you. You’re as skittish as a virgin.”


  I lifted my chin and laughed, praying he didn’t see the way my ears were burning. “Like a virgin. As if.”


  His eyelids shuttered half shut and a wave of warmth came off his body and caressed mine. “A virgin?”


  “I said as if, as in I’m not. I do it all the time. I am totally not a virgin.” I internally winced at how dumb that sounded, but I wasn’t going to admit to this sex god that I was about as inexperienced sexually as a person could get.


  “You’re killing me, baby.” He stared at me, then slowly leaned closer and rubbed his lips against my neck while taking an audible breath. “Nice.”


  “What’s nice?” I squeaked out.


  “All this innocent beauty is for me and only me.” He licked at the line of my throat, then placed soft, wet kisses just beneath the edge of my jaw line, turning me on something fierce.


  Never, ever had I been this aroused and it was all because of a stranger, a hot stranger, a hot, hung stranger, rubbing his lips on my throat. Yeah, I’d felt the electricity between us at the club, but I had no idea it would be this intense. I was a slave to my hormones, trying to resist the urge to wiggle beneath his wonderful mouth. I swear I was within shouting distance of having an orgasm, something of a miracle because it took me forever to get off on my own. I just hadn’t found a man that my body seemed to want yet—well, until now—and these were not the ideal circumstances.


  Holy crap, did I want this guy. With his lips against my pulse, then a hint of a wet, velvety tongue licking over me, I didn’t even give a shit that he’d kidnapped me. For whatever reason, I just knew he wouldn’t hurt me. My hormones had officially made me a dumbass.


  “You smell so good.” He took a deep breath and let it out with a groan.


  “Name,” I whispered. “I need to know your name.”


  “Smoke,” he said in a low voice, and I sighed at how damn good his teeth felt gently scraping over my throat.


  “Smoke, I like that. My name’s Swan.”


  He laughed, a hot puff of air against my sensitive skin. “I know.”


  Moving slowly, he began to kiss up my throat to my lips and I really, really wanted to kiss him. While his mouth was busy seducing me, he began to stroke my waist with his big hands, my skin warming until I burned for him. I swore I could almost smell my arousal in the air and when his lips brushed mine I moaned in a most wanton manner. Smoke grinned and rubbed his mouth over my lips, gentling me, somehow calming me despite the fact that the sexiest guy in the world was kissing me in the middle of a dingy basement. I’d never had a man turn me on like that and I was almost helpless against him, unable to think past the way he was making me feel.


  “Knew you were meant for me,” he whispered against my skin. “Knew it the second I saw you that it would be amazing between us. But I had no idea how fucking good you would feel, how well you’d respond for me.” His breath came out in a low rush. “Unfortunately, this is not the time or the place, but there is no fucking way I’m not getting a taste.”


  When his tongue brushed over my lips I opened for him and he grasped my breasts with both hands then squeezed gently. I moaned into his mouth and arched into his touch. It almost felt like he was touching my needy pussy when he handled my breasts like that.


  “Baby,” he groaned. “You taste like sugar. Can’t wait to have your pussy melting on my tongue.”


  My pelvis bucked up seemingly of its own accord while he continued to massage my breasts, slowly working his fingers to the tips. It felt so sinfully, deliciously, exquisitely pleasurable that he tore me apart. I was making incoherent pleas against his lips, begging him for more, letting him know how much this was turning me on. He responded by kissing me harder and when he pinched both of my nipples at the same time I cried out into his mouth. The low, growling noise he made in return had to be the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard and my arousal was so abundant that the cloth of my panties slid over my swollen sex.


  “God, Smoke, don’t stop. That feels so good. I want more.”


  “More of what, baby?”


  I didn’t like the smug, teasing tone of his voice so I leaned forward, licking his lips and enjoying their flavor before I pulled back and said, “More of this. More of you. I love the way you taste and how you make me feel.”


  A hard shudder went through him and he froze. “And how do I make you feel?”


  “Like I’m going to die if you don’t make me come. Please. My pussy hurts.”


  He abruptly broke our kiss, but cupped my breasts and rubbed his thumbs over my sensitive nipples. “Fuck me, a dirty talking virgin with a body built for sin. Swan, what are you doing to me? I know this isn’t the fucking time or place, but damn, babe, I can’t keep my hands off of you. You’ve fucking enchanted me or some shit.”


  I blinked at him, trying to think past what he was doing to my body, but it was hard. I shivered with need, my muscles tensing to the point of shaking. He frowned a little bit and released my breasts. “You okay, baby?”


  “I want to come,” I whispered, totally embarrassed but certain I was going to die of a stroke if he didn’t finish me off.


  I’ve wanted to feel something like this my whole life, to be swept away by a man, to lose myself in him. It was amazing and I craved more. I didn’t care who he was, or where we were, I just wanted him to make this terrible tension in my body go away. Everything, the kidnapping, my sister’s weird phone call, waking up in a basement out of a horror movie, all ceased to matter; my libido was firmly running the show. I reveled in the ability to lose myself in my body, in the amazing sensations flowing through me.


  He licked his lips. “I’ll take care of you without taking care of myself, got me? But not here. Last thing I need is for one of my brothers to walk in here when my tongue’s buried in your pussy. They might get the wrong idea about sharin’, and there ain’t no fucking way on earth anyone gets near this pussy except me.”


  Suddenly embarrassed by the fact that someone could walk in on us, I looked away from him, trying to resist the urge to stare at his dick some more. “Okay. Um, where am I going? Do I get to go home?”


  “Sorry, Swan, but I really don’t know. You’re in a real fucked up situation, but I’m going to do my best to get you out of it.”


  I blinked up at Smoke, trying to fight off tears. I was so wound up that my emotions felt raw, exposed. The fear that I’d managed to keep at bay so far was trying to return and I needed to distract myself. As far as distractions went, Smoke was a pretty good one.


  “Why are you helping me?”


  “Because the president wants me to.”


  “Great,” I said with a weak smile, wondering who the hell the president was.


  “And because I want to.”


  I liked that answer better.


  Smoke pulled out a key for the handcuffs and leaned over. While he undid them he said in a low voice, “I want you to know that I’ll still take care of you regardless of what does or does not happen between us. It’s my guys’ fault that you’re here, and I’ll deal with them, but I gotta be honest, babe, you’re up shit creek without a paddle right now, and you didn’t do a damn thing wrong. The situation sucks, but that’s the way it is.”


  I rubbed my wrists, scowling at the red marks. “You say that like this is the first time. It’s not. The first time my sister screwed me over was when I was fourteen and learned about her. In a misguided bonding effort my dad sent us both to the same camp for a few weeks in the summer where Sarah made my life hell by pretending to be me. Called people names, wrote swear words on walls, started fights, made out with boys and girls then lied about it so well that I was always getting in trouble for her. My sister is a psycho.”


  Smoke shook his head, grinning. “She is, but she has a good heart underneath all that. Sarah’s just had more shit to deal with than most people.”


  I stared at him, then frowned. “Bad shit happens to people all the time and they rise above it. They strive to become something more than the sum of those mistakes. That’s the difference between the strong and the weak.”


  For a long moment he stared at me, his face unreadable. I thought I caught flashes of anger, hope, lust—lots of lust—then some intense emotion that eventually softened his expression in a way that made me flush. Even his mouth softened, and when he slowly licked his lower lip I had to bite back a whimper. The look in his sable velvet eyes was intimate and I found myself relaxing enough that my heart stopped racing.


  “You’ve got an old soul, baby.” He rubbed my wrists then softly kissed each one, and I sighed at his gentle touch. “Come on, Swan, you gotta meet the president.”


  Unable to help my inner bitch, I glanced up at him. “Of the United States?”


  He grinned. “Nope. His name is Beach and he’s president of the Iron Horse Motorcycle Club. Your relative took off with four hundred thousand dollars of the club’s money and a bunch of other shit that did not belong to her. She’s also endangered the president’s old lady and that shit does not fly.”


  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  


  I don’t know what I expected of the club president, but a really good looking man in his late thirties, clad in a white t-shirt and black leather vest that was loaded with patches, and my sister’s name tattooed on his neck wasn’t it. He had nice, thick light brown hair with a little bit of gray. On most guys the gray would have made him look old, but on this man it just added to his air of authority in some way. He had the deepest blue eyes with dark tanned skin complimented by his very lean, nicely muscled body. I had to admit, he was hot in a suave ‘James Bond’ way even in the biker thug clothing. Something about him was still ... like he was waiting to pounce. As I followed Smoke into the room, the guy who had to be the president did a double take and the coldness in his gaze faded, making him appear human instead of scary.


  The man whose name was evidently Beach—it said so on his vest along with a patch with the word ‘President’ on it in big letters—said in a deep, raspy voice, “Damn. I’ve seen pictures of you, Swan, but actually seeing you. Damn. You look so much like your sister.”


  I blinked at him, taken aback by the genuine emotional pain on this man’s face. “So, you know I’m not Sarah?”


  “Of course.” Beach’s gaze raked me again and some of the sorrow bled away, replaced by humor. “Sarah would have been trying to kick my ass by now. You have more self-restraint.”


  I didn’t say anything, but I couldn’t help but think of how true that statement was. In normal situations, I’m very hard to shake, a result of my dad’s stress training. When your own father has held a gun to your head and screamed that he was going to blow it off—even if he never would because he was just trying to train you to survive a hostage situation—it was stressful. My father would rather have his legs cut off than hurt me, but he’d done his best to make sure I’d survive, no matter what.


  I grew annoyed. “Can someone please tell me what the fuck is going on? And what kind of name is Beach, anyway?”


  Smoke made a pained sound.


  It was only my sister and my mother that could rile the inner bitch sleeping in my soul. With them I was like a sarcastic phoenix rising, biting in my anger and, in general, a raging bitch. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to let this guy know exactly what was on my mind about this bullshit situation, so I shrugged.


  Instead of being pissed, Beach just laughed. “You sound more like your sister every minute.”


  Smoke moved to stand next to me, somehow managing to hover over me without getting too close. “You find out who took her?”


  “Los Diablos.”


  Smoke sucked in a quick breath, then roared, “What? Those raping, slave-selling, motherfuckers had her? They almost fucking got away with her? People are gonna die, and they’re gonna die slowly.”


  I swear the entire world paused for a moment as complete silence filled the room. There was an odd electricity building around Smoke as he stared at Beach. His whole body, his whole everything seemed to shut down for a moment and I wanted to poke him to see if he was still alive. Before I could touch him he stomped across the room and picked up a wooden chair before he began to slam it onto the floor until it shattered and I let out a little yelp.


  Smoke stomped the remains of the poor chair into toothpicks as he shouted, “Los Diablos? They dared to touch my girl? They fucking dared? I’m going to cut their fucking fingers off and shove them up their ass while I put their dicks in a blender and make ’em fucking drink it.”


  My stomach clenched and I wrapped my arms around myself, not liking this outburst of anger, at all.


  A couple more guys in leather vests came into the room, but Beach waved them away while Smoke proceeded to destroy shit while speaking in super-fast Spanish that I couldn’t understand.


  Beach gave me a grim, but oddly reassuring look, then turned back to face Smoke. “They were gonna sell her to the Russians.”


  “They what?” Smoke roared as his temper exploded again.


  I watched, rather impressed even as I tried to stay perfectly still, while Smoke began to rant and rave, his knowledge of swear words and curses vast and interesting. He swore in a mixture of Spanish and English so I had to try and translate his words while keeping up with his switches back to English. I’d learned rudimentary Spanish as part of my home schooling and had grown up in an area of Texas where Spanish was just part of the culture. I also knew Italian, thanks to my step-mom. Once again, my father’s obsessive need to make me strong surfaced in the form of being multi-lingual, yet never leaving my parents’ side until I forced myself to go live in the real world.


  Still rampaging, Smoke picked up another chair and threw it out one of the windows, which shattered in a loud crash of broken glass. This time I did let out a little scream. I took a big step back, his anger bringing back unwelcome memories of my father throwing fits. My dad spent some time in some fucked up places while he was part of the Special Forces, and it had messed with his mind. My dad’s temper was legendary, and while he never hurt me, he did scare the fuck out of me.


  In the middle of kicking a hole in the wall Smoke looked up at me, and whatever he saw in my face froze him. A flash of anguish passed through his eyes, and when he took a step toward me, I took an involuntary step back. He froze and closed his eyes raising his hands with his palms up. “Am I scaring you, babe?”


  Duh.


  “A little bit,” I whispered.


  Smoke calmed down enough to take a deep breath, then slowly let it out. The tension drained from him in an unusually swift manner and I could see his pulse slow as I watched him.


  “Babe,” he murmured in his deep voice with his eyes still closed, “didn’t mean to scare you, but the thought of what they would do to you if … just trust me, it wouldn’t be good. I won’t let that happen, you hear me? No one is going to touch you while I have a breath left in my body. I will fucking slaughter them if they so much as look at you.”


  When he finally opened his dark eyes, they were no longer filled with murder. Hell, they weren’t filled with anything. His eyes were blank in a way that screamed ‘serial killer’ and I wondered why it made me wet. I liked it when he went cold and deadly like this, so much that I made a soft noise, drawing his attention to me. He’d shown me that he wouldn’t hurt me by calming himself down like that. I’ve never seen someone control their rage so effectively. Not only had he taken his anger out on inanimate objects on the other side of the room, when he noticed my fear, he instantly calmed down in order to comfort me. I didn’t know if I could trust him, but I did know he wouldn’t harm me. This knowledge relaxed me and made me feel brave, like a woman approaching a lion without a chair or whip. I didn’t like Smoke thinking about murder so I decided to distract him.


  “Hey now,” I muttered and kicked at his leg. He gave me a look like I’d lost my mind, “I’m not ‘the bitch’. I may be a bitch but I’m not the bitch. And don’t try to lie, I heard you call me that while you were having your anger management issues. I can translate Spanish swear words and some Puerto Rican.”


  I swear the temperature in the room rose ten degrees. In a hot flash, life returned to his gaze and he slowly smiled at me then said in Spanish, “My apologies, beautiful girl.”


  “You’re very bold,” I replied back in badly accented Spanish that was kind of sort of right, maybe, then switched back to English. “And to be honest, you can be a scary prick. You need to work on your people skills.”


  Before Smoke could figure out if he wanted to kill me or laugh, the man with my sister’s name on his neck chuckled and shook his head at us. Poor guy. Having her name there was like carrying the mark of Satan. The intimidating man leaned over his desk and held out his hand. “Name’s Beach.”


  I shook his hand touching him as little as possible and trying to not be obvious about attempting to wipe away the creepy crawly sensation I got in my fingers from touching him. “Nice to meet you, uh, Beach?”


  He sat back in his chair and watched me. “You know where Sarah is?”


  “Fuck no. If I find that bitch I’m going to rip her ovaries out and strangle her with them.”


  Smoke groaned from behind me, but the president guy grinned. “You know, I didn’t believe her when she told me about you, but she was right. You swear more than she does. She’s kind of in awe at how when you’re mad you sound like a drunken soldier.”


  I couldn’t help but laugh and the knot of worry I carried for Sarah strengthened in my chest. “That’s probably the nicest thing she’s ever said about me.”


  The president sat down at his desk, bringing his face even with mine. “You know where she’s at, Swan?”


  I adamantly shook my head. “She called me last night, or was it tonight, sounding upset.”


  The president tensed. “Did she say what was wrong? Was she in pain?”


  “Like I said, she sounded upset, but not, like, hurt or anything. She did ask me to meet her for drinks after I got off my shift.” I darted a glance over at Smoke who was watching us with a slightly troubled expression. “Except, instead of my sister waiting for me in the parking lot, it was a bunch of big dudes who knocked me out before I could explain to them that they had the wrong fucking chick. You guys really suck at kidnapping.”


  Smoke gave me a dirty look before he said, “Swan snuck out the side entrance. Vance was dealing with a drunken asshole in the parking lot that tried to touch our bikes. By the time we noticed she’d gone, she was already on her way to where those fuckers were waiting for her.”


  The president sighed and sat forward, making me look away from Smoke and back to him. The laughter fell from his face and a chill raced down my spine as I got a glimpse of just how scary this man could be. Maybe he was the perfect psycho match for my sister. “I need to find Sarah, Swan. I will do anything I have to in order to make that happen. She’s in trouble, big trouble, but I can’t help her if I can’t find her. Los Diablos are a Mexican gang who’d love to get their hands on either you or your sister.”


  “Of course.” I took a step back, relieved when he let go of my face. “I have no idea where she is. Have you talked to my mom?”


  His eyelid twitched. “Can’t find her either.”


  I frowned at him. “That’s not a good sign.”


  “No, it isn’t.” His voice was so calm, almost a purr, but it was deadly. Beach was really, really pissed off and I swallowed hard. Okay, so evidently my body found it hot in a totally disturbing way when Smoke was angry, but not Beach. Good to know. Hopefully my newly found nympho tendencies would remain focused on my Spanish god.


  Trying to resist the urge to fidget beneath his dark stare, I licked my lips. “Well, I’ll do whatever I can to help you.”


  “Good, so you’ll have no problem staying with me until your sister is found.”


  “What?”


  “You’ll be safe at my house. I just want you nearby in case Sarah tries to contact you.”


  Panicked at the thought of staying with the scary man, I looked over at Smoke. “Um, I’m staying with him. With Smoke.”


  I gave Smoke a pleading look and his gaze darkened before he grinned and took his cap off, rubbing his fingers through his longish curly black hair. To prove that once again my libido had ill timing, all I could think about was running my fingers through his hair. Stroking the curls while he did … things to me. Delicious things. Naughty things.


  Smoke lifted his eyes to Beach and they went cold and intense. “She’s staying with me.”


  Eager to make the point, I went across the room to Smoke’s side and grabbed his arm, clinging to it. The president merely nodded, a thoughtful look on his face. “Might be better for you to stay over there, away from the club bullshit. Your sister made a lot of friends, but also some enemies and you look too much like her. But your tits are smaller.”


  Without thinking I looked up at Smoke and said, “Ha! See, I told you people would notice. Duh. I do not have tits big enough to use them as flotation devices. Mine move, thank you very much. And my hair! I mean—hello—Sarah rocks the cute bob, but I haven’t cut my hair in eleven years other than trims. This is not a weave.”


  Smoke put his hand over my mouth and got me in some kind of almost-choke hold as he walked us to the door together. “I’m going to take her back to her place to pack up some shit. We’ll leave tomorrow morning.”


  “You do that,” the president said as he casually took out a rather big handgun with a silencer on it from his lower back. “I got some trash to take care of. Don’t worry, sweetheart, those assholes will never bother you again.”


  Totally freaked out by the clear signal Beach was sending me, and now positive the president and my psycho sister deserved each other, I followed Smoke out the door and down a grungy hallway. This whole building had an abandoned, creepy feel made me want to wash myself, like I could get cooties from touching any surface. I kept quiet the whole time, following behind Smoke close enough that I felt like his shadow. When we made it out a set of thick steel doors that opened up to the moonlight outdoors we both let out a soft sigh.


  Smoke led me over to a big, low slung, black bike with blue accents done to look like flames in a very cool, old school way, with lots of shiny chrome. A guy stood over to the side with what I was pretty sure was an Uzi. Ignoring the guy scanning the area, I focused on Smoke as he led me to his motorcycle. It was a really cool bike, all shiny and stuff, but I could give a shit what it looked like as long as it got us out of here. A sudden almost animalistic urge to hit the road filled me and I eagerly put on the helmet Smoke offered me. He mounted the motorcycle and hauled me up behind him.


  “Wrap your arms around me, baby girl, and hold on tight.”


  Thank god it was summer, because the wind was chilly against my bare legs as we started moving. In an effort to warm myself, I did what he told me to and put my arms around Smoke and marveled at how solid he was. He was so ripped that even his ribs had thick muscles. My fingers decided to go for a stroll over his abdominals and I could feel the vibration of his groan move through his body and into mine. I’d never been in a situation like this with a man before, a time where I actually craved the feel of his skin. Without asking, I slipped my fingers beneath the hem of his shirt and slowly scratched my nails over his abs. He moved against my hand like a big cat seeking attention and I obliged him, my pussy swollen and throbbing, pressed against his tight ass. The softness of his t-shirt against my hands, the warmth of his skin, and how fucking ripped he was turned me on something fierce.


  What can I say? I like strong men. Seeing a guy who can take care of himself just does it for me. I like men who can keep up with me. Out in the real world that’s hard to find. Most guys don’t consider going for twenty mile hikes with a heavy pack and a gun fun, but there is no way I could date a prepper. No fucking way. Never again. Never ever, ever. Which probably made the mysterious Smoke all that more attractive to me. Smoke was wild, raw. Visceral. He moved in a different world than the one I’d grown up in. I’ve never been much of an adrenaline junkie—getting drunk and watching chick flicks with my friends in the safety of my house is about as wild as I get—but riding on the back of Smoke’s big bike made my blood sing.


  For this moment, I thought I understood why my bitch-ass sister was attracted to dangerous men. I wondered if she’d met Beach before or after she’d been in Playboy’s special skanks on motorcycles edition. Sarah’s taste in men sucked so maybe I didn’t quite understand. The president was a very daunting man and I did not want to have to deal with him again if I didn’t have to. I might be pretty clueless about this criminal world I found myself in, but I was pretty sure you didn’t get to be the president of any kind of biker empire without breaking a few skulls. Just the kind of guy who was my sister’s personal addiction: criminal. She loved her law-breaking bad boys and had been dodging the cops with one low life after another since she started dating.


  Bitch was crazy, but I couldn’t help but worry about her. She was my sister. It was hard for people without siblings to understand how that bond could make her forgive Sarah for some of the terrible shit she’d done, but we have a connection that was soul deep. And Sarah had been doing better and seemed really happy the last time we’d seen each other. Sarah had even confessed that she was drug-free for the first time since she was thirteen, and our mother smoked a joint with her.


  Ahhh, white trash parenting at its finest.


  Apprehension chased away my arousal a bit and I eased up on my petting. His cock was like an iron bar against my arm where I had my body wrapped around his. While I’ve never had full on sex, I’ve watched enough porn to know Smoke was well endowed, and I questioned the wisdom of having my first time be with a dude who was packing such a big dick. Then again, I’ve never actually wanted anyone’s dick inside of me before, so who the hell knows? All I’m sure of is this attraction between us is irrational, at least on my part, and I need to get myself under control.


  I had to find out where my life stood, if I was a captive, or if I could just go in a day or two. Surely they’d find my sister soon. Just when I think she’s sunk to her lowest, just when I think I’ve lived through the most outrageous shit I’ve ever seen because of her, she tops herself. Makes me want to give her the slow golf clap of awe for her ability to destroy everything around her.


  


  


  Chapter 5


  


  


  I slumped against Smoke, utterly spent by the time we arrived at my house and pulled up around back, out of view of the street. It was really, really late and I wondered when I’d get a chance to sleep. Smoke, ever the psycho biker gentleman, helped me stand and removed my helmet before leading me with unerring accuracy to my tiny house. The windows and doors were barred, just part of life in the area of Houston that I lived in. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t the best. I watched, bemused, as Smoke produced a key to my house beneath the bright glare of my motion detector light and let us in. Then he entered my code into my security system, leaving me staring at him.


  My sleep deprived brain managed to put out one word. “How?”


  He tugged me inside and placed our things on the small bleached wood table in my foyer. The interior of my home was all blue and yellow tones, at once soothing and bright. Most of my stuff was second hand, but I loved it because it was mine. I had bought it all with my own money. No one could take it from me. Smoke removed his boots and set them by the door, revealing thick, clean white socks. I found this sexy for some reason and stared at his feet until he wiggled his toes, making me look back up at his eyes.


  Laughter moved through his dark gaze. “Been watching you for awhile now.”


  “Why?”


  He licked his lips. “Can’t talk about it right now, other than to say you are in a world of shit.”


  “Great,” I whispered, drained emotionally and physically. I removed my shoes as well and stared blankly at him. “Um, do we have time for a nap?”


  He slowly nodded. “We do.”


  “Okay, you can have the couch.”


  “No way, babe. We’re gonna sleep in your bed.”


  He reset my alarm system and slid the bolt over my front door. My father had insisted on replacing my old front door with this high-end security door and frame. Wouldn’t he be disappointed to know that while the door worked to keep the bad guys out, his daughter let the super-hot bad boy right in.


  Smoke just stared at me and my body went into total sexual overdrive. “Babe, I’m not gonna touch you. Now, if you wanna snuggle up to me in your sleep, feel free, but you’re exhausted. I may be an asshole, but I’m not that kind of asshole. Got me?”


  “Right.”


  With a sigh he grabbed my hand. “For you, I’m strangely patient. I’m normally not the kind of guy that gives a fuck about anything but instant gratification, scratching an itch. But with you, I’m a patient man. You got nothing to worry about.”


  He took me through my house, pausing in the kitchen to grab two bananas from my fruit bowl before taking us upstairs. As we climbed to my small, gabled bedroom with an attached bath I stared at his back, wondering if he was my banana thief. I swore my bananas were disappearing but I could never prove it. I mean who the hell would break into my house to steal a banana?


  Evidently, this guy would.


  We reached my room and he shrugged off his thick vest, revealing a lower back holster and a black gun that I identified as a Sig Sauer P226. Some children were taught the periodic tables, I was taught about guns and knives. It was a nice weapon and one that was often carried by professionals like the Secret Service and high-end bodyguards. At that thought I wondered if he was my bodyguard.


  “Are you my bodyguard?”


  Smoke looked up and gave me a dazzling smile. I mean the flash of his teeth literally made me go lightheaded and I had the inane urge to giggle. There was such joy in that smile, and I think I put it there. How odd. An über hot guy was smiling because of me.


  “Baby girl, you’re so cute. I won’t let anything happen to you. Now go wash up before bed. You’re fixin’ to pass out, and while I’d love to take care of you and tuck you in, you’re not ready for that yet.”


  “Okay.”


  The thought of Smoke tucking me in was appealing enough that I took a bit of extra time with my bedtime routine, taking a shower and using my exfoliating scrub. Luckily I’d had my bikini line waxed last week along with the rest and everything was smooth. Even if we didn’t do anything in said bikini area, I didn’t want my scratchy legs scraping against his. I wore an oversized t-shirt to bed, so my legs would be bare and I wanted them to be smooth when they stroked over his. As I stepped out and dried my body, I took a quick glance around my miniscule bathroom; I wasn’t even sure it was big enough for someone as large as my unexpected visitor.


  To my disappointment, Smoke was fully dressed and lying on top of my covers. Moving into my small walk-in closet I tugged out a large pink t-shirt that had been washed so often it felt like silk against my skin. When I came back out Smoke was missing from my bed and the bathroom door was shut with the water running.


  “There’s a new toothbrush in the cabinet over the sink,” I shouted, thinking it odd that I was extending guest privileges to a stranger who might be kidnapping me.


  In the darkness, I lay down on my side of the bed and pulled the covers up around me, inhaling the scent of my fabric softener and letting out a shuddering sigh. I’m not sure if it was a reaction from whatever they’d drugged me with or what, but I was feeling very vulnerable. I tried to fight my tears, using all my different mental tricks to bring my emotions under control, but none of them were working. By the time Smoke came back out, still fully dressed, I was sobbing.


  He made a soothing noise and crawled up onto my bed before spooning me.


  “Baby girl,” he whispered. “I got you.”


  The scent of my soap on his skin was somehow comforting as he tucked me into him. I loved the heat of his body against mine, even if it was through my thick comforter and sheets. He slung a leg over my hip and his erection pressed against my ass, yet he only cuddled me close. Lovely, mind-numbing warmth filled me while I struggled to get a good breath. Damn, I’d never had anyone other than Mimi, my step-mom, hold me like this while I cried and I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. I struggled to draw a breath, having entered that lovely chest-heaving, breath-hitching stage of crying.


  He arranged my damp hair above my head and whispered, “Breathe with me.”


  Obeying him without thought, I let myself get drawn into the rhythm of his breathing and into the movements of his solid chest against my back. The firm muscles of his arm flexed beneath my cheek while he arranged us to his liking. Within minutes I’d calmed enough that the tears had stopped, and I was completely lost in him as I gave out little involuntary, shuddering sighs.


  “Love how you feel against me,” he whispered against the top of my head in a thick, sleepy voice. “Never felt anything as fine in my life.”


  I murmured agreement and gratefully sank into my dreams, safely cradled in the arms of a man whose real name I didn’t even know.


  


  When I woke the next morning I was alone in my bed, and for one brief moment, I thought maybe it had been a dream. After all, that happened to people on TV all the time, surely there had to be some basis for it in real life. Then I turned my head and sniffed the pillow Smoke had been sleeping on, drawing in his scent. Okay, so all that craziness had really happened to me, but somehow I wasn’t all that alarmed as Smoke’s musky aroma of engine oil, his cologne, and an unidentifiable scent I could only describe as him surrounded me.


  I took care of business and dressed in a pair of worn jean shorts that reached mid-thigh, a white tank top, and a blue cotton button up shirt over it. I had no idea what the day had in store, but I wanted to be prepared. Part of me wondered if I should call my dad, but if I did, he was apt to pack up the arsenal and come after me.


  For real.


  With that fun thought in mind, I made my way down my creaky stairs, following the sound of movement in my kitchen. The sight of Smoke in my cramped galley kitchen made me grin. My home wasn’t big, and Smoke was, so he almost looked like a giant in the tight space. Instead of appearing silly, seeing him pulling two plates out of my cabinet only made him seem more masculine to me.


  I tried to control my hormones as I said in as casual of a tone as possible, “Morning.”


  Smoke looked up, his dark gaze brightening to a deep chocolate at the sight of me. “Mornin’, babe. I’m makin’ breakfast. Have a seat.”


  I obediently sat at my round Formica table and traced my fingers over the faded, pale gold surface. “So, what are the plans today?”


  “We’re gonna pack up what you need and have it shipped back to Austin.”


  “Why shipped?”


  He grinned at me. “Can’t exactly fit it on my bike. We’ll take your car to the post office.”


  “You mean my car that’s back at the club.”


  “I mean your car that’s parked out front.”


  Frowning at him, I went over to the window and peeked out. Sure enough, there sat my car in all of her faded glory. “How?”


  “One of my boys brought it over. He said the brakes were worn so we replaced them for you and gave it a tune up.


  “Wow, that was nice of you.” I chewed my lip and tried to figure out what I could cut out of my budget to afford it. “Let me know how much it was and I’ll write you a check to pay you back.”


  “Pay me back?”


  Smoke sounded completely offended and I looked up to find him staring hard at me. Okay, I had no idea why he was angry and I tried to diffuse the situation. “Yes. I was raised to always pay my debts.”


  I hoped he didn’t hear the faint tremble of fear in my voice, but he seemed to zero in on it. “Am I scaring you, baby?”


  Fidgeting, I nodded. “A little bit.”


  “’Cause I got pissed off?”


  I nodded.


  In the silence of my small kitchen all I could hear was our breathing and a faint hum from my old refrigerator. Unease grew inside of me until I was a heartbeat from fleeing to my bedroom. Social anxiety completely sucked, and I fucking hated being so uncomfortable talking to people I didn’t know. And with Smoke I was in completely uncharted territory. I didn’t understand him at all, yet I felt a crazy strong connection between us that made me yearn for his touch.


  Finally Smoke said, “Someone get mad around you a lot when you were a kid? Your dad have a temper?”


  I snorted at Smoke’s understatement of the year. “You could say that.”


  “And when I get angry it reminds you of him?”


  Frowning, I twirled a strand of my hair around my finger. “I don’t know if you remind me of him as much as the fact that you can be a big, scary guy when you want.”


  “I never want to frighten you; the idea makes me sick,” he said in a soft voice. “You gotta let me know when I do, okay? The thought of you fearing me? I hate it. Got it?”


  “Got it.” I took a deep breath as the tension between us eased. “Thanks for … dealing with me last night. I’m not usually so weepy.”


  He smiled at me and my belly fluttered. “Babe, you don’t have to thank me for shit like that. It’s my pleasure to take care of you. Anytime you need a hug I want you to know you can come to me. Anything you ever need, I want to be the one to give it to you.”


  Hoping my blush wasn’t too noticeable, I returned his smile before looking away from his intense gaze. This guy, I didn’t know what to do with him or how to react while I was around him. My body, however, knew exactly what it wanted, and that was Smoke inside of me, bending me over my clean kitchen counter and taking my virginity while I clutched at the faded tile of my countertop. Just the thought made my pussy contract and I swallowed hard. Smoke turned back to fixing breakfast while I took another second to eye-fuck his magnificent body before I got up to help him get stuff ready.


  I went into the kitchen, moving past him in the tight space to grab two glasses from the cupboard. I’ve never been the kind of person who was comfortable with not helping. It made me feel good, needed even, to please others. I’m sure a psychologist would have a field day with it, but as far as personality quirks go, it wasn’t that bad. I was driven to please people in positions of authority, it was just part of who I am, and with Smoke, that need to make him happy was out in full force.


  After filling both glasses with orange juice I turned to move past Smoke who’d fried up some scrambled eggs and sausage, but he stuck an arm out, blocking my way. Turning the burner off, he then faced me and cupped my chin. I looked up at him, my hands full of the glasses of orange juice while he examined me. Whatever he saw must have pleased him because he gave me that small, unbearably sexy curve of his lips that made me melt inside.


  “Thought I must have been imagining how stunning you are, but look at you. No makeup, the morning after a rough night, and you look as fresh as spring rain.”


  I flushed hard, then looked away, too tongue-tied to even begin to know what to say to that unexpectedly beautiful compliment.


  Instead of being offended by my lack of response, Smoke chuckled and I turned my head so I could glare at him. “Excuse me.” With an exaggerated move he got out of my way.


  We actually had a rather normal breakfast, talking about the areas where we’d grown up and neutral things like the weather and favorite sports teams. He’d been raised in an exclusive suburb outside of Miami and did a stint in the Marines before moving to Austin nine years ago. Smoke was happy to discover I actually liked football and we talked trade prospects while we cleaned up from breakfast. Once the last dish was dried and put away, I sighed and turned to fully face him in the small area next to my white tiled counter.


  “I guess I should start packing up. Any idea how long I’ll be gone?”


  “I’ve already paid the next six months mortgage on this place.”


  “You did what?”


  He shrugged and put the plates away, ignoring my shock. “Don’t want you losing your home ‘cause of this bullshit. It’s no big deal, Swan.”


  I did a quick calculation of my bank account and realized it would leave me five dollars to my name. “I’ll pay you back right now. Let’s go to my bank. This and the car? It’s too much.”


  “No.”


  His stern tone brooked no argument and I silently fumed at him. I’d write him a check and stick it in his pocket or something. What really irritated me was how smug he looked, how satisfied with himself. Jerk.


  Giving me an arrogant smile, he fished out his cell phone. “You got boxes to pack your shit in?”


  Thrown by the change of subject, I blinked. “Yeah.”


  “What about a backpack?”


  “Yep.”


  “Take what you’ll need for tonight in your backpack, then box up the rest. Don’t bring a lot of clothes. I’ll be buying you new ones. And do not bring your gun. It’s registered to you. I’ll have one of my guys come and secure it for you.”


  “Excuse me?”


  He scrolled through his text messages, clearly dismissing me. “Go pack.”


  “You can’t just order me around. And how did you know I have a gun?”


  He glanced up and me, his expression now closed down. Whatever he’d read in his messages didn’t make him happy. The teasing was entirely gone from his gaze. “I need you to go, as fast as possible, and pack your bag.”


  My heart stuttered, then began to race at the clear menace in his tone. “What’s going on?”


  “A Los Diablos member was spotted driving past your house. We need to get the fuck out. Now.”


  I didn’t wait around, instead sprinting upstairs and grabbing my pack from where it hung on the railing. Like any good prepper I had my bug-out bag ready with my three days’ worth of survival gear, but that wouldn’t quite work for this situation. I stood there for a moment in my small room, trying to figure out what I would need. Dumping my workout gear onto the bed, I quickly moved to my dresser and started shoving underwear, clothes, and my cosmetics from the top of my dresser into my bag along with my lotion and hairbrush. I gave the room a quick scan, my gaze coming to rest on my computer. There wasn’t anything on there that could get me in trouble, just two years’ worth of homework and a whole bunch of porn sites in my history, so I decided against destroying it. I grabbed the bare necessities from my bathroom before shoving my purse into the backpack and zipping it up. Feeling time running out, I sprinted down the stairs and found Smoke peeking out the front window while talking on his phone.


  At the sight of me with my pack he ended the call and handed me the black helmet and a pair of sunglasses that were almost like goggles. “Put these on.”


  I fumbled with the straps and followed him as he set the alarm then took us out the back door, locking up after us. I really needed to try and keep my head on around him, because I kept forgetting to ask him important things like how the fuck he had a key to my house. Smoke slipped on a pair of sunglasses similar to mine; of course, he looked incredibly sexy in them.


  The black leather vest he wore gleamed softly in the morning light, and I examined the image on the back. At the top, in curved white letters, it said ‘Iron Horse’ then there was some kind of cool stylized white horse head with a mane that looked like flames. Beneath that were the words Austin, TX, and there was a small ‘MC’ next to the figure of the horse. I glanced around my quiet neighborhood, not seeing much activity at six-thirty in the morning beyond the sound of an occasional car driving down a nearby street.


  We got onto his motorcycle without incident, pulling away from my little house in the rundown neighborhood I called home.


  Soon, we were on the freeway heading west on I-10 and I shifted behind Smoke; my ass was getting numb. I’d never ridden a motorcycle before, let alone for two long trips in one day. I knew he was taking me back to Austin with him and I tried not to worry about it, instead focusing on the world around me.


  This early in the morning, there were lots of people in suits driving their cars to what I assumed was their job. I found it interesting how they reacted to the sight of hot as fuck Smoke tooling down the freeway on his badass bike with me on the back. Some people stared with open longing, their envy almost comical as they watched Smoke and I ride past. I couldn’t blame them. Instead of being on my way to some cubicle where I’d rot like a forgotten potato in the pantry like they probably were, I had my thighs wrapped around a world-class male ass and my hands pressed to his impressive abdominal muscles. There was nothing soft about Smoke, and I loved to gently squeeze and stroke his rock-solid body. Other people we passed looked like they were checking the locks on their doors, as if we’d stop at any moment to try and steal their smartphone.


  Smoke abruptly took an exit while we were still east of Austin and I sat up straighter as I looked around at the town; it was just like every other commercial area around the freeway in this region of Texas and I arched into Smoke, stretching my back out. He drove us down a few roads until we turned off the main two-lane drive and onto a smaller secondary road. Within minutes we were riding through an orchard of some kind; the shade felt nice on my skin. The trees were filled with almost-ripe citrus fruit of some kind, and I marveled at how well kept and orderly it all was.


  Slowing the big motorcycle, Smoke pulled up to a cute looking light blue farmhouse with a deep sapphire blue steel roof. A white wrap-around porch with a set of rocking chairs and a small table made up an almost picture perfect look at farm life. The owner obviously took care of it and I found myself charmed by the idyllic setting. It made the burly, barrel chested man in his late thirties with a long blond beard that was braided into a point, and tattoos to spare all the more startling. He looked like someone you’d see in a prison movie, not the owner of this lovely place.


  “Smoke, good to see you.” He gave me an inquiring look. “Who’s this?”


  I blushed when I realized I still had the helmet and sunglasses on, and when I took them off, the man did a double take. “Sarah?”


  “No, I’m her sister, Swan.”


  “Twins,” Smoke said in a low voice.


  “Fuck me,” the blond man said as he gave me a slow once over, his gaze lingering on my breasts and legs. “Fuck me. Identical twins.”


  “Keep your goddamn eyes to yourself.” Smoke smacked the man on the back of the head. “This ain’t a social call. You got my stuff?”


  “Yep.” Rubbing the back of his neck, the blond man winked at me. “Go on inside the house and help yourself to some coffee. I think there’s still some cinnamon rolls left.”


  I looked to Smoke for confirmation, which seemed to please him. “Go on, babe. We’ll be there in a minute.”


  With a shrug I set my helmet down and made my way into the house. The inside of the home matched the outside with a charming country decor, but the half-naked brunette doing dishes in the kitchen threw me for a loop. Actually, she was mostly naked except for a sparkly blue thong. Now, because of my job I’d been around nude women a lot, probably seen more vagina than your average man, but the sight of an almost naked woman doing the dishes just struck me as wrong. When she turned, I noticed a thick chain around her slender neck with a padlock on it. The long chain connected to a bolt in the floor, tethering her to the radius of the kitchen.


  What. The. Fuck.


  She startled at the sight of me, pulling the kitchen towel she’d been using over her breasts. “Holy shit.”


  I held my hands up and no doubt blushed as she attempted to hide her body behind the towel.


  “I’m sorry. The guy outside said to come in and have coffee. He didn’t tell me anyone was in here.” Turning my back, I shifted uncomfortably. “I’ll just go wait outside.”


  “No, hold on. If Master told you to come inside and have coffee then please do. Can I get you some cinnamon rolls?”


  When I turned back I thought she would have put on a shirt or something, but now she puttered around the kitchen like it was perfectly normal. “Master?”


  “Yes, my Owner. The sinfully handsome blond man.”


  “Owner?” I blinked at her, my gaze going to the heavy padlock again and the chain making sure she couldn’t move very far. “Are you okay? Do you need help? I can get you out of here.”


  The woman laughed, a bright and happy sound that helped to ease my tension. “No, no, it’s nothing like that. I take it you aren’t familiar with BDSM?”


  “Uh, kind of.”


  Well, I certainly enjoyed reading about it, and I watched a great deal of BDSM porn. What can I say? It works for me, but I’d never experienced it or knew anyone who had. Oh, there was a stripper at work who claimed to be a Dominatrix, but I think she just played that role to get more money out of men. Some guys just loved being treated like shit and she made a good living being a bitch to them, so more power to her.


  The woman gave me a beatific, almost peaceful smile. “Well, Cups, the blond man outside, is my Master and I’m his willing slave.”


  Unable to keep from staring at her, no longer perturbed by her nakedness as she served me coffee, I shook my head. “Why would you want to be his slave? That doesn’t sound like much fun.”


  She grinned and sipped her coffee, “It’s probably not what you’re thinking. He never abuses me, ever. I can’t say he doesn’t hurt me because those spankings of his hurt something fierce, but it’s always with my consent because giving up control gets me off just like being in control gets him off.” Her blue eyes went distant as she toyed with the handle of her coffee mug. “In being his slave I find myself feeling truly liberated and alive. He takes care of me, all of me, and I’m happiest when I spend my time loving him and enjoying life. I get to do whatever I want, pursue whatever hobby I wish, sleep all day, anything—all because I have a strong Master who is as devoted to me as I am to him. He keeps me safe, utterly spoils me, and I never know a moment of fear. For me, that is heaven.”


  Closing my open mouth, I licked my dry lips. “Wow.”


  She giggled. “So who are you here with?”


  “Smoke.”


  Her gaze brightened. “Oh, girl. Is he as good as I think he is in bed?”


  A blush heated my cheeks. “I wouldn’t know.”


  Her eyebrows flew up. “I thought you were here with him.”


  “I ... that is, it’s complicated.”


  “Club business,” she said with a final note to her voice that brokered no argument. “Understood. So, are you from this area?”


  By the time the men arrived the woman, Erica, and I were chatting like old friends. I’d learned in addition to being Cups’ slave, she was also his old lady. I wasn’t sure exactly what it meant, but she seemed to be rather proud of the fact so I smiled and congratulated her. There wasn’t a wedding ring on her finger and I wondered at just how committed Cups was to this vibrant woman, but held my tongue.


  Smoke’s voice bellowed through the kitchen when he caught sight of me and Erica talking. “What the fuck?”


  Moving up from behind him, Cups looked at Smoke with a questioning expression. “What?”


  “Why the fuck is Erica naked?”


  “What? Erica’s always naked when you come to visit with one of your girls. You’ve never bitched about it before.”


  My stomach soured at that statement and when Smoke said, “Swan’s not like those women.”


  I got heartburn, like my heart was actually burning with pain in my chest. So, I was just one in a long line of skanks having breakfast with a naked Erica. But I wasn’t one of those women, which made it even worse. I wasn’t even a casual fuck to him, or whatever the hell they were.


  Erica, meanwhile, had moved to kneel next to Cups’ feet. He placed a gentle hand on her head and stroked her hair, reminding me of the way one would absently touch a pet, an unconscious need to comfort his woman. “Stop freaking out. Swan doesn’t seem too upset. Maybe she wants to play with Erica for us. You got her trained yet?”


  “Trained?” I said in a low voice. “What the fuck does he mean, trained?”


  To my surprise Smoke took a step forward, rage contorting his face as he glared at Cups. I sensed things were about to go very, very bad. Without thought I stood up and placed myself between them. Smoke didn’t even look at me, trying instead to step around me to get to Cups. I shoved my hands at his solar plexus and he let out a whoosh of air. When he looked down at me shock was chasing the anger from his gaze and I stared up at him.


  His lips pulled back from his perfect white teeth in a snarl. “Did you just knock the fucking breath out of me?”


  “Yep. Don’t freak out, I’ve done it to my dad before when he was losing his shit.” He stared at me and I tried a different approach and gestured towards Erica. “It’s okay. I work in a titty bar. This is nothing I don’t see every day.”


  He shook his head, his lips tight as he said, “You don’t understand …” I waited for him to finish his sentence, but he merely shook his head and stepped away. “Come on. We need to hit the road.”


  I gave Erica a quick goodbye, slightly disturbed by the way she remained kneeling with her gaze lowered, then followed Smoke out the front door. He didn’t say goodbye to Cups, but I suppose that was better than beating the other man up. Smoke seemed to have anger management issues and that thought disturbed me. So far he’d managed to keep his cool, but what would it be like when he lost it on someone instead of a chair like he had at that place where I’d been held hostage? Something told me that if I was around him long enough I’d eventually see him lose it on a person, not on me of course, and the prospect scared me. There was a potential for violence that seemed to surround Smoke and I found myself both attracted to and repulsed by it.


  With these confusing thoughts churning through my head I scarcely paid attention when we drove up to a small gas station off a long, deserted road. As we roared up, an older man with muttonchops strolled out from the garage, wiping his greasy hands on an equally greasy rag. Smoke told me to go inside and get water for both of us, and by the time I returned, the other man was gone and Smoke was resting against the side of his bike, texting someone.


  I handed him the water and he took it with a soft thanks, still concentrating on his phone. Left standing there beneath the shade of the gas pump awning, I took off my pack and stretched, opening my blue blouse and stripping it off. That caught Smoke’s attention and he shoved the phone into his pocket before he got some sunblock out of one of his saddlebags. I stayed still as he applied the sunblock to my freckled shoulders and upper chest, neither of us saying a word while he tended to me. The more he touched me the more I melted until I was sagging against him as he rubbed the lotion onto my left arm.


  The tension had fully left Smoke by now, and I chewed my lip before asking, “So, are you into that stuff?”


  “What stuff?”


  “You know, that Master/slave stuff.”


  “Nope.”


  I was strangely disappointed. “Oh.”


  He seemed genuinely puzzled. “Why? Are you into a Master/slave relationship?”


  “What? No. The thought of being a slave doesn’t do it for me.”


  With a rueful smile tightening the fine lines around his eyes, Smoke handed me my helmet. “You love having these conversations with me where I can’t properly reply to them, don’t you? Think on this. I don’t enjoy the Master/slave thing, but I love a Dominant/submissive relationship. There’s a difference. Come on. We’ve got one more stop. We’ll grab a late lunch while we’re there.”


  My mind whirled around his words, and I wondered what the difference was.


  I groaned as I straddled the bike again, automatically wrapping my arms around him. It was hot enough now that I was sweating where I was pressed up against him, but I didn’t mind. In a very weird way, I liked the idea of my sweat on his leather vest—like I was marking him or something. Even I had to laugh at the absurdity of that statement; I was glad the noise was muffled by the helmet and the rushing wind.


  


  


  Chapter 6


  


  


  After another pleasant meal and two cold beers with Smoke at an outdoor barbecue place, I was feeling rather good. He could be really, really charming when he wanted to be, and I couldn’t help but feel like he paid extra special attention to me. It helped that he seemed oblivious to other women. There was a pretty cougar at the bar who kept giving Smoke ‘fuck me’ eyes but he never looked at her, not once. His attention was entirely on me, and I tried not to fidget beneath his scrutiny even as it kind of made me want to preen.


  Something about the way he concentrated on me made me feel strangely confident, and I tried to keep myself from overanalyzing it. Maybe this feeling was why people dated each other. I hadn’t felt it with my previous boyfriend, but it was as if Smoke’s attention was as palpable as a physical touch. God, I was helpless against him. If he told me to drop my panties, those fuckers would be on the floor before he could blink.


  “You tan pretty well for a white girl,” he said in a low voice as I finished off my last rib.


  I licked my fingers clean before answering him, kind of liking the way his nostrils flared as I sucked one finger clean. What can I say? The ribs were messy. Can’t have good ribs without getting your hands sticky. After I was done, I smiled at him and he growled as I said, “Italian blood on my dad’s side. My mom’s first-generation American. Her folks came from Denmark. That’s where the blonde and blue come from.”


  “But you got your height from your dad’s side.”


  “Right ... wait. How did you know that?”


  For a moment he froze, then he shrugged. “I’ve been watching you for a bit. I pick up on things.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him, giving him my best mean face. “So you’ve been stalking me?”


  Instead of looking scared, or even slightly ashamed, he grinned at me. “You could call it that.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Why have you been watching me and for how long?”


  “Long enough to know that I like what I see.”


  “Uh, what?” Heat burned my cheeks as I realized I probably sounded like an idiot. “I mean, that doesn’t answer my question. And another thing, did you steal my bananas?”


  Laughter burst out of him, and I tried to keep the smile off my face as glared at him. “It was you, wasn’t it? Thief.”


  Still chuckling, he leaned back and gave me a warm, dare I say affectionate smile. “Baby, you kill me. So sassy and fearless.”


  Okay, I’m pretty sure that was a compliment, and I didn’t know how to handle it, so of course I started to blather.


  “Whatever. I’ll have you know I was growing paranoid about buying bananas. For a while there I thought my house was haunted. Little things would be just slightly misplaced, like my book being on the kitchen table instead of the living room where I swore I’d left it. How long have you had a key to my house?”


  All the blood in my body rushed to my forehead as I considered something about him being in my home that I hadn’t thought about before this point.


  Like the fact that I kept sex toys in a drawer in my living room and my bedroom.


  Oh, crap.


  Fucking hell crap.


  “Did you ... were you going through my things ... my personal things?”


  “You mean, do I like the fact that you only use little bullet vibrators? That you keep your pussy nice and tight? I do. But no one else does. I’m the only one that has ever been in your home alone. I’m also the only one with a key and codes to your system, which sucks by the way.”


  “Smoke ...” I tried for a scolding tone, but it came out hurt instead as I noticed people watching us. What can I say? I wasn’t used to having someone talk about sex—loudly—in public like this. Or let the whole fucking restaurant know my preferences in sex toys. “Please don’t talk about me like that in public. I don’t like it. It ... it embarrasses me and hurts my feelings.”


  An instant change came over him, and in less than a heartbeat, he was sitting next to me on my side of the booth. I gaped at him, nervously glancing around to see if anyone was watching us—and they were—before looking back at Smoke. He met my gaze and let out a low breath, distress tightening his full lips.


  “I’m sorry, baby. I would never disrespect you on purpose and it won’t happen again. Sometimes I forget how innocent you are. I mean you have some big fucking brass balls for such a pretty little girl. You’ve been through shit without a tear that I’m pretty sure was terrifying, yet here you sit, hurt because of me running my mouth. I’m sorry babe, really I am.” He sighed and stroked my cheek. “Stop looking at me like that.”


  “Like what?” I said in a thick voice, refusing to admit how much his words had affected me.


  “Your eyes are all big and wounded, making me feel like a complete asshole.” He shook his head and gave me a sad smile. “Gonna have to kiss you and make it better now.”


  Before I could ask him what he was talking about he laid a seriously sensual kiss on me that had my toes curling and my arms going around his neck as he bent me over the side of the booth and proceeded to blow my mind. The whistles and cheers around us from the other patrons barely reached me, I was deep in orbit around Smoke, drowning in the taste of him. He stroked my lower lip with his tongue and groaned softly. With a final gentle press of his lips to mine he pulled back, his gaze hot and demanding.


  “If I didn’t think you were something special I’d take you to the bathroom and fuck you on the sink right now,” he said in a low voice. “But you’re better than that.”


  “I am?” I whispered back, utterly spellbound by the image he’d painted in my mind. I didn’t doubt that I would love every second of it, grungy bathroom at a rib joint or not. God, I know he was ripped and as my mind wandered I imagined his naked body and big, fat cock.


  The edges of his kiss-swollen lips curved up in a grin. His voice took on a deep, affectionate, purring tone that made me weak with desire. “Little girl, you have no idea what you do to me.”


  He moved back to his side of the table, leaving me staring at him as he asked for and paid the check. The whole time he kept glancing over at me, and every time he looked at my face he laughed. I was too busy trying to figure out if I should just rub myself to orgasm at the table, or wait until we were back on his bike to care.


  “You ready to go? I know you like to be in bed by ten and we still have some shit to do.”


  A spark of anger burned some of the lust away. Smoke knew my bedtime habits? Stalker. “How do you know I like to be in bed at ten? Why have you been watching me?”


  “I can’t tell you why, babe; wish I could but it would just get both of us in worlds of shit with Beach.”


  Irritated, I crossed my arms beneath my breasts and glared at him, trying to ignore the way his gaze fastened on my mounded chest. “What kind of name is Beach?”


  Smoke licked his lips and I had to resist the urge to cover up my nipples with my hands. His voice came out raspy as he said, “It’s his street name, babe.”


  “What’s a street name? Is it like a nickname?”


  “Kind of, but it’s more earned and given to you than just made up.”


  I stood, waiting for him to follow suit. “So how did he earn the name Beach?”


  “Because he likes to take his enemies to the beach and bury them up to their necks in the sand during low tide.”


  I stared at him as he stood up, trying to figure out if he was fucking with me or not. I mean, he had to be fucking with me, right? As the mental image of someone dying a slow, painful death as the tide came back in raced through my mind and I lightly hit him on his rock-hard shoulder. “You’re just messing with me, right?”


  He shrugged, but didn’t say anything more, and his expression closed down.


  Chewing on my lower lip, I looked at him. “Do you have a street name?”


  We’d reached the door by this point and my ass complained at the thought of sitting on the bike again.


  He drew me close, slipping his hands in the back pockets of my pants. Leaning down so our lips were almost touching, he smiled and said, “Aww, sweet girl, you don’t think my real name is Smoke, do you? I mean my mom was a retired schoolteacher, and my dad was a successful banker. They belonged to a country club, and my mom volunteered every week at a homeless shelter.”


  Well, there went my stereotype of him being born into some kind of ghetto family. Hell, he came from a better home than I did, that’s for sure. Despite my dad being a decorated war hero, he was also almost as socially inept as I was. It was my step-mom’s total love and belief in me that gave me the courage to leave; she’s big on following your heart no matter where it leads you. If it wasn’t for her confidence in me I’d probably still be living with my dad instead of here with this man who tilted my world on its axis in a most pleasurable manner. Across the parking lot an SUV full of women obviously checked Smoke out as they pulled into an empty space, and I found myself feeling oddly possessive of Smoke. Like I needed to make some kind of claim on him. How weird.


  I almost asked how he got his street name, then thought better of it. If it was as terrifying as Beach’s I didn’t want to know. “What’s your real name?”


  He pursed his lips for a moment before saying, “Miguel. But not many people are allowed to call me that.”


  “Am I allowed to call you that?”


  “Absolutely.”


  I beamed at him. “Thanks.”


  A wicked grin spread over his handsome face and I was pretty sure I heard a chorus of female sighs from behind me. I certainly stood no chance against his charm when he turned it on me full force. “Just want to make sure you know whose name to scream in bed, babe.”


  Trying to get my mind back on track, and remind myself that we’re in a public place, I gave him an arch look. “Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”


  “Absolutely.” He watched me carefully as he said, “We’re made for each other. Simple as that.”


  “What?” I froze, unease trickling through me.


  We seemed to be on different levels right now as to what our relationship actually was; I was sure this was just sexual while he seemed to keep hinting at emotional shit. Or at least I think he did. I’ve been wrong before about people’s intentions and I tried to see this situation as objectively as I could. My therapist and I discovered that if I view a situation from the outside looking in, I could often piece together the clues of what the person I’m talking with is thinking and feeling. But I couldn’t be objective about Smoke and I didn’t know how to process his actions, so I simply didn’t say anything more, silently following him out to his bike before hopping on the back again. As I squeezed my legs around him, he reached over and palmed my thigh, giving it a quick caress before driving off and leaving me with wet panties from that gentle touch.


  We reached an adobe building on the south side of Austin, and by the time we rolled into the gated parking lot, it was almost dark. I finger-combed my hair from the messed up braid while Smoke watched me. He seemed fascinated by my hair, and I blushed as I tossed it over my shoulder.


  “Where are we?”


  “My business. I need you to meet some people.”


  He led me into the building through the dark glass front doors, past a reception desk where an older woman wearing a pretty lilac business suit watched us with wide eyes.


  “Evening, Beth,” Smoke said in a smooth voice. “I’m taking my lady for a tour.”


  I waved at her and she waved back, still looking slightly stunned.


  We rounded the corner and I almost ran into an attractive older guy with a buzz cut and a whole lotta attitude. His hands touched my bare arms and I shivered, unpleasant sensations crawling over me. He gave me a startled look and stepped back. As he did I noticed that he was wearing a rather well-cut black suit with a conservative red and grey tie. At the very edge of the crisp white collar of his shirt a bit of tattooed skin peeked out.


  I shuddered as the disgusting feelings from his unexpected touch skittered across my skin and a moment later Smoke was rubbing my arms with his rough hands, making the yucky prickles go away. It was all I could do not to sigh in relief, but the man watching us gave an unexpected smile, the action turning him from intimidating to friendly. He glanced up at Smoke, “She okay?”


  Smoke’s touch on my arms tightened. “You don’t get to touch her. No one does unless absolutely necessary. Understood.”


  The strange man’s blue eyes narrowed, but he nodded. “Roger that, boss.”


  Hearing military lingo from the other man made me curious. “Did you serve?”


  “Yes, ma’am. Marines for six years. That’s where I met Señor Asshole.” The blue-eyed man gave my breasts a lingering look that was all kinds of uncomfortable until Smoke growled at him.


  “Fuck you, Vance,” Smoke rumbled. “I need your help for a minute. I want her set up in our security network.”


  “You sure this is a good idea?”


  “I want the full deal—retina, prints, blood type, everything.”


  I held up a hand. “Wait, what? I’m not into bleeding, thanks.”


  Smoke gave me a patient look and settled his hands on my shoulders in a blatantly possessive manner. “We’re doing this so you can get around inside of my house without setting the alarm off. The whole system is based on biometrics so we need to get your exact specifics into the mainframe.”


  “Wow, that’s a complicated alarm system,” I said in a low voice.


  He probably looked at my piece of shit alarm and laughed. I hated being out of my element and, with Smoke, I felt like I was constantly one step behind him. And he kept blowing my preconceived notions. I never, ever would have pegged him as a man who owned what looked like a very successful, professional business. As I stared at Smoke I wondered what else there was about him that I had yet to discover.


  “What is it, exactly, that your company does again?”


  Vance smiled. “Protection, sweetheart. Of every kind. You got trouble, we’ll keep you safe. If we accept your case.”


  I looked over at Smoke. “Am I a case?”


  “Nope, you’re my personal interest. I’m gonna make my claim on you, but I need to get you safe first.”


  “Old lady?” the other man asked with open shock.


  “Shut the fuck up,” Smoke growled before looking at me. “Let’s go.”


  For the rest of our time at the office only Smoke touched me, and I went through a series of tests to make sure I was in their system, whatever the hell that was. I met a variety of people, men and women, who all had a certain kick-ass vibe but seemed completely floored to see me. They ranged in appearance from a classy older woman who would have appeared right at home on the board of a major company, to a man who’d shown up in only his athletic shorts, still sweaty from a workout. I couldn’t help but notice his great abs and Smoke soon had that man swiftly kicked out of the room. Everyone seemed fascinated by the way Smoke interacted with me. I was pretty sure that by the time I was done everyone who worked for Smoke had stopped to gawk at us.


  Now we were finally headed to Smoke’s house and I wondered if there was a bed in my future. Once again, Smoke had worn me out. I needed to start drinking more coffee if I was to have any chance of keeping up with his crazy ass.


  I had no idea how long we’d been on the road, or where we were going, before Smoke eased his big bike off the main drive and down a dark country road. When we turned down a long asphalt-paved drive I straightened up, trying to see if we’d reached our destination. The first thing I noticed was an amazing three-story log cabin nestled in a pristine forest. It was gorgeous. The second thing I noticed was a pink—I shit you not—a pink Mustang in the driveway—like Barbie lived here. The third thing I noticed was that a blonde chick wearing a white mini-dress with giant fake tits was posed on the hood of that Mustang, looking pissed.


  Smoke slowed his bike way down, and I kept my hands where they were, low on his waist, curious to see if this woman would react. Oh yeah, she did. She stomped up to us in some crazy tall zebra striped platform heels then started yelling at Smoke in Spanish. I was irritated when he responded in Spanish so I couldn’t understand them, and soon they were shouting at each other. They talked so fast that I only caught snippets, but I think she was yelling at him for being a cheating bastard while he was calling her a crazy bitch, that she had no right to tell him shit. Then she demanded to know who I was, or more correctly who the ugly bitch was, and Smoke got pissed. My head hurt, I was exhausted, and I did not have time for this bullshit. No matter how big his dick was, Smoke was not worth any kind of porn star girlfriend drama.


  Thanks, but ewww.


  I got off the bike and tapped Smoke on the shoulder. When he looked at me I held his gaze and said in a loud, clear voice, “Give me the keys. I have a fucking headache and don’t need this right now. Which room is mine?”


  He blinked at me, took the keys out of his motorcycle, and handed them to me. “Front door key is the blue one. Your room is up the stairs, third door on the right. I’ll see if I have something that you can use as pajamas.”


  I snatched the keys and ignored the increasingly irritated porn star behind me. “Thanks. Hey, you do whatever you need to do. I have no illusions about why I’m here. Have fun with that tonight.”


  He gritted his teeth but I was heading away from them before he could move. The second I left, the skank threw herself at him, hitting him with those stupid girly hits that don’t do shit. If I was hitting him he’d feel it and that idea made me happy.


  Sighing as her screams rose into the night behind me, I let myself inside and almost fell on my butt as two big cats twined around me, meowing long and loud. Laughter filled me as I stumbled inside and closed the door, not expecting Smoke to own two fat, spoiled cats. The one on the left looked to be some kind of Siamese mix while the one on the right was butterscotch and cream, a beautiful … large … cat. Very large and fluffy. I was pretty sure his stomach was almost dragging on the ground.


  Smoke must be feeding his cats raw butter and doughnuts.


  The home was so well built that it was blissfully silent inside, free of all forms of high-pitched feminine anger. My stomach growled despite having eaten less than four hours ago, but I wanted to wash up ASAP. Right now I needed to shower off the sunblock and go to bed, alone. I certainly didn’t want to end up in Smoke’s bed. I broke out in goose bumps and tried to ignore the arousal that tightened my nipples at the mental image of being in bed with a naked Smoke. I stepped over the cats, dodging them as I ran up the stairs to my room. They followed me the whole way like furry stalkers, but I didn’t care. I’d grown up with animals all my life, and my parents had a half-dozen cats on their compound deep in the Hill Country of Central Texas. While I hadn’t grown up poor, Smoke’s place was way beyond anything I’d ever been in. Luxurious didn’t even begin to describe his house and I wondered what the fuck he did to have the cash to finance and furnish this place. The protection business must pay very, very well.


  My room was lovely, if a bit young and feminine for my taste. It was very pink, very lacy, and it had a frivolous air to it, almost like a princess room. The lampshade even had sparkles in it. A large trundle bed lay beneath the window and the lovely canopy bed with a diaphanous white canopy bed against the far wall made me smile. It was piled high with pink and purple pillows.


  At first I wondered who used this room before I did, but as soon as I went into the bathroom I found my answer in the form of a picture on the wall of Smoke with a woman who had to be his sister and her husband with their three little girls who were a perfect blend of Smoke’s dark Spanish good looks and the woman’s husband’s more Nordic features. The grin on Smoke’s face as he cuddled the youngest, a baby no more than four months old in the picture, made something ache in my heart. He loved that little girl and it showed.


  Some big, bad biker he was.


  I shut the bathroom door and locked it, hoping he would respect my privacy. That lock was so flimsy it barely existed. I could have rigged it so he couldn’t come in, but that would be kind of rude considering I was staying—or whatever—at his house. I quickly shed my clothes and turned on the water. The shower was a four-spout affair, spraying at me from all sides when I stepped in. This shower was beyond indulgent; it was the best thing I’ve ever felt against my body. After what was probably an hour of just standing there, I grabbed the high-end peach-scented shampoo and conditioner, laughing at myself because I was all excited to use these girlish luxuries that I usually couldn’t afford. My budget was too tight for salon quality hair products, so I doubly enjoyed how soft they made my hair feel, even while wet.


  My fingers and feet were pruned by the time I managed to drag myself out of there. I was pretty sure that I used up all the hot water, but I didn’t give a shit. The memory of the angry Barbie doll standing in his driveway made my stomach clench as I towel-dried my hair.


  For all I knew right now they were in Smoke’s bedroom having sex.


  The thought made me feel like someone stabbed me in the stomach.


  No, no more thinking about that. I had enough shit to worry about, thank you very much, without stressing over my obvious crush on exactly the kind of guy I didn’t want to have a crush on. After digging around under the sink I found a hair dryer and brush. The stuff I used in the shower was super awesome because when my hair dried it was a very shiny, silky light blonde. My hair is so straight and pale that some shampoos leave a residue, but this stuff made my hair unbelievably silky and almost platinum blonde.


  I’d like to blame my super shiny new hair for my distraction, or the fact that the berry-scented body lotion I used had sparkles that made me glitter like a stripper, but the truth was I’d almost spaced out on the fact that I wasn’t alone in this house. A fact that became abundantly clear the moment I walked into the bedroom and found a big, bad biker clad just in his black t-shirt and worn jeans lying on the bed, watching me. He had his hands behind his head, which made his biceps bunch up in a distracting manner, and his expression was not pleased. For some reason I noted his bare feet and I found it unfair that he was so hot even his feet were sexy.


  His voice had a rough edge to it as he said, “Were you tryin’ to hide from me in the shower?”


  Flushing, I lifted my chin at him. “Make yourself at home. I guess I don’t get much privacy here.”


  He arched one eyebrow at me, looking sinfully yummy. Blah, was I cursed to have a taste for criminals like my sister? Was I genetically predisposed to find losers hot? Then again, a loser didn’t own a home like this. Or the bitch that came with it. That made me angry and I placed my hands on my hips, all too aware of the black towel loosely wrapped around me. I didn’t want to put on my clothes from earlier that were all sweaty from the ride, but I needed to get some clothes on, some kind of barriers between me and Mr. Too-Fucking-Sexy who was giving my body a long, leisurely perusal.


  I walked over to my backpack. “So, Smoke, care to get the hell out so I can get dressed?”


  For a long, tense moment he stared at me, then slowly sat up. “That’s how you want to play it, babe?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m sorry, but my head fucking hurts from that bitch’s voice, I haven’t eaten, and I’m really fucking tired.” I dragged in a deep breath, on a bitching roll now. “Plus, I don’t know what the fuck is going to happen to me tomorrow, so excuse me if I’m just a little bit stressed out without throwing your pissed off wife or whatever the hell she is into the mess.”


  I threw my hands up in disgust at his lack of response and the only thing he appeared to be paying attention to was my towel’s increasingly precarious grip. I was already showing a good amount of cleavage, and when I tugged the towel back up, he frowned. His gaze slowly rose to my face and when I looked into his dark, lust-filled eyes, I actually whimpered.


  God damn it; I was cursed.


  Cursed with the genetics to find dangerous losers super-hot.


  The corner of his mouth curled up and he motioned to me. “Come here, baby girl, and I’ll take care of your headache.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Seriously? You think I’m just going to let you touch me? Sorry, buddy, I don’t do other chicks’ men. Hell, I don’t do any men so you’re out of luck. When I do cash in my V-card I want it to be with someone who loves me, not some guy I don’t even know who may or may not be kidnapping me.”


  He nodded thoughtfully, then motioned to me again. “Swan, come here. I promise I’ll take care of you, but I won’t have sex with you. I told you, babe, I want you begging for it when I take you. On your knees, crying, begging for my cock ’cause you know I’m gonna fuck you right, make you come, make you scream my name while you do it.”


  I stared at him, stunned by his frank talk and even more surprised to find myself walking to him like he owned me. When I stopped at the edge of the bed he took my hand and slowly slid it down his chest until he held it over his heart. I loved the warm thump-thump beneath my fingers and tried to hide it by scowling at him. This only made Smoke laugh and when he slid his arm around my waist ... I’ll admit it, I was weak. I wanted nothing more than to have this man touch me, seduce me, and ease the ache inside of me that was growing more uncomfortable by the minute.


  But I’d rather get myself off than cheat with anyone so I attempted to step away, surprised when he didn’t let me move an inch. “Why you goin’ cold on me?”


  “I told you, I don’t do other women’s men. It’s just wrong and I would expect any man I’m with to have sex only with me. Sorry, but I just can’t get on board with this whole casual screwing thing.”


  “I understand,” he said in a soft voice and helped me sit down on the bed.


  He had these long, beautiful black lashes that made his eyes seem deep and mysterious. I’d never seen anyone with such intense eyes before and I stared unabashedly at him. Part of me wanted to run my fingers through his hair, to curl the ends around my fingers, but I resisted the urge.


  “Okay. Well then, good. If you could just get out so I can get dressed that would be awesome.”


  I tried to hide the disappointment in my voice, angry that I sounded like some kind of fickle bitch, but he confused me. All of these intense emotions, the rush of hormones within me, made me strangely uncertain. I’ve always been a pragmatic person, but Smoke disrupted my orderly world in a most unexpected way. Instead of arguing with me, he simply lowered me onto my stomach and swept my hair over to the side, baring my back.


  I froze when he placed a soft kiss on my spine at my shoulders before he said in a low voice, “That bitch outside? She’s a woman I fucked once, when I was wasted, which was a total mistake. She annoys me and I don’t want anything to do with her, but the bitch can’t take a hint. I’ve never been married or engaged, Swan, and I don’t do girlfriends. There’s only ever gonna be one woman for me. I’ll know her the moment I see her, and when I finally get her, I’m never letting her go.”


  I glanced back over my shoulder at him and he gave me a very intense look when he said that, and my heart hurt. Fuck. Of course he wasn’t the kind of man who would ever get engaged or married. Or even do girlfriends. Now I know it sounds dumb to people when I say this, but I really want my happily ever after. When I finally give myself to a man I want it to be with the potential of us being together for forever. I don’t think it’s wrong to want to find the love of my life early enough so we can spend as many years together as possible. I have to believe there is someone out there for me, and I have to believe that I’m worth waiting for, especially after watching my sister treat her body like a carnival ride and all the heartbreak it caused her.


  Looking up at him over my shoulder, I couldn’t help but giggle as the sight of him broke my solemn mood. He looked like a disreputable pirate in the middle of a lacy canopy bed with the low light of the chandelier behind him. For a moment he watched me, then he shook his head and smiled. “You’re a very interesting woman.”


  “You mean I’m weird,” I replied, tensing slightly as he began to rub my shoulders.


  “No, I mean you’re interesting. I’ve never met anyone like you. Unbelievably hot with more courage than I’ve seen in most men, but you’re so sweet and innocent and have a gentle heart.”


  I wanted to argue with him, to tell him I wasn’t innocent, but compared to him I was. He had the knowledge of how to touch me that could only come from experience. The thought of him messing around with the blonde who’d been yelling at him outside made me gag; but damn, his hands were amazing. I don’t know if he went to school for it or what, but Smoke managed to reduce me to a little puddle of pleasure within minutes. I was so relaxed I stopped arguing with him, just grunting occasionally as he rubbed out a knot.


  The sensual spell he cast was so strong I didn’t object when he rolled my towel down. I was on my stomach so he couldn’t see my chest, and he kept my butt covered. His breathing had deepened as he worked on me, and I swore I heard him moan when his thumbs pressed into the top of my buttocks. I know I moaned because I had some wicked knots in my butt from rock climbing three days ago. The sound must have been pretty loud because Smoke laughed.


  “Easy, Swan. Just relax. Nothin’ happenin’ here but makin’ you feel good. I’m not going to rush this, baby. Just want to get you used to my touch, to know that I can have my hands on you without overstepping your boundaries. Not everything is about sex.”


  As soon as he said that he gripped my ass beneath the towel and my hips tilted up of their own accord causing the towel to shift and reveal half my ass and all of my pussy. He sucked in a sharp breath and yanked his hands from my butt like he’d been burned. I immediately stretched out again, but I knew he’d gotten a good look at how wet I was from that brief glimpse between my legs. Perversely enough, the more he told me he wasn’t going to touch me, the more I wanted it. And right now, I wanted him to make me come bad. Bad enough that I pretended I didn’t care that he was just using my body for pleasure and he wasn’t the type to ever commit to a woman. I tried to harden my heart against him, but damn him, he flipped me over onto my back, exposing my breasts for a moment before he covered them with the towel again.


  “Smoke,” I said in a soft voice, trying to think a way of talking myself out of this, but he shook his head.


  “You worry too much. Would you let me blindfold you?”


  “What?”


  I tensed then he began to stroke my legs, somehow soothing me out of my fear. God, his touch felt terribly good, just the right amount of gentleness. But his hands were so calloused and I wondered what he did to cause those rough spots on his palms. I found a man’s rough hands to be arousing. I loved the feeling of the differences in the texture of our skin and wondered if I felt soft to him. Still, I was not going to wear a blindfold; he was out of his damn mind.


  “No, too early for that.” He licked his lower lip and I creamed myself in a hot rush. “I’m gonna kiss you. Can’t stop myself. You’re too damn sweet ... like tasting the dawn.”


  He leaned over me and braced his arm beside my head, drawing my attention to the hard bulge of his bicep and the fact that he felt so damn good. Unable to resist, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath of his scent, drowning in him. I was drugged by his nearness, so when he tugged down the towel to expose my breasts all I did was arch up, silently begging for his caress.


  With a light touch he stroked the mound of my breast, making my nipple draw up into a hard point. Beginning to glide his fingertips closer to my exposed nub, he let out a little rumble of approval. “Sexiest woman I’ve ever seen with the pinkest nipples. Like you put lipstick on them, or pink sugar. I want to make them rose red, I want to bite and suck your pretty tits until they ache for me.” He cupped one full mound with his hand and growled when I sighed. “Baby you are too much. So hungry, but so innocent.”


  My lips parted to ask him what he was talking about, but he rubbed his calloused finger over the tight nub at the tip of my breast and I moaned instead of being a good girl and kneeing him in the man bits. Who was I kidding? I was desperate for him. With that in mind I tentatively cupped his face with both my hands. He stilled instantly, his fingers on my nipple, and I tugged him closer so I could kiss him. Our lips brushed together and I arched up against him, pressing my breast into his hand, then my mouth against his. He moved slowly against me, allowing me to taste him, to play with his mouth, to suck on his tongue and indulge myself in all the ways I wanted to explore him. Tasting Smoke was a totally new and addictive experience for me. I was overwhelmed by how damn good it felt and licked at his mouth, his jaw, his neck, before returning to his lips, eager to taste all of him.


  When he took charge of the kiss I moaned into his mouth, surrendering to him. He began to play with my nipple again and I sucked at his lips then ground my hips up into his. With a soft chuckle he moved his hand from my breast, slowly moving his hand down to the towel still partially covering me, and beneath it to skim his palm over my pussy. When he touched my curls his eyes got wide.


  “You don’t shave it all off?”


  Offended, I frowned at him and attempted to wiggle away from beneath him. He must have been expecting me to be porn star smooth. God, why is it considered the normal thing now to have no trace of pubic hair? I don’t want to look prepubescent, thank you very much. “Excuse me. I do maintain my bikini area, thank you very much. It’s not like it’s a jungle down there.”


  He closed his eyes and his lips moved, but he wasn’t letting me go anywhere. “Just when I think you can’t get any sexier ... Let me see your pretty pussy, Swan. I just want to look.”


  I nodded and bit my lower lip. “I hope you do more than look.”


  He shifted down so his face hovered right over my hip and slowly raised the black towel until my mound was exposed. Smoke made a choked sound then growled out, “Fuck me. A natural blonde, wet, virgin. Hot damn. Anyone ever done this for you before, Swan?”


  I shook my head and he smiled at me, making my breath catch at the fierce arousal in his expression. “So I get to be the first to taste this beautiful pussy. You’re killin’ me.”


  Without asking permission he dipped his face between my legs and licked right along my slit. I gave a little yelp and he swirled his tongue around for a moment before lifting his face from between my legs. The savage gleam in his eyes made me shiver and he slowly licked his lips, which were shiny with my arousal. He shifted to lie flat between my legs and I rose up on my elbows, watching him move the towel all the way off before he placed his arms beneath my thighs, then my hips, and pulled my wet sex to his mouth.


  I watched, fascinated, as he began to kiss and suck at my flushed labia before delving into my slit. It only took him seconds to find my clit; when he did, I spread my legs wide and pressed myself to his face with shameless abandon. I had no idea, no fucking clue, that having someone lick my clit would feel so damn good. It was way, way better than just my fingers, that’s for sure. In fact, my orgasm was almost on top of me before I knew it. His warm, wet tongue teased up one side of my clit and down the other, making me hunch forward and cry out. Looking me right in the eye, he took my clit into his mouth and began to suck on it.


  The pleasure was so exquisite that I fell back on the bed, reaching out and clinging to the sheets while I bucked and shivered against his mouth. I keened as the first wave of my orgasm hit me and my clit pulsed against his tongue as he continued to suckle me. My whole pussy throbbed and I begged him to put a finger in me. Smoke gave it to me and I rubbed myself against him, riding his finger but wanting more. He must have sensed my needs because a second finger joined the first, and I cried out at the pinching, stretching sensation. Then he began to rub the inside of my pussy and I lost myself in his touch even as my sex burned from the unfamiliar intrusion. He had really big fingers and they filled me in the most delicious way.


  “Say my name when you come, my real name,” he whispered before returning his talented mouth to my aching flesh.


  Before I could ask him to stop, he began to kiss my clit and the discomfort disappeared. I hesitantly moved against his strokes, then he turned his fingers and began to rub something inside of me, some spot in my pussy that made electricity surge across my skin. I’d never felt anything like that before and the harder he rubbed the more I felt like I was losing my mind. I began to slam my hips against his fingers, melting away to nothing but sensations as he gave me another orgasm, this one stronger than the first. I loved how it felt to have his fingers inside of me while I climaxed, to give my greedy body what it needed, something to squeeze down on. I did scream his name, turning ‘Miguel’ into a long, drawn out wail. Part of me wondered what it would feel like to come with his cock inside of me, but I winced and groaned in discomfort as, a few minutes later, he removed his fingers from my throbbing sex.


  “Mother fucker.”


  His harsh curse made me look up at him and he was staring down at his hand with a stunned, somewhat bemused expression.


  When I saw the blood smeared on his fingers, I wanted to die of embarrassment and managed to stutter out, “Um, I wasn’t supposed to start my period.”


  “Baby, I think I just broke your hymen.”


  Okay, it was official, I wanted to die for real. If God could give me an aneurysm or something right now that would be grand. When that didn’t happen I settled for pulling a fluffy pink silk pillow over my face, trying to hide my humiliation. The bed shifted as he got up, and a few minutes later something touched my sex and I yelped, hitting Smoke with the pillow before covering my face again at the sight of his cocky grin.


  Smug bastard.


  “This isn’t how that was supposed to happen,” I yelled into the pillow.


  He jerked the pillow away from me, then pressed the warm washcloth to my pussy. Ahhh, bliss. “What did you say?”


  Humiliated anew, I put my hands over my face. “I wasn’t supposed to lose my virginity like this.”


  “Hey now, you’re still a virgin. That was nothing, just a piece of skin. You’ve never had sex with a man, sweetheart. Don’t stress. You’ve never had a man inside of you; fingers and tongues don’t count.” His voice dipped, becoming something deliciously sinful. “But when you are ready for my dick, it won’t hurt as bad.”


  I glared at him, letting my anger overtake my embarrassment. That worked up until the point that I saw the blood on the washcloth that he’d had between my legs. “Oh God. Please, let me take care of that.”


  “Swan, just shut up and relax. I’m not freaked out about this, but it seems like you are.”


  “Ya think?”


  He moved away for a moment and tossed the washcloth into the bathroom before he came back to the bed, dried me with the towel and lifted me in his arms.


  “What are you doing now?”


  He smirked, and I wanted to kiss and bite those lips. “Well, babe, I never intended for you to sleep in here. You went to the wrong room.”


  I blinked up at him as he carried me through the house. “What are you talking about?”


  “I always meant for you to end up in my room.”


  I attempted to wiggle out of his arms and pushed at his chest. Damn he was strong. “No way, buddy. I want my own space.”


  He stopped in the middle of the dimly lit hallway and stared at me like I was crazy. “What?”


  “My own space. I don’t know you. I don’t know what’s going on right now, and I have no fucking clue what’s going to happen to me. So yes, I’d like my own space. A place where I can go to be alone. You don’t understand. I spent a lot of time alone when I was growing up. Sometimes I just need a place where I can wind down. Be by myself. Decompress. I’m not ready to move into your room, or whatever your intent is. Please don’t force this on me.”


  To my complete surprise, he nodded and gave me a look filled with understanding along with a mystifying trace of hurt. I didn’t understand what had happened, but I’d said something that made him feel bad…which made me feel bad. One of things I hate the most about my personality quirks is that it takes me a bit to figure people out, and sometimes I inadvertently hurt them with my honesty.


  Smoke nodded slowly. “I got you, babe. We’ll get you your own space set up, but I’m fucking beat. I want you to sleep in my bed tonight and I promise I won’t touch you. I’ve got a big bed, lots of room.”


  I nodded and found myself fighting the urge to yawn. Now that he mentioned it, my adrenaline rush was fading and leaving me bone deep tired. And hungry.


  “Hey, can you feed me?”


  Grinning down at me, he abruptly turned and took me downstairs. I clung to him, waiting for his back to give out from hauling me around everywhere, but he seemed to enjoy it. Soon, I found myself in a modern kitchen at the back of the log cabin. Smoke turned on an outside floodlight and I smiled at the sight of the thick forest behind us. The home was situated on a hill and we were one story up from where a patch of well-tended emerald green grass grew before the forest took over again.


  He set me down and I shivered in my towel when my feet hit the cool slate floors.


  “Sorry, forgot to grab you some clothes. I swear you’re so beautiful you steal my mind. Those long, flawless legs of yours are enough to drive any man crazy. Here”


  He proceeded to take off his black t-shirt, revealing his perfect body decorated with colorful ink. I gaped, completely oblivious to anything but the amazingly hot man before me. Staring at him, I took a step forward and lightly trailed my fingertips over what looked like some kind of totally kick ass Asian style dragon spiraling over his chest. Instead of the usual red tones, this dragon was blue and green, so beautifully detailed that I felt like I was looking at fine art rather than a tattoo. The dragon’s tail curled around his nipple and, much to my delight, I found a thick silver hoop piercing that small, dark nub of flesh. Moving on impulse, I gently sucked that little ring and it was like something snapped in Smoke.


  With a groan he tore my towel from me, leaving me standing nude while he ran his fingers through my hair.


  “Love your hair, babe,” he whispered against my forehead. “Don’t cut it.”


  “I won’t. I promised my step-mom I’d keep growing it. Kind of like a bonding thing between us.”


  For some reason talking about my parents seemed to throw a bucket of cold water on his libido because he took a step back and said, “Arms up.”


  I complied and he slid his still warm shirt over me. Without thinking I brought the cloth to my nose and took a deep breath. Smoke made an odd noise, and when I looked up, he was watching me with a burning intensity. Feeling silly, I lowered his shirt. “Sorry, I like the way you smell.”


  He turned his back to me, revealing a crazy awesome tattoo of a burning cathedral on his back. For some reason he was breathing fast, which made his muscles flex in a most distracting manner. I was fascinated and took in every detail of the scene inked into his flesh. At the center of the tattoo, instead of a church-like stained glass window, it was an image of the Iron Horse logo. Damn, he had this club’s emblem inked into his flesh. I wondered at that kind of loyalty and wasn’t sure I wanted to be in his dangerous and confusing world for any longer than necessary. Yet … my heart hurt at the thought of never seeing Smoke again. I wanted to touch him, but he started to move around the kitchen, blatantly ignoring me. I soon grew bored watching Smoke cook and abandoned him to his mood, eager to explore my surroundings.


  If I was being held prisoner here, I needed to know my escape routes and what items could be used as possible weapons. Yes, I realize how OCD it is to plan out my defenses whenever I’m in a new place, but I am my father’s daughter. My father taught me almost from birth to be prepared for anything. Moving through the kitchen I took note of counter heights, construction materials, vulnerable points, and the best place to be in case of a standoff.


  Having an overactive imagination was one of the results of being raised out in nowheresville. I had to entertain myself—a lot—and my mind was like one of those ‘worst case scenario’ guides that are all the rage now. Where some little girls imagined unicorns and fairies, I imagined government drones and huge gangs of flesh-eating zombies … and sometimes unicorns and fairies. Like a lot of girls, I had a deep and abiding love affair with horses and glitter when I was younger. When I left Smoke I think he was making us omelets, but at this point I didn’t really care because I was in the zone and I wanted to explore his house.


  I immediately identified all the glass as potential areas of weakness in the structure, but when I examined it closer, I was stunned to see that the glass was thick, really thick. Bulletproof glass thick. When I rapped my knuckles on it I couldn’t help but laugh as my suspicions were confirmed. A quick look at the frames confirmed that they were probably bulletproof aluminum, and I marveled at the thickness of the logs that made up the walls of the cabin.


  Did Smoke design this place as a fortress or did he buy it like this?


  Intrigued, I moved about the room, coming to a dividing wall that seemed oddly shaped. I went around to the other side and found that there was a good section of the room missing, but the furniture was placed and stuff arranged to disguise it. Not as good as I could have done, but still nice. Curious, I mapped out the room in my mind and began to look for an entrance on this floor. Despite my best efforts I couldn’t figure out how to get in, so I reasoned the entrance must be either up, or downstairs.


  As I was putting a big planter full of some kind flowering fern type thing back in place, Smoke walked into the room and cocked his head to the side. “What the fuck are you doing?”


  “Is it a safe room?” I blurted out and pointed to the wall, my excited mind moving too quickly for my mental filter to catch up. “It has to be. Either that or it’s some kind of secret torture chamber. Or a sex room.”


  He looked up, his gaze locked on where the room would be, and I was pretty sure that the entrance was on the upper level. He then rubbed his face, the muscles of his chest and bicep moving with lovely patterns in the moonlight coming through the windows. When he dropped his hands the look he gave me made me feel kind of foolish. Then his lips curved into a genuine smile. “A sex room?”


  I shrugged. “What? I read about those things. Plus, you’re very good at what you do. It must have taken a lot of practice.”


  A chill entered the space between us and his smile faded away. “Come on, let’s eat.”


  Not liking how I’d somehow pissed him off, I stepped close enough to grab his hand. “Thanks for making me dinner … or is it breakfast? What time is it?”


  “Four-thirty in the morning. I need to get up early for church.” He laced his fingers with mine and my heart skipped a beat at his slow, easy smile.


  “You go to church every morning? Wow, that’s devoted.”


  He laughed and when I reached the breakfast bar with two loaded plates on it, he picked me up easily by the waist and set me in the tall, padded chair. “That’s what we call our meetings, church.”


  “Huh.”


  I abandoned him and focused on my plate. He’d made me some kind of omelet, and real, old-fashioned hash browns. When I took my first bite and moaned at the rich, buttery taste of the potatoes, Smoked laughed. I loved that sound and the way he seemed surprised every time he did it, like he wasn’t used to laughing.


  “Good?”


  “Oh man, you have no idea.” I took a bite of the omelet and let out a sigh. “Cheese. Yum.”


  We ate in silence for a moment before he said, “What kind of food do you like?”


  “Why?”


  He shrugged. “You may be here for a bit. I want you to be comfortable.”


  I slowly chewed, then nodded. “I like everything.”


  “Everything? So if I got gator tails and cooked ‘em up you’d eat ‘em?”


  “Sure. I’ve eaten much, much worse than that.”


  “Right.”


  The way he said that, like I was full of shit, irritated me. “I’m not lying. I’ve eaten bugs.”


  He only snorted and I had to resist the urge to punch him.


  “Look, my parents are survivalists. One year we were only allowed to eat what we could hunt, gather, or grow. I was eight years old and I couldn’t hunt much at first, but we managed to get by until I learned how to effectively use homemade traps. I fucking hate squirrel meat, I’ll tell you that much, but rabbit is good and so is venison. Oh, and I like snake.”


  After carefully setting his fork down he turned and looked at me, giving me his full attention in a way that was very intimidating. “Your parents made you hunt for your own food when you were eight?”


  Not understanding his anger, I nodded. “Yep. Well, I helped the family hunt and gather. Takes a lot of time and I now have a deep and abiding love for grocery stores. Seriously.”


  Instead of laughing at my lame attempt at humor, his face seemed to shut down until he was expressionless…and scary. “What if you couldn’t catch anything that day?”


  “Then I either hoped my family had enough to feed me or I went hungry.”


  “Were you hungry a lot?”


  “At first. Then I learned there was a bunch of stuff I could eat and our first vegetable crop came in. No matter what, I’ll never starve as long as I have access to the outdoors.”


  His nostrils flared and I watched him visibly try to choke back his anger. Man, Smoke got pissed off easily. I stared at him, forgetting to chew as I watched his jaw and hands flex. He carefully took a deep breath, his muscled shoulders instantly catching my attention as they moved, then he slowly let it out and said in a low voice, “I see.”


  Not liking this uncomfortable feeling between us, I ate another forkful of the potatoes. “I will say I have a sweet tooth for brownies. If you have either brownies, or brownie mix available to me at all times I’ll be happy. It’s my therapy.”


  Instead of laughing he looked up at me with anger tightening the muscles of his face. His formerly velvet brown eyes were now hard and dark. “I have a niece who’s eight. I can’t imagine someone doing that to her.”


  I frowned at him. “It’s no big deal. Obviously I’m fine.”


  He opened and closed his mouth a couple times before nodding stiffly. “Right. Eat up. I need to get some sleep before work tomorrow.”


  I nodded and drained my glass of orange juice before finishing off the omelet. “What do you do?”


  The light caught the glint of his dark stubble as he smiled down at me. “Security.”


  “I know that. I went to your work and had my DNA stolen.” He snickered. “But what kind of security?”


  “Mostly bodyguard work, but we’re expanding our home security system. When I built this house I made it into as kind of a model of what we can do for our clients. Our construction standards and all of that.”


  “Hence the safe room and the bulletproof glass?”


  “Hence the safe room, the bulletproof glass, and a bunch of other fun stuff designed to help you survive anything from flood, to fire, to famine. Our clients tend to be paranoid, with good reason, so we like to anticipate any kind of bad stuff happening. I have a few surprises in this house only I know about. Good eye spotting my safe room by the way, baby girl. You ever need it, the entrance is through the closet in my bedroom or from behind the water heater in the lower level. I’ll show it to you later.”


  After leading me back upstairs, he took us into a dark room that smelled like him. Flicking a switch near the wall, he revealed a minimalist bedroom with a massive bed covered in a brown duvet. Some jeans were tossed onto the light wood dresser, and the bed hadn’t been made, but for a guy, Smoke’s room was pretty clean. I tried to look around for any signs of a woman living here, but it was clear of any stray bras or panties. There was a plant in the corner in a cool modernist silver pot, but that was it for decoration.


  Smoke showed me the bathroom and my quick, stealthy, inspection indicated a marked lack of anything for women here. I did, however, find a wrapped new toothbrush in the cabinet above the sink and gratefully scrubbed my teeth. After washing up with some masculine smelling soap, I made my way back to the bedroom and found Smoke already in bed, asleep.


  He still wasn’t wearing a shirt, but the crisp white covers of his sheets were pulled up to just under his belly button as he curled on his side, clutching the pillow beneath his head. His glorious hair tempted my fingers and I moved quietly across the room, intent on touching those soft, black curls. When I reached the edge of the bed I hesitated, then began to gently stroke his hair back from his face. I’d never felt hair as silky as his and I couldn’t resist playing with the strands for a moment, just enjoying the texture as I wound his loose curls through my fingers. Smoke startled awake and grabbed at my hand, jerking me onto the bed and beneath him before I could take a breath.


  For a moment he stared at me like he didn’t recognize me, then he beamed at me like it was Christmas and I was the present he’d been hoping for. “Hey, sugar.”


  “Hi,” I whispered back and tried to keep the need to give him a goofy grin off my face. I failed and his smile grew even wider. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “Just not used to having a woman in my bedroom,” he said with a strange tension in his voice.


  “Not used to having a woman or not used to having me?”


  “Little bit of both.” He bent down and placed a soft, delicious kiss on my mouth. “But waking up to you here? Best surprise I’ve had in a long time.”


  I wiggled my hips against his pelvis, noting that he wore some kind of thin, soft pajama pants and that he was aroused. “So I can tell.”


  Giving me a rueful laugh, he leaned over and turned out the light before pulling me into his arms. “Go to sleep, Swan.”


  I sighed and wiggled my butt back against him. “Smoke?”


  “Yeah, babe.”


  “Are there any guns nearby?”


  He stiffened behind me. “What?”


  “I have this safety thing about needing to know there’s a gun nearby. You don’t have to tell me where, just that there is one.”


  “Why the fuck do you need to know that?”


  “I told you, it’s a safety thing.”


  For a few long, tense moments I worried that I might have pushed him too far with one of my many quirks, but eventually he said, “Yeah, there’s a couple nearby.”


  My muscles melted and I let out a long sigh. “Thank you. That’s all I needed to know.”


  He made a surprised sound, then allowed me to cuddle into him. “Huh. That really makes a difference to you?”


  “Look, since you’ve kidnapped me or whatever, you might as well know now that I have some OCD-like quirks. I’ve discussed them with a therapist and I have my shit under control, but I’ll never not be worried about my safety. Which makes the fact that I let myself get kidnapped like some dumbass all the worse.” I threw my elbow back at him. “That really sucked, by the way.”


  “I had nothin’ to do with that, babe. That was all Los Diablos. If they’d hurt you, I would have made what remained of their lives nothing but pain. Then Beach would’ve buried them alive on the shore of the Gulf during low tide with knife wounds open to the saltwater instead of just … dealing with them. They’re lucky I wasn’t able to get my hands on them as it is. The thought of them touching you, scaring you, makes me want to spill blood.”


  “Um, what?”


  Running a soothing hand down my arm, Smoke sighed. “Don’t worry about it, baby.”


  I pretended this made sense and nodded, distracted by his thumb running down the curve of my thigh. Losing myself in his touch seemed like a great alternative to being scared by Smoke’s frank talk. While I loved that he was honest with me, it was a sometimes a brutal honesty that left my heart bleeding. Speaking of bleeding hearts, I wanted to make sure my sister wasn’t on the run because she wanted to get away from the psycho with her name tattooed on his neck. “So Beach loves my sister?”


  “Loves to hate her, hates to love her.” Smoke shrugged. “They’re a complicated couple, lots of drama, but Beach worships the ground Sarah walks on. He’s fuckin’ obsessed with her. Look, in an odd way they suit each other—make each other better—like two flames burning brighter when combined.”


  “Thank you, that was almost poetic and not entirely helpful. You sound like a fortune cookie.”


  Smoke bit the side of my neck and a pleasant shiver ran through me. He made a dark, hungry sound and bit me again, pressing his thick erection against my ass and my nostrils flared as a bolt of some kind of heady adrenaline rush went through me, sensitizing my body to his. When he licked over where he’d bitten me, I couldn’t help but wiggle my hips against him, my body begging for something my mind hadn’t quite decided it wanted yet. He just felt so damn good, his caress drugging me with pleasure. Here I was—a person who didn’t touch strangers and didn’t like being touched—being groped by a guy who’d taken my hymen with his fingers. And I loved his touch so much I was having a real hard time talking myself out of slipping down his pants and shimmying out of my panties.


  Oh, right, because he was a stranger who kidnapped me.


  I abruptly rolled away and put a pillow between us. “We can’t do this. I’m not ready.”


  “All we’re doing is kissing, sugar. I promise, nothing more. I want to take my time with you, learn that sinfully hot little body one inch at a time. You have no idea what you do to a man, what you do to me, with those long, long legs and pretty sky-blue eyes. You are temptation itself, but all I want to do is take care of you, make you feel good, nothing more. Trust me, the last thing I would ever do is hurt you.”


  I flushed, hoping he couldn’t see it in the dark. “Yeah, well kissing you makes me want things, naughty things.”


  “What kind of things?” His voice was a low, sexy purr that made my lady bits tingle. “You gonna talk dirty to me, sweetheart? Tell me all the bad things you want me to do to you? All you have to do is ask nicely and I’ll make it happen … eventually.”


  Shadows moved and his hands touched me, drawing me back to his side. I curved into him, helpless against the need to get as physically close to this man as possible. He nuzzled my neck again then placed a chaste kiss on the column of my throat. Wrapping his arms around me, he held me close, his dick pressed up tight against me, and teased me with thoughts of how easy it would be for him to ease his pants down and press into me. My clit was a little throbbing bundle of nerves and I couldn’t stop thinking about the feeling of him kissing my pussy, his fingers moving inside of me, and my overwhelming, lustful curiosity about what it would feel like to have him slowly push his big dick inside me.


  It was as if he sensed my thoughts because he pressed his cock against my butt and I moaned softly while I rubbed my ass against him.


  “Baby, go to sleep,” Smoke whispered with laughter in his voice.


  “I would if someone would stop shoving their dick against me.”


  “Can’t help it. Your ass is just so round and juicy.”


  “Juicy?” I snorted. “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”


  “Good, very good. Means I want to sink my teeth into your bubble butt and bite.”


  “Oh.”


  He rolled over and drew me with him so that he lay on his back and my head rested on his chest.


  The tips of his fingers stroked my back, sending a pleasant warmth racing through my blood. I drew in a deep breath of his scent, rubbing my lips over the surprisingly soft hair on his chest. He made a little rumbling sound, but didn’t dissuade me from my cuddling. In a way he reminded me of a lion, always growling and roaring, but the fact that I could make him purr did nice things for my ego. I’m self-aware enough to know that men find me attractive, but my personality is far too honest for guys who want a trophy girlfriend. I didn’t really fit into what people’s narrow ideas of what a hot chick should be like but it didn’t really bother me that much. Then there’s the whole ‘don’t fucking touch me’ thing. That puts a damper on the idea of dating. I was used to being alone, but damned if the fact that Smoke liked me made me feel good about myself. I’m sure my therapist would love to discuss that, but it was true.


  With his heart beating a steady rhythm against my ear, I slowly stopped petting him and just lay there, cradled against his side, enjoying his warmth and resisting the urge to rub up against him like a horny cat.


  


  


  Chapter 7


  


  


  I made two trips to the bathroom before my empty stomach made me wake all the way up. It wasn’t like me to sleep in late, but Smoke had the best bed in the entire Universe and it smelled like him. Dark, spicy, musky, yummy.


  With a reluctant yawn, I stretched out and sat up. A quick glance around showed I was alone in the room. Smoke had left somewhere between my first and second bathroom trip, but when I looked at the foot of the bed I saw a pair of women’s jeans and a pretty pink tank top with subtle silver glitter along the collar line laying across the bed. There was also a matching white lace bra and miniscule panties set, also with tags and even a pair of cute sneakers and socks. Staring at the pile of clothes I tried to figure out where they’d come from. Without coffee my thought process is sluggish at best so I have no idea how long I sat there staring at the pretty tank top before I glanced at the clock and noticed it was two in the afternoon.


  Damn, I overslept.


  Double damn, I needed to use a phone and call work.


  Triple damn, was I, as a hostage or whatever, allowed to use a phone?


  As I sat there, probably looking like an idiot staring at the clock, the door clicked softly and Smoke walked in, looking so incredibly sexy that my nipples stiffened beneath his shirt. He smiled when he saw me awake, the flash of his white teeth against his tanned skin, and his softly curling hair one of the most tempting things I’d ever seen. As he took me in, his gaze darkened and he licked his lips.


  “You just waking up?”


  With a stretch I nodded. “Yep.”


  He growled at me and I realized I was giving him a very stripper-esque pose as I worked the kinks out of my back. “So what’s the plan today?”


  The heat faded from his eyes and he turned away, moving across the room to open the thick curtains, revealing a beautiful, sunny day. “Gotta get you back to the clubhouse.”


  I fisted the sheet. “Why?”


  “Beach wants to talk to you, along with some other people.”


  He didn’t sound happy about that and I tried to remain calm. “What kind of people?”


  Evidently the fear was as evident in my voice to Smoke as it was to me. He turned away from the view and studied me before shaking his head. “Don’t worry, no one is going to hurt you, ever. They so much as piss you off and they’ll regret it for a very long time.”


  The vehemence of his words took me aback. “What’s going to happen to me?”


  “Nothing.”


  Insecurity swamped me and I tried to figure out if I could ask Smoke for what I needed from him—the addicting, wonderful drug that was his touch. Today, in the bright daylight, I found myself suddenly shy talking to the man I’d slept with, again, last night.


  Smoke sat on the bed and gave me a long look. “What do ya need, baby girl?”


  “Could you hold me, please?”


  “It helps?”


  I nodded. “You make me feel good, safe.”


  “Baby.” That one word held so much affection that I blushed.


  He quickly hauled me onto the bed with him, tucking me in his arms and holding me tight. He surrounded me and, just like when we’d slept together last night, he threw one of his heavy legs over mine, pinning me to the bed in the best way possible. Being surrounded by him, restrained by him, lit all my sexual fuses and I quickly became aware of his erection pressing against my hips.


  “Babe,” his voice came out in a low purr. “I’d love to kiss you, to suck on your tender little pussy some more, to eat your come, but we gotta get going.”


  “Okay,” I whispered, struck dumb by the porno featuring me and Smoke with his head buried between my legs. He was fantastic at oral sex and I couldn’t wait for him to do it again and feel that wonderful release that swept all my tension away.


  With this in mind, I tried to reach between us so I could get a good feel of what Smoke was packing, but before I could, he grabbed me and rolled me over onto my back, pinning my hands overhead before he settled between my thighs. His weight pressed me into the mattress and I moaned wantonly. I didn’t know what the hell was going on, but for some reason I found the idea that we couldn’t do anything, for whatever reason, only made me want it all the more. Somehow Smoke had unleashed a sexual beast within me and he’d just have to deal with the consequences.


  I knew how good he could make me feel, and I wanted that again.


  When Smoke shifted so that his denim-covered bulge was right on my pussy I yelped, then shivered at the feeling of the rough cloth dragging over my clit.


  “Fuck,” Smoke muttered. “You ain’t wearin’ no underwear. Hold still baby, you’re gonna hurt that pretty pussy.”


  Totally without shame, I pleaded with him. “Miguel, make me come.”


  His gaze flared and it was like I’d lit a match and tossed it into a bunch of kerosene-soaked logs.


  Instead of tearing off his pants and fucking me, which I was kind of hoping and kind of not hoping he would do, he began to run his fingers through the curls over my pussy, further sensitizing me until my hips rolled beneath his touch.


  “Baby, you have no idea how hot you are when you’re turned on. Those big eyes of yours go all silvery and your lips, nipples, and pussy flush pink for me.” He slid his finger down the wet slit of my sex, and his voice came out extra rough. “And you get so fucking wet. I’m starving for you and I’m gonna eat you until I’m full.”


  When he lay on his back and jerked me roughly so I was kneeling over his face, I didn’t quite know what to do. It was an awkward position to be in, but I didn’t have to worry for long. Despite the fact that I was the one in the dominant position, Smoke was in control. He wasn’t playing around, instead going straight to my clit and doing something wonderful that almost felt like he was massaging that wonderful bundle of nerves with his lips and tongue. I cried out in surprise and reached out to grab something as the pleasure tore through me, and Smoke grabbed my hands, making me go into an almost back-bend. This position opened my sex further to his hungry mouth and I gave myself over to him completely, trusting him to hold me as my body focused only on finding my blessed release.


  My thighs trembled and my pussy seemed to swell beneath Smoke’s experienced mouth.


  I was hovering on the edge of my orgasm, but he was toying with me. Giving my clit fluttering licks that made me shake. I pleaded with him in a broken voice, desperate to come. He finally relented and, when he bit my clit, I came hard. Lights flashed behind my closed eyelids as I struggled to draw in a breath, my lungs frozen by the huge surge of chemicals now flooding my body. Nothing existed except pleasure, and I loved the quiet darkness in my mind. For once my thoughts slowed down, and I could relax on every level.


  When I came to, I found myself giving Smoke a slow, deep kiss then sucking on his tongue like I wanted to someday suck on his dick. Once again, I went to reach for him, and once again, he pulled away. This time I was too tired to chase after him as he stood from the bed, rubbing his dick with a pained look.


  Feeling bold, and still aroused, I whispered in a flirtatious voice. “Need some help with that?”


  Instead of answering he shook his head with a smile softening his harsh features. “You touch me and we ain’t leavin’ this bed for at least a month.”


  Right now that sounded great compared to going into an unknown situation with a bunch of bikers who might or might not have my best interest at heart. I was pretty sure Smoke was on my side, but I was some chick he’d known for two days. Part of me was afraid to leave the safety of his house, but my father didn’t raise a coward.


  Looking away from me with what I thought was an almost wistful expression, he went to his closet and took out his leather vest with the patches all over it and slipped it on over his shirt. “Time’s wasting, babe. Shower, then get dressed, and we’ll grab something to eat after all this bullshit is over with.”


  


  An hour later I was climbing off the back of Smoke’s motorcycle and removing my helmet. Smoke’s naturally curly hair wasn’t affected by helmet head and as I tried to smooth my own bone straight, hopelessly tangled hair back, I had a feeling it was a lost cause. Giving the two story brick building at the end of a long, private drive a quick glance, I tried to look around for signs of the debauchery inside. To my surprise I found the grounds were well kept with lots of trees encircling the building. There was a huge fire pit surrounded by wood picnic tables off on the other side of the parking lot along with dark stained wood shelters. On the other side of the building there was a nice size jungle gym along with horseshoe pits. Not a speck of litter was anywhere, and I was kind of shocked by the lack of half-naked women and empty beer bottles that I’d expected. Despite it being early afternoon there were a large number of motorcycles in the big parking lot along with several cars. I was kind of shocked at the sight and really, really hoped they weren’t all here for me.


  I tugged up the classy tank top that Smoke had given me, trying to get my tits under control, while Smoke watched intently. Without looking at him I put my hand up right in front of my cleavage and flipped him off. The calming effects of my magnificent orgasm were gone by now and my adrenaline was beginning to ramp up.


  He laughed and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Ready?”


  “Not really.” I took a deep breath and inclined my head toward the building we were about to enter. “I’m letting you know right now, if shit gets crazy, I’m outta there.”


  “Normally I’d laugh when a chick says shit like that, but I believe you just might try it, so listen close, Sue Wanda—”


  I glared at him, hating that name. “Call me Swan.”


  He hummed low in his throat and nodded. “All right, Swan, pay attention. If you want to get out of the mess your relative left for you, I need you to remain very calm and think before you speak. I don’t care when you talk shit to me—it turns me on—but those men in there may not find it as cute as I do. Or it may make their dicks hard. Bikers always have had a thing for crazy, fearless chicks.”


  I wanted to argue with him, but I was a little crazy so whatever. “That would explain Beach’s fascination with my sister.”


  “Once we’re inside, just tell them the truth. Keep it simple and keep your mouth under control. Got it.”


  “I’ve got it.” I nervously licked my lips and wiped my hands off on my jeans. “Thanks for the clothes, by the way.”


  “No problem. I had one of the bitches from the Club buy them for you.”


  “Bitches from the Club? What Club?”


  He pointed at the building. “This Club.”


  I wasn’t sure what to think about that; I wondered if I had a reason for the jealousy twisting my stomach at the thought of all the ‘Club bitches’ Smoke must know on an intimate basis. The thought made me ill. It suddenly dawned on me that I was dressed like a slut because sluts had gone clothes shopping for me. Yuck. I stared at him, waiting for him to laugh and tell me he was joking or something, but when he just stared down at me I practiced keeping my mouth shut and nodded.


  “Come on.”


  We made our way into the dimly lit interior and I was shocked to see a bunch of normal-ish looking women cleaning the rooms that we passed. The sight of ladies who would look right at home at a quilting bee relaxed me. Well, maybe not a quilting bee. A woman who had to be in her 80s wore a black tank top that revealed her wrinkled, tattooed skin. Smoke abruptly came to a stop as a woman said in a pissed off voice with a trace of a southern accent, “Smoke, what the fuck are you doing here?”


  “What the fuck am I doing here? What the fuck are all the old ladies doing here?”


  The woman’s voice rose a couple octaves as she said, “What? You think the cleaning fairy comes and takes care of this pigsty? Which, by the way, if you dirty motherfuckers don’t stop leaving your condoms around after you fuck some skank up against the wall, I’m going to tie those nasty things to the handlebars of all your bikes. And don’t give me that look, Smoke. I caught you two months ago with that human petri dish, Tandy, getting a blowjob in the kitchen. We cook Thanksgiving dinner in there, you nasty fuck.”


  Abruptly the thought of touching Smoke didn’t feel quite as nice so I stepped around from behind him, moving so I could look through the open doorway. A tall, astonishingly beautiful woman with long jet-black hair, dressed in a grungy ZZ-Top t-shirt and jeans stood glaring at Smoke with her hands on her hips. Behind her a group of women wearing those thick, yellow cleaning gloves were scrubbing what looked like a bar area.


  The woman looked at me, then did the double take that I’ve come to associate with anyone who’s known my sister.


  “What the fuck?” The tall brunette said in a voice close to a shriek.


  “Control your shit, woman; it’s not Sarah.”


  She gave him a withering look that I rather envied. “No shit, Sherlock. Her tits are much smaller.”


  I couldn’t help the little triumphant sound that escaped me then Smoke turned and began to slowly bang his head against the wall. After giving him a curious glance, I decided to ignore him in favor of the woman still gaping at me. It seemed that word about me had spread and I gave everyone staring at me an uncomfortable wave. “Hi, my name is Swan. I’m Sarah’s twin sister, but we were separated when we were kids so please don’t blame me for any crazy shit she’s done. Trust me, whatever she’s done to you is nothing compared the shit storm that she’s brought to my life. Case in point—kidnapped by bikers.”


  Smoke thumped his head harder against the wall, but I didn’t care. Maybe he’d knock some of the cooties off his lips. The idea of him screwing some random woman then dropping the condom to the ground made me feel all skeevy inside.


  The tall, raven-haired woman grinned at me. “Nice to meet you. My name’s Scarlette. My old man’s the Secretary here.”


  “Nice to meet you.”


  That seemed to signal the other women and I found myself surrounded by females from their teens to well past retirement age, all introducing themselves at the speed of light. Oddly enough, they seemed to like my sister and comforted me over her missing status. When someone touched my arm I tried to keep the revulsion off my face. That terrible bug crawling sensation skittered over the nerves of my shoulder and I took a step back, attempting to rub my shoulder without anyone noticing.


  A big, warm hand covered mine and I looked up at Smoke, sighing with relief as his touch made the skittering feelings go away. He leaned down and whispered in my ear, “You okay?”


  “Yes,” I whispered back, trying to keep a flush from heating my face as the women watched us with open interest and disbelief.


  Smoke looked up at them and gave them his patented charming smile. “Excuse us, ladies, we got business to attend to.”


  The women fell silent all at once and an older lady probably in her sixties with bright bottle-blonde hair stepped forward. Her skin was darkly tanned and leathery, but I could tell that in her youth she’d been a knockout. Giving me an up-and-down look, she turned to Smoke and said in a raspy voice, “She need someplace to stay?”


  Smoke’s hand tightened on my shoulder. “She’s staying with me.”


  That raised more than a few eyebrows and the older woman looked directly at me. “Sweetheart, my name’s Birdie. I’m Venom’s old lady, and I been around this club long enough to have changed that randy bastard’s diapers.”


  To my surprise, Smoke laughed along with the women. He winked at me and I blushed.


  Birdie gave Smoke a little glare before turning back to me. “You okay with staying at Smoke’s house, Swan? He’s a good man and I’m not sayin’ he’d do you wrong, but we got plenty of room in my ranch since my daughters moved out to go to school and my son moved closer to town. You’d have your own four-room finished apartment above the garage with your own kitchen and entrance. It’s not the Ritz, but it’s clean and it’s yours if you want it. You’re blood to Sarah which means you’re always welcome at my home.”


  I smiled at her, touched that a stranger would offer me a place to stay like that. For a moment I considered it, pretty sure that despite Smoke’s magic hands I’d been allowing things to go way too fast between us. Then again, as soon as I was freed I was out of here so I might as well stay at the place that felt like home because it was a fortress.


  “Thank you for the kind offer, I’m good. Smoke’s been nothing but a gentleman.”


  While he groaned, the women broke into laughter. Muttering under his breath, Smoke put his hand on the back of my neck and proceeded to steer me down the hallway. The women continued to laugh and patted him on the back as we passed, and from behind me, I heard Scarlette yell, “Swan, gimme me a call tomorrow. Smoke has my number. We’ll hang out. If it’s okay with your gentleman.”


  I yelled back my affirmative, and as we left the laughing women behind, I began to grow nervous again. Smoke caressed my neck, stroking me with his thumb. He slowed down and looked around before he said in a low voice, “Did someone hurt you back there?”


  “What?”


  He frowned at me and rubbed my shoulder. “You looked like someone had hurt you.”


  “Oh, uh ... no.” I debated letting him know what a freak I was and decided to go with part of the truth. It wasn’t like I could hide my aversion to a stranger’s touch. “I just don’t like being touched by people I don’t know.”


  “Why?”


  “Super sensitive I guess.”


  “Is it painful?” He lifted his hand from my shoulder as if he’d been hurting me.


  “No, it just feels yucky. Like bugs crawling on my skin.”


  For a long moment he studied me, then shook his head. “When I touch you, does it feel like that?”


  “Oh, hell no.” I wanted to laugh at his look of relief. “I don’t know why, but your hands are magic.”


  “Magic?”


  “They make me melt.”


  “Melt, huh?”


  A smile twitched the corner of his mouth and I rolled my eyes. “I’m not stroking your ego for you.”


  Now he did grin and I couldn’t help but smile back. “Trust me, babe, the last thing I need you to do is stroke my … ego.”


  The thought of stroking him other places brought my mind back to the not-so-pleasant image of other women, lots of other women, stroking him in those places. The thought disturbed me so much I took an involuntary step away from him and rocked back on my heels. Lines formed on his forehead as his nicely arched brows drew down as he frowned at me.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Rather than talking about my curiously intense jealousy, I sighed. “I’d like to know what’s going on with my life, Smoke. I want to know what the fuck is going on and when I get to go home and forget this ever happened.”


  For a moment I swore I saw hurt in his dark eyes, but he nodded and raised his hand. “Let’s go get this shit over with so we can go eat and discuss some shit.”


  “Whatever.” I shrugged and ignored his frown.


  We ended up going to the second level; there were men standing at the top and the bottom of the stairs wearing leather vests like Smoke’s. They did the double take as I passed, and I tried to fight the blush burning my cheeks. I could only imagine what my sister had done in her role as the biker club president’s girlfriend and I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to ignore the way they leered at my breasts, then my ass. Thank you, Smoke, again for the tight clothing. Generally, I wore stuff that covered as much skin as possible to keep accidental touches from sending me running.


  Smoke took me down yet another interior hallway lined with folded US flags in display cases that were mounted on the wall, and we came to a black door without a handle. Smoke knocked and the door was opened to reveal what I could only describe as a total man cave.


  It was a large room with a bank of barred windows looking out over the picnic area. Some guy was outside stacking wood into the pit, and I wondered if they’d be having a bonfire later tonight. Couches were pressed up against the walls without windows and a big screen TV sat in one corner with what looked like game consoles beneath it. Every seat was occupied by men who set my pulse racing, and not in a good way.


  When Smoke moved to stand next to me, I instantly forgave him for being a slut and shifted so I was almost touching him as I tried to keep from turning around and busting ass out that door.


  Being stared at by a roomful of men who looked like they’d escaped from a penal colony would tend to freak anyone out.


  “Hey, Swan,” Beach’s raspy drawl managed to penetrate the panic-induced fog surrounding me, and I looked in the direction of his voice.


  Without a doubt, he was in control of this room. Every man looked at him with respect, and he knew it. He leaned against the wall in the corner, wearing the same thing all the other guys in the room wore—jeans, t-shirt, black leather vest. Except Beach was also wearing a gun holstered to his thigh, probably a .357 of some kind. I couldn’t get close enough to see any identifying marks and I didn’t really want to.


  Beach shifted and I looked up from his thigh to his face, flushing at his smirk. Shit, it probably looked like I was ogling his package. Yuck, he probably thought I was a creeper checking out her sister’s man’s junk. “Hi, Beach.”


  “Smoke treating you right?”


  And my face went up in flames again and my voice came out squeaky. “Very well, thank you.”


  It was hard to ignore the men laughing at my burning red cheeks Beach’s lips twitched, but he merely nodded. “You heard from your sister?”


  I blinked at him. “I don’t know. I don’t have my purse or my phone.”


  “I got it back at my house,” Smoke said in a low voice. “Checked it this morning and nothing from her sister or her mom. Only her boss.”


  The need to ask Smoke what the fuck he was doing going through my things was almost as great as my need to reassure my friend and boss that I was okay. “I need my phone, please.”


  “Why?” Beach asked.


  “I need to call my boss back so I don’t get fired.”


  Beach glanced out the window, then back at me. “Where do you work?”


  Right about now I wished I had the ability to turn invisible, but I refused to lie about who I am and what I do for a living. “Tiffany’s Cabaret.”


  “Tiffany’s? That strip club in Houston?” Beach gave Smoke a hard look. “Why didn’t you tell me? I don’t want my old lady’s sister stripping.”


  Before Smoke could speak one of the older guys at the back of the room said, “You work at Tiffany’s? I’ve never seen you on stage and I’d remember an ass like that.”


  Angered by his lecherous grin, I glared at him. “That’s because I’m not a stripper. I waitress and tend bar there. Not that there’s anything wrong with stripping—money pays the bills and all that—but I can’t dance.” I panicked as I realized I was about to start babbling, but my filter had gone MIA, leaving my mouth in charge. “I’m about the most uncoordinated person there is. You know that dancing video game where you have to match the moves? Yeah, I fail at that. Hardcore. I’m assuming you’ve been to Tiffany’s by your earlier statement, so you know how well those girls can move. I totally envy them, but if I got up there you’d wonder if I was having a seizure, or I’d fall off the pole, so yeah, I just stick to serving drinks.”


  There was a moment of stunned silence before the room erupted in laughter. I wasn’t sure if they were laughing at me or with me, and since I wasn’t laughing at all I guess it was at me. Straightening my shoulders, I ignored them and withdrew into my own head a little bit, trying to insulate myself from their mocking cruelty. I hate being laughed at, loathe it, but I discovered at a young age that bullies liked it when you got mad, so I was very good at going blank.


  Finally, the laughter died down and Beach actually wiped at his eyes. “You are too fucking much.”


  A rather good-looking black man in a corner of the room flashed me a heated smile. “Babe, you ever want to learn how to work a pole, I’ll show you.”


  Smoke let out a little growling noise and I looked over at him then sucked in a quick breath at the darkness in his gaze. “Back off, Ace. No on touches her. Got me?”


  Silence blanketed the room and Beach broke the tension with a hard smile in Smoke’s direction. “Don’t get too attached to your babysitting duty. Swan, you got some decisions to make.”


  I took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay.”


  Beach pushed off the wall and strolled over to stand in front of me, almost getting in my personal space, but not quite. Even though I’m tall for a woman at five foot eight, Beach towered over me; with Smoke at my back I felt rather short—easily squished.


  “Your mother took a lot shit from us.”


  “The money, right?”


  His expression darkened, but he nodded. “Yep. You gonna repay it for her?”


  “What?” I licked my lips and swallowed. “I ... I don’t have that kind of cash.”


  “Don’t stress, I don’t expect you to. But there are some other people, really bad people, who do just because you had the bad luck of having that bitch for a mother. So here’s the deal. You’re going to stay with us until we find your mom and take care of business.”


  My stomach clenched at what his last statement meant and it totally freaked me out, so I decided to focus on something else in an effort to keep from losing my shit. “Stay with you? I can’t stay with you.”


  Panic flared inside of me but Beach looked like he could give a shit less as I began to tremble. He examined me, then sighed and said, “I’m not doing this as punishment. I’m doing this to keep you alive. I don’t think you quite realize how badly your mother fucked up. We’re not the only people that bitch stole from.”


  I swallowed hard. “What did she do?”


  Smoke said from behind me, “Your mom pulled a scam, a huge one, in order to try to pay off her gambling debt to some very bad men in Las Vegas, but she didn’t realize how hard it would be to get rid of the … items. Now she owes them money and has some shit that belongs to some very angry people. Good news is she can’t sell off what she stole without us finding her so she’s sitting on it for now. Bad news is the people she stole from would love nothing more than to try to use you and your sister as …” His gaze flashed over me; for a brief moment I thought I saw compassion on his face, but it was there and gone too quickly for me to be sure. “They’ll use you as bait to find your mom.”


  I stood there, a bit shocked by the gravity of the situation. I was also pretty sure that if those people got their hands on me it wouldn’t be to use me as bait. “Was that why I was kidnapped?”


  Beach nodded. “Yep. So here’s what we’re gonna do. You will stay with us until we find your mom and Sarah. You’re gonna work for us, and you’re gonna to try and help us find your mom before it’s too late. If your mom isn’t found soon, it’s game over for your entire family. We wouldn’t kill you for it, but the Russians … they have to kill your mom, you, and Sarah if they want to save face because your mom disrespected them.”


  “What?”


  A man called out from somewhere behind me, “She can come work for me at Cheetah’s. I don’t care if she can’t dance; her body is fucking slamming. Bitch is hot enough to just stand there and make money.”


  Beach’s head whipped around in the direction of that voice and menace rolled off of him. “Watch your fucking mouth. Swan ain’t taking her clothes off for money.”


  “Thank fuck,” I whispered, obviously a little louder than I intended because Smoke chuckled.


  With a slightly exasperated look Beach returned his gaze to me. “Sarah said you’re good with computers and numbers.”


  I shrugged. “Not as good as my Dad, but decent.”


  “Here’s your options. You stay with us, act like a good girl, keep your nose down, and make yourself useful, you’ll be fine. You help us find Sarah and your mom. You run, I will get you back and keep you chained up in the basement for your own protection. I promised Sarah I’d look out for you and I will, but I can’t keep you alive if you don’t help me.”


  I took an involuntary step back and came up against the solid warmth of Smoke still standing behind me. I was surprised and touched that Sarah would ask her scary boyfriend to keep me safe. Maybe she did give a shit about me. Right now my focus needed to be on the present; I had a feeling my life depended on it. An unexpected shudder went through me at the vivid, bleak picture of my short life becoming one filled with hiding from an invincible enemy. The prospect coated my tongue with the sour taste of fear.


  Smoke made a low noise and grasped my bare shoulders with his big hands, squeezing lightly. His touch helped to ground me, sending a soothing calm into my bloodstream like how I imagined the first hit of heroin would feel. Frankly, I didn’t give a fuck how or why it worked, I only know that touching Smoke kept me sane. After swallowing hard, I nodded up at Beach, hoping he didn’t notice how my hands automatically pressed against Smoke’s thighs. My body decided with horrible timing, to remember just what an amazing body and talented mouth Smoke had, and my nipples pebbled behind my top. Once again my mother’s genes asserted themselves, making my body aroused at the most inopportune times with the most inappropriate men.


  Deciding that having some kind of desk job for the club would be preferable to stripping, I said, “I have a degree in accounting and math. Maybe I could help with that.”


  Beach nodded thoughtfully then looked up to the right side of the room. “Hustler, you still need help with that mess down at the pawn shop?”


  I followed Beach’s gaze to find a handsome man with darkly tanned skin and black hair partially visible under a black bandana giving me a small smile. He had pretty pale green eyes and a neatly trimmed goatee that framed a nice mouth. His lower lip was pierced with a solid black hoop that accentuated the full curve. I wondered what it would feel like to kiss someone with a piercing like that. Attraction buzzed along my nerves and I tried to ignore the way his gaze kept going to my breasts. Jesus, had I gone into heat or something? Was I surrounded by so much testosterone that I was producing extra hormones to deal with it?


  Smoke made another growling noise next to me, but Hustler ignored him.


  The handsome man nibbled on his lip ring, then said in a husky voice, “I could use a hand after Veronica flaked out on me.”


  “Take Swan and show her the store, but keep your dick in your pants.” Beach looked over at me. “You’re gonna work three days a week for Hustler. No night shift bullshit. Understood?”


  No, not at all, but I nodded. “Yep.”


  Beach looked over my head at Smoke. “We need to talk, brother. Hustler, take Swan over to the shop and get her set up.”


  “Got it.”


  Hustler stood, revealing that he was shorter, but broader than Smoke. While Smoke wore his vest open, Hustler’s vest was held together by three sets of chains that rested against the muscular planes of his six-pack beneath his tight white t-shirt. When my gaze returned to Hustler’s I found him watching me with an almost curious expression that quickly heated to lust when our eyes met. Shit, he’d caught me blatantly checking him out.


  I shot Smoke a worried look, but he was too busy glaring at Hustler.


  “Smoke?” I said in a soft voice, barely above a whisper.


  He sighed and cupped my chin, leaning down to whisper, “Don’t be scared, baby. Hustler’s a pervert but I’d trust him with my own life. He’ll take care of you. I’d never leave you with someone I wasn’t sure could keep you safe for me. I take care of what’s mine.”


  I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant by that because my body once again heated at his touch. Knowing what those hands could do for me made it embarrassingly easy for Smoke to turn me on. His words were barely above a whisper, meant only for me, but they managed to reassure me and somehow soften my heart to him. Looking up into his intense, dark eyes I studied him, trying to discern if he was telling the truth. He never looked away and despite the fact that his face was expressionless, I somehow felt like he was trying his hardest to show his sincerity. Maybe I was getting better at reading Smoke because I was pretty sure he meant what he said, and it eased something inside of me.


  I whispered back, “Okay. I trust you, Smoke, but I’ll kick his ass if he gets fresh with me.”


  Smoke gave me a very small smile and stood up straight, then morphed back into intimidating biker mode. “That’s my girl. Go on now. Hustler, make sure you feed her. And none of that fast food crap.”


  Hustler only laughed and motioned to me. “Come on, sweetheart. I won’t bite until you beg.”


  Smoke growled and I gave Hustler my best cold look. “Don’t be rude. I’ve got a bunch of shit going on in my life and I don’t need your crap on top of it.”


  While the men around us laughed and jeered, Hustler actually looked a little embarrassed—just the slightest bit. “Sorry, sorry. I’ll be on my best behavior, I promise. In fact, I bet we’re real good friends by the end of the day.”


  In a way, Hustler reminded of my friend Kyle. He was always flirting with me, but it never went beyond that. I relaxed, a little more comfortable now that I’d found a mental category I understood where I could put Hustler. I’d just treat the hot biker the same as Kyle and not take anything he said seriously. Guys like this loved to trash talk, and so did I.


  “More likely you’ll be good friends with Rosey Palm and her five friendly sisters.”


  Near me, Beach exploded with laughter. “Fuckin’ A, you sound like your sister. Go on, Swan, get your pretty ass out of here. We got business to discuss.”


  I went to move away from Smoke, but he gripped my upper arm and looked over at the dark haired man. “Do not fuck with her.”


  The sneering grin Hustler gave Smoke was not nice ... at all. “You claimin’ her, bro?”


  Abruptly, Smoke released my arm and practically shoved me at Hustler. “Yeah, so take care of my property.”


  Well, that certainly cleared things up.


  Property.


  Really?


  I was a fucking piece of property to Smoke. Like I was a suitcase to be loaned to a friend. Damn, I think I might have worse taste in men than Sarah. At least her biker beau loved her.


  Lifting my chin, I smiled at Hustler. “Shall we?”


  I pretended I didn’t see sympathy in Hustler’s eyes and licked my suddenly dry lips. He gestured to the door in a surprisingly courteous move. “Let’s go, sweet baby girl.”


  I could feel Smoke’s gaze boring into my back as I left the room, as he watched his property leave. What the fuck did that even mean and why did I care that he was claiming me? Whatever the hell that meant. That man drove me fucking crazy. Hustler went to put his hand on my lower back and I moved away, not wanting anyone touching me at the moment. Gah, just when I thought Smoke might be a nice guy he goes and pulls bullshit like that. I need to keep my head around him and not allow my hormones to seduce me into believing Smoke wasn’t an asshole.


  With my thoughts all wound up in myself I barely noticed as Hustler led me through the club, but when someone reached out and grabbed my arm, I flinched and without thinking, shoved them away. A woman let out a startled noise and I automatically reached out to steady her, but she managed to right herself before she fell, quite an accomplishment when I saw the pink sparkly hooker heels the woman was wearing. When she pushed her blonde hair out of her face my stomach churned at the sight of the Spanish Barbie who’d been at Smoke’s house last night. Damn, this bitch kept turning up like a bad penny.


  Hustler moved between us, leaving me with a view of his broad back and a hint of her perfect porn star body clad today in a black tank top and shorty short-short denim shorts. “What the fuck do you want, Veronica?”


  She went to touch him and he moved away with disgust curving his lips. “Hustler, papi, can I talk to you alone?”


  I watched the little drama unfolding before me with curiosity, wondering what their relationship was. I’d gotten the impression last night that she wanted to fuck Smoke, but now she seemed equally determined to get in Hustler’s pants. She gave him a blatant take-me-now-you-randy-beast’ look complete with lower lip licking. I wondered if Hustler was going to take a pit stop to get a blowjob from this chick in the middle of the hallway, but he wasn’t looking at Veronica with anything even close to desire.


  The disgust was evident in his voice as he said, “I ain’t got shit to say to you bitch.”


  “Baby, I miss you.”


  Taking a step back, Hustler snarled, “You mean you miss walking through my store and taking shit like it was your own personal piggy bank.”


  For a moment her ditzy mask slipped and her pout turned into a sneer. “You said I was the best you ever had, that you loved me sucking your dick. Come on, papi, give me a taste.”


  Hustler gave a harsh laugh. “You are out of your ever-lovin’ mind if you think I’d get my dick anywhere near that poisonous trap of a mouth of yours. Be like asking a shark with AIDS to give me a blow job.”


  I couldn’t help but snicker at that one, drawing the other woman’s fuming gaze. She gave me a once-over, then smirked and nailed me with a very condescending, rude look. I was tempted to flip her off, but if we got in a fight her tits would soon be popping out of her top and her shorts would become panties. Ew, no thanks.


  “Isn’t that the bitch Smoke had on his bike last night? Sarah’s sister?” Veronica said, lifting her chin at me and giving a sniff like I was dog poop on her heel. “You and Smoke sharing her like you did me? Is that why you don’t want me anymore? You and your friend are fucking this nasty puta and wishing you were banging the Prez’s old lady?”


  Hustler took a deep breath and let it out slowly before saying a low voice, “I do not have time for your shit. Get the fuck out of my way or I’ll have your ass banned from the clubhouse, again. I know you look forward to spreading your legs for as many dicks as you can get, so if I were you I’d fuckin’ move.”


  I gaped at Hustler, unable to believe how cold his voice was, how cutting his words, and what an utter bitch Veronica was. I mean yeah, I could tell Hustler’s words hurt her, and I almost felt sorry for the other woman but that feeling quickly faded when she said, “But you like watching me fuck other men. On our second date you had me sucking off a stranger at the bar. You loved it.”


  Hustler made a very, very angry sound that was like a reflection of the growl echoing in my head. “Like I said, I don’t have time for this shit. I’m done with your fucking made-up drama. Now move your ass before I have you banned from the club. It’d be fucking easy and the club’s old ladies would make me a cake for getting rid of your skank ass from the clubhouse.”


  Oh, that pissed her right the fuck off, but before she could flip her shit we were already walking away from her. Veronica yelled a stream of Spanish after us as we left, and by the time we made it outside, I was really wishing I’d never met Smoke. When we reached the parking lot Hustler looked over his shoulder at me. “Sorry about that.”


  Really not wanting to talk about that woman, I shrugged. “None of my business.”


  He blinked at me, then laughed. “First time I’ve ever heard a bitch, sorry—a woman, say that.”


  Gritting my teeth, I followed him across the parking lot, surprised because it looked like Hustler drove a big silver, tricked-out truck instead of a motorcycle. “No bike?”


  “I had to bring in a load of firewood for the party tonight.”


  To my surprise, he held the door open for me and gave me a boost up into the front seat. I thought his hands might have lingered on my hips a little longer than usual, but since he wasn’t touching my bare skin I was okay. The memory of Veronica’s hand on me had me rubbing my arm while Hustler got into his truck.


  When he started the engine it gave a big, throaty hum and hard rock music filled the cab. I winced and leaned forward, turning it down to a less ear-bleeding level. “How are you not deaf?”


  Turning out of the parking lot, he then slipped on some sunglasses and grinned at me. “My baby brother is a rock star, I’m used to it.”


  “Oh.” I looked out the window, trying to spot any familiar landmarks.


  As the scenery raced past I wondered if maybe I should get back in touch with my therapist. You know, once my mother was no longer wanted by the Russian mafia. As we drove I realized Hustler was one of those people who loved to talk. He yammered away while I made an occasional grunt or one word reply. Hustler casually mentioned in his ramblings a few things while we were talking today. He just can’t shut up. It’s almost like he has to talk every ten minutes to check if he’s still alive. I didn’t mind because he’d say things like, ‘It was lucky they got to me before the Russians did’. Evidently I was worth a very, very pretty penny on the black market in order to pay off my mother’s debt. And if they could get both my sister and me, we were like the fucking golden goose to those perverts and would spend the rest of our lives being raped.


  Ick.


  I shoved those dark thoughts away, desperate to focus on something other than my fear. Colonel Anderson, special ops badass, did not raise a daughter who cried in pubic about bullshit. In an effort to distract myself I said, “Hey, where am I?”


  “What?”


  “Where am I?”


  “You mean you don’t know?”


  I gave him my patented ‘duh’ look and he smiled. “South side of Austin.”


  That’s what I thought, but it was nice to hear it confirmed. “Thanks. Smoke hasn’t told me shit so I appreciate at least knowing where I am.”


  “Just so you know,” he said in a tight voice. “Veronica likes to stir up trouble. She’s a whore, but she’s also a drama whore. Don’t believe a word out of that bitch’s nasty mouth.”


  “But you dated her, right?”


  Hustler didn’t respond, just tapped his fingers in time with the music against the steering wheel while he glared at the road. We stopped for food, deep-fried greasy goodness kind of food, on the way to his store and as I sat scarfing down my hash browns he looked over at me. “So, do you know anything about guns?”


  We’d ended up talking about weapons and my upbringing for most of the ride. For whatever reason Hustler seemed really interested in how I’d grown up, so I rambled on and on about my home, my family, and my education. He didn’t offer any information about himself, but asked me a lot of questions. He’d been shocked to learn the extent of my weapons training.


  Hustler was quiet for a few minutes before he said, “Know anything about jewelry?”


  “Uh, not really. Only kind I own is a set of pearls that used to belong to my grandmother and, I think, a couple rings.” I shrugged. “I only wear them on special occasions.”


  He leaned over and ruffled my hair, making me scowl. “I’m gonna like working with you, kid.”


  Soon we reached our destination, a surprisingly nice brick building with large, frosted glass windows looking out into the street with Julien’s Pawn and Loan done in elegant gold script on the glass. It was just after four o’clock, and there were a number of cars in the lot. When Hustler had said pawnshop I was picturing one of those cheesy, dirty places with lots of neon advertising, but this place reminded me of a high-end jewelry store. That impression was reinforced as we walked into a bright, nicely lit, rather plush showroom. The jewelry display cases all around us sparkled in the tasteful lighting and the inlaid marble floors were beautiful. As soon as we entered I noticed a big black man in a nice suit standing next to the front door. He had to be at least six foot nine, and as I stared up at him, he smiled down at me before nodding to Hustler.


  “Good afternoon, Sir.”


  Hearing this badass biker called Sir made me want to giggle, but Hustler merely smiled at the big man. “George, this is Swan. She’s going to be working here now.”


  He held out his hand to me and I took it, touching him as little as possible. “Nice to meet you.”


  I shoved my hand in my pocket and looked around, trying to distract them from my odd behavior as I rubbed the crawling sensation from my skin. “Quite a place you have here.”


  “Come on,” Hustler said, his killer smile with its yummy piercing in full effect. “I’ll show you around.”


  


  Four hours later, as I chowed down on a really good, awesomely messy burger Hustler had delivered for me, I sat next to him at his desk in his back office and looked at the computer screen. “I can’t believe she fucked up your inventory so bad.”


  Hustler groaned and ate a French fry. “Your mom was slick. I had no idea she was screwing up orders left and right so she could steal shit. We’re doing an inventory count by hand right now, but it will take us weeks to get through all our stock. It’s a total cluster fuck. Add Veronica’s inability to do math or work with computers to it and my database is a migraine waiting to happen. Bitch could sell but she was shit at record keeping.”


  “I’ll say. None of this adds up and you have guns inventory on your jewelry sheet, jewelry on your equipment sheets, and some shit that I have no idea what her abbreviations even mean. Are you sure Veronica wasn’t working with my mom?”


  “No, Veronica’s just a flake.” Hustler made a disgusted sound and quickly stood, striding around the room obviously irritated. “I never would have hired that bitch if it hadn’t been for Smoke.”


  “Because she was his girlfriend?” I asked in a voice that I hoped didn’t sound too interested.


  “Nah, bitch was never his girlfriend. She’s his sister-in-law.”


  “Oh.” I took another bite of my burger. “He had sex with his sister-in-law? Ew.”


  Hustler’s low chuckle did nothing for my distaste. “While she’s dumb and a drama whore, Veronica is a hot piece of ass. Can’t fault a man for taking what’s offered. Especially if he’s been drinking.”


  Actually, I could, but it was none of my business. I’d already come to the decision that I’d try and find the woman who’d offered me use of her home and move in with her. The longer I was away from Smoke the more my reaction to him bothered me. I liked order and structure, and knowing my place in the world. With Smoke I had no idea who or even what he was, other than promiscuous, talented in bed, and that he could cook.


  Oh, and that he fucked his sister-in-law in a threesome.


  Urk.


  “Like I said, none of my business.”


  “How old are you, Swan?”


  “Twenty.”


  Shaking his head, he sat down next to me again. “You’re a goddamn baby. No wonder you can’t lie for shit.”


  I snorted. “I’m hardly a baby and I can lie just fine, thank you.”


  He grinned at me, then abruptly sobered. After spending all afternoon with fun, flirty Hustler it was disconcerting to see him looking so suddenly … adult. Authority seemed to gather around him and his now sharp hazel gaze held mine. “Listen to me, Swan. You got caught up in some bad shit that’s not your fault. Don’t make it worse by falling for Smoke.”


  I almost choked on my burger. “What?”


  “Come on, babe. We all see how you looked at him, like he was your knight in shining armor. He ain’t. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a good guy and one of my best friends, but he has no business fucking around with an innocent young thing like you. Especially not right now.”


  “Trust me, I understand. I just want to survive this, go home, and get my life back—whenever the hell that may be.”


  Hustler’s phone rang and I clicked through the spreadsheet before me, trying to figure out how to fix the mess. There were tens of thousands of fucked up records that Hustler needed to clean up going back at least seven months, maybe more. Evidently the pawnshop was a legitimate business, at least the parts I’d seen, and Hustler liked to keep the books perfect just in case he had any legal trouble. He’d said something about the club not being outlaw on the surface, but that meant nothing to me.


  I really needed some alone time with the Internet and my phone.


  After arguing with someone Hustler hung up the phone and sighed. “Smoke’s being a pain in the fucking ass about you.”


  “What?”


  “Wants me to bring you to the bonfire so he can take you home with him.”


  “Great. Not to be rude, but will I get paid to do this job?”


  “Of course. Why? You need some cash?”


  “I don’t have my wallet, or purse, and I need to buy some clothes. I never got a chance to ship mine down; we had to leave pretty quickly after some Los Diablos were spotted near my house. I have no idea when I’ll get my stuff back, but if you could lend me twenty bucks and take me to Walmart, I promise I’ll be in and out.”


  He purse his lips and gave me a considering look. “How ‘bout I pick you up tomorrow and we go shopping.”


  I stared at him, baffled by the unexpected warm smile he was giving me. “You want to take me shopping? Why? I thought guys hated shopping.”


  Hustler shrugged and cleaned up the remains of his meal. “You’re going to be working in the front of my store so I want you to look good. I don’t think it’s much of a secret that pretty girls have an easier time making sales. I’m not going to keep you back here all day. I’d go fucking crazy sitting in an office for eight hours so we need to make sure you look good. Sexy.”


  Frowning at him, I picked up a french fry and shook it in his direction. “You mean slutty.”


  Not looking the least bit ashamed, Hustler nodded. “Oh yeah, real slutty. Damn, Swan, you’re giving me a semi just thinking about you in a tight, white leather dress that comes just below your sweet ass. You’d bend over and your pussy would be callin’ my name, begging me to fuck you.”


  I choked on my food and he whacked my back a couple times while laughing. After taking a huge drink and catching my breath, I glared at him. “Rude.”


  “Just being honest.” He winked.


  “Honestly a jerk.”


  “Ouch, you wound me.” With a panty-wetting grin he rubbed his chest over his heart. “Come on, kiss it and make it better?”


  “I take it back. You’re an idiot.”


  Hustler laughed and stretched out, drawing my gaze to his impressive biceps as he yawned. “I’m just fuckin’ with you, girl. Buy whatever you want. You could wear a garbage bag and make it look good.”


  Blushing at his crude compliment, I turned my attention back to my food. “Okay, but it’s just like a payday advance. You’ll take it out of my check, right?”


  “Whatever you say, babe.” He yawned and stretched again, drawing my attention to the way his shirt rose and revealed his nicely sectioned abs and that sexy V that reminded me of Smoke.


  Refusing to let my mind go down that pathetic trail, I stood and stretched as well, then followed Hustler out of his office and into the store. Instead of going out the front door, he took me into the back storeroom. Only a tiny portion of the big brick building housed the showroom, the rest was an enormous, very secure storage area filled with all manner of things. Curious, I followed him down an aisle until he came to garment racks covered in heavy plastic. After lifting the plastic sheet from one rack, he revealed dozens of leather jackets, pants, and what looked like leather lingerie. Ummm … no. I was not wearing a black leather bra studded with spikes beneath my tank top.


  “What size are you, Swan?”


  “A six, um, like a woman’s medium.”


  He looked through the rack for a few minutes before bringing out a black leather jacket with pretty turquoise beading around the wrists and collar. After tossing it to me he said, “Try it on.”


  I did and smiled as I rubbed my fingers over the butter-soft leather. “Nice. But why am I trying this on?”


  “I’m not going to have you on the back of my bike and not take the opportunity to put that hot ass of yours in some leather.”


  I blushed as he winked at me, not sure if I should thank him or tell him not to be a pig. Since he was my boss I decided to just keep my mouth shut. Besides, the jacket was awesome.


  Hustler caught me smelling the jacket and laughed. “Like it?”


  “Yeah. It smells good, like—I don’t know—it just reminds me of being outside with the sun on my face. Weird, I know.”


  He shook his head and moved onto the next rack, pulling out a pair of black chaps. “Come here.”


  After going through several pair he found ones that would fit my long legs, then knelt in front of me. When he looked up his lips had curved into a smile that was nothing but trouble. “Hold onto my shoulder and I’ll help you get these on.”


  His body was warm and firm beneath my hand, and I couldn’t help but compare him to Smoke. Gah, what the hell was wrong with me. I have a sexy as hell guy kneeling before me, helping me get dressed, and my mind goes right to Smoke. Maybe Hustler isn’t a big enough of a loser for my libido.


  I was pondering this when Hustler smoothed his hands up my thighs over the black leather of the chaps, making me instantly aware of how big his hands were. When his touch reached my hips my heart was racing, and when he looked up at me with open lust I swallowed hard. For a long moment he stared up at me, then closed his eyes and let out a harsh breath.


  “Fuckin’ A, babe, you need to stop looking at me like that.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like you’re hungry, but scared.”


  That pretty much described my current state of mind, so I didn’t argue with his statement, instead stepping away and lifting my chin in his direction. “So where are your chaps?”


  He stood and laughed while running his hand over his goatee. “Think I need ’em?”


  I glanced down at his legs then immediately back up to his face when I realized he had a rather healthy erection pressing against his pants. Yikes. “Nope, you’re good.”


  Hustler held out his hand to me, then licked his lip piercing. “Come on, Swan. Let’s get on the road before I’m tempted to just say fuck it and take your hot self upstairs to my apartment. I have a real craving to see your fucking sweet round ass wearing only those chaps.”


  When I slipped my hand into his I didn’t get any creepy crawly sensations, and I was stunned to realize there were now two men in my life who made me wet.


  


  


  Chapter 8


  


  


  By the time we made it back to the clubhouse it was full dark and the party was roaring along. There were people everywhere, and as we pulled down the road leading to the clubhouse, I watched men standing on the side of the road wave us past. Hustler's red Harley rode like a dream and I enjoyed the ride a lot more with all the leather he'd kitted me out in. I even had a pair of black leather gloves that fit me like they’d been made for me in addition to the coat and chaps.


  The guys watching us ride past all gave Hustler a respectful nod, then all-out stared at me. The men looking at us all wore black leather vests and ranged in age from a really big dude in his early twenties, to a man with a full, white beard reaching all the way to his belt buckle. He was the scariest of them all, with a grim, then confused look as he stared at me.


  He did a double take and I sighed.


  The closer we got to the club house the more people there were just milling around and I gasped as I took in the state of most of the women attending this gathering.


  I was ground zero for a Chernobyl-size skank bomb hit.


  There were sluts everywhere.


  The desperate need to use my antibacterial hand wash consumed me, and I mourned the lack of my purse yet again.


  The crowd parted for us and I felt oddly like I was on the back of a celebrity’s motorcycle. Everyone knew Hustler and they all loved him. I couldn’t help but grin as people smiled at him and the easy way he charmed everyone. This bastard was slick. I would do well to remember that when he was feeding me bullshit lines to get in my pants. Now more than ever, I only wanted to have sex with a man I loved … even though I was technically no longer a virgin. But that stuff with Smoke didn’t count.


  He said so.


  We pulled into a spot where a younger biker guy with dimples was guarding a bunch of motorcycles. Hustler helped me off and my legs wobbled for a second. I laughed and he grinned down at me, holding me still until my knees would support me again. Taking a deep breath, I stepped away and took my helmet off, running a hand over my hair. “Thanks. My butt is sore. I guess I’m not used to riding for long distances yet.”


  Hustler’s gaze went dark and he licked his lower lip. “Baby, I’d be honored to teach you how to ride long distance.”


  I stared at him, not sure if I was imagining the sheer perversion of that statement. The young biker began to laugh, flashing his cute dimples, and I flushed. “Fuck off.”


  Instead of being upset, Hustler laughed and took my helmet from me, setting it on the seat. “You’re hair’s a mess, let me fix it.”


  “Huh?”


  He swiftly undid my braid and ran his fingers through my hair. I had to admit, my long hair was kind of nice with the heavy wave in it, like mermaid hair. When his fingers gently rubbed against the back of my stiff neck, I wanted to melt.


  That is, until a familiar, really pissed off voice demanded, “What in the ever-loving fuck do you think you’re doing, Hustler?”


  I jumped away, feeling guilty for some odd reason, as Smoke stared at me.


  At the sight of him in all his glory, my mouth went dry and my panties got wet, lust surging through me as I took in his heavily muscled frame, the battered, black leather wrist bands he wore that made him look impossibly sexy, and the unmistakable, heady mixture of lust and anger glittering in his dark eyes. I swore I could feel the fury coming off of him like heat from an oven and it turned me on. Struggling to get ahold of my rampant libido, I looked away from Smoke and glanced around the parking lot, not used to being around so many people at once. My mind began to focus on the fact that at any second someone could touch me and my mouth went dry.


  In an effort to strap some steel to my spine, I tossed my hair over my shoulder and turned back to Smoke. Our gazes met and I swear sparks flew between us. My whole body sensitized and I was helpless to against the urge to give him a good, slow eye fuck. My gaze wandered down his body, past his amazing chest covered by the colorful tattoo, down to where his six-pack lay hidden behind the cotton, and down to the space between his hips. Smoke was aroused, really aroused, and had tucked up and to the right today.


  Nice to know my insane attraction wasn’t one sided. Still, he pissed me off with his whoreish ways. This place was crawling with bitches who would fuck him in a heartbeat, and probably had. Just thinking about him looking at another woman like this made me want to spill blood, and the knowledge that he’d probably been intimate with a great deal of them only tightened my stomach further.


  I needed to calm the fuck down and release the adrenaline filling me, but I had no idea how. I couldn’t run off and do a forty-mile hike with a heavy pack. There were no shooting ranges nearby that would let me shoot illegal weapons. And there was no one I could spar with to get my anger and fear out—nothing. My heart began to beat harder and I clenched my hands into fists, grasping for control in this crush of people I didn’t know. Panic tried to take me over, but I struggled against it desperately trying to find my happy place before I took off into the woods like a crazy lady.


  In an effort to distract myself, I decided that being angry with Smoke was better than freaking out and focused my irritation on him, letting my inner bitch have free reign. I lifted my chin and gave him a haughty look, which clearly failed to intimidate him. Instead of looking guilty, or even looking maybe mildly irritated, the corners of his lips turned up into that delicious smirk that could turn me into his willing sex slave. Firming my resolve to not fall for his panty-melting tricks, I narrowed my eyes at him.


  The bastard full-out grinned and closed the distance between us in two big strides.


  Smoke’s eyes softened as he searched my face, then his gaze caressed me, lingering on the jacket, the chaps, and then on my leather-gloved hands. The muscles in his shoulders contracted and released a couple times before he gave me a decidedly unfriendly stare. I was barely hanging onto my shit and he was for sure giving me a very … judgmental look. Like he had any room to judge me in any way. Hello, he got a blow job from one, or more, of these skanks, probably in this very parking lot, which a lot of people were doing right now, right out in public!


  If Smoke thought I’d blow him next to a Buick, he was out of his fucking mind.


  My anger turned to fury and I glared at him. We stood in the harsh light of one of the security floodlights illuminating the parking lot, and it pissed me off that he managed to look hot even in this unflattering light. That bold nose of his with his high cheek bones and square jaw cast fantastic shadows on his face and gave him a sinister look that went with his unhappy glare.


  “What the fuck are you wearing?” Smoke said in a rough voice.


  To my surprise, Hustler stood in front of me, almost blocking my view of Smoke. “You got a problem with me taking care of my employee?”


  I stepped over to the side, frowning up at Hustler. I didn’t like the combative tone of voice he was using, nor how he was trying to protect me. There was no way I needed anyone to protect me from Smoke. I knew two things about the other man. He’d learned insane bedroom skills from his slutty ways, and he wouldn’t hurt me. Besides, I was feeling the need to let off some steam.


  “Excuse me,” I bit out, trying to ignore the sultry brunette who wore what looked like only a thong bikini and heels in the middle of the parking lot, now rubbing up against Smoke. Yuck, yuck, yuck. I swore she was leaving a slime trail on him.


  Swallowing my bile, I said in a cool and calm voice, “If I could just get my purse, Smoke, I’ll be out of your hair.”


  There. That was very adult of me. I was proud of myself.


  Until Smoke went nuclear on me.


  His voice lowered, deadly and scary enough that even the bitch rubbing up against him decided to stumble away. “What did you fucking say?”


  Even with my quirks I could recognize this conversation wasn’t going as I’d hoped. He seemed truly upset, and I floundered for a way to handle this. See, this is why I do so badly at relationships. I piss people off without meaning to and I honestly don’t know why.


  “Really, Smoke, it’s okay. I’m going to go stay with the lady who offered today, and I’ll be drawing a paycheck from working for Hustler that I can use to provide for myself. You’ll find my mom soon—I’ll help with that—and then I’ll be nothing but a memory, and you can get on with your …”—I looked at two of the stacked bottle blondes strutting past us, their breasts swaying from their obvious lack of any kind of bra—“whoever your no-girlfriend-having body wants. I’m not going to cramp your style by staying at your house.”


  Smoke pinched the bridge of his nose and I stared at him, curious, as he once again seemed to absorb his anger. I wondered how he did it and if he could maybe teach my dad. When he looked up a moment later the rage in his gaze had simmered down, but a strange determination set his jaw. He walked around Hustler, not even looking at him, and picked me up, throwing me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Hustler said something in a pissed off voice, but it was lost in the laughter surrounding us as Smoke placed his hand on my ass in a very proprietary manner.


  I struggled as he carried me, but a hard slap on my rear end made me freeze. “What the fuck!”


  Smoke had the nerve to laugh. “Simmer down, Swan. I don’t wanna accidentally drop you.”


  As I struggled to move my hair aside so I could see, he began to rub my butt where he’d smacked it. My heart thundered in my ears and I went limp against him, fighting with everything I had not to grab handfuls of his magnificent ass flexing right next to my face. We went past the bonfire, the orange flames flickering through the shifting curtain of my hair. The almost incense-like smell of the woodsmoke sent a nostalgic pang through me, bringing with it memories of sitting around campfires with my family and friends, making me feel melancholy.


  By the time Smoke set me down, the fight had left me and I was feeling really tired, emotionally and physically. I desperately wanted to talk to my Dad, and my heart ached with the thought of my few friends worrying about me. The only consolation was that my best friend, Lyric, wouldn’t freak out. She still lived on the compound with her family and had like no access to the outside world. I’d still have to call my dad and ask him to contact her. Indigo, one of my other friends whose family were conspiracy theorists, was the kind of friend that, while shy and meek about herself, became a lioness when her loved ones were threatened. The last thing I needed was Indigo showing up, ready to bomb her way into Smoke’s house to rescue me. My tired thoughts rambled in the way they did when I was sleep-deprived while Smoke studied me.


  When I looked around, I noted that we were at a picnic table by ourselves. On the other side of a really tall chain link fence stood a grove of trees that gave off the pleasant scent of juniper. It was a smell I associated with communing with nature back home, and I relaxed the slightest bit. The feeling of being boxed in eased, and my heart rate slowed. There were people around us partying, laughing, and making out heavily, but no one in our immediate area.


  Somehow, Smoke had made a bubble for me.


  Because I’m stubborn, I didn’t want to admit that it did something funny to the butterflies in my belly when I realized Smoke understood what I needed and could read me that well. It made the fact that I didn’t understand him all the more irritating. I thought I had him pinned down, but he continued to do stuff that surprised me. And I could never, ever get enough of his touch. Even now, with my mind still overstuffed with sensory information from the party going on around us, the feel of his big, solid body against mine sent a flutter of heat through my girly bits.


  I hugged myself and tried to focus on the fact that he was used property, not that he was watching me like I mattered or was something special. I had to be imaging the tenderness in his gaze so I spit out in a torrent of words, “Look, I’m just trying to make the best of a bad situation, okay? I know you got stuck with me, and that I’m not your type of girl, but ...”


  “Swan, shut the hell up,” he said in a low voice before burying his hand in my hair and tugging my face to his for a kiss.


  I would like to be able to say that I shoved him away and gave him a good scolding about being a demanding manwhore, but have I mentioned that his touch is magic? And his taste … it was the best thing I’ll never be able to describe. Hot, masculine, arousing, and delicious. He was like my own personal flavor and I licked eagerly at his tongue, reveling in the pure arousal and happiness flooding through me, washing away the stress of the day and cutting the tethers of the worry clinging to my mind.


  I floated against him, buoyed by joy and passion.


  Yes, his kiss was that good, so I can’t be blamed for throwing my arms around him and kissing him back with everything I had.


  My world tilted as he picked me up and sat down on the picnic table with me straddling his lap. His erection pressed between my legs and I groaned softly as he unzipped my jacket, revealing the pink tank top he’d dressed me in this morning. For some reason this seemed to please him and he leaned forward, rubbing his lips against my throat. Chills skated through my body, following his tongue, as he tasted my skin.


  “You’re coming home with me,” he breathed against the side of my throat as though I had no choice in the matter.


  Wonderful tingles ran from where his lips touched me and I was pretty sure I felt my panties melt right off my body. Damn, I was so weak. “Um, no. I’m not.”


  Instead of arguing with me he freed one of my breasts from my top, keeping it hidden behind his hand and my jacket, but I still felt horribly exposed right up to the point where he took my nipple in his mouth and sucked hard.


  Which made me moan out loud and someone nearby laughed.


  Embarrassed, I tugged Smoke’s head from my breast. “What the fuck, Smoke?”


  “Nobody can see us.” His lust-filled gaze cleared a bit and he gently tucked my breast back into my bra, his thumb skimming my elongated nipple for good measure before he returned his hands to my hips. “Sweetheart, I want you to stay at my place.”


  I frowned at him, trying to keep my hips from involuntarily grinding against his erection. “Why?”


  “At first it was because I wanted to fuck your brains out—still do want that—but you’re a good woman and I don’t want the filth of my world touching you.”


  “You’re sounding like a fortune cookie again.”


  He laughed and rubbed my back. “See, you speak without fear. I love that. Too many people edit themselves, afraid of saying what they really think. But you? I never have to worry that you’re bullshitting me, because you’ll be honest even if you have to bust my balls about it. I respect that about you, and I never want it to change.”


  Smiling, I tried to duck my head so he couldn’t see how much his words pleased me. “Thanks, I think, but I’m not staying with you.”


  “Why?”


  “Because …” I didn’t want to tell him it was because I was developing feelings for him, intense, possessive feelings, so I shrugged. “Just because.”


  “How about we talk about this tomorrow? It’s too late to go calling up Birdie, the old lady who offered you a place to stay, and I really want you sleepin’ next to me tonight. You smell so good and feel even better. Waking up next to you, seeing all that pretty hair spread over my pillows and the way your face goes all soft when you sleep, I love it. Not gonna give you up, Swan. You can just get that thought out of your head. You belong in my bed, in my arms.”


  As if his words weren’t devastating enough, he delivered them in his east-Texas-mixed-with-a-trace-of-southern-Florida accent that made shivers race over my skin.


  Disarmed by his charm and flattery, and the truth that I really didn’t want to wake up some stranger in the middle of the night to crash at her place, I sighed in defeat.


  Besides, I’d really miss his shower.


  “Fine, I’ll come home with you tonight.”


  The kiss he gave me left me panting and almost vibrating with lust as he grinned at me. “You won’t regret it.”


  I already regretted it, sinking once again into the gravitational well that was Smoke’s hold on me. My body seemed to perfectly fit against his and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that my panties were rather soaked at the moment. I tried to be mad at him, tried to picture him with other women, but the way he was looking at me made it impossible. All I could think about was how much I liked his open admiration, how much I was beginning to crave his approval.


  Fuck.


  When his palms gripped my ass, pulling me tighter against him, I pressed my gloved hands to his chest. Smoke looked down at my leather-clad hands and stilled. “Fucking Hustler.”


  “Are you really mad that he gave me stuff to wear?”


  “Hustler doesn’t give anything to anyone.” Smoke shook his head and gave me a smirk that was rather condescending.


  That pissed me off and I tried to push my way out of his arms, but he kept a firm hold on me.


  I settled for giving him a scathing look. “I know. He’s taking it out of my first paycheck.”


  That only amused Smoke and I continued to glare at him.


  He made a soft, soothing noise before saying, “You are too fucking cute when you’re angry, sweetheart. Like a wet baby kitten all hissin’ and scratchin’. What do I gotta do to make you purr for me?”


  I growled at him, ready to show him just how well I could hiss and scratch. There was something about Smoke that rubbed me the right and wrong way. On one hand, he was everything I never knew I wanted in a man, and on the other he could be a bit of a prick. I had not escaped my father to put up with another moody man’s bullshit.


  “Just because you don’t have any morals about seducing me every chance you get doesn’t mean Hustler is like that. He’s been nothing but polite with me.”


  “That, right fuckin’ there, proves he wants in your pants.” Smoke lowered one hand to cup my ass in a rather proprietary manner and I tried to push him away. He, of course, ignored me. “Babe, Hustler is a sexual Dominant and one of his kinks is putting women in leather. I bet he was as hard as a fucking post sliding those tight gloves on your hands. Getting jacked off by a woman wearing leather gloves is one of his favorite things.”


  I flushed, the heat of my face probably warming him like an open oven door. Guys got off on that kind of stuff? I didn’t think I’d even seen that in any of the porn I watched. I wondered if Smoke would like me to do that. My eyes had a will of their own as they stopped on the bulge in his pants.


  Chuckling, Smoke placed his fingers beneath my chin and made me look up at him. “See anything you want?”


  “Whatever.”


  Okay, it wasn’t the most eloquent rebuttal, but I was proud that I could talk at all with the combined feeling of Smoke rubbing my ass, and thinking about the naughty scene he’d painted in my mind.


  Smoke’s soft, husky laugh had an affectionate edge that brought my gaze to his face. Electricity tingled along my skin and I found myself falling into his eyes. There was something—I can’t find the right word for it—intense between us that made me feel very vulnerable. I wasn’t sure if I liked it, but I had to admit I loved the protective look in Smoke’s deep-set eyes. In the shadowy play of firelight, he appeared more like a sexual fantasy come to life than a true man. With his sharp bone structure, bold nose, and obsidian-colored eyes he was probably the most amazing man I’d ever been near enough to touch. I surrendered myself to him and mentally pleaded with him to be gentle with me.


  “Not that it’s anything to be ashamed of. Can’t say you don’t look hot as fuck in leather, baby girl. I keep imagining you wearing only those chaps with that sweet, golden pussy of yours ready for my mouth. Love to feel that soft fuzz rubbing against my lips while I eat you. Love even more the way your pussy gets all swollen and puffy after you climax. And the color…I’ve never seen anything prettier than how your cunt gets all hot pink when you’re horny. Makes me want to put my dick in you in the worst way.”


  I think I just had a small orgasm.


  He licked his lips and I followed the path of his tongue, wishing I could taste him right now. When he spoke, his tone came out rough as he said in a progressively louder voice, “While I am a sexual Dominant, and I do love the look of leather on you, I don’t like that fact that it’s some other man’s leathers. You belong to me, Swan, and that means you don’t accept shit from another man. If you’re gonna wear leather it’s gonna be my vest with my patch on the back, telling everyone that your sweet ass is mine and only mine. You’re my woman and I don’t fuckin’ share.”


  Someone nearby gasped and I blinked as the sensual spell Smoke had woven around me faded beneath the weighted stares of so many people. You know that scene in 80s movies where it’s showing a loud and wild party then all of a sudden something shocking happens and the needle screeches off the record player while everyone holds their breath? I was living that moment and it freaked me out. I could almost feel their regard, and it made me snuggle closer to Smoke, burying my face against his neck. His arms instantly came around me and he allowed me to cuddle close. This was the first time I’d ever sought out someone outside of my family or close friends for comfort and I found myself softening against him. He was so much bigger than me, and I felt fully enveloped by him. It was impossible to be held in Smoke’s arms and think about anything other than how good it felt. His drugging, hard embrace protected me as I surrendered to him. The more I relaxed, the tighter he held me until I had practically melted into his body in a purring puddle of happiness.


  When I finally sat up and eased back into his embrace Smoke gave me an odd look, then a small smile that seemed surprisingly affectionate. “What’s stopping you from staying with me, Swan? Tell me so we can talk about it. I want to hear what’s bothering you. Don’t run out on me without givin’ me a chance to clear things up between us.”


  I shook my head and sighed as he began to play with my hair. Sometimes I felt our age difference, and this was one of those times. He was so patient with me, always gentle and trying his best not to scare me. He cared about me. Like for real. Warmth spread through me like the feeling of lying out in the sun at noon. Damn his magic hands. They distracted my thoughts to the point that an embarrassingly honest statement just kind of spilled out of me. “I don’t know how to separate my emotions with you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  His talented fingers found a knot in my neck and began to gently massage it, making me slump against him again. My voice came out partially muffled by his shirt. “I asked my sister once how she had sex with so many guys without getting her heart broken. She said that she can take the emotion out of sex, make it just about the physical act. I don’t understand that, and evidently, I can’t do it either.”


  He whispered in a low, careful voice, “You mean you have feelings for me?”


  Well, that wasn’t exactly the reaction I’d been hoping for.


  Taking a deep breath, I decided to be honest with him. Even as emotionally unsure as I was, I was pretty sure my crush on him was obvious. I mean I was pretty much purring at his touch in the middle of a biker party. And I hadn’t knocked him on his ass for throwing me over his shoulder like a barbarian. This crazy thing between us was that strong.


  My heart raced as I rambled, “I mean that if we don’t stop now I will fall deeper for you and I don’t want to get my heart broken. It totally sucks. You can be really nice when you want to be, but you don’t do girlfriends and I don’t do fuck buddies. So where does that leave us?”


  “You worry too much.” He smiled and the flash of his teeth against his tanned face was bright, even in the firelight. “How about we just take things slow and easy, get to know each other, and let it go from there. No worrying about the future, just living in the moment. I know what I want, but you need to be sure because once I have you, I’m not letting you go. I want to own you, in every way, but only when you’re sure.”


  “Fortune cookie,” I muttered against his neck with a smile.


  He chuckled then smoothed my hair back from my face. “Ready to get out of here?”


  Nearby a woman stumbled over to the big fence encircling the back of the property and began to puke. “Yeah.”


  We made our way through the crowd and I got stopped more than once by someone thinking I was my sister. Not surprising considering those who did were either drunk or high. The second they’d try to touch me, or say something to me, Smoke was all up in their face. Big time. Like to the point where I wondered if I might end up tending to him in the emergency room tonight. In order to calm him down I kept my discomfort to myself as I prepared to hear people complain about my sister.


  Surprisingly enough, nobody said anything bad about Sarah. Once they realized who I was, I had more than one drunken idiot apologizing to me and wanting to tell me stories about my sister. As if that wasn’t crazy enough, sober people told me how much they were worried about Sarah and praying for her. I was surprised at how much these people loved Sarah, and how well respected she was. They told me story after story of Sarah helping them in some small way that made a world of difference in their life. Evidently, since that night when I’d caught her with my boyfriend, Sarah had been doing one good deed after another.


  Made me feel like an immature shit for not knowing this about her, because I was too busy being mad at her.


  Seemed like it was pretty common knowledge that she’d gone after my mom and the general consensus was that Sarah was a badass bitch no one fucked with, and if anyone could find my crazy mom, it would be her. But, I’m not saying everyone loved Sarah. I was getting the evil eye from a couple of sluts, and I wasn’t sure if it was Sarah-related because they had a beef with my sister, or if they were pissed that Smoke was ignoring them. It could easily be either one. Sarah had beat more than one bitch’s ass when she first started dating Beach, and the club whores got jealous and tried to make trouble for her. That lasted for all of about a heartbeat before Sarah took out two of them at once in a fight that left her with a split lip and them with concussions. In a very dysfunctional way it made me proud to know my sister would throw down for her man. I’d sure as fuck do the same thing for Smoke if I knew I had the right to tell the bitches to stop hanging on him. The only solace I had was that as soon as one of the club hoochies touched him, Smoke would tell the human petri dish to get the fuck off of him in a voice that brooked no argument.


  It was actually funny to see the stunned look on the drunk bitches’ faces, and by the time the crowd thinned enough for us to walk, I was still giggling. Seemed word has spread because scantily dressed women were going out of their way to avoid bumping into me or Smoke. I didn’t know if it was my sister’s reputation, Smoke, or my back-the-fuck-off-bitch glare I was now giving these women, but they stumbled away like I had some kind of force field around me. Every time this happened I’d laugh, and Smoke would look at me and chuckle. It was a rich, deep sound that made any woman we were passing pause in whatever she was doing and give Smoke fuck-me eyes. Smoke never even looked at them. His attention was all on me and I really liked that.


  We reached Smoke’s bike and I inspected it while he talked with some hot-as-hell Asian guy named Dragon, who had a wonderful smile and a pierced tongue. The other man gave me a considering look as Smoke growled at him, then the guy laughed and clapped Smoke on the back. I was pissed I didn’t have a rubber band to tie my braid back with, so I just sighed with the knowledge that my hair was going to be a tangled, fucked-up mess. My body hurt, my stress levels had run the gamut today, and I knew we had a ride ahead of us, but suddenly all I wanted was a bed.


  Or a car.


  I could sleep in a car.


  Why didn’t Smoke have a car?


  Yes, I was suddenly tired to the point of being whiny and cranky. Blah, I was so fucking exhausted after all the drama and ready for bed, but if I didn’t brush my hair now, when I woke up it would be impossible and yanking the tangles out hurt. The area around us was crowded and people kept bumping into me. Thankfully the jacket protected most of me, and with my gloves on, I could actually fend off the occasional groping hand. Drunken perverts. Next guy that tried to grab my ass was getting punched right on his knock-out button.


  Smoke glanced over at me and must have caught my mood because he waved to the hot Asian guy and came over to my side. “You okay?”


  I smoothed my gloved hands over my chaps and his breath caught in his throat. Huh, evidently Hustler wasn’t the only person who liked a woman in leather. I flexed my hands and had to hide a grin as Smoke bit his lower lip as his gaze traced my fingers. “I’m good. Just ready to get away from the drunks. This is why I loved working at the strip bar. The strict no-touch policy made it a very good job for me. I didn’t have to worry about anyone groping me because the cover charge was so fucking high. I wouldn’t pay two hundred dollars just to sit and watch girls dance, but whatever.” The way he grinned at me only made me even more nervous so my babbling continued. “Of course you know this, considering you were stalking me at that point. That guy who smacked my ass back at Tiffany’s? It was so nasty it stunned me for a moment and I thought I might hurl. But before I could move you were there and I can’t tell you how strange that was for me. My whole life I’ve been taught how to stand on my own, depend on no one, yet there you were … protecting me. Anyway, I can’t complain about the perverts too much. They always tipped well. Oh, and I can’t find my rubber band. I think Hustler has it. I hate it when my hair gets tangled like this.”


  I winced, realizing I just took a verbal dump, complaining all over Smoke. Typically, guys like my father, hated it when I rambled, but Smoke seemed to actually enjoy it, his gaze going to that affectionate place I’d glimpsed earlier when he looked at me. After tying a black bandana around his dark, sinfully thick hair, he stroked my cheek with his thumb and I melted.


  Smoke moved behind me, and when I turned to look at him his big hands grasped my shoulders. “Hold still.”


  “Why.”


  “Just do it, baby.”


  The warmth of his fingers stroking against my scalp as he gathered my hair back made me sigh with delight and he chuckled. People watched us like they were witnessing some kind of exotic ritual as Smoke braided my hair for me. A few of the guys he’d called ‘Prospects’ stared at us in flat out disbelief. Smoke was gentle about weaving the strands of my hair together, making sure to slowly work his fingers through any knots. I was dimly aware of jealous looks being thrown my away, along with flat out disbelief. From across the lot the crowd parted, to reveal Beach sitting by himself in the shadows of the building, briefly illuminated by the lights of a passing motorcycle. I was pretty sure he was watching me, but his expression was filled with a sadness I didn’t understand. He absently rubbed his neck, where my sister’s name was tattooed and I suddenly felt bad for him. For whatever reason, he really missed Sarah and my heart went out to him and his obvious sorrow.


  In the strange way that only seems to happen with family, I at once hated and loved Sarah. No matter what, the bitch would always be my sister. Only she wasn’t just my sister, she was my twin, my other half, and I wanted her to find happiness and a guy who deserved her. I think she grew up emotionally starved for love and affection from my mother, so I wasn’t sure if Sarah would be able to give and receive love like a normal person. But her going after our mother and trying to protect me showed me she cared. I knew at the very least she loved Beach. And probably me as well in her own emotionally fucked-up way.


  Thank you, Mom and Dad.


  Huh.


  Smoke gave my braid a tug. “Done.”


  I reached behind and felt my braid, surprised to find a leather thong holding it in place. When I looked at Smoke with a smile I reached up and ran my fingers through the curls at the base of his strong neck. “Thank you.”


  He closed his eyes and purred for me like the big lion he was. “Anytime, babe.”


  Instead of giving me my helmet, he placed it on me and I couldn’t help but sigh at how gentle his fingers were. He gave me a small quirk of his lips, but his eyes were smiling at me. The tip of his finger was rough as he brushed it over my nose then ran his thumb over my lips. “Ready?”


  I nodded and he helped me onto his motorcycle before starting it up. Wrapping my arms around his waist I hugged him tight and enjoyed the vibrations in the seat beneath me and the vibrations against my chest from his deep laugh. Easing us out of the spot in the line of parked bikes, he expertly maneuvered his way through the crowd. By the time we hit the open road my blood was racing with excitement. I loved riding with Smoke, adored it. Wished this feeling would never end and I would forever be speeding beneath the cool night sky with Smoke’s body between my legs. The warmth of his skin penetrated my leather gloves as I stroked his chest and his abs, and teased the head of his cock where it pressed against the waistband of his jeans. If his pants were a little looser I could have slipped my hand in, but I didn’t want to distract him too much.


  I found myself resting my head against his back and slowly stroked the ridges of his abdominal muscles as I watched with very little interest as the world passed by. I lived in the moment with Smoke, admiring the splendor of the dark universe around me in a way that I’d never experienced when riding in a car. The stars became brighter as we went farther out into the country. I felt connected to Smoke, like I was sharing something special with him, enjoying simply being alive.


  When we reached his house I was almost dozing against his back. He helped me off his bike and I sagged against him, yawning as he took my helmet off. Smiling down at me, he cupped my face with his rough hand. “Tired?”


  “Exhausted.”


  The amusement in his dark gaze deepened and I couldn’t help but sigh as he leaned over to brush my lips with a kiss. “Okay, maybe I’m not that tired.”


  “Come on. Hustler feed you today?”


  “Yep. I had an awesome burger and fries from the bar across the street.”


  Smoke grunted and opened the door for us. “Figures he’d feed you that crap.”


  “Hey, I happen to like that crap.”


  “I’m sure you do.”


  “What? You don’t like burgers?”


  “I do, but I want you healthy and living a long and happy life. Eating crap like that isn’t gonna do it.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that so I simply followed him through his home and up to his bedroom. Pausing as he opened the door, I looked down the hall. “Shouldn’t I go to my room?”


  Smoke grabbed my wrist and tugged me inside. “This is your room.”


  “No,” I said in a decidedly breathless voice as he began to cup my breasts with his hands, “I need my own space. What if you bring another woman home?”


  “I ain’t bringing home any other women.” He squeezed my breast, just shy of hard enough to be true pain. “But it doesn’t matter, we’ll get you set up with your own space tomorrow. That is, if you decide to stay with me.”


  “Okay.”


  “Okay you’ll stay?”


  “Okay we’ll see how this works out after I have my own space. I don’t want the princess room, please leave that as it is. That space belongs to your nieces, but I noticed the loft above the living room would make a great little library. I know you have a pool table up there, so if you don’t want to give up that space I totally understand. But maybe you could fit one of those bed/book nook things up there.”


  “You don’t want your own bedroom?”


  I slowly shook my head.


  The light in his eyes brightened. “I’d fucking love to build that for you. I’ll have Hustler take the pool table and we’ll go shopping for books for you.”


  Laughing, I shook my head. “Don’t be crazy. Just throw up some bookshelves, get me some kind of futon and a bunch of pillows, and I’ll be happy.”


  “I’ll take care of it.” He tugged off my gloves and kissed each finger as it was revealed. “I can’t believe you let Hustler put you in this.”


  “What’s wrong with it? I saw women wearing stuff like this at your club.”


  “That’s what’s wrong. You look way too fucking hot in it. I know that motherfucker has a leather fetish, and you, babe, look really, really good. Those mile-long legs in these chaps? Lord have mercy. I wanted to kick the ass of every guy there who was starin’ at your perfect butt. You do know you have a perfect ass, right? A high, tight handful that makes a man’s hands itch to grab you and squeeze. Watching you walk in those tight jeans, your curves all pert in the air and that little glimpse you get of your pussy pressing against the seam of your pants, it is enough to drive a man wild.”


  Heat built inside of me as I licked my lower lip and gave him an impish smile. “I have a nice booty?”


  “Yep.” He licked his upper lip with a slow, sensual sweep of his tongue and I creamed myself without shame. “Someday, I want to fuck it.”


  “Oh.”


  Evidently that was the best my brain could come up with at this point. That crazy sexual energy between us flared to life and my breasts grew heavy and sensitive as he stared at me like I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. As turned on as he made me, I actually considered letting him take me … back there. Women in some of the pornos I’ve watched seemed to really like it, and I had every confidence that he would make it good for me. So far, he’d made everything we’d done together so damn good I was craving his touch.


  I couldn’t help but flush and smile beneath his regard, feeling foolish because I didn’t know how to handle this overwhelming … thing between us. Out of my depth didn’t even begin to describe it, but with Smoke I just went with the flow. He smiled at me, then leaned down and kissed my nose.


  “Come on, babe, let’s go wash up.”


  Something brushed against my leg and I looked down, grinning at the fat Siamese cat now speaking to me at my feet. My aunt had a Siamese that loved attention so I crouched down and talked to Smoke’s cat for a bit, giggling at the way some cats had of being so earnest with their meows as if they’re really trying to tell me something important with lots of eye contact. The other fat marmalade cat simply head butted my hip until I gave him affection as well. The cats both purred loudly and I laughed, looking up at Smoke.


  “I did not picture you as a cat guy. What do you feed these beasts?”


  He shrugged and seemed a little bashful. “They were skinny as shit when I found ‘em, maybe two months old and infested with fleas. My sister is a vet and she needed someone to foster them so I helped her out and they never left. I have no idea what they eat. I have a housekeeper who comes once a day to feed them, just in case I’m not home. So these fat fuckers could be eating gravy shakes with a side of deep fried cheese sticks for all I know.”


  I beamed up at him and his answering smile made my heart flutter. “I think that’s pretty awesome, Mr. Miguel. It’s nice you know how to take good care of your pussy … cats.”


  His gaze flared as I used his real name. “You’re in so much trouble, Ms. Swan.”


  I stood, abandoning the cats, pressing my hands into my lower back. “Shower?”


  He considered me a moment before taking my hand and practically dragging me into the bathroom. When his gaze landed on me I considered the fact that it seemed like he enjoyed taking care of me. I’ve never been with a guy with a nurturing streak before, or at least not with anyone I actually let care for me. But with Smoke I was once again living in the moment pulled into the orbit of his body. With slow, careful movements he removed my clothes until I was standing before him in the pretty bra and panties he’d bought for me. The pulse in his neck throbbed visibly and he licked his lower lip. I noticed his hands were shaking before he thrust them into his pockets. His lack of communication and touch was beginning to scare me and it must have shown because he gave me a rough smile.


  “I want to watch you wash yourself.”


  I frowned. “You’re not joining me?”


  “No, baby. I’m not strong enough to join you.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  He brushed past me, playing with the little tap screen next to the shower. “I want to watch you. I need to see you touch yourself, to show me how you play with your body when you want to get off. Trust me, you’ll be happy you did.”


  Steam began to fill the room as the shower came to life. Without another word I stripped off my bra and panties, enjoying the way Smoke sucked in a harsh breath like I’d hit him in the gut. A sense of power moved through me and I looked over my shoulder at him as I undid my braid, then shook my hair free over my bare back. It reached to just above my buttocks and I enjoyed the way it tickled my skin.


  I went to step in, then paused and turned enough so I could see Smoke while still hiding most of my body. “You sure you don’t want to join me?”


  The darkness in his gaze flared, but he shook his head and walked over to the doorway, flipping switches and dimming lights until the room was lit by small sconce lights in the bronze marble walls. This bathroom was amazing and I couldn’t help but sigh in delight as I stood in the mist beneath the falling water from the six showerheads and stretched my arms up, letting the heat soak into me. I loved taking showers, loved it, and this shower was orgasmic. There must have been some kind of program to the water, because it kept giving me different intensities. Through it all I just stood there and let it pour over me, rolling my face beneath the warmth and sighing.


  I have no idea how long I stood there playing before I remembered I had an audience. Turning abruptly, I found Smoke propped up against the far wall, one booted foot against it with his arms crossed over his chest. I took him slowly in, pausing to let my gaze caress his thick thighs and the obvious bulge of his erection. It was flattering to know that I aroused him and I gave him a flirtatious little wave that seemed to surprise a smile out of him.


  “You’re every fucking wet dream I’ve ever had come to life, babe,” he said loud enough to be heard over the water.


  Flattered in a crude way, and feeling playful, I grabbed a bar of soap from the shelf and sniffed it, loving the spicy scent that I always smelled on Smoke. I soaped up my hands then began to wash myself, giving Smoke a good show. While I’d never danced, I did work in a strip club for two years and I’d seen more than my share of shower shows where a stripper would, for a price, dance in a clear glass shower. For some reason, men seemed to like watching a woman washing herself. Having seen more than my fair share of those shows, I turned and slowly leaned forward to wash my calf, giving Smoke a very clear view of my ass and pussy.


  Staying bent over so my breasts were pressed to my legs, I slipped a finger between my thighs and began to toy with my clit, rubbing it in circles and trying to mimic the things Smoke had done to me. I didn’t want to touch myself; I wanted Smoke to touch me with his magic hands. But he wasn’t giving it up anytime soon unless I did this for him, so I tried to lose myself in my body, but all I could think about was him.


  When I stood I was momentarily dizzy, but before I could shift Smoke was there, blissfully naked and hard against me. I gasped as his lips crashed down on mine, his hunger evident in the way he picked me up and wrapped my legs around his waist. He was slippery from the water so I tightened my thighs around him, moaning into his mouth as he easily maneuvered me so my back was against the wall and his cock splitting the lips of my arousal slick sex.


  “I’m not gonna fuck you, sugar,” he whispered against my mouth.


  I whimpered. “Why not?”


  “Because I told you, we’re taking this slow.”


  “Me, naked in the shower with you naked between my legs is taking it slow?”


  He laughed. “Trust me, I’m having the patience of a saint around you right now, Swan.”


  “Why? I want you, you want me, why not take me? I’m more than willing.”


  His touch unexpectedly gentled, but his cock stayed as hard as ever between us. I shifted against him, earning a groan from Smoke as my pussy rubbed against his girth. Hot damn that felt good but he gripped my hips to still my moves before saying in a voice thick with desire, “You’re young, Swan, in a fucked up situation. You’re not in the position to make decisions about your life right now. I want you as mine, but I’ll wait until you’re ready. Are you ready for that right now? ‘Cause if you are I won’t waste another second not being inside of you. But you need to know that once you say you’re going to be mine, once you agree to wear my property patch, I’m never giving you up.”


  I froze against him, my body throbbing with need but his words somehow reaching me. I met his gaze head on and read the sincerity in his expression. The irony that Smoke, who would evidently fuck anyone and anything, didn’t want to fuck me wasn’t lost on me so I tried to keep my chin up as I nodded.


  “I get it. No worries. You don’t do relationships, I can deal with that.”


  He stared at me. “That’s what you got out of it? That I don’t do relationships?”


  Looking away, I tried to hide how my lower lip was trembling. This sucked. “I get it.”


  The frustrated noise he gave me helped to calm me down. “Swan, I want you for my old lady.”


  That made me look up at him with a frown. “Uh, what?”


  “I want you to be my woman, I told you that. Not my girlfriend, my woman. My old lady, my property.”


  “Your property?” I slid my legs down his hips and stared up at him. “What exactly does that mean?”


  “Nothing bad, I swear it. If you’re my old lady that means you’re untouchable. No one can mess with you. You belong to me and only me, but any of my brothers would defend and protect you with their lives if necessary.”


  “So you want me to be your old lady so I’ll be safe?”


  “No, I want you to be my old lady because nothing makes me happier than the thought of waking up with you in my bed. I never wanna wake up without your sweet face being the first thing I see. Or your sweet ass. Or that even sweeter pussy. Baby, you have no idea how much I love to kiss that sweet cunt of yours.”


  Well fuck me. Smoke was a romantic biker in a pornographic way. My poor heart never stood a chance, yet I couldn’t rush blindly ahead. I’d done that in my only relationship before Smoke and the pain of that betrayal still stung. “Can I think about it?”


  He seemed like he wanted to argue, then visibly calmed himself and nodded. “Of course, sugar. We got all the time in the world.”


  Then he went to his knees before me and I shouted as his mouth made contact with my sex. When he sank his tongue between my pussy lips I could feel the vibrations of his satisfied hum. It was so ... very sexy and I rubbed my slit against his mouth with utterly no shame. Every time he touched me I swore it was the best thing ever, then he’d do something new the next time that made me even crazier. No wonder people became addicted to sex if it felt anything like this. I wanted to spend hours every day in bed with Smoke.


  When he thrust two fingers into me I came undone, screaming his name as I climaxed on his face and fingers, tugging at his wet hair and telling him how good he was, how he made me feel, how much I loved his mouth and other blissed-out nonsense. My brain was on pleasure overload while he continued to nuzzle my pussy, but he had to finally release me when my legs buckled.


  With a deep laugh he lifted me out of the shower and proceeded to dry us both off.


  I was barely coherent as he slid us into his bed, but his scent enveloped me from his sheets and I let out a contented sigh. Smoke’s dick was hard as iron behind me, but he made no move to seek his own relief. Instead he spooned me, his chest warm and furry against my back. I loved being surrounded by him like this. Loved to sink into his body until our breaths synchronized and I found myself almost drugged by his touch as my mind stilled and my heart beat with his.


  


  


  Chapter 9


  


  


  Light penetrated my eyelids and the habit of a lifetime kicked in, making me wake up with the sun. I kept my room back in my house super dark, with ultra-thick blackout curtains. My bedroom back home was underground, so I grew up sleeping in pitch black. Smoke’s bedroom had nice brown velvet curtains, which did a good job, but did not provide the complete darkness I enjoyed. Stretching out, I flopped over onto my back and sighed, staring up at the ceiling. Smoke slept undisturbed next to me, and I shot him a quick look before easing out of bed. I didn’t dare do more than glance at his face, knowing if I saw one inch of his spectacular body I would never leave his bed, and I needed to get out and reconnect with nature.


  Moving as quietly as possible, being careful not to hit any squeaky floor boards, I raided his drawers for a pair of drawstring sweats I had to tie and roll at the waist to keep from falling to my feet. I skipped over the underwire bra from last night and grabbed one of his black t-shirts instead. Doing yoga with underwire just wasn’t going to happen. I don’t know why I was so worried about waking Smoke up, he slept his way through the entire time I was getting ready.


  Looking up, I made the mistake of checking out more than just his face. My mouth watered at the sight of one of his perfect, hard ass cheeks exposed by the sheets lying just right. I swear to god he looked like something out of one of those sexy men’s calendars that they seem to sell everywhere. His body was so finely sculpted that it was like looking at a piece of living art, a bronze sculpture of Adonis. Everything on him fit together perfectly and he was just so … big. Made me feel small and feminine, and I rather liked it.


  Tearing my eyes from him, I went downstairs and grinned at the sight of the cats waiting for me in the kitchen. I took a moment to drink a glass of water then fed them before going out the backdoor onto Smoke’s porch. It was a fantastic summer morning, the air so warm it felt decadent against my skin. I stretched out and surveyed Smoke’s backyard from the elevated deck, trying to figure out where I wanted to set up. He had a rather expansive backyard and the grass was a beautiful emerald green color, a benefit of living near a forest with a river running through it. The grass was too tempting to resist. I went down the stairs and walked out onto the lawn, sighing with delight. His grass was soft beneath my toes and I found a patch of sunlight to stand in.


  Feeling the warmth on my face, I smiled and began to do my breathing exercises to get into my version of ‘the zone’. Starting with a series of sun salutations, I warmed my body up until energy tingled through me. This is what I loved about yoga—the more I did, the more energized I felt. It was an amazing sensation and I let the relaxation course through me as I began to do some lower back stretches, just easing through moves I’ve done thousands of times. My stepmother is into yoga big time and I have many fond memories of working out with her and talking in her home studio.


  Mimi, the only mother I’ve ever truly known, is one of those people who is just really, really cool in a very mellow way. I can talk to her about anything without judgment and she’s the perfect soothing antidote to my father’s frenetic energy. Some people say they don’t believe in soul mates, but I disagree. My father and Mimi are two parts of the same whole. They bring balance to each other’s lives and I’ve grown to understand since I left home that not many people have that kind of harmony in their relationship.


  Maybe it was because I was so in tune with my body and my surroundings that I felt Smoke the moment he walked out of his house. The brush of his energy against me was as distinct as his touch, yet he remained on the deck, watching me. Trying to ignore him, I slowly started to do my Warrior poses and he cleared his throat.


  “Swan, take your shirt off.”


  That threw me out of my little personal nirvana and I stumbled before looking up at him. “What?”


  He wore a pair of loose black shorts, but that was it. The broad, tattooed expanse of his chest was totally nude. In bright daylight, the dragon took on a new depth and I loved the gleam of the silver ring through his nipple. Catching my eye, he grinned and I absently noted he’d shaved at some point. The thought of kissing him with his face all smooth like this was temptation itself. When our gazes met, he winked at me and I found myself relaxing.


  “We’re totally alone out here, babe, surrounded by two hundred acres of forest. No one is getting near my house without both of us knowing. Now, I want to watch you do whatever it is you’re doing, but I want you topless while you do it.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. Take that shirt off and show me those pretty tits of yours. Swear to god you’ve got the best rack I’ve ever seen.”


  Well, that was charming.


  “Why not just have me totally nude?” I snarked at him.


  Whoops, wrong thing to say.


  The way he smiled at me, full of lustful intent, made my nipples hard. “I like your idea better.”


  I crossed my arms and huffed at him. “No.”


  He licked his lips and I found myself copying his movements. “What are you doing out here?”


  “Yoga.” I sighed and shook my arms out. “At least I was until some pervert interrupted me.”


  Instead of being offended, he grinned. “Haven’t you ever felt how nice it is to have the sun on your bare skin?”


  Actually, I have. Bonus points for growing up in the middle of nowhere. “I might have.”


  “Then what’s the big deal?”


  “You’re watching me.”


  “And?”


  “And it makes me nervous.”


  He shook his head, the rising sun catching the red in his sleep-mussed curls. God, he was too good looking to even be real. He didn’t have just tanned skin—no, that would be too mundane—he had skin that looked like it was made of bronze. When I looked back at his face, I found him watching me with a displeased look, at least I thought he wasn’t happy with me.


  Smoke made a soothing noise before saying, “I don’t want you to be nervous around me, sugar. I want you to trust me.”


  “I don’t know you well enough to trust you,” I answered honestly, but found myself toying with my shirt and considering giving him what he wanted. Pleasing him. Submitting to his kinky demands.


  As if he could sense the naughty turn in my thoughts, Smoke took a sip of his coffee before lazily rubbing his lower stomach. “Come on, babe, I want to watch you. Show me that beautiful body.”


  I bit my lower lip, feeling unexpectedly bold as I looked at him from beneath my lashes. “I will if you’ll get naked as well.”


  “Done.”


  He jerked his shorts down and stepped out of them before I could catch my breath, his erection looking almost painfully hard from my vantage point.


  I started to walk to him, but Smoke shook his head, then fisted his cock. Stroking from the thick base to the tip, with the tempting gleam of his piercing below it, he milked a drop of pre-cum out that made me lick my lips. I suddenly really wanted to know what he tasted like. He’d given me some spectacular orgasms and I really wanted to return the favor.


  He smiled at me, flexing beneath what was undoubtedly my hungry gaze like the arrogant Alpha male that he was. “I want to watch you.”


  Nodding slowly, letting him see how much I loved looking at his body, I reluctantly turned my back and began to remove my clothes. The sensation of the sunlight on my skin soothed me despite the now rampaging hormones filling my bloodstream. I tugged my hair out of the ponytail holder I’d found in his nieces’ bathroom and tossed it onto my pile of clothes. Closing my eyes, I began to do a series of standing poses, ones that required balance. I had to focus on every muscle in my body, allowing me to almost forget Smoke was watching me.


  The unique scents of the forest filled me, overlain with the mineral tang of the river down the hill from us. In my mind’s eye, I pictured myself walking through that forest, imagining what lay beyond what I could physically see. Using my imagination was the quickest way to get my overactive mind to shut up and get me into my warm, relaxed mental space.


  I love yoga.


  My hair slid over my shoulder as I reached back and stretched my arms out, feeling my ribcage lift with my movement. After a few minutes, I lost track of time and my thoughts drifted as I went through my routine, awakening my body for the day. Though I wouldn’t be doing a fifteen mile hike with a pack and a rifle, I was going into an unknown situation and I wanted to be limber. Not that I imagined Hustler would do anything while we were out buying clothes, but my paranoid state over my potentially being kidnapped and sold to the Russians still hummed like a live wire at the back of my mind. By the time I was taking the deep breaths that would help return my mind to a more aware state, I felt better than I had in days. And I was hungry.


  I bent over to pick up my clothes and slipped them on, once again aware of Smoke watching me with unflinching attention. Being the total focus of someone as sexy as Smoke did nice things for my ego and even better things for my heart. He looked at me like I was something amazing, which made me feel amazing. With that bubbly sensation floating through my blood, I walked up the stairs to where he stood and snatched his coffee cup from his unresisting hands, and drained it even though it had cooled. The sun warmed scent of his skin made me want to purr and I set the cup down, moving closer to him so I could burry my face against his neck and breathe in his scent. He’d put his shorts back on, but his erection stood out from the soft fabric and I really wanted to grab hold of his hard length.


  Smoke ducked his nose down to my hair and took a deep breath, making me giggle. We were like two predators taking in each other’s scent, trying to decide if we’re friend or foe.


  I was definitely feeling friendly.


  “Any chance you can feed me?” I whispered against his neck and gave my hips a little seductive push against his.


  He gripped my ass with both hands and squeezed. “You’re such a naughty baby.”


  Giving in to temptation, I gripped his erection and returned his squeeze. “Can you teach me how to suck your dick? I’m curious about what it feels like. And I want to taste you.”


  His erection throbbed in my hand and I had to bite my lip to hold back a gasp as his look went positively feral. “Let go of my cock.”


  Stung by his rejection, I released him and tried to take a step back, but he stopped me. “Do not move.”


  Leaving me confused, I watched as he strode into the house, his well-muscled back with the cathedral tattoo framing the Iron Horse logo making me want to lick him all over that smooth, perfectly tanned skin of his. When he returned a moment later with a thick cushion from his couch, I started to laugh. “Is that for me?”


  “Don’t want you hurting your knees.”


  That was such a sweet thing to say. Having someone take care of me was a rather novel experience. While Mimi gave me tons of cuddles growing up, I can count on one hand how many times I can remember my dad cuddling me. I wondered if I was somehow attention-starved because of it—needy, wanting a man to take care of me. Gah, what an appalling thought. My inner feminist was highly offended, but my libido didn’t give a shit about why I found Smoke so super hot, just that I did.


  With that he tugged me down until I was kneeling before him, his erection straining towards me. His voice was tense and rough as he growled out, “Take my shorts down, slowly.”


  His commanding tone made my pussy contract.


  I complied with his order, feeling nervous and incredibly turned on. When I finally freed his jerking erection I eagerly reached for it, running my fingertips over the soft surface. I loved the way his dick was different colors, dark on the shaft with that pink tip that I wanted to lick. And the veins fascinated me, making me want to touch them with my tongue. He wrapped his hand around mine, guiding it to the base of his thick dick. I couldn’t grip him all the way around, so he loosened my grasp then guided my hand over his balls. I felt something odd, and stopped my exploration to touch what felt like a thick ring of metal with a bead. I’d totally forgotten about my glimpse of the jewelry earlier. I’ve seen plenty of pierced guys in pornos before—I don’t judge—and always found it hot. But on Smoke? I wanted to touch his piercing with my lips and play with it.


  I lifted his thick shaft to look at the ring, then stroke it with my fingertips. It was a large silver ring with a big black bead the size of my pinky nail pierced through the underside of his cock near the base, resting on his balls. The man even had sexy testicles. I had no idea that was possible.


  I sighed softly as I played with his piercing. “What does it feel like?”


  “Good, but it’s more for your pleasure.”


  “What?” I paused in my exploration and looked up at him.


  Despite his amused smile, his dick was hard in my grasp and he shuddered as I slowly fisted my hand around him and began to stroke upwards. I loved that shudder because it meant I was giving him a great deal of pleasure. I’ve watched enough high quality porn—yes, there is such a thing—to know the basics of sex, but it was totally different from doing it in real life. His shaft was a lovely dusky tone, while the crown of his cock flared out a deep pink color. Sexy.


  “I got it pierced there so while fucking you doggy style it can hit your clit.”


  Thank you, Jesus.


  “Oh.”


  He laughed and without waiting for permission, I took the head of his dick into my mouth, having to stretch wider than I’d thought. He was a mouthful and then some. As soon as my lips sealed around him Smoke groaned out, loud and deep, and I reveled in the sense of power filling me. I was making him feel good, it was my mouth on him that was eliciting such an intense reaction with my inexperienced touch. He guided me through pleasuring him, showed me what he liked, giving me even more power over him. When I stroked him hard, turning my wrist while tonguing the tip of his dick, he hunched forward and his stomach muscles clenched in a most visually pleasing manner.


  “Baby,” he whispered in a rough voice. “I’m gonna teach you how to deep throat me, how to swallow my come, how to suck my balls. Your mouth feels insanely good on my dick. Swear to god, watching you do this for me is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. And your tits … I’m a lucky man to have such beauty kneeling before me. Everything perfect in this world all wrapped up in an exquisite package.”


  That last part made me look up at him and I whispered, “Fortune cookie.”


  His startled bark of laughter echoed around us and I smiled as I took him back into my mouth and sucked, hard, while rubbing my tongue along his shaft.


  The guttural sounds he made were so incredibly sexy and I loved that my doing this for him was bringing him so much pleasure. I paused and drew back, licking the thick veins standing out from the shaft and I wondered if I’d feel them when he was inside of me. As my mind focused entirely on the sensation of sucking Smoke’s cock, I forgot my worries yet again and lived entirely in the moment, too swept up in pleasure and feeling good to care about anything but the man running his fingers through my hair.


  “Babe, I’m gonna come. If you don’t want it in your mouth then pull back.”


  I really wanted to see what it looked like when he came so I pulled back, jerking him hard and loving how he cried out. His rough shout sang through my blood and a moment later white seed coated my fist as I continued to rub him, gentling my touch. Through it all he shuddered and bucked into my hand while he made these wonderful rumbling sounds that went straight to my clit. I was incredibly turned on and wondered if this was how he felt after he gave me oral sex. Curious as to how he tasted, I licked at my finger. Not bad. A little bitter. I needed to find that instructional porn where they talk about how to give a blowjob, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to do a search for it on Smoke’s computer.


  He stepped back, making me release him before he stumbled into the house. I shifted on the large cushion, wondering where he’d gone. When he returned with a towel and carefully cleaned my hand, I cleared my throat then said, “Would you mind returning the favor?”


  “I planned on it.” He gave me a wicked grin. “Did sucking my dick make you wet?”


  Before I could reply he had me on my back with my pants off and my hips resting on the pillow. I put my hands down and lifted my upper half, watching as he spread my pussy lips with his fingers. “Oh yeah, nice and wet. And pink. Fuck. So sweet. Love your pussy. Prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. Love even more that it got all juicy for me while you sucked my cock. Such a good girl to take pleasure in serving her man.”


  His freshly shaved face was soft against my inner thighs as he placed his lips on my slit and began to lick at me. He made these little growling noises as he sucked at my sex, making me weak with desire. I eventually laid all the way back, the cushion big enough to accommodate my torso, and splayed my legs wide for Smoke, giving him as much access to me as possible while he licked at my clit, then rubbed it with his tongue. Holy shit. He did it again, manipulating that little bundle of nerves with each nuzzle until I was rocking my pussy against his face.


  “I’m going to come,” I whispered in a strained voice. “Oh, god, please don’t stop. So good.”


  Smoke lifted his mouth enough to say, “Give it to me, soak my face” before he sucked my clit into his mouth and shoved two of his fingers deep inside of me.


  That was all it took, I came with a sharp scream, all the delicious tension inside of me coming to the breaking point. My orgasm rolled through me, loosening every muscle until I was limp. I whimpered as he continued to kiss my swollen pussy, but when he lifted me enough to tongue my ass I swallowed hard, then moaned. Oh my god, his mouth felt good down there. Maybe I would consider letting his giant dick in that part of me someday—after that mammoth cock had been in other parts first. The slick length of his tongue shifted back up to my pussy and he rather noisily sucked at me. Though kind of embarrassing, the wet sounds were also arousing. The fact that he took such obvious pleasure in my taste allowed me to relax and made me shiver when his tongue brushed my now ultra-sensitive clit.


  “Miguel,” I whispered softly and threaded my fingers through his thick hair.


  He made a happy, humming sound, then bit my clit hard enough to sting. I yelped, the blend of pleasure and pain fucking with my head. The pain faded as soon as Smoke began to stroke just the tip of his tongue over my engorged nub in a way that should have tickled, but instead felt sinfully good. I felt my clit jump against his tongue when he nibbled it. As soon as he began to slide a finger into my pussy again, I hunched forward, my climax almost there.


  Smoke began to pump his finger inside me, then hooked it and rubbed. My body exploded into orgasm and I cried out for a second time, glad we were in an isolated area. Fuck, Smoke could bring pleasure from me in an almost shockingly easy manner. I drowsed in the sunlight, enjoying the sensation of Smoke licking my inner thighs, his soft hair brushing over my legs as he kissed the crease where my inner thigh met my pussy.


  With a final kiss on the gold curls over my mound, Smoke lifted me in his arms. “Babe, I hate to say it but you can’t nap out here. We got shit to do.”


  I frowned up at him. “Fine. Where are my pants?”


  He handed them to me and openly ogled my ass while I shimmied his sweats back on.


  Giving him a tart look, I said, “Do you mind?”


  “Not at all. Love how your ass moves as you shift from foot to foot. Perfect.”


  Whatever no doubt less than smooth reply my brain could come up with was cut off as a mechanical voice sliced through the silence. “Vehicle approaching, one motorcycle. Identified as ‘Hustler’. ETA, four minutes.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Smoke muttered and glanced down at me. “Go get dressed, baby girl, and I’ll make us some chow after I tell Hustler to get the fuck out of here.”


  “Um, he’s taking me shopping,” I said in what I hoped was a calm voice. I might not be familiar with how men think, but I was pretty sure he’d get mad that Hustler was taking me shopping. For once, I guessed right. Maybe I was getting better at this whole figuring-people-out thing.


  “He what?”


  Smoke exploded with anger and hurled his coffee mug into the forest. I tracked its path, making a note of where it fell, before turning my attention back to a very irate Smoke. He was acting like I’d told Hustler I’d see him for a blow job after breakfast, not like the guy was being dragged along clothes shopping with me.


  “He’s taking me shopping. I need clothes for working at the pawn shop. While the über tight jeans and low cut tank top were cute, I can’t wear those to a business and be taken seriously. I know I may not look like it, but I’m a highly educated woman, Smoke. I’ve gone to school for too many years, worked way too hard for my degrees to not dress like a professional. Now I know this isn’t the most ideal of condition for either of us, but I will take a payday advance from Hustler in the form of clothes. He can call it my signing bonus or whatever the fuck he wants, but I plan on putting his sorry ass accounting system back into shape from the ground up, because that’s what I do and I’m really fucking good at it, but I won’t be doing that in a shirt that shows my tits off like they’re for sale. Got me?”


  For a long moment he watched me while his security system updated us on Hustler’s approach. I was pretty impressed that he had a system programmed for facial recognition and found that kind of hot. Not that I was going to let him know that.


  Smoke’s nostril’s flared and he did that whole rubbing-the-bridge-of-his-nose-and-counting thing he seemed to do an awful lot around me. When he finally looked up he snarled out, “You know what? I sometimes think you’re Karma come back to fuck me over for all the evil I’ve done.”


  “Um, what the fuck?” I glared at him. “That was a shitty thing to say.”


  He shook his head and stretched out, rolling his thick wrists and obviously trying to work some energy off. I recognized that restlessness, saw it in my dad an awful lot while I was growing up, and knew a way to release it. Watching Smoke begin to bounce on his toes as Hustler’s bike roared up out front, I caught his gaze and said, “Wanna fight it out?”


  “What?”


  “Well, you won’t fuck it out with me, so let’s fight it out.”


  He stared at me like I’d gone crazy. “You want to fight me?”


  “Yep.” I rolled my shoulders, still nice and loose from my yoga. “No face hits, no groin hits, no fish hooking. Oh, and no biting. We’ll keep that to the bedroom.”


  “You are out of your damn mind.” He licked his lips and his eyes cut to the door, then back at me. “Best two out of three pins. I win, I get to take you shopping.”


  I laughed. “Okay, but if I win, I get to go shopping alone with Hustler.”


  “No fucking way. I still come with you.”


  “He’s my boss.”


  “He’s your boss at work, taking you shopping ain’t working.”


  Well, he had a point. “Ready?”


  “I don’t wanna to hurt you, sweetheart.”


  “Fine, should be an easy win for me then.”


  I did a quick launch at his groin, knowing that’s where he was expecting me, but instead of kneeing him I ducked and swept out my leg, landing him on his ass. Smoke’s startled grunt mixed with Hustler’s “What the fuck,” made me grin.


  “Hi, Hustler.” It was stupidly easy to get Smoke into a leg submission hold and I cranked down on him while grinning at the other man watching us with complete shock.


  Smoke held out for a good amount of time before he tapped out. I was impressed with his ability to take pain. Once he did Hustler roared with laughter and I saw him filming us with his phone. Not liking that one bit, with my adrenaline rush still running the show, I stalked over to Hustler, grabbed his phone, then destroyed it. His jaw dropped and he blinked hard at me. “Did you just trash my fucking phone?”


  I nodded. “You will not record me. Understood? I can see that shit going up on YouTube and my ass being dead by midnight. This isn’t a game to me, Hustler. This is my life and I will not allow you to get me killed.”


  Warm hands gripped my shoulders and I relaxed into Smoke’s hold, allowing him to gentle me against his chest. He turned me so I faced him and rubbed his hand down my back, petting the tension out of me. I should have been ashamed by how I melted into Smoke’s arms, but his magical powers were strong and I still hadn’t managed to figure out how to resist his touch. Shame curled through me as I realized I’d given into my rage and destroyed something that belonged to someone else. I should have just said something; that’s what normal people did.


  Shit.


  Smoke murmured in a low voice, “Babe, I understand where you’re coming from, but you can’t lash out like that. The people we hang around with, if you had done it to one of them they would have attempted to slap you—or worse. It wouldn’t have happened because I wouldn’t allow a motherfucker to even breathe on you, but we have enough problems without making new enemies.”


  My lower lip trembled and I drew in a watery gasp, hating this feeling like I’d disappointed Smoke. What the hell was wrong with me? This guy kinda sorta kidnapped me and here I was feeling bad that I’d upset him. I seriously must be having some kind of mental breakdown, because right now I wanted to turn around and apologize to Hustler, even though I knew I was right. But maybe I should’ve asked him first what he was doing before instantly flipping out. Yeah, I was stressed, but I didn’t want to start a pattern of striking out at people when I was angry. My dad used to do that before he got anger management training and I sometimes saw echoes of his rage in my actions. Things like destroying someone’s phone.


  I shifted in Smoke’s arms and turned my watery eyes to Hustler, doing a quick dash with my hand across my cheeks. Lifting my chin, I met his confused gaze. “Hustler, I’m sorry. I should have asked you first, not assumed. None of this keeping me alive stuff is going to work if I don’t trust you, and I’m sorry I assumed the worst. I can’t promise I’ll ever be your best buddy, but I can at least trust you not to hurt me intentionally. I hope.”


  Shaking his head, Hustler held out a hand to me. “Come here and give me a hug, doll.”


  Before I could take a step, Smoke tightened his arms around me. “She’s mine.”


  Hustler’s jaw dropped and I wanted to giggle at his shocked expression before I turned to Smoke. “I’m yours?”


  He looked down at me and nodded. “Yep.”


  “Is this your way of courting me?”


  Hustler laughed and we both shot him an eat-shit-and-die look. He held up his hands, grinning. “I hear ya, Smoke. You gonna make this public?”


  “When the time’s right.”


  “Patch and all?”


  “Patch and all.”


  “Motherfucker. I heard some rumors last night, but never thought I’d see this day come.” Hustler grinned at me. “Though I must say, you have excellent taste, my brother. Congratulations, your life will never be dull with this wild piece of ass in your bed. That’s for fucking sure.”


  Utterly confused by this point, and pretty sure Hustler was a sexist jerk, I pushed past Smoke, heading into the house. Without looking back at them I yelled over my shoulder, “I’m going to get dressed, and I’m hungry. Feed me. And not just that health food crap I saw filling your fridge. I need real food. Carbs are my friends. And I like butter.”


  Hustler’s laughter echoed into the house and I shook my head as I took the stairs two at a time. When I made it up to the bedroom I sighed at the sight of the scandalous outfit of the day. It was a pair of dark blue denim shorts that might hit mid-thigh, a red silky shirt that was actually rather pretty, along with a pair of super cute dark brown tooled cowboy boots. They weren’t the kind of boots I’d wear hiking through the woods, but they were awesome and I’m pretty sure were very expensive. While I didn’t understand why Smoke kept getting me such nice things, I wasn’t going to complain.


  When I went back downstairs I had a big grin stretching my face. I loved this outfit. Okay, so the shorts were a bit short, but they were still longer than what I’d seen some other college girls in lately. I mean, they didn’t look like panties, but they showed a good bit of thigh. I’d picked up some color this morning and my cheeks were rosy as I came into the kitchen, the heels of my new boots clicking smartly.


  Smoke looked up from where he’d been tossing hash browns on the stove and his eyes instantly darkened. “Damn.”


  With a leering grin Hustler leaned over the granite countertop and pursed his lips, “Can I get a good morning kiss?”


  I placed my fingertips on his forehead and pushed him away. “No.”


  “Awww, you’re no fun.”


  I slipped my arms around Smoke and winked. “Oh, I’m lots of fun, just not with you.”


  Hustler laughed, looking weird in his big badass biker persona, with his tight military haircut, sipping a cup of coffee in Smoke’s modern kitchen. He had a rather lovely, and unusual tattoo of a raven in flight on the side of his neck and I rested my elbows on the counter and leaned forward, to study it. As he lounged at Smoke’s big walnut breakfast table like he lived here, Hustler winked at me and I found myself blushing, wondering why he thought I was starting at him and if he thought I was a creeper.


  Smoke gave my ass a grab as he passed, and I smacked his hand away, flushing while Hustler laughed. “So why are you here, Hustler? To what do we owe the honor of having a rather nice morning interrupted by you at the butt crack of dawn?”


  There was a devilish gleam in Hustler’s eyes as he gave Smoke a shit-eating grin. “Mr. Sokolov wants to meet your old lady.”


  “What is going on?” I asked while Smoke gave a rather scary growl.


  The laughter dropped from Hustler’s face. “Just an old friend wants to meet you, Swan. Says he has some overseas relatives who have been asking about you. And he wanted me to remind Smoke that he owes you. This might call you even.”


  A plate clattered to the counter behind me. I could feel the coldness against my back before he even touched me. A second later Smoke was behind me, caging me with his body around mine as if he could shelter me from whatever words Hustler had to say. I stood a little taller, trying to let Smoke know without words that I was okay. That didn’t stop the hard tremble that went through his body, but at least he wasn’t giving into the need to do some mindless violence. I liked his house and I didn’t want him trashing it. Yes, I realize most people don’t destroy things when they’re angry, but in the household I grew up in it wasn’t unusual. Thank you, dad, for totally warping my view of what is normal.


  I waited, tense, but Smoke only swore some interesting stuff, then, to my surprise, ended up laughing. “That motherfucker has some balls on him. I’ll give him that.”


  “Mr. Sokolov? What’s his first name?”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Hustler replied in a serious voice. “You’ll call him Mr. Sokolov if you want to continue living.”


  “Well, that’s some incentive,” I said in a soft voice and Smoke turned me around, setting me on the counter and standing between my knees. “Sokolov … what is that? Russian? Who is this guy?”


  “He’s an old, old friend of mine,” Smoke said with a look that was equal parts exasperation, humor, and anger with a dash of affection. Pride pinged through me as I realized I was getting better at figuring out what Smoke was feeling. I wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth, but his emotions were becoming clearer to me. “We knew each other growing up and, in a fucked up twist of fate, we both ended up living in Austin. Nosy motherfucker wants to meet you because he likes to fuck with me like that. Let me warn you now, he’s going to flirt his ugly ass off with you just to piss me off.”


  “But why do you call him Mr. Sokolov? Why not Larry or Doug. Is it his street name?”


  Hustler chuckled before saying, “Mr. Sokolov is just Mr. Sokolov. Only the ladies he really likes get to call him by his first name.”


  I pondered this for a moment, drawing patterns on the counter with the tip of my finger. “No offense, but that’s dumb.”


  Smoke laughed behind me and I tried to not smile in response. “Babe, you just keep that in mind when you meet him. Mr. Sokolov loves beautiful women and he’ll be all over you in a heartbeat. Just remember who you belong to.”


  I decided to ignore that remember-who-you-belong-to bullshit. “Do we have to go see him?”


  When all he did was give me a small grin, I frowned at Smoke and crossed my arms over my chest.


  This only drew his attention to my breasts and hard nipples behind the thin red shirt—thank you, Smoke for picking out a lace bra that barely held my boobs in place. As his gaze landed on my stiff nubs his hips gave an involuntary push against my pelvis, unerringly grinding against my clit, hard. This, of course, made me gasp and my body went liquid as my head fell back and I pretty much offered myself to Smoke. He bent down, giving my neck a soft kiss that made my toes curl in my new boots as I moaned.


  “Jesus Christ,” Hustler muttered. “Unless you’re offering to share, brother, don’t tempt a man like that. Hottest piece of ass I’ve ever seen.”


  Smoke nipped my neck and I tried to pretend I wasn’t blushing as red as my shirt. Scrambling for my dignity, I cleared my throat then said in a husky voice, “Perverts. Why do I have to meet this guy? I don’t give a shit who he is. I have enough on my plate without making nice with one of your buddies. No offense.”


  “Because,” Smoke tipped my head up so I was looking him in the eyes, “Mr. Sokolov is a very, very powerful man. It would help you immensely if he likes you.”


  “Is he in your MC?”


  Smoke gave me a one sided smile. “Sort of, but not really. More of an … entrepreneur. You’ll see. Fucker is arrogant as hell and you absolutely do not have to take any of his shit. He owes me, big time, so he’ll help you if I call in some favors. But it will be easier to keep your ass alive if he likes you. Just be yourself, babe.”


  That made me giggle. Not many people wanted me to be my weird ass self. “Really?”


  Instead of smiling, his nod was solemn, his chocolate brown eyes unexpectedly deep as he held my gaze. “Really. I only want you to be yourself. I like you just the way you are.”


  “Okay.” I looked closer at him, trying to see if I was reading him right. He looked like he was being honest. “Are you sure?”


  To my delight he kissed me softly and my doubts melted away beneath his magic lips. “Don’t know who put this bullshit in your head about yourself, but you’re perfect.”


  “Okay,” I whispered against his mouth and wondered if there would ever be a time when I didn’t want to jump him.


  “Good girl,” he whispered right before biting my lower lip hard enough to smart.


  It was hard to frown at him when he was flashing me a wicked smile. I stared up into his dark eyes and tried to rally my willpower, but my body still hummed with the knowledge of the kind of orgasms he could give me. I groaned deep in my throat at the memory of that intense pleasure.


  “He is going to fucking bust a nut when he meets her,” Hustler said in a rough voice.


  Smoke’s gaze cleared and he gave me a wink before returning his attention to our uninvited guest. “Where are we meeting the lecherous bastard? Please tell me not his party pad. That place is too much for Swan.”


  “No, not the house of sin.” At the odd tone in Hustler’s voice I turned to look at him, trying to understand what he was thinking, what emotion pushed its way into his voice. Before I could figure it out, he cleared his throat and said, “We’re going to the boat.”


  “Awww, fuuuuuck,” Smoke said in a long, drawn out, tortured voice.


  This scared me. “What? This is bad?”


  “No. Just a bunch of shit I’d rather you not see.”


  “What kind of shit?” I asked in a low voice, all my alarm bells going off.


  “Mr. Sokolov,” Hustler said with obvious relish, “uses his boat to entertain clients. Because Mr. Sokolov deals with a bunch of perverts and gangsters of every nationality, he makes sure he has high-end escorts on his boat at all times to … entertain his guests. He doesn’t use them— perverted bastard likes young, innocent women—but he does supply them. Keep that shit in mind.”


  The vivid mental image of a bunch of skanks running around on a boat came to mind and I frowned at a smirking Hustler. “Why are you so happy?”


  “Because,” Hustler said with a naughty wink, “it means we get to go watch you try on bikinis.”


  “What?” I thumped Smoke on the shoulder, but he refused to meet my eyes, instead walking away and plating up our food.


  “Don’t worry, babe. You don’t have to wear anything you don’t want to.”


  “But,” Hustler added, “You will want to be looking your finest because there are going to be a lot of bad ass bitches on Mr. Sokolov’s boat who will hate you on sight and want your man. I’d suggest you let Smoke and I pick out something for you to wear that will make every one of those sluts look like a used towel next to you.”


  I couldn’t help but smile at Hustler. When he wanted to, he could be just as charming as Smoke—in his own dirty way. Hustler treated me different than other women. I’d seen him on our way out from the bonfire and he had some chick on her knees, next to a parked car, sucking him off. By that point I’d seen the sight so often it didn’t really faze me anymore. But now, here in my kitchen, any spark of attraction I felt for Hustler died a bitter death at the memory of the bored, distant look on his face while the woman worked him. How jaded must he be to have some woman deep throating him and he couldn’t care less?


  “Fine,” I said in a huff. “Dress me up. Whatever. Let’s just go get this shit over with. Is it safe?”


  Both men laughed as Smoke guided me to the table and set my breakfast down. I took a seat and smiled up at him, kissing his hand before releasing him so he could get his own plate. The man utterly spoiled me and I could totally get used to it. He also spoiled me with orgasms. Yum.


  “You sure about this?” Smoke said between bites.


  Hustler sat across from me, inhaling his food and I shrugged. “Yeah. I’m sure. I trust you. I don’t know about Captain Pervert-BJ-In-The-Parking-Lot-Hope-He-Doesn’t-Have-Cooties over there, but you, Smoke, I trust you.”


  


  


  Chapter 10


  


  


  An hour later, I was really glad I’d taken the time last week to get my bikini area waxed, because the suit I was staring at was tiny. Teeny tiny. I looked like a chick in a rock video. You know, the kind that stands around the pool at sunset in heels with a glass of champagne. I could actually rock heels in this suit—thank you, waitressing job at a strip club for making me learn how to run in four-inch platform heels—but this was so not the look I was going for. The white bikini was decorated with opalescent blue and silver beads and was miniscule. It barely contained my boobs, and I was afraid that with one deep breath, or one good bounce, my girls would fall out.


  I know why Smoke had picked this bikini out, he said the turquoise beads matched my eyes.


  “Babe?” Smoke’s voice came from outside the dressing room. “You coming out?”


  “Come on, sweetheart,” Hustler cooed in his warm, panty melting voice. “Let me see it. Show Daddy some sugar.”


  If Smoke picked this bathing suit out to go with my eyes, Hustler picked it out because it was as tiny as possible. The man was a complete horndog. If the bottoms were any lower you’d see my pubic hair. I glanced down and sighed, promising myself I wasn’t getting this thing wet. As scandalous as it was, it would probably go transparent. Hell, you could already almost see the delineation of my sex and the fact that I had pubic hair.


  Turning around, I checked out the almost a thong bikini bottoms and sighed again. My ass was popping out of it and I shook my head. I’d have to bring a towel to sit on. I didn’t want to catch an STD from this Mr. Sokolov’s boat. If it was as bad as I was pretty sure it would be, I’d need to bathe in anti-bacterial hand wash.


  The door to the dressing room started to turn and I yelled, “I’m coming, just give me one second.”


  I quickly took my hair out of the braid I’d put it in for the ride over. To my surprise, I had a really good time riding behind Smoke with Hustler riding next to us. Hustler would flash me a sexy little smile then lick his lip ring every once in a while and I’d always giggle. At which point Smoke would flip Hustler off and the flirty bastard would just laugh. I have a feeling Hustler liked to toy with me in order to piss Smoke off.


  Gathering my courage, I put my hair over my shoulders for maximum coverage of the top and my breasts, then went out into the little sitting area off the dressing room.


  I noticed two things the moment I came out. One, the skanky, overly tanned, bitch faced owner of the boutique was pretty much throwing herself at Smoke in order to try and gain his attention. If she didn’t get her hand off his arm, where she was blatantly squeezing his bicep, she was going to pull back a stump. The second thing was that Smoke was totally, blatantly, and completely ignoring the woman’s attempts to get him to talk with her.


  I tossed my hair back and put my girls on full display in a purely territorial move.


  As soon as I stepped out Hustler gave a wolf whistle that made me red from my chest all the way to the roots of my hair. I almost dashed back into the dressing room, then I met Smoke’s eyes and the approval, the lust, the warmth I saw there gave me the courage to walk out to them and give a little spin. The fact that the store owner hated me made me a little bolder than normal and I struck a pin-up pose, tits out, ass popped.


  “What do you think?”


  Hustler suddenly strode over to my side before kneeling at my feet. He grabbed my hand and pressed it to his lips then said, “Marry me. Hop on the back of my bike and we’ll go, right the fuck now, and get hitched with you wearing that bikini.”


  Flustered, I tugged my hand away and looked over to Smoke, who was less than amused. “Smoke? Is this okay?”


  His eyes bulged. “Marrying Hustler?”


  “No! The bathing suit.”


  A slow, easy smile tipped his lips and he nodded, once again relaxed. “Yeah. Go throw your clothes on over it. No fucking way I let anyone see you in it until we’re out on the lake. You’d cause a riot.”


  While I didn’t cause a riot, we did get interesting reactions as the guys pulled up on their motorcycles. People would stop and stare, some at the bikes, some at the men, some at me. The guys were dressed in black swim shorts, though Hustler’s had splashes of red that went with the realistic flame tattoos on his arms. I had my backpack with a change of clothes and some random crap, including Smoke’s gun. When he slipped that in I didn’t even protest, instantly feeling better knowing it was there. Yep, I have issues, but doesn’t everyone.


  Soon we’d pulled out into the huge lake in Hustler’s big, fancy speed boat. The pawn business must pay really well because this was a pricey piece of equipment. It cost him over a thousand dollars to fill up the tanks. Over one grand … for gas. I didn’t understand what it was like to live in a world where that was no big deal, so it really wasn’t too unusual that I zoned out during the ride over to Mr. Sokolov’s party yacht as I tried to cope.


  The yacht was on the far side of the lake, in a private alcove that everyone seemed to avoid. When we approached I saw why. Two anchored speedboats blocked the entrance and some big, stone-faced men watched us approach. As we pulled up, one of the boats moved letting us pass. I raised my hand in greeting to the scary guy watching us, but he didn’t wave back. The slowing of the engine snapped me out of my trance and I looked over my shoulder, intrigued by the sight of a big, sexy black ship. It was three levels, and there were beautiful women everywhere. I mean these chicks were supermodels and I noticed a distinct lack of men. There were a couple of dudes here and there, and each guy was surrounded by women. My stomach twisted as the women watched us approach with hungry looks on their overly made-up faces as they got an eyeful of Smoke and Hustler.


  Once we were on board, a group of women made a beeline to us. To my relief Smoke grabbed my hand and pulled me to his side, but that didn’t stop a lovely strawberry blonde woman from rubbing herself against him. A catty part of me noted she was a good deal older than I was, and I wondered if Smoke liked that. She had the balls to grab his chin like she was going to kiss him and I’d had absolutely enough of that bullshit. I smacked her hand away and stepped in front of Smoke.


  “You don’t get to touch him.”


  Hustler laughed, the asshole, and Smoke’s hand tightened on mine, but I let the grabby bitch know in rather graphic detail that I would break every bone in her hand if she laid one finger on Smoke. When some girls’ fathers were teaching them the words to songs, my father was teaching me how to intimidate people. I’m not proud of my temper—it’s not a nice thing and I really, really do my best to keep it in check—but I’ve never been possessive-jealous like this before.


  She sneered at me, but there was a tremor in her voice as she said, “I don’t know who you are, bitch, but I’ve been fucking Smoke for years now. You’re nothing but the flavor of the week. You’ll be gone tomorrow and I’ll be enjoying that big pierced dick fucking me for hours.”


  Oh no, she sure as fuck didn’t.


  I was about to launch myself at her when a man’s stern voice said, “Tammy, you’re gone. Don’t come back. George, please escort Tammy to shore and get her a cab home. She’s now fired and banned from my property.”


  The redhead crumbled and began to cry. “No, wait, please ... I didn’t mean it.”


  “You’ve started shit for the last time and with the wrong person. You’re lucky Smoke isn’t snapping your neck right now. Look at him, you stupid twat. You can’t say shit like that about a man in front of his old lady. He’s fixin’ to kill you with his bare hands and I should fucking let him. All you bitches better take a close look at his woman. If you ever fuck with her you will be answering to me. Understood?”


  The women around us murmured that they understood and my anger deflated somewhat, its place taken by surprise. I wanted to look at Smoke, but he chose that moment to pin me to his chest and say in a low voice, “Get that cunt the fuck out of here.”


  The woman began to scream and cry, causing a huge scene. I was able to wiggle in Smoke’s arms enough to see the man who had to be Mr. Sokolov. When I got an eyeful of him I was pretty sure I’d been a good girl in a former life because I was surrounded by three of the hottest guys I’d ever seen. Damn, it seemed like it was a requirement that if you were going to be Smoke’s buddy you had to be some serious man candy.


  Mr. Sokolov was shorter than Hustler and Smoke, built like a brick house, and had what I would consider almost a nerdy hot face. Very Clark Kent with his square black glasses, thick black hair, and firm lips complete with a dimple in his chin. The guy had muscles on top of muscles and skin closer to my olive tone than Smoke’s and Hustler’s deep tan. I couldn’t help but notice how thick his thighs and calves were, and a little tingle went through my lady bits. Huh, it appears I like men with muscular legs. You learn something new about yourself every day. When my gaze reached his eyes I noticed that he had rather wicked, pale blue eyes. Holding my gaze, he slowly smiled and my lips curved in response.


  “You must be Swan.”


  He reached out to shake my hand and Smoke jerked me back. “Don’t touch her.”


  Mr. Sokolov appeared rather pissed off by that and his lips narrowed. “Why the fuck not?”


  “She has sensory issues, like Amy.”


  A total transformation came over Mr. Sokolov and he blinked, then looked at me like he was really seeing me for the first time. He ducked his head down a bit so he could catch my gaze. I only saw kindness in his eyes, but it could have been pity and I hate it when people pity me. I don’t have it that bad. There are people in much worse situations than me.


  Mr. Sokolov’s voice came out rich and soothing as he looked at me and said, “What kind?”


  I shot Smoke a pissed off look, then turned back to Mr. Sokolov. “Pardon me?”


  Unease curled through me. I was not comfortable discussing this with a stranger and resented Smoke for just throwing it out there. We were relatively alone on the back deck now, all the whores having fled the scene when that shit with Tammy the Twat went down, and the men evidently having followed them. I could feel Smoke’s tension behind me, but he didn’t say anything further.


  Mr. Sokolov had the faintest hint of an accent that made a shiver run up my spine as he said, “My goddaughter is autistic and has sensory issues as well. I just want to make sure that you’re as comfortable as possible.”


  My anger deflated at his obvious earnestness and I shrugged. “It’s okay. I just don’t like to be touched by people I don’t trust.”


  Mr. Sokolov looked behind me at Smoke and gave his friend a big, shit eating grin. “She trusts you?”


  The growl in Smoke’s voice was a clear warning. “Absolutely.”


  Shaking his head, Mr. Sokolov motioned to us, “Come on.”


  “We’ll be up in a second.” Smoke gave me an unreadable look.


  “Whenever you’re ready,” Mr. Sokolov replied. “I can fill Hustler in on what’s going down.”


  As soon as we were alone I hit Smoke on his shoulder, hard. “You fucked her?”


  His gaze went cold, and he held my chin, forcing me to look at him. “I fucked a lot of women, Swan. I’m not gonna lie and pretend I was some kinda monk before I met you.”


  I felt tears fill my eyes, and I couldn’t stop imagining Smoke doing that redhead. A lot. She knew what it was like to fuck him and I didn’t. My lower lip trembled, and I tried to firm my voice as I said, “Am I going to run into your conquests everywhere we go?”


  He shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “Possibly.”


  The thought made me feel ill and I tried to step away from him, but he wouldn’t let me. “Babe, before you, sex was a function for me, like blowing my nose.”


  “Yuck. Could you make this any nastier?”


  “My point is that before I was assigned a security detail for this hot young blonde, I never looked at a woman as anything more than a momentary good time. Then I started watching you.”


  “Stalker,” I muttered, wanting to hit him again when he grinned.


  “And the more I watched you, the more I realized you were something special. Real in the way these other bitches aren’t. Even before I spoke one word to you, you were the realest thing in the world to me, Swan. I don’t cheat. Ever. I’ve been in two relationships in my life, one when I was sixteen and one when I was twenty. I haven’t let anyone into my life for years, but I want you with me every second of every day.” He paused and stroked my cheek, making me soften to him with his magic hands and seductive charm. “The thought of one of those bitches that I stuck my dick in causing problems between us makes me crazy. You need to know that you’re my future and they are my past. Got me?”


  I nodded, then nuzzled my face against his hand like an affectionate kitten seeking love. “I hate it.”


  “I know you do, and I’m sorry, but I am who I am, sweetheart. Not gonna pretend to be anyone different. You take me as I am and I do the same with you. Love isn’t about changing somebody; it’s about accepting who they are without reservation and bringing out the best in the other person.”


  “Fortune cookie,” I whispered against his palm and placed a kiss there. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll really try, okay?”


  “All I can ask, babe. Now come on, we need to get some sunblock on you. I don’t want that pretty skin too sore to touch.”


  We went up to the third level of the ship, passing groups of women lounging in the sun. They all greeted us with sugary sweet voices, but none of them would make eye contact. I wondered if it was because they were scared of me, Smoke, Mr. Sokolov’s wrath, or all three.


  We reached the top deck, which was partially covered by a black canvas awning. Mr. Sokolov moved into the shaded area of the space where there was a table set up with fruit and cheese as well as what looked like wine, but I wanted to feel the sun on my skin. It had been years since I’d been out on a boat and I relished the beauty of the lake, the slight breeze, and how nice it was just to be alive. Absently, I heard Smoke ask Mr. Sokolov if he had any sunblock and the other man replied in a low voice.


  Big hands grasped the edge of my shirt and slowly pulled it over my head. When my chest came into view there was a trio of male groans that made me tense up. I opened my eyes and found Hustler and Mr. Sokolov watching me like I was some kind of live porn show. That embarrassment made me try to bat away Smoke’s hands, but he ignored me.


  “Hold still, I’m going to put your hair up.”


  “But they’re watching,” I whispered.


  “And I don’t give one flying fuck. They can look all they like; you’re mine. I’m the only one who gets to touch you, taste you, and someday, fuck you.”


  I made some nonsense sound of pleasure that had the men laughing.


  Smoke ran his fingers through my hair, massaging my scalp and taking away my tension with each magical stroke. I startled when a lush, smooth jazz began to play from speakers around me. Smoke had started to massage my neck by this point and I was barely breathing. The endorphins, hormones, and all those other wonderful love drugs began to flood my system, reducing me to nothing but sensation. The men talked while Smoke worked on me, but they were using some kind of code I didn’t understand with a bunch of slang I wasn’t familiar with.


  Soon Smoke had my hair up in a bun on top of my head, and I had yet to open my eyes. It was nice to just stand here and feel, to ignore Hustler and Mr. Sokolov having a low conversation while Smoke stripped my shorts off. This caused another round of groans from the men, and when I leaned down to untangle my shorts from my feet, those groans got louder.


  Embarrassed, I picked up my shorts and neatly folded them before placing them on the empty bench. When I turned around to face Smoke I noted right away his hard dick pressing against his board shorts. Well, evidently he had no problem being aroused in front of his friends. Goodness. Heat pooled in my belly and I licked my lips, loving the pained look on Smoke’s face. He’d taken off his shirt and I walked back over to him, rubbing my fingers over his dragon, then to the deep cleft between his pectoral muscles over his heart, then over to the nipple ring glinting in the sunlight. His erection poked at me and I moved my hips slightly against his.


  He leaned down and traced his lips over my cheek, giving me gentle kisses that melted my heart. “Turn around. I need to put sunblock on this pretty skin.”


  “I’ll do you next,” I said in a husky voice.


  With a deep, yummy laugh Smoke said, “I’m sure you will.”


  I threw an elbow at him but he easily dodged it and began to rub the lotion into my shoulders. It had a slight coconut scent to it, and I loved how Smoke took his time rubbing it into my skin, worshiping ever part of me with his touch. My knees grew weak and Smoke reached an arm out to steady me.


  “Easy, baby. Come with me.”


  He led me over to a huge, white terry cloth-covered lounger near where Mr. Sokolov and Hustler watched me from the shadows. Soon Smoke had me lying on my back and he made sure I was positioned so I was comfortable. Relaxation flowed through me and I was pretty sure I was purring. I won’t lie, being pampered by Smoke was awesome.


  Starting with my arms, Smoke slowly lotioned my front, and by the time he reached my belly the crotch of my bathing suit was damp. My nipples were hard as well, especially when Smoke began to tug gently at my top, making the fabric rub against my engorged tip. A little moan escaped me and I cleared my throat, hoping they hadn’t heard it.


  Smoke leaned over and the next thing I knew his lips were wrapped around my nipple. I gasped as an explosion of tingles went off in my nether regions and I immediately threaded my fingers through his hair. He sucked, hard, and my hips thrust up of their own accord. I was dimly aware we weren’t alone, that the audience was very close, but Smoke was biting my nipple hard enough to sting and I loved it. I would’ve been surprised if my arousal hadn’t soaked through my bikini by this point.


  With a low growl Smoke released my breast and I took a deep breath, then pushed him away. “What the fuck!”


  I looked over to where Mr. Sokolov and Hustler had been sitting, only to find us now alone. I could still hear conversations and laughter from the levels beneath ours, but we were by ourselves now. Smoke grinned down at me and stroked my cheek. “You think I’d share you with those dirty fuckers? No way. This sweet body is all mine.”


  I smacked at his chest. “You should have told me.”


  “Why? It made you all wet to think they were watching. Your nipple was as hard as a bullet in my mouth, baby. Kinky shit turns you on. Nothing to be ashamed of.”


  Instead of answering him I tried to get off the oversized lounger. Before I could get very far Smoke hauled me back and easily spread my legs wide before pressing his pelvis to mine. He shifted his hips so his cock rubbed against my slit and I arched up into him, making him curse as he began to press against me. With just our swimsuits between us there wasn’t much to block the feeling of his dick rubbing over me, especially when he lifted himself high enough on his muscled arms to rub the piercing against my pussy. Damn I loved that thing. Smoke had ruined me, I could never be with a man who didn’t have one.


  I laced my arms around his neck and pulled myself up for a long, indulgent kiss while he continued to move against me like he was fucking me. The taste of Smoke exploded over my tongue and I moaned against his lips, my legs now wrapped around his hips as my body sped towards orgasm. Our sweat-soaked, sunblock-slick bodies slid together and I cried out when Smoke slipped a hand between us to massage my clit. It was like my body responded to him better than it did to me and when he whispered, “Come for me, baby,” I did.


  One of his hands covered my mouth, muffling my moans, but his other clever, wonderful hand continued to play with my pussy. He smoothed his fingers over my labia, rubbing my slick arousal all over my sex until my outer lips were thickly glazed with my honey. When he removed his hand I sighed and slowly opened my eyes, squinting to see him in the bright sunlight.


  “That was awesome, but I want to take care of you.”


  “What do you want to do to me, sweet baby?”


  A million kinky things ran through my mind as I mentally went through the pornos I’d watched and like, but I settled on one fantasy that I was pretty sure Smoke would enjoy.


  “I want you to titty fuck me.”


  He actually sagged against me and his face went blank. I would have been worried about him if his hips weren’t once again grinding his cock into me like his body had a mind of its own. I arched beneath him and snapped my pelvis against his, earning a groan that went straight to my empty, achy pussy.


  The next thing I knew he was off of me, and my top was jerked to the side, exposing my breasts. Smoke took off his board shorts, the sight of his naked body a mini-orgasm of its own, then straddled my chest and mounded my tits together with his hands, leaving me feeling wickedly exposed as my body was used for his pleasure. He then released them and poured sunblock all over them. With a low growl he gathered my tits in his hands again and slowly slid his shaft between them, a feral sound spilling from him that made my pussy spasm. Somehow the idea of how kinky this was, at least for me, had me reaching up and touching his muscled hips, the flexing indents on the sides of the ass that shifted as he slid between my lotion-covered breasts, his breath coming out in a harsh burst. The tip of his cock brushed my lips and I took a hint, opening for him and licking at the head of his shaft. I loved the way he tensed, then growled out my name, so I did it again.


  Watching him move over me, the play of tendon and muscle with each thrust was like having a perfect piece of art come to life and get really dirty with me. The harder he thrust between my breasts the tighter he gripped them until it hurt in the most wonderful way possible. His growls were ramping up in volume and I did everything I could to earn more of them, including scratching my nails down the curve of his ass. He liked that and when I dug into the firm muscle and squeezed, he came all over my chest. I tried to catch some with my tongue, but he painted my body instead of my face. Not to be denied, I scooped some up with my finger and licked it off, smiling to myself as he made rough, pained noises before slipping the still throbbing head of his dick between my lips, letting me lick, suck, and nibble him clean. I don’t know what it was about his come, but even though it wasn’t the best taste on earth, I craved it.


  He pulled himself from my eager mouth and I let out a little mewl of disappointment before he collapsed next to me. Pulling me close, he nuzzled my neck, still nude as the day he was born and sporting a semi-erect cock that was becoming harder by the second. When his lips met mine our kiss started off slow, easy, and utterly decadent. Our lips moved together and I sighed into his mouth when his tongue stroked against mine. He let out a little rumble of pleasure that did crazy things to my libido. The man was insatiable, and I loved it.


  He broke our kiss and leaned back, looking at me with an expression that was all warmth and affection. The way he stared into my eyes was almost as good as an orgasm and I felt the return of the familiar goofy grin. He pulled me into his arms and rubbed my back while cuddling me hard core. Even though being held by Smoke was bliss, I soon became aware of how nasty we were. Like not in a good way. We were stuck together with sweat, arousal, and sunblock. Yuck. I peeled myself off of Smoke and sat up, straightening my suit.


  “Anywhere we can wash off?”


  “Of course.”


  Once we were decent we wandered back down to the first level. I tried to ignore the speculative, envious, and appreciative looks people gave us as we passed. I knew I had freshly fucked crazy hair and I was all too aware of the come now drying on my skin. I thought we were going to find a shower, but I forgot about the huge body of water around us.


  “Can you swim?” Smoke asked.


  “Of course.”


  “Good.”


  A second later I found myself flying through the air and landing with a girly shriek and a mighty splash. It didn’t take me long to surface, and when I did, I came to a horrifying conclusion while I gasped for air. My bikini top had become a victim of Smoke’s tossing me in and, because it was weighted down with beads, was probably on the bottom of the lake by now. Even worse, my bottoms were trying to escape down my legs. I dipped beneath the water, pulling my bottoms up and surfacing with a growl, looking around for Smoke so I could tear him a new asshole.


  He was calmly floating on his back in the water nearby and I swam out to him, moving slowly with the intent of ducking him. I was almost close enough to touch him when he abruptly spun in the water like a fucking alligator and snatched me up into his arms. I kicked at him and he released me with a laugh. The moment he noticed I wasn’t wearing a top his eyes got big, then glazed over with lust. I used that opportunity to surge out of the water and dunk him.


  I couldn’t help but laugh at his startled expression right before he went under. With my heart thundering in my chest I started to swim away, then almost inhaled a lungful of lake water when he grabbed my ankle and jerked me back to him. This only resulted in us splashing at each other like a couple of kids until I was half drowned. Coughing, I held up my hands in defeat while treading water with my increasingly tired legs. Damn, I needed to get back to exercising. Death threats fucked up my routine. No more hitting the local Y at six a.m. five days a week.


  Smoke soon had me moving back to the swimming platform of the ship and as we neared I noticed a grinning Mr. Sokolov and Hustler watching us, both shirtless and wearing sexy mirrored sunglasses. With a little yelp I ducked behind the platform and both men pouted.


  “Awww,” Hustler said in a loud voice, “Don’t go getting shy on us now.”


  “It’s a crime to hide such perfect tits,” Mr. Sokolov added with a grin that made my already stiff nipples harden until they ached. The sun made his perfect skin gleam and I had to admit he was really, really ripped. His biceps were probably the size of my thighs. “Love your nipples, darling. You’d never get my lips off your breasts if you belonged to me.”


  Smoke came up behind me and held onto the platform. “Stop looking at her tits and get her a fucking t-shirt or something.”


  Hustler must have anticipated this because he tossed a shirt down to me. I slid it on as best I could before grabbing the ladder to the platform. The white shirt with some kind of writing on the front instantly stuck to my skin as I hauled myself up. Once I reached the deck both Mr. Sokolov and Hustler helped me up, one grabbing each arm. I was pretty much just lifted to the ship and as soon as my feet were on solid ground they both let me go. I looked up and found their gazes locked on my chest like it held all the secrets of the universe. When I looked down I saw that the shirt had gone transparent and my long, hard, cold nipples stood out from the wet fabric.


  I gave a girly scream and cupped my hands over my breasts, shooting each man a dirty look.


  Mr. Sokolov made a pained sound. “Pink.”


  “So fucking pink,” Hustler agreed in a rough voice.


  I was about to kick them both in the nuts when Smoke came up behind me and cupped his hands over my breasts, doing a much better job of containing me than my own hands. He snarled at Hustler and Mr. Sokolov, “I swear to god I’m going to beat your perverted asses.”


  “What?” Hustler said in an innocent voice but stepped back with his hands held up.


  Mr. Sokolov didn’t even bother to pretend not to care. “Why don’t you take the gorgeous Ms. Swan back to shore? I already have some clothes waiting for all of you at the yacht club. I’m taking you out to dinner tonight.”


  I expected Smoke to argue, but he only nodded in agreement like he totally expected it. “You sure we’re not interrupting anything?”


  Mr. Sokolov shook his head. “No one important. Come on. Get your exquisite trouble dried off and I’ll see you in a few hours.”


  


  


  Chapter 11


  


  


  I was pretty irritated, bordering on pissed, as I watched Smoke pace in the parking lot of the marina while yelling into his cell phone. It was that Veronica bitch and I had about zero tolerance right now for any of her shit. I didn’t give a fuck if she was his sister-in-law. She was manipulative and needy. She annoyed the fuck out of me and I tried really hard not to let her incessant phone calls ruin the evening.


  I’d just gotten finished getting changed into the cream cashmere sleeveless dress Mr. Sokolov had provided me with, a couture creation I felt nervous wearing, and I was eager to show off the results of my efforts to get ready for my kind of date. I thought I looked pretty, my skin a dark tan from my time on the lake, parts of my hair bleached out white blonde from the sun. Add to that some mascara to make my fair lashes visible, and a hint of pink lipstick and I was ready to go.


  There was a limo waiting for us, but I didn’t want to go in by myself. I crossed my arms, waiting for Smoke to notice me. He’d changed into a pair of grey dress slacks and a black button-down shirt that fit him wonderfully. I’d never seen Smoke dressed up before, and I had to admit he cleaned up nice. At least his body did. His filthy mouth was busy at this moment yelling swear words.


  I kept hearing Veronica’s name, and every time I did, my heart would hurt a little bit. He said she meant nothing to him, yet there he was on the phone with her. I wanted to choke her and I barely knew her. My heel tapped out a rapid beat on the concrete as I tried to contain my growing possessive ire.


  Just as Hustler joined me, dressed in a pair of khaki pants and a white dress shirt, Smoke ended the call and finally turned to look for me. When he saw me staring at him a look of guilt and regret came over Smoke’s handsome face that I didn’t like one bit. Hustler made a low, angry sound in his throat and I glanced at him.


  Hustler met my gaze and I saw pity in his eyes before he looked away. “Well, looks like Smoke won’t be joining us for dinner.”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked with a frown.


  “That,” he said in an angry voice, “was Veronica. She’s baked up some scheme to see him tonight. Bet me.”


  My heart sank when Smoke came up a minute later with a sad look in his eyes. “Babe, I hate to do this, but I gotta bail.”


  “Okay,” I said stiffly. “Where are you going?”


  “I got business to take care of.”


  I was so angry I thought I might do him physical harm, so I turned away and pretended to watch the sun setting, giving him only my profile. “What kind of business?”


  “The kind that’s none of your business,” he said in a low voice that cut right through me.


  “Is everyone ready?” A rich, baritone voice rang out from behind me.


  I turned and found Mr. Sokolov giving me a million dollar smile while wearing his Clark Kent glasses. To my surprise he was alone, no arm candy, but he looked as handsome as ever in his elegant grey suit. There was something very … sophisticated about him despite the fact that he was no doubt a criminal of some kind. And he’d been nice to me so I smiled at him, trying to keep the hurt out of my expression.


  “Smoke has to bail,” I said, forcing that unnatural smile to stay on my face. I was not going to show that asshole how much his words had affected me. “So, um, I can take a cab home.”


  “Babe,” Smoke said from behind me, the exasperation obvious in his voice. “You are not taking a fucking cab home.”


  “Of course not,” Mr. Sokolov said in his amazingly smooth voice. He came up to me and slipped his arm through mine in a very civilized gesture. When his bare hand touched mine I waited for the yucky feeling, but it was just skin. My breath came out in a sigh of relief and Mr. Sokolov gave me an odd look.


  “You’re touching me,” I said in a low voice.


  He looked down at our hands and immediately snatched his away. We both ignored Smoke swearing and I smiled up at Mr. Sokolov. “It’s okay. No creepy crawlies.”


  Hustler laughed and said in a teasing voice, “That means she trusts you. God knows why. I wouldn’t trust you to take out my garbage.”


  Mr. Sokolov gave Hustler the bird, then he surprised me by gently taking my hand in his own and rubbed his thumb over the back of my hand. A mild sexual warmth washed through me and his eyes darkened. He tilted his head down a bit, making sure to capture my gaze.


  “Thank you, Swan,” he said while looking into my eyes, a dizzying amount of confidence and command radiating from him. I couldn’t look away. That both scared and aroused me. Fucking hell. He was just so … dominant. “Now, it would be my pleasure to take you for the best steak in town with Hustler while Smoke goes and takes care of his … business.”


  The way he said the last word made his anger with Smoke known and I had to resist the urge to turn and stick my tongue out at Smoke in a totally juvenile move that would have been rather satisfying.


  Before I knew it Hustler had my other arm and I looked up, catching a wink he hid from Smoke. “I call the seat next to Swan.”


  Mr. Sokolov tightened his grip on my arm. “That seat is taken.”


  “Well, we could all sit on one side together, though Swan would have to sit on both our laps.”


  “I’m not sitting on anyone’s lap,” I said in a high-pitched squeak, feeling way out of my league between these two incredibly smooth and confident men.


  “You sure as fuck aren’t,” Smoke said as he stepped in front of us, blocking our way. “I’m taking you home, Swan, right the fuck now.”


  “What about your business? Are you going to take me home and stay with me?”


  Smoke’s nostrils flared and he looked truly conflicted. I shook my head slowly, blinking back tears. He made a soft noise and took a step closer, but I pulled back, still holding onto Mr. Sokolov and Hustler. Having their strong arms around me gave me strength, as pathetic as that was. The fact that I would have probably caved to Smoke if we were alone irritated me. And his refusal to tell me where he was going, when I knew he was going to see that bitch, bothered me even more.


  Mr. Sokolov stepped around Smoke, pulling me with him and leaving Hustler to block Smoke. To my surprise Hustler said in Spanish that I was getting better at translating, “Smoke, you stupid fuck. I can’t believe you’re going to bang that diseased whore when you have this treasure waiting for you at home. You are truly a stupid fuck and once this angel figures out what a stupid fuck you are, I’ll be waiting for her.”


  Or something like that. My translation was close enough that I got the gist of the unusually handsome man’s defense of my honor.


  Smoke shouted something at us, but by this point we were in the limo. A moment later Hustler joined us with a grim look on his face that made my stomach cramp. He was angry, really angry, and as the limo pulled out of the parking lot I hated the tension in the car. It made me start to sweat in my pretty dress so I tried to break it by leaning forward and grabbing Hustler by the goatee then gave it a good tug.


  Jerking back in shock, he stared at me. “What the fuck are you doing?”


  “Thanks for defending my honor, or whatever the hell that was.”


  I looked over to Mr. Sokolov, then quickly away, avoiding his intense gaze. He unsettled me in a way Hustler didn’t and I did not like how my body responded to him. There was just something so … dominant about the man. Still, he’d stood up for me and I’d been raised to have manners, so I thanked him as well.


  This led to just more uncomfortable silence and I was going out of my mind with the need to get the hell out of this limo. Both men were blatantly staring at me to the point where I was constantly fidgeting beneath their gaze with a permanent blush. The hem of the dress had ridden up to mid-thigh when I sat down; I tried to pull it down without being obvious, but both men merely dropped their gaze to my exposed legs and the brand new and expensive, pretty, gold designer heels.


  “Hey,” I said then frowned as Mr. Sokolov tore his gaze from my body and back to my face. “How did you know my shoe size?”


  He smirked. “I’m Smoke’s not so silent partner at his security company. I invested in him when he first opened his doors. One of the best business decisions I’ve made. Certainly helps my portfolio.”


  I stared at him. “You really are a legitimate businessman?”


  Both he and Hustler burst into laughter, making me scowl at them. Hustler held his hand up. “Let’s just say that Mr. Sokolov owns many legitimate businesses.”


  “Okay, but that doesn’t explain how you knew my size perfectly.”


  “I read your file,” Mr. Sokolov replied without shame. “The one that Smoke made up for you at his security company.”


  “There’s a file on me?” I said in soft voice. “Why is there a file on me?”


  “Don’t freak out,” Hustler murmured and patted my knee. “Once Sarah started to get serious with Beach, we did a background check on her. Your mom hid her tracks well, but you were easy to find.”


  Most people would have been freaked about this, but my dad did background checks on all my friends. I had no room to judge. “Which led to me, of course.”


  “Yep.”


  I looked out the window as we drove up a series of hills, the sun almost completely set by this point. “What’s in my files?”


  “Stuff,” Mr. Sokolov said in as unhelpful of a voice as possible.


  Turning to glare at him, I couldn’t help but grin back as he smiled at me. Goodness. “Not going to tell me, are you?”


  “Nope,” he said, smiling wider.


  “Asshole.”


  Hustler snickered. “See, told you she’s feisty.”


  “And beautiful,” Mr. Sokolov said, never taking his gaze off me. “And innocent.”


  I scoffed at him. “I’m hardly innocent.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, I’ve done lots of … stuff,” I said, throwing his word back at him.


  “So it wouldn’t shock you to know that we’re going to a restaurant on swingers’ night? That you’ll most likely be approached for maybe a threesome, or some cuckolding?”


  I blinked at him, my brain refusing to engage. “What?”


  “Stunning creature like you? You’ll be the belle of the wife swapping ball.” Hustler stretched his legs out with a smirk, his dress shoe tapping against my heel. “Yep. Steinway Ranch is a swingers’ paradise.”


  I looked between Hustler and Mr. Sokolov, trying to decide if they were bullshitting me. “Ha ha, very funny. I wouldn’t wear a cashmere dress to a swingers’ party.”


  “Oh, I disagree.” Mr. Sokolov leaned forward and stroked my shoulder with a gentle touch that made me freeze in place. “Anyone who looks at you will want to pet you.”


  I gave Hustler an apprehensive look. “Please don’t let strangers touch me.”


  Mr. Sokolov jerked his hand away as if I’d burned him. “Sorry, Swan. I’m usually a bit better behaved than this. Of course no one will touch you. In fact, I’ve had special accommodations set up for us so that no one will bother you. Tonight, you can totally relax. You are completely safe.”


  I highly doubted that, but when we reached the lovely adobe and exposed beams restaurant at the top of a high hill, I sucked in a breath at how elegant it was. Hustler and Mr. Sokolov each grabbed one of my arms again, and I had to stifle my giggles at the envious gaze of the hostess as she led us past the elegant dining room and outside to an empty patio space. The restaurant inside had been packed with people waiting for a table, yet out here there were at least a dozen empty tables, and one set up with a lovely display of flowers and candles at the edge of the deck with an amazing view of the lake where I’d just spent the day.


  As soon as we were seated, with Hustler at my side, I turned to face Mr. Sokolov then smiled at him. “This is so cool! Did you rent this out for me?”


  “I wanted you to be comfortable.” Taking a sip of his white wine, we all had glasses waiting for us at the table, he watched me with a small smile.


  Feeling unexpectedly flushed I murmured, “Well, thanks.”


  “You are most welcome, Swan.”


  To my relief, both men held back on the flirting during our meal. We got this delicious appetizer that was some kind of gourmet chicken wings, made with Cornish game hens. It was killer good and I managed to eat more than my share without getting wing sauce on my dress. I had a fabulous steak that had been smoked for hours and it melted in my mouth. My appetite after swimming is always out of control and I came close to licking my plate clean.


  The conversation flowed easily between us and I ended up telling the men a lot about my upbringing as I enjoyed more than a few glasses of watermelon sangria. The men seemed genuinely interested in my upbringing and I found myself sharing more with them than I had with my girlfriends. I wanted the ladies I hung out with to think I was normal, but Hustler and Mr. Sokolov were so not normal that I was honest with them about some of my training, and how weird it was that I wasn’t allowed to attend my first movie until I was fifteen, and then only with my sister.


  Mr. Sokolov shook his head. “You and Sarah are so different, yet similar. Both smart, both smart asses, but beneath it all, very sweet.”


  I snorted at him calling my sister sweet, but Hustler patted my shoulder and said, “Swan, you’re as sweet as sugar. Just accept the compliment and move on.”


  Shrugging, I tossed back the last of the sangria then fished a piece of alcohol soaked watermelon out of the glass with my fingers and ate it. I glanced at the restaurant, watching people eating their meal, or watching the people watching us. I caught one woman staring at Hustler and she quickly looked away when she caught me noticing her.


  “Are they really swingers?” I asked Mr. Sokolov.


  He grinned. “That’s the rumor … probably based on zero percent fact.”


  Feeling foolish, I narrowed my eyes on him. “You’re an asshole.”


  “Awww, come on. You have to admit, the idea intrigued you. I have a feeling that you are a very, very naughty girl, Swan. In the right circumstances I think you would be shocked at what you’re open to.”


  “Jesus,” Hustler said in a low voice. “Keep it in your pants, Thomas.”


  I chose to ignore what he’d said. “Thomas? Is that your real name?”


  The twinkle in his eyes charmed me. “Once, long ago, in a land far far away, my friends called me Tom. You, darling, may call me by my name.”


  “Tom,” I said, trying the word on for size. “It suits you.”


  There was another awkward pause as Tom stared at me, then he sighed and shook his head. “As much as I would like to drag you home with me, Swan, and show you what I do to naughty girls, we need to get you back to Smoke’s house.”


  The thought of going back to Smoke’s place made me panicky. “I don’t want to go there. Can you take me to a hotel or something?”


  “No can do,” Hustler said as he pulled my chair back.


  “I don’t want to stay there,” I said again and crossed my arms while we waited for Mr. Sokolov to finish signing the check.


  “Tell you what,” Tom said as he joined us, slipping his arm through mine. “Tomorrow, if you still don’t want to stay with Smoke, you call me.


  “I don’t have your number,” I protested as we reached the limo. The thought of having to see Smoke after he’d been with Veronica made me ill.


  Hustler helped me inside and Tom followed. This time Hustler sat on the long bench seat and I was pressed up against Tom. He was so thick with muscle that we couldn’t help but touch and I tried to ignore the fact that he smelled good. I haven’t had a lot of practice going out with strange men I find attractive, and I ended up just sitting stiffly next to him.


  Until he brushed my nipple with something.


  Giving a startled yelp I jumped against the door and turned to find Tom smirking as he held out what looked like a business card. I frowned at him and the limo jostled slightly, once again making the card brush over my now erect nipple. Gritting my teeth, I snatched the card from him.


  “What the hell?”


  “My number.”


  “What?”


  “You have my home number, business, and cell. You need anything and I will find you. I promise.”


  I tried to pretend Hustler wasn’t staring at us as I fiddled with the card, reading his handwriting on the back. “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome, beautiful.”


  Hustler cleared his throat. “I’ll come by in the morning to take you clothes shopping before work.”


  “Okay.”


  By the time we reached Smoke’s house I was beat. I said goodbye to the men, giving each a kiss on the cheek and a sleepy hug, then let myself in with the fingerprint scan on the front door. As soon as I was inside, the limo pulled away and I set my backpack on the couch, remembering Smoke’s gun was still inside. The house was silent and the fat cats swarmed around me, head-butting me as I took my heels off and set them next to the front door. They were cute, but man they made my feet hurt.


  I called out Smoke’s name but got no response. A quick search of the house showed no Smoke and my heart hurt. I had hoped he would be home by now, that he was running some errand that he couldn’t talk about, but now I couldn’t help but imagine Smoke fucking Veronica. The thought made the meal I’d just enjoyed sit in my stomach like a lump.


  After gathering the few things I had in Smoke’s room, I went to the wide sofa in the TV room off the kitchen. Grabbing a throw, I covered myself and stared into the darkness, wondering what I was going to do with my life. One of the cats jumped up with me, and I stroked him with a gentle touch, his purr soothing me when nothing else did.


  I have no idea how long I was asleep, but a man shook my shoulder and said, “Babe, wake up.”


  It took me a moment to remember where I was as I blinked up at Smoke. “You’re home.”


  “Yeah. Sorry I was gone so long. Why are you sleeping down here? You mad at me?”


  His words triggered my memory and a surge of anger cleared the sleep from my thoughts. “Get away from me.”


  Instead of doing that, he bent down to pick me up. As soon as he did, his face fell into the light coming from the kitchen and I let out a cry of hurt. He had lipstick on the corner of his mouth, his jaw, his neck, and what looked like a big, new hickey on his throat. Worse yet, he smelled like her, the stink of her perfume sticking to his skin.


  I kicked my way out of his hold and he quickly released me, looking at me like I’d lost my mind. “What the fuck is your problem?”


  “You have her fucking lipstick still on you,” I screamed in fury.


  Right away a guilty look came over him and he reached up, wiping his fingers over his lips and looking at them with disgust. “It’s not what you think.”


  “Oh, it is exactly what I think. You stink like her and you have a fucking hickey!”


  I was furious, absolutely pissed off to the tenth power, but beneath that I was deeply, deeply hurt. A feeling like I’d been punched in the chest spread through me and I struggled to drag in a whole breath. Smoke touched his fingertips to his neck and frowned.


  “She bit me.”


  The need to claw his face filled me, so instead I began to back away from him, afraid that if I touched him right now I’d hit him in anger and that thought was abhorrent to me. “Leave me the fuck alone. Just go away.”


  He studied me for a moment, then nodded. “You need some space.”


  “I need you to get the fuck away from me.” Hatred filled my voice and Smoke looked stunned, but I pressed on. “The fact that she had her mouth, her hands on you disgusts me. But the fact that you left me to go to her … just go away, Smoke. You hurt me.”


  “Baby ...”


  I picked up a coffee cup left on the side table and hurled it right next to his head. It exploded against the wall as it hit, raining broken bits of pottery all over the floor. “Don’t call me that! I’m not your baby. I’m the chick who’s sleeping on your couch. Nothing more. God, I can’t believe I fell for your bullshit. You must think I’m such a moron.”


  Smoke practically leapt on me and got me in a leg lock so quick I didn’t even have a chance to react. “Calm the fuck down. I didn’t do anything with her. She got drunk and needed a ride home. I should have known better than to help her manipulative ass into the house, because she threw herself on me.”


  “Bullshit,” I hissed and struggled against him.


  He didn’t let up one bit, holding me totally immobile without any signs of strain. “I don’t lie to you, Swan. Even if you don’t want to hear it I tell you the truth. But I didn’t do anything with her. Yeah, she bit my neck, but that was because she was pissed that I wouldn’t touch her.”


  “You smell like her,” I sobbed, hating how weak I was, how much I wanted to believe him. “I hate it.”


  Abruptly releasing me, he quickly stood and left me there, alone, on the living room floor. After a few minutes, feeling utterly pathetic, I stood and followed Smoke, wondering where he had gone. My mind was split right down the middle, half wanting to believe Smoke and the other half hating him. I didn’t like hating anyone or anything—it makes me feel bad—so I allowed myself a bit of hope that maybe Smoke was being honest. But why hadn’t Veronica just taken a cab home?


  By the time I entered Smoke’s bedroom he was just leaving the bathroom. At the sight of me the angry look on his face softened and he strode across the room, a towel wrapped around his waist while he dried his hair with another towel. When he reached me he took the damp towel and wiped my face, the fabric coming away streaked with the makeup I’d cried off. I hated that sign of my weakness so I looked down, focusing instead on our feet. Now, I don’t have dainty feet, but compared to Smoke I did.


  I was wiggling my toes when Smoke said, “I couldn’t stand the thought of smelling like her.”


  I took a step forward so our toes were touching and my forehead rested against his chest, but I didn’t move to touch him. “Why couldn’t she have taken a cab home?”


  “Because then she couldn’t have fucked with me.”


  “Why you?”


  “It’s complicated.”


  “Oh. None of my business, right?”


  He sighed, his chest lifting against me. “I promise you, she means nothing to me.”


  I was tired, really tired, and even with so little of our bodies touching I was still comforted by his presence. “You didn’t kiss her? Or anything else?”


  “No.”


  “But you have in the past.”


  “Yes.”


  There was no apology in his voice, and to be honest I didn’t really expect one. “I’m beat.”


  He touched me for the first time since entering the room, unzipping the back of my dress. “Come on, baby girl, let’s get you in bed.”


  I didn’t fight him when he stripped me down to just my panties. Instead, I crawled into his bed and pulled the covers over myself. A minute later, the bed dipped as he joined me. I rolled over onto my side, avoiding his touch, but he was having none of it. In a heartbeat I was in his arms, a sense of rightness came over my body even as my mind rebelled against accepting his warmth. I remained stiff in his arms and he had the balls to chuckle.


  “Just relax. You can yell at me in the morning. I don’t know about you, but I’m whipped. Swimming always does that to me.”


  Of course as soon as he mentioned that I became aware of the underlying soreness in my body of having exerted myself today. To my delight, and irritation, he began to rub my thigh muscle with his big, firm hands, sending me into instant nirvana. I couldn’t help the sigh that escaped me, or the way I melted into his embrace. He made a pleased noise and his erection pressed against my back, but all he did was softly kiss my neck, little, reverent touches of his lips that made me feel cherished. Evil thoughts tried to intrude, but I focused on his hand on my body, his mouth on my neck, and our combined scent rising from the sheets.


  


  


  Chapter 12


  


  


  I woke up late the next morning to the sound of men’s voices echoing up the stairs. At the foot of the bed lay my outfit for the day. Evidently Smoke had a thing for my legs because there was yet another pair of shorts, this time made of faded denim with a hint of lace around the hem. A white baby doll t-shirt lay next to it with the words ‘Support your local Iron Horse MC’ and the Iron Horse logo on it. I was glad Hustler was taking me shopping because I was not wearing that on my first day of work.


  Despite the craziness of my current life, I was a professional and I always took my job seriously. And if I was being honest with myself I was eager to lose my mind in numbers and spreadsheets, to immerse myself in a world where everything made sense. In a weird way math and accounting soothed me, and after yesterday I could use some soothing. I took a quick shower and left my hair damp as I braided it back. After a light application of makeup, I was soon headed downstairs, as I listened to Smoke and Hustler talk in low voices.


  When I appeared in the doorway I smiled at Hustler who sat in his usual spot at the breakfast table. “Hi, handsome.”


  Smoke growled while I ignored him, then Hustler grinned at me and raised his cup. “Hey, beautiful. I like having you here. Smoke always cooks breakfast for you.”


  At the mention of the man I was still kind of pissed off at, I glanced into the kitchen and found a shirtless Smoke scrambling some eggs. Oh, that was just not fair. I couldn’t stay away from his magnificent body, too intent on touching all that muscled perfection. Before I knew it my arms were wrapped around him and I laid my head against his back and nuzzled him, breathing him in. His chest rumbled beneath my ear as he did that almost purring thing that drove me crazy. I brought my fingers up to his chest then trailed them down his ribs.


  “Morning.”


  “Morning,” I whispered back, turning my head to give his shoulder a quick kiss.


  His body relaxed at the touch of my lips and I liked how attuned to each other we were. I gave him another kiss, rubbing my mouth over his smooth skin, before releasing him and stepping back. “Want me to get drinks?”


  “Sure,” Smoke said, then glanced over his shoulder at me. The appreciative look he gave me made my knees weak. “You look hot.”


  “Thanks.”


  As I took the glasses out for us, a melody came from Smoke’s direction.


  Smoke turned down the flame on the potatoes as he pulled his phone out of his pocket. After glancing at the screen, he frowned. “Veronica. I gotta take this.”


  An ill feeling overtook me and I swallowed hard. When I looked over at Hustler, the sympathy on his face made me embarrassed. From deeper in the house Smoke spoke in rapid Spanish and I knew without a doubt it was ‘that’ Veronica.


  “Is he fucking her?” I asked Hustler, not really expecting an answer.


  Looking like he really didn’t want to be here, Hustler sighed and shook his head. “Not my story to tell. Things between them are … complicated. She’ll always be a part of his life, you better get used to that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He shrugged. “That crazy bitch is his family and Smoke will always put his family first. I tried to warn you, hoped I was wrong. I’m sorry he’s being such an asshole about this, but Smoke doesn’t do girlfriends.”


  Turning off the burners, I nodded. “I’m not really hungry. How about you?”


  Tilting his head to the side, he studied me. “You ready to leave?”


  “Now, please.”


  Hustler glanced up in the direction of Smoke’s voice, speaking louder. “Come on. We’ll get some breakfast, some clothes, and get you set up at work.”


  Moving quickly, I grabbed my leather jacket and hauled ass out the side door. Hustler must have sensed my mood because he was hot on my heels. At the sight of his bike with the red flames, I sighed. Funny how quick the sight of a motorcycle equated freedom for me. I strapped my helmet on and quickly got on the bike behind Hustler.


  Less than three minutes later we hit the main road, and I relaxed against his body, holding on and fighting back tears.


  


  Seven hours later I was still arguing with myself about giving one flying fart about Smoke. While shopping with Hustler I’d managed to figure out some shit out about that skank Veronica. Like the fact that she was a sweet butt for an Iron Horse chapter up in Denver before she started dating Hustler. Anyway, Smoke’s brother-in-law was deployed overseas and he’d asked Smoke to keep an eye on Veronica because she was one of those people who loved drama, but her big brother loved her so Smoke was Veronica’s guardian or some shit.


  I’m not quite sure how it happened, but Hustler was dating Veronica and Smoke had slept with her and Hustler. Like kinky threesome shit that made me ill to think about Smoke doing with another woman, but Hustler seemed to think was no big deal. Smoke had never dated Veronica, but it seems like she was kind of fixated on him, which was the reason Hustler had broken up with Veronica.


  As if all of that wasn’t enough to sour me on the pretty Spanish woman, I had to deal with the absolute fucking mess she’d made of Hustler’s store. It was terrible. Entire files missing, months of receipts scattered in various folders. Most people would have cried in disappointment when they saw this, but I considered it a challenge. In an odd way, it was like a big puzzle to me and I looked forward to figuring it all out. And that wasn’t even the sneaky accounting shit my mom had tried to pull. I had no idea what Hustler was paying me to do this, but it wasn’t enough.


  Every once in a while I’d glance at the phone on my desk, considering calling Mr. Sokolov, but I had a feeling that staying with him would be like jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire. I needed to ask Hustler for a payday advance so I could stay at a hotel tonight. I was just so over any kind of fucking drama and I’d discovered that boyfriend drama was the worst. Or in my case, the I-don’t-do-girlfriends boyfriend drama. I’d taken the opportunity earlier to call my dad and a few friends just to touch base. Told my dad I was helping doing some freelance work down in Austin and he seemed happy for me. I told my friends I was taking an impromptu vacation and my boss that I quit. That one hurt, but if I ever returned home I was ready to start my real career.


  Intent on the enormous task of surveying and cataloging the damage, I didn’t notice the increasingly loud sound of two men arguing until the door to my tiny office opened and I stared up as Smoke came roaring in, pointing his finger at Hustler while the other man pointed back. They yelled at each other in rapid Spanish and I promised myself I’d start studying that language in earnest tonight. Once both men were in the room Smoke slammed the door shut and glanced over at me for the first time.


  I leaned back in my chair, giving him an arch look and pretending to be totally unfazed by his loud entrance. With my hair swept up into a chignon, dressed in a conservative black suit, and a turquoise-blue silk sheath that matched my eyes, and actually wearing a normal amount of makeup, I managed to look a couple years older than my true age. I thought I looked professional, but Smoke stared at me like I was wearing the skankiest of lingerie. His gaze was hot enough that I could feel him undressing me with his eyes. Right now he was staring at my chest and my nipples hardened to sensitive points. Sitting up, I laced my fingers together on my desk and gave him my best no-nonsense stare while I told my hormones to calm the hell down.


  “Can I help you?”


  Hustler started to speak, but Smoke growled, “Get out.”


  I was surprised when Hustler didn’t argue, just gave me an exasperated look and left, closing the door after himself.


  Without Hustler here as a buffer I scrambled for my mental footing. “I’m kind of busy right now cleaning up Veronica’s mess.”


  The muscle in his cheek twitched. “Why did you leave without telling me?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t know I was supposed to hang out while you talked to a woman, who was trying to fuck you last night, in a language I don’t totally understand when you speak as fast as an auctioneer. A woman, might I add, whose hickey you are still sporting. That was soooo rude of me.”


  I watched, fascinated, as his whole body clenched up tight with anger. “What’s going on between Veronica and me has nothing to do with you.”


  Stung, but expecting it I nodded. “You’re right. It doesn’t.”


  “We’ll talk about this when you get home.” He said in a low voice, closing his eyes as he struggled to relax.


  “No.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “No, I’m not coming home with you. I’ve made arrangements to stay elsewhere.” I don’t know why I added the next part, but the bitch in me, who wanted to stir up trouble, spoke up. “Mr. Sokolov—sorry—Tom has offered me a place to stay at his estate. Evidently he has a mansion and I’ll be staying in his guest house where I’ll have my own space.”


  Smoke’s eyes flashed open, and the darkness in them made my pulse race, and of course, my libido with its lousy taste in men took notice of Smoke’s evil look. Desire started to burn between my legs, and I tried to keep from getting turned on, but it was a losing battle. When he came around to my chair and spun it to face him I bared my teeth. “Leave me alone.”


  Leaning forward slightly, he picked me up out of my chair and set me on the edge of my computer desk. I watched, struck dumb by arousal, as he gripped his hard cock before taking a seat in my recently vacated chair. With a small, satisfied smile he moved my skirt up until I sat with the fabric bunched around my waist and my mint-green satin panties, with their big damp spot, were revealed. He tugged my legs until they were spread far enough to make my hips hurt, then leaned back in my chair with a ravenous expression as he stared at my sex.


  “Pull your panties over. Show me my pussy.”


  “Your pussy? There is nothing here that’s yours.” That statement might have been more effective if I’d closed my legs, but I was addicted to his touch


  He leaned forward, his energy biting against me. “I said, show me my pussy.” I glanced to the closed door, but Smoke shook his head. “Ain’t no one coming in here, baby girl. Not if they want to live. Hustler’s got us covered. Now show me that pretty cunt.”


  I tried to rally my resistance, to feel anything but the need to give into his demands, to please him. I needed to schedule a ten hour session with my therapist when this bullshit was over. In a desperate attempt to not give in, I summoned my flagging anger. “Why don’t you ask Veronica to show you her cunt?”


  He placed his hands lightly on my spread thighs, stroking my skin and sending delicious chills through me. “Let me straighten you out right now ’cause you seem to be twisted about how shit works between me and Veronica. I’m going to assume Hustler ran his big mouth and told you about her brother being married to my sister?”


  I considered lying, then nodded.


  “Right. Aaron, my brother-in-law, is deployed in some secret shit hole right now. He’s Special Forces and the last thing he needs to worry about is his fucking crazy, little sister back home starting shit.”


  “So you’re what, her babysitter?”


  “You have no fucking idea, sweetheart. Tricks, that’s Aaron’s road name.”


  “Road name? You mean he’s a biker?”


  “Yep. Good guy. Anyway, my job is to keep Veronica out of trouble so the only thing Tricks needs to worry about is staying alive to come home to my sister and nieces.”


  I pondered this, trying to ignore the way his hands kept inching higher on my thighs and my eager anticipation for his touch to reach my throbbing core. “Does he know she wants in your pants? Or has been in your pants?”


  Shrugging uncomfortably, Smoke dropped his hands from my thighs and looked away. “He’s aware.”


  “But he still wants you to look out for her?”


  “Yep.”


  Not liking the evasiveness filling him right now, I glared down at him. “Why?”


  “Fuck, babe, why do you have to make shit so difficult? I don’t want Veronica, I don’t give a fuck if she wants me. I want you. I’m gonna tell Tricks next time I talk to him. He’ll be cool about it once he hears I’ve made you my old lady. The poor bastard had to grow up taking care of Veronica so he knows just how hard of a job it is. And when I tell him about you … he’ll understand. I promise.”


  Despite my sternest instructions to my hormones to remain unaffected, I couldn’t stop the tingle that ran through me as he met my gaze. “Why me?”


  “God damn it, what is it with you women and why? I want you because I do. Because I dig you.”


  “You dig me?” My voice sounded pitiful even to myself and I flushed.


  With a wicked smile he pulled me off the table and onto his lap so I was straddling him in my brand new black leather office chair with my skirt hiked up around my hips. The moment I was settled his hands found my butt and squeezed. “Hottest piece of ass I’ve ever seen in my life, and so damn sweet. You make me laugh, baby, and I love the way you look in that suit. All prim and proper, but I know what a bad little girl you are beneath all that.”


  I wanted to tell him to go fuck himself or some other equally angry retort, but instead I moaned as he pressed his erection against me, rubbing at my exposed clit behind the thin shield of my silk panties.


  Yep, I was a bad girl.


  “That’s no fair,” I whispered then bit my lower lip when he rocked his hips against mine.


  “What isn’t?”


  “I can’t fight when you do this.”


  He laughed, low and deep. “Good to know.”


  I grasped his shoulders as he easily picked me up and set me on the desk, loving the feeling of how hard his body was beneath his shirt. “Promise me you won’t mess around with her?”


  “Who?”


  “Veronica.”


  “You really that worried about her?” He palmed my ass and I pushed back into his touch.


  “No, yes, I don’t know. I just-I’m possessive of you.”


  He stilled, is breath coming out in a low rush. “Swan, I promise you I won’t mess around with any other bitch while we’re together, okay? I mean it. You gotta learn to trust me.”


  “’Kay.”


  I reached down and hooked my finger in my panties, moving them over to the side while watching Smoke. I loved how he froze, going into that predator mode I found so sexy. For whatever reason, I really liked how easily he became totally focused on me, and how hot I found his self-restraint.


  Shifting the panel of my panties to the side, I looked down at myself, startled to see how pink and swollen my pussy was, and Smoke hadn’t even touched me yet.


  “Do not move,” Smoke said in a raspy voice that made goose bumps rise up over my thighs.


  Now it was my turn to freeze in anticipation as he scooted forward until his face was right before my sex. He pursed his lips and softly blew on my pussy, making me aware of how wet I was. Unable to help myself, I gave a mewling plea and spread my legs wider, dying for the feel of his mouth on me. Smoke had me totally addicted to having my pussy eaten and I wasn’t ashamed to admit it.


  “Need something, babe?” Smoke asked while he slowly kissed each of my inner thighs. “You look sexy as fuck in this outfit.”


  “Smoke,” I whined and shifted closer to the edge of the desk. “Please.”


  “Please what?”


  I knew he liked it when I talked dirty to him. “Your mouth. I want your mouth on my pussy and your teeth nibbling on my clit.”


  “You want me to bite you?” Smoke looked up at me and I shivered beneath the intensity of his gaze. “You sure?”


  “Yeah, I’m sure. I want to know what it feels like and I trust you not to hurt me.”


  “Sweet baby,” he murmured right before he rubbed his lips all over the downy hair covering my pussy.


  Before I could formulate a thought Smoke was audibly smelling my sex. I flushed crimson and tried to jerk away, but he threw my legs over his shoulders and licked his lips. “Gonna make you come, babe. Try to be quiet. I don’t need that fucking pervert Hustler hearing how fuckin’ sexy you sound when you grind that wet pussy of yours against my mouth. I know that the first time you take my cock I’m going to want to fuck you until you pass out.”


  “Okay,” I instantly agreed.


  Sounded like a good plan to me. In fact, if he wanted to do that right now I’d be all for it.


  True to his word, Smoke worked my pussy in a merciless manner that made me moan out loud. No matter how screwed up things were between us, the sexual chemistry was out of this world. He stopped and glanced up at me, making me blush. “Sorry. It just feels so good.”


  “Quiet baby, unless you want me to gag you. Which I would find hot, by the way.”


  I squirmed at the thought of it and before I could formulate a reply Smoke licked at my sex and I choked back a moan. That only made him laugh, the bastard, but I forgave him when he began to nuzzle his nose against my clit while rubbing his tongue along the entrance to my sex. There was no way I could have remained quiet on my own, so I grabbed the cute scarf I’d been wearing with this suit from next to my computer and bit down on the blue and yellow silk.


  Smoke groaned softly. “Just when I think you can’t get any hotter, you go and do shit like that. Fuck me. Sexiest damn virgin I’ve ever seen.”


  He slid two of his fingers in me and I arched my back, lifting my ass off the table to ride his fingers, the silk of the scarf brushing against my cheeks. Smoke brought his other hand into play and he began to massage my clit while he finger fucked me. My muscles clenched down around his fingers and I gasped loudly, my need to come suddenly burning through me. God, it was almost unfair how quick he could bring me to the edge. It was as if he’d discovered the secret combination to my pussy that would make me his sexual toy.


  I clamped down on the scarf, a scream caught in my throat as Smoke made me come so hard I soaked his hand with my release. Embarrassment had me trying to scoot away, but Smoke flipped open his jeans and tugged them down enough to reveal his erection to me. Rather than asking me to touch him, or hop on, which I was so ready for, he stroked himself while licking my juices off his fingers with gusto. The sight of it was so hot that instead of sliding off the desk, I parted my legs again and began to masturbate along with him. There was something really, really naughty about touching myself while holding Smoke’s gaze and finding myself drowning in his warmth, thinking that right now his eyes were as soft as velvet.


  Smoke licked his lips and I was suddenly dying for his kiss. After slipping my fingers from myself, I straddled his lap and rubbed my pussy against his hand as he jerked himself off. Immediately he began to rub his knuckles against my clit while I attacked his mouth, kissing him with all the passion that he’d unleashed in my body. Sex with Smoke was a whole new world for me and I was eager to explore it. I loved tasting him, tasting myself on his lips, and the way he kissed me back with equal hunger.


  Soon he abandoned rubbing my pussy and allowed me to slide myself up and down his shaft. This almost-fucking thing that we were doing was killing me, yet I couldn’t bring myself to go that extra step and let him inside of me. Partly because he was big and I was not, but mostly because I was afraid that I was falling in love with him. That I was considering binding my future to a man who didn’t do girlfriends, but wanted me, who bore the bite mark of another woman, but swore I was the one he needed in his life, was a sure sign of insanity.


  He must have sensed my dark thoughts because he smacked my ass, hard, and I let out a soft gasp at the sensation of my butt burning and ground myself against him. “Fuck.”


  “Mmmm, you like that babe, don’t you?” He rubbed my ass cheek where he’d hit me and I groaned, loud, which only made him laugh as he smacked me again. “Shhh.”


  I ignored him, intent on coming again. Smoke gripped my hips and sought my lips out, rubbing his nose against mine before gently seducing my mouth. His tongue licked against my lips and I put my hands on his shoulders, enjoying the leverage it gave me to rub myself against his dick. When I went really low and the piercing stroked over my girl bits, I softly cried out his real name at the intense feeling of that warm metal against my tender clit. The sensation of his hard body against mine, the musk of his scent drugging me and his mouth on mine all had me rubbing myself up Smoke’s shaft until the tip of him pressed lightly against my entrance. He pushed just the slightest bit upwards, so I could feel the pressure, the threat of his big dick pushing into me.


  We both sucked in a harsh breath and Smoke froze. A hard tremor went through him and he looked into my eyes, the strain obvious. “Not here, Swan. I want you at home, in my bed, sure of what you want. I’m gonna keep telling you until you believe me … once you give yourself to me, that’s it. You’re mine.”


  I couldn’t help a disappointed pout that vanished when he grabbed his dick in one hand and palmed my ass with the other. He used his superior strength to hold me so he could quickly rub the tip of his cock over my clit in a way that made my eyes roll back in my head. My breath came out harsh as I thrust my hips at him, eager for everything he had to offer me. I was almost there when he pinched my clit, hard, and I climaxed with a shout.


  I’d barely stopped coming before he helped me off his lap and onto my knees before him. “Swallow me.”


  Licking my lips, I obediently locked my mouth around the deep pink crest of his dick and sucked gently before flicking my tongue at the little slit at the tip of his shaft, drawing his essence into my mouth. One of his hands palmed the back of my head and set the pace, urging me to move faster and deeper until he hit the back of my throat. I loved how he grunted and bucked beneath me as he began to orgasm. I sucked him deep into my mouth and tried to swallow down the blasts of Smoke’s climax bathing my tongue. He kept saying my name, over and over again, in a way that was not only hot, but made my chest tight.


  Shit.


  Loud voices came from out in the hall and Smoke pulled me off the floor, adjusting my skirt in a flash to cover me, then shoved his dick away and buttoned up while I frantically straightened my clothing. He hauled me back onto his lap right before the door opened, revealing Hustler and Beach. Totally embarrassed at being caught screwing around in my office, I flushed and tugged at my skirt, trying to cover as much leg as possible, which wasn’t much considering the bulk of my skirt had bunched up around my upper thighs. Both Hustler and Beach watched me fight with my skirt, twin perverted grins curving their lips. Today Beach wore his usual jeans and a t-shirt, in this case a faded Pantera shirt that clung to his broad shoulders, with a black bandana covering most of his hair. A pair of mirrored sunglasses hung from the collar of his shirt and when his gaze met mine, he looked tired, but amused.


  Hustler had changed into a suit sometime after we’d hit the office and that man made a suit look good. When Hustler glanced up from my legs it was to give Smoke a slight frown. I wondered anew at their relationship since they’d obviously shared Veronica at some time. While I got Hustler to spill the beans on Smoke, he wouldn’t tell me anything about his relationship with Veronica other than they’d fucked.


  Hustler took a deep breath and his angry gaze went right to Smoke. “What the fuck, Smoke? You can’t tell me to keep my hands off of her then fill a room with the smell of that sweet little pussy. I can practically taste her snatch.”


  Totally humiliated, I tried to slink off Smoke’s lap, but he wouldn’t let me.


  “Watch your fucking mouth. What I do with my woman is my business.” Smoke placed a possessive grip over some of my exposed upper thigh, and I tried to keep from smacking his hand away. “What’cha need?”


  Hustler crossed his arms and rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “I need my new accountant to show me and Beach some of the shit that her mother and Veronica screwed up.”


  Smoke stiffened behind me. “Bad?”


  “That’s what we need to see.”


  I went to shift off his lap, but he held me in place, then moved me so I was perched on his legs, using him as a chair as I sat before my computer. Trying to scrape together my dignity, I called up a few different screens, then sat back and looked at Hustler. “So, let me start by saying I do not think this is any form of sabotage or anything like that on Veronica’s part. I think it’s more a matter of someone not knowing the system or …”


  “Or?” Beach asked with a low growl as he stared down at me.


  “Or ... um … are you going to hurt her?” I whispered, ignoring Smoke’s warning squeeze on my thigh.


  Beach gave me a narrow eyed look, then slowly shook his head. “Not if she doesn’t deserve it.”


  “Okay, well, or she could have just been lazy about it. And maybe a little dumb.”


  Smirking, Hustler said, “Swan, we aren’t going to kill anyone for being lazy or stupid.”


  “I know that,” I scowled at Hustler, much more comfortable fussing at him then facing Beach’s scary as fuck gaze.


  “Show us what you found,” Beach said in a low voice.


  I went through what I liked to think of as the tip of the iceberg with them, then I got to a section that really puzzled me. “Hustler, can you tell me where the jewelry inventory is for the past nine months? I can find fragments of it, but it looks like chunks are missing. Like I’ll find a delivery for a titanium Rolex, then it vanishes. Or I’ll find a sales record for something we never showed as having in stock. Usually happens on Tuesdays and Saturdays, but sometimes other days as well.”


  All three men went still as statues and I sucked in a quick breath at the sudden tension filling the room. It felt like I was standing in the middle of a field with a thunderstorm forming overhead. The hair on my arms stood up and I cast Smoke a quick look. His face had closed down into an expressionless mask and he held Beach’s gaze.


  Smoke said in a low voice, “When did it start?”


  “I think it started nine, maybe ten months ago.”


  “You think?”


  “It may have been earlier, but I can see a definite uptick in activity starting nine months ago.”


  Smoke shifted behind me while Beach stared at me with such rage that made my stomach cramp.


  “Guys?” I whispered. “Is everything okay?”


  Beach gave me a slow blink and the life began to flow back into his face. “Yeah, it’s all good, Swan, but your job has changed.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean what I’m about to tell you stays in this room. If you breathe a word about it to anyone it would be a big fucking mistake. I don’t care if you are Sarah’s sister. Understood?”


  “Yeah,” I said in a high pitched squeak that would have been funny if I wasn’t about to pee my pants from the serial killer vibe coming from Beach.


  Smoke ran a soothing hand down my back. “Don’t freak out, babe. No one’s pissed at you.”


  Taking a seat in the chair across from us, Beach ran his hands over his face before looking up at me with a decidedly sorrowful expression. “Two weeks ago your sister accused your mom of stealing from the store. I … well fuck we couldn’t find if anything was missing and your mom, Billie, is slick. I totally fell for her shit long enough for her to take off with our … stuff.”


  “My mom worked here?” I stared at Beach, dumbfounded. “Why the hell did you hire her for anything?”


  Beach grimaced. “She came looking for Sarah, crying about being broke, her boyfriend beating her up and a bunch of other shit. It hurt Sarah, and I don’t like anyone upsetting my girl so I set your mom up with a place to live and a job.”


  I continued to stare at him, aghast. Letting my birth mother into your life was like inviting Satan to babysit your kids. “I can’t believe you did that. Didn’t Sarah tell you about her?”


  Looking irritated, Beach shook his head. “Not at first. Sarah gave me some bullshit story about growing up with the perfect family, but after Billie showed up Sarah sort of told me the truth I swear to fuck I wanted to punch your mother in the face after I found out the truth about what she did to your sister, but …”—he gave Hustler and Smoke a quick, warning look—“I love Sarah and, fucked up or not, she loves your mom and really wanted to believe that the old bitch had turned over a new leaf. After Sarah and I got engaged ...”


  “You’re marrying Sarah?”


  Anger kindled in his gaze. “You got a problem with that?”


  Smoke made a warning sound, but I ignored him. “No, no. I just ... this is a lot to take in. If you love her and she loves you, mazel tov. But I’m still pretty confused as to what is going on.”


  “Right. So after your sister and I got engaged Billie seemed to settle down. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if your sister was being crazy for constantly trying to warn me about your mother.”


  “She wasn’t,” I chimed in. “My mom is a psychopath.”


  Hustler laughed. “Got that shit right. That woman could run a scam like no one I’ve ever seen.”


  I nodded in agreement. “Sad but true. Let me guess, somehow the missing jewelry and other stuff comes back to my mother?”


  “At least part of it does,” Hustler said with a frown. “Unfortunately your mom only showed up two months ago. If shit started to come up missing earlier than that then we got some other problems to deal with.”


  “But,” Smoke added from behind me, “Your mom took off with a lot of shit that didn’t belong to her.”


  Beach stood and began to pace, drawing my attention away from Hustler’s confusing statement. “Your sister knew something was up. She warned me that Billie was going to try to pull some shit, but I thought there was no fucking way some old bitch could get anything past Hustler. Let alone close to two million dollars worth of jewels.”


  “You’re fucking kidding me,” I whispered, “Two million dollars?”


  “Yep, but that’s not the worst,” Smoke said in a low voice. “She wasn’t just content to rip us off. She stole a … shipment of some stuff from the warehouse that belonged to some very bad people we are associates with, and they want it back. We figure she thought she could either sell it and pay off the Russians, or just sell it and disappear, leaving you and your sister to take the fallout.”


  Beach gave Smoke a hard look as I said, “What kind of stuff?”


  With a sharp laugh Hustler said, “The kind of stuff that is very hard to get and worth a lot of money.”


  Obviously it was none of my business, but I was guessing drugs. “Well, that fucking sucks.”


  Smoke shifted beneath me as Beach said, “Your mouth to God’s ears. If Hustler wasn’t so busy thinking with his dick this could have all been avoided.”


  For a second a horrible thought came to me. “Were you fucking my mom?”


  The offended, shocked look that came over Hustler was so funny that we all busted out laughing. “I’m gonna pretend you didn’t say that.”


  Flipping the double bird, Hustler sneered at Beach who laughed at him. I looked between the men and cleared my throat. “So do you have any idea where my mom and Sarah could be?”


  Beach’s face dropped. “Your mom took off, with your sister hot on her heels. Left me a note saying that she was going to find your mom and get our shit back and that she loved me. That was two weeks ago. She called me once after she took off, but I missed it, and she left me a short voice mail asking for my forgiveness for some shit we’d said earlier and letting me know she was all right. Then … radio silence. I wasn’t even sure she was alive until you said you’d talked to her on the phone.”


  I leaned back into Smoke, overwhelmed by the day’s events. Considering I never liked to be around people, these past few days had pushed me way out of my comfort zone. And that wasn’t even considering all the real bullshit that I’ve been put through. Smoke immediately wrapped his arms around me and I let out a slow breath, drawing from his strength. He was just such a big, solid presence, even if I was irritated with him, and I faced Beach without looking away this time. He needed to consider the possibility that Sarah was working with my mom.


  “Beach, I love my sister, but I’m still not sure if she isn’t scamming you as well.”


  Instead of being offended, Beach smiled. “How long has it been since you’ve spent time with Sarah? Two years? Ever since she screwed around with the guy you liked, right?”


  I flushed scarlet, trying to ignore how Smoke’s arms tightened around me and how pissed I was that Sarah had shared that with Beach. “Something like that. So you have no idea where Sarah is?”


  “Nope. We have people watching Vegas, but other than that we have no idea where your mom could have taken off to.”


  Chewing on my lower lip, I looked down at Beach’s feet, trying to figure a way out of this mess. “Have you searched my Mom’s house, or wherever she was staying?”


  “Yep. Your sister searched it as well.”


  “Do you know what she found?”


  “She said she didn’t find anything.”


  I smirked at him. “How soon after she looked through my mom’s shit did she take off?”


  “A day.”


  Rolling my eyes, I tried to leave Smoke’s arms, but he held me close. “I’ll take a look tomorrow.”


  Beach nodded and rubbed his neck where my sister’s name bled darkness into his skin. “Do you think your mom would hurt her?”


  “No. At least I don’t think so. She’s never hurt Sarah before.” I frowned when Beach laughed. It wasn’t a nice sound and made the hair on my arms stand up. “What?”


  Shaking his head, Beach gave me a look that was part frustration, part anger. “Your mom used to beat the shit out of your sister.”


  Aghast, I froze. “What?”


  “Your mom used to beat your sister, but in ways that wouldn’t show. Lots of ways you can hurt someone without leaving marks. At least she used to before your sister started seeing your dad again. She put her self-defense to use by fighting off her own mom.”


  My mind raced as I tried to process his words. “I had no idea.”


  “She was afraid if you knew you’d tell your dad, and that if your dad knew he would kill your mom.”


  “He would,” I whispered as an ache spread from my heart as I thought about my sister being hurt. Smoke cuddled me close, but I resisted his hold, sitting up on his lap and pushing against his chest. As Beach’s words sank in, my anger at my mother grew and grew until I was choking on it. “I’d help him shoot her ass.”


  Beach’s lips curved into a feral smile. “I knew I liked you. Go home, get some sleep, and Smoke will bring you by your mom’s place tomorrow morning.”


  I glanced at Hustler. “What about work?”


  Smoke spoke up from behind me. “You’re taking the day off.”


  Before I could argue Hustler added, “Finding your mom and sister is more important than any job. I’ve got your spreadsheets so I have something to work with to find out who the fuck is ripping my store off. ”


  Beach stood and stretched, his big muscles flexing. “Finding your sister is your job, Swan. You let me know anything you need to make that happen and I’ll get it for you. Understand?”


  “Okay,” I said in a low voice as Smoke released me and stepped away to whisper with Hustler.


  A few moments later both men left with Hustler shooting me an odd look before he headed out with Beach. The silence made my ears ring and I tiredly rubbed my temples. A moment later Smoke stepped up to me and gently massaged my head, leaving me a slumped, purring mess against his chest in less than ten seconds. Hurt for my sister still filled me, but it was tempered by Smoke’s touch.


  “You hungry, baby?” he murmured.


  “Yeah.” I slumped further until he was pretty much holding me up. “Long day.”


  “Come on.”


  I slipped my hand into his like it was the most natural thing in the world and we made our way out of the store. It was hard to hold onto a grudge when Smoke was helping me keep my shit together. I needed his strength right now more than I needed to hold onto my hurt and anger. When we passed the saleswomen I got a couple rather jealous glances, but the guard at the door smiled at the sight of our linked fingers as we left. He said something about Smoke being a lucky son of a bitch before the scorching heat of the Texas summer hit me like I was standing in front of an open oven. I took my black suit coat off and immediately felt better in just the bright blue sheath.


  Smoke glanced over at me and his gaze darkened. “Hustler help you pick that outfit out?”


  I shrugged. “Yeah. But then I’m pretty sure he went and got a blowjob in the dressing room from a sales associate while I was trying stuff on. That man can talk the panties off a woman in less than five minutes.”


  Shaking his head, Smoke didn’t attempt to hide his smile. “Fucking Hustler.”


  He arched a brow. “You still mad at me?”


  Well, I wasn’t exactly thrilled with our circumstances, but I was once again touching Smoke and entirely wrapped up in his sexual voodoo. “No.”


  He stopped abruptly in the middle of the parking lot next to the pawn shop and swept me into his arms like a scene out of an old movie. I had enough time to gasp in a breath of air before his head dipped down to mine and I met his lips in a soft, gentle kiss that sent a warm wave of pleasure through me. I loved his lips, loved how they tasted against mine, how his big hands slowly slid down my back to grab my ass and pull me against him. A groan of need escaped me at his proprietary grasp on my butt and I shifted against him, trying to deepen our kiss. Instead of giving into my urging, he gentled his lips until our kiss became almost … delicate. Soft and gentle, an entirely different kind of touch than his hands massaging my ass. When he finally released me, I had to hold onto his shoulders to steady myself in my heels.


  Even in the bright sunlight his eyes were so dark that I had a hard time telling his pupils from his irises. He studied me, then said in an almost reverent tone, “You are the most perfect fucking thing I’ve ever touched.”


  A giggle escaped before I could stop it, the sound a mixture of embarrassment and pleasure as I flushed slightly. I wanted to tell him that he was the perfect one, that I felt like I was walking next to some Spanish god when I was with him, but I was pretty sure that people didn’t say things like that to each other when they were dating. Not that we were really dating, but I had no idea what to call what we were doing. That thought put a little hitch in my step, making me wobble in my heels, but Smoke quickly steadied me. “Thank you.”


  Instead of his motorcycle, Smoke led me to a big black truck with tinted windows. It screamed badass with its shiny black on matte black color scheme. I gasped softly when he lifted me into it, his hands caressing my body. A moment later he got in the other side and slipped off his vest tossing it into the back seat. Beneath it he wore a crisp, white t-shirt that clung to his heavily muscled body like it was painted on. The ink on his perfectly tanned bicep moved in a most enticing manner as he started the truck and I licked my lower lip, wanting to taste his skin. On each of his wrists he wore black leather bands. One was embossed with the Iron Horse logo, but the other had something written on it in what I thought was Spanish. It was the most masculine looking jewelry I’d ever seen and I wanted to lick the skin exposed on either side of those bands.


  “Jesus Christ,” he said in a low voice, drawing my gaze off his tempting forearms to his eyes. “When you look at me like that, so hungry, it makes me want to do bad things to you.”


  “Okay,” I whispered, starving already for his touch. It was official, I was addicted to this man.


  His hands flexed on the wheel, then he made an almost pained noise and pulled the truck out of the parking lot. “No, I gotta take you somewhere.”


  “Where?”


  “There’s someone I want you to meet.”


  “Who?”


  He glanced over at me, his expression unreadable. “You’ll see.”


  I frowned at him, but he ignored me as he turned the radio on to a country station that was playing a song I loved. When I started to sing along with the song Smoke threw me a startled glance, then smiled and placed his hand on my knee. He stroked my inner thigh with his fingers and my voice caught as desire hit me hard and fast.


  “I love how responsive you are. All I can think about is touching you, making you give me those sexy fucking bedroom eyes you get when you’re turned on. Drives me crazy that you only look at me like that. I think about you naked, tasting you, fucking you until I can’t remember my own name. Not gonna lie, it pisses me off that I have no self-control around you, but I ain’t giving you up. I won’t let you run, not because of stupid shit like Veronica. You run, I’m gonna come hunt you down. End of story.”


  “You’re going to have to let me go someday, Smoke,” I said in a gentle voice, wanting him to know that I understood that I didn’t fit in his life, nor he in mine. Once we found my sister and mother I would return to my world, to my lonely existence. Funny how a week ago I was happy with my life, perfectly content to live in solitude and pursue a job where I could work from home as an accountant, but now the thought of returning to my empty house didn’t make me feel comforted, it made me sad. I’d miss Smoke, and Hustler, and even Tom. As nice and charming as the enigmatic party boat-owning gentleman was, I could never date him. He was Smoke’s friend and it would kill me to see Smoke in the arms of another woman after my time with him was up.


  Instead of responding, he shrugged. I studied his face, trying to find some clue about his feelings, but all I could detect was a deepening of the lines around his mouth. Following the curve of his jaw, I liked how the sunlight glinted off the scruff of his five o’clock shadow that never seemed to go away. I should try to be like Sarah and divorce my feelings from my sex life, but I knew it was too late. I’d fallen, hard, for an asshole. Ahhh, like mother like daughter.


  Awesome.


  We made our way through Austin to the area where it looked like the college students and artists hung out. The streets were packed with people and I sat forward in my seat, peering out the window as we passed a lot next to a restaurant where a band was playing before a packed audience. I couldn’t hear the music through the thick glass windows in Smoke’s truck, but the crowd seemed to enjoy it and I saw more than one beer bottle raised in the air as the lead singer sang his heart out.


  Smoke backed the truck into an empty spot then turned it off and looked at me. “What do you want to do with your life, Swan?”


  I blinked at him, taken aback by the intensity in his hazel eyes.


  “I don’t know.” That wasn’t what I meant to say so I tried to backtrack. “I mean, I have my accounting degree, so I want to try and find a job where I can do the majority of the work out of my house.”


  His gaze softened. “Because you don’t like people.”


  “No, I like people just fine. I just don’t understand them and then there is the … issue I have with being touched.”


  The smile his lips curved into was positively smug. “But you like my touch.”


  I shrugged, not wanting to admit how much he affected me. “Why are we here?”


  “Like I said, I want you to meet someone.”


  With that he got out of the truck and quickly made his way to my side, opening my door for me and helping me out. Once again, he didn’t release my hand, and I had to hide my smile at the double takes we got as we walked down the street past the eccentric shops and throngs of people. Lots of bold colors were used in the color schemes of these buildings and everywhere I looked there were interesting people. We must have made an odd sight, me in my work clothes minus my jacket and Smoke all tattooed up and radiating his ‘don’t fuck with me’ vibe. I will say it was nice not having people bump into me as we walked. Smoke glared at anyone who got close enough to touch me. I squeezed his hand and he glanced down in my direction.


  “You don’t need to growl at everyone.”


  He winked at me, his cold expression softening for a moment, and I grinned up at him like an idiot.


  We reached an empty lot that had small, tented booths filled with all manner of things from jewelry, to pottery, to exquisite paintings of the Texas landscape. I slowed as we passed a stand filled with silver and turquoise jewelry displayed on black velvet mats. They were exquisite pieces done in what looked like an odd mixture of modern and traditional, clean lines with heavy Native American influence.


  Smoke paused as well and smiled at the handsome, older man with a black and grey mustache and weathered, brown skin watching us from the other side of the table.


  “Evening, Joaquin,” Smoke said with a nod.


  Joaquin smiled at him and nodded in my direction. “Evening, Smoke. Who’s the angel?”


  I flushed and glanced up at Smoke, finding him watching me with a smile.


  “This is Swan.” Joaquin extended his hand and I gritted my teeth, bracing for the yucky feeling of shaking hands with a stranger, but before I could reach for him Smoke pulled me back. “No one touches her but me.”


  The other man raised his eyebrows. “She your girl?”


  “No, not like that.”


  Well, I guess that answered my question about any relationship status between us. Stung, I tried to get Smoke to let go of my hand but he ignored me. If anything he held my hand tighter then gave me a quelling look.


  Joaquin stroked his lips and studied me. “Too bad. I have some cuffs that would look perfect on her. Match those haunting eyes that trap a man with their innocence. She’s got dreams in her eyes as delicate as lace. Damn, you are one lucky bastard. If I was twenty years younger I’d give you a run for your money for this one.”


  “Fuck you, you dirty old fuck. Stop running your mouth and lemme see ’em.”


  I shifted on my heels, still trying to subtly remove my hand from Smoke’s grip, but he ignored me as Joaquin pulled out another tray from beneath the table and set it out. Despite my displeasure at Smoke’s mixed signals, I watched with interest as Joaquin placed two exquisite silver cuffs on the velvet. They were heavily embellished with abstract shapes, solid yet still managing to be delicate. The turquoise was a brilliant blue green set in a floral pattern embellished with intricate silverwork. I instantly loved them and cursed the fact that, once again, I didn’t have my purse.


  Smoke picked one up and held it next to my face. “You’re right, it matches her eyes.”


  “Yep. That’s Blue Gem turquoise from Nevada.” He winked at me. “Prettiest color of blue in the whole world.”


  “How much?”


  “Wait,” I said and glowered at Mr. ‘Not my girl’. “You can’t buy those for me.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because,” I lowered my voice to a whisper and leaned up so I could breathe into his ear, “I’m not your girl.”


  He looked back at me and the faint sun lines around his eyes crinkled. “No, you aren’t my girl. But you are my woman.”


  Baffled, I stared up at him while he completed his transaction with Joaquin, pulling out a stack of bills from his wallet big enough that I wondered what the fuck he was doing with so much cash. The pair of cuffs was expensive, way expensive, but both men ignored my protests as if I wasn’t there. Then Smoke finally released my hand, only to grab my wrist and apply the cuffs one by one before leading me away from a grinning Joaquin.


  “Nice to meet you,” I called over my shoulder.


  “Have Smoke bring you by the club sometime,” he called out as Smoke growled.


  “Okay,” I replied before giving Smoke a good glare. “What club? What the hell are you doing buying me these things? And what do you mean I’m not your girl but I am your woman? You are so damn confusing.”


  Smoke moved over to the side, effectively blocking my body as a large group of obviously tipsy couples stumbled past us, the air filling with their laughter and boisterous talk. “We’ll discuss it later.”


  I grit my teeth. “I want to discuss it now. You are so damn wishy-washy I never know where I stand with you. Who am I, what am I to you, really?”


  He gave me a surprised look. “Don’t you know, babe? You’re my woman.”


  “What the hell does that mean? Do I even get a say in any of this? Why are we-”


  Smoke silenced my rant in the most effective way possible, by sealing his mouth over mine in a mind numbing kiss. I responded immediately, softening beneath his touch, giving into the gentle urging of his lips, returning his kiss until my blood ran hot and I crushed my breasts to his chest, loving the way he growled against my lips. Our tongues rubbed against each other and I adored how he nipped at my lower lip, a slight sting that he soothed away with a gentle suck.


  From nearby someone whistled and laughter filled the air, making Smoke pull back and glare at whoever had offended him while I stared up at him in dazed wonder.


  Looking back at me, he cupped my chin and made sure I was looking into his eyes as he said in a low, sinful voice, “You know what BDSM is, babe, right? Like that couple you met in the 24/7 slave relationship?”


  Suddenly all too aware of the older woman watching us curiously from her ceramics booth nearby, I nodded. While I may not have been sexually active with another person, I had a rather sordid masturbation life that included lots of time spent looking at Internet porn. BDSM was one of my favorite things to watch while I loved myself, but there was no way in hell I was letting Smoke know that. “I do.”


  His gaze hardened. “You played before?”


  “Played?”


  “You had a Master before?”


  I laughed and he dropped his hand. “No. You’re the first guy that’s ever gotten past first base with me. Why, have you?”


  He nodded slowly. “Yep.”


  I stood there in the fading sunlight, stunned. “Are you a Master?”


  “I am.”


  Glancing down at my wrist cuffs I looked back up at him. “Is that what you want to do with me? BDSM stuff?”


  “Eventually. I told you, Swan, I’m going to take things slow with you, but I want to own you, all of you.”


  “Own me? I’m not a piece of property, Smoke.”


  For some reason this amused him. “You couldn’t be more wrong about that.”


  “I’m a human being, not some-”


  Once again he silenced me with a kiss, this one more aggressive and making my already wet panties soaked with my arousal. He pulled back and gave me a little satisfied smirk. “Don’t get all riled up about things you don’t understand. Calling you my property isn’t disrespectful. In fact, it’s the complete opposite. It means you’re what I cherish more than anything in the world, that you’re mine to protect, that you belong to me and only me. I want that, Swan. I want to be the only man in your life and someday I want you to wear not only my patch, but my collar.”


  “You mean your BDSM collar?”


  “Yep. I want every man who so much as looks at you to know you belong to Smoke, Sergeant at Arms for the Iron Horse MC.”


  I hoped he didn’t notice my hard nipples pressing through the thin material of my shirt at his testosterone driven talk. I liked that idea—a lot—and if I was being honest with myself, I liked the idea of wearing his collar even more. But I wasn’t going to give in that easily. This was a serious commitment, something I’d never imagined myself making. While it wasn’t a traditional relationship, Smoke was pretty clear that he wanted long-term with me. I just didn’t know if I could live long-term in his crazy world.


  “What if I don’t like it? The BDSM thing?”


  He licked his lower lip and I swayed towards him, wanting to taste his mouth again. “Then we won’t do it. But I think you will.”


  “Why would you say that?” Images from a hundred BDSM videos flashed through my mind and I tried really hard not to imagine myself in the place of all those women, screaming out my orgasm while Smoke did … things to me.


  Instead of answering me, he glanced up at the darkening sky. “Come on. They start packing up after sunset.”


  Mystified by this man who had a lot more depth to him than I initially thought, I followed him through the crowd, our fingers once again finding each other. It seemed like my body needed to touch him if he was near, and when he gave my hand a little squeeze I felt an answering pulse between my legs. Soon enough we reached the other side of the bazaar and came to what looked like an area enclosed by child gates. Then I saw the puppies inside and I’m ashamed to say I squealed like a little girl at all their combined cuteness.


  I know it sounded odd because Smoke looked over at me with a big smile. Okay, so I might’ve done a tiny happy clap as well. And a coo. And a butt wiggle.


  Trying to frown at him, I said in a very mature voice, “So I like puppies.”


  “Glad to hear that, but we’re not here to meet them. Fat cats would eat a puppy alive.”


  “Oh,” I said in a voice that I hoped didn’t sound too disappointed.


  Smoke just smiled and shook his head. “See that pretty woman kneeling beside that crate? That’s my sister, Julia.”


  I followed his line of sight and knew right away she had to be somehow related to Smoke. They both had that bold Aztec nose and crazy high cheekbones. The look turned her into a supermodel, and when she glanced up, I was surprised to see her eyes were a light hazel green. Her gaze widened as she looked at Smoke, then down to where our hands were linked, then back up to me. The silver bracelets on my wrists felt heavy as I tried to read her expression.


  She stood and absently scratched the ears of the sleeping puppy she held, a cute little cream and orange dog that looked to have some kind of pitbull in its blood.


  “Smoke,” Julia said in a low, melodic voice, “I didn’t know you were coming to see me.”


  “We were having dinner down here and I thought I’d stop by.” Smoke glanced down at me with a warm look that made me blush. “I wanted to introduce you to someone. Swan, this is my sister Julia. Julia, this is my woman, Swan.”


  “Your woman? Dinner? You took a woman out to dinner?”


  By her shocked expression you’d think Smoke just said he’d kidnapped me. Oh wait, he kinda had.


  “Yes,” Smoke ground out, “we’re going to dinner.”


  Julia blinked at him a couple times, looked down at our hands, then back up at Smoke. “Dinner?”


  I whispered to Smoke, “Why is she surprised that we’re going out to eat?”


  Smoke ignored me and glared at his sister. “Julia …”


  “Right, sorry about that. Swan, it’s so nice to meet you,” Julia said and went to extend her hand to me, but the puppy was big enough that she needed both hands to support him. “Forgive me if I can’t shake your hand at the moment.”


  “That puppy is adorable,” I replied in the kind of breathy voice some women use to talk about shoes.


  She smiled bigger and extended the sleeping baby to me. “Want to hold him?”


  I beamed at Smoke as his sister settled the warm, fuzzy puppy into my arms. He snuggled into me and I sighed, completely happy and content. Growing up without siblings, I’d turned to playing with my cats and dogs like they were real people. Their unconditional love helped me whenever I was feeling lonely. As I held the dog, I resolved that I would get my shit in gear at some point so I could have a puppy just like this one.


  “Thanks,” I murmured as I rubbed my face against the puppy’s fur.


  His sister chuckled. “Looks like someone found a new home.”


  Smoke made a pained noise. “No way. The fat cats would eat that little guy.”


  Julia froze, her friendly smile dropping off her face, replaced by suspicion. “You’re living together?”


  “It’s only temporary,” I said quickly. “I had some family issues but I won’t be a burden to your brother. I have some money saved up from my graduation presents that I can give him as rent and to pay for food and utilities.”


  “Graduation? From what, high school? Smoke, what are you doing with her?” Julia said in a definitely disapproving voice now.


  “What?” Used to this reaction, I tried to not let it bother me that people assumed I was either dumb, or a liar. “No, college. I have Master’s degrees in Accounting and Math.”


  Smoke made an unhappy sound, but I ignored him, instead focusing on his sister. I absolutely did not want to cause problems between Smoke and his family. Especially over this messed up situation, but I couldn’t tell her the truth of how I’d met her brother.


  “Master’s in Accounting and Math? Got those pretty young, didn’t you?”


  I flushed at the obvious disbelief in her tone, but before I could answer Smoke said, “Swan was home-schooled and graduated high school at thirteen. She is brilliant. Thanks to testing out of a lot of basic classes, Swan got her BA when she was just shy of sixteen. She has two master’s now and graduated at the top of her class both times.”


  The urge to kick him was almost overwhelming. “How the hell did you know that? Jesus you’re such a stalker. They have programs for that, you know. Twelve steps to a stalker free future.”


  Julia stared at me, then burst out laughing, and Smoke merely shook his head. “I’ll spank the sass out of you later.”


  I wanted to glare at him, but the shock that he’d say that in front of his sister made humiliation pool in my stomach. “That was uncalled for.”


  Smoke actually looked mildly embarrassed—very mildly embarrassed—for a moment, then gave me a teasing grin. “Don’t worry, Swan, I’ve had to hear my brother-in-law talking to my sister dirty all my life. They met when they were twelve. I owe her.”


  Holding up her hand, Julia looked at Smoke. “What is she really doing at your house, Smoke? She’s not the kind of woman you normally … date.”


  Smoke laughed. “I don’t date anyone.”


  “Yet you’re living together?”


  “Club business.”


  I scratched at the puppy’s chin, trying to ignore the squint-eyed stare Julia was giving me. “Wait … are you …”


  Trying to fight back a sigh, I nodded. “I’m Sarah’s twin sister.”


  Julia shot me a surprisingly sympathetic look. “So Billie is your mom?”


  “Yep.”


  Suddenly hostile, Julia glared at Smoke. “What the fuck are you doing, Smoke? This girl is a walking target. Don’t I have enough to worry about with my husband getting shot at?”


  Smoke growled. “Not here and you don’t have to worry about anything other than taking care of you and the girls.”


  “And Veronica,” Julia muttered. “Does that crazy bitch know about Swan yet?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Is that why she was calling me this morning? She left some rambling message on my machine, but you know I can’t understand her when she starts speaking so fast in that ghetto slang Spanish of hers.”


  Smoke shifted uncomfortably next to me. “She wanted me to come over and work on her plumbing, something about a busted toilet. I told her to call a plumber.”


  “Bet that went over like a lead balloon. Spoiled, crazy bitch.”


  Before Smoke could respond, three loud whistle blasts came from somewhere near the street followed by the shout, “Closing time!”


  “Time to go?” I asked in a quiet voice, cuddling the puppy close and taking a deep breath of his puppy smell.


  With a nod Julia extended her arms to me, gently taking the sleeping baby from me with a small smile. “They’re getting ready to kick us out. Need to pack up the puppies for the ride back to the shelter.”


  I wanted to volunteer to stay and help with the packing up, but in my skirt and heels that was probably not the best idea.


  Smoke must have seen my longing look, because he cupped my cheek then stroked my mouth with his thumb. He had really big hands and I loved how he touched me like I was fragile. I wanted to soften against him, but the presence of his sister stopped me. I could tell that she wasn’t totally a fan of mine, I just didn’t know if it was because she didn’t like me, or the fact that I presented danger to her brother.


  “Ready to head back?”


  I nodded, then stepped back and turned to his sister. “It was nice meeting you.”


  Julia studied me for a moment before grasping my hand in her own. “I wish we’d met under different circumstances, and that my baby brother’s neck wasn’t on the line, but this situation isn’t your fault, and god knows, we can’t pick our family.”


  Surprised by her candor, I gave her hand a small squeeze before letting go, only belatedly realizing I could touch her. “Thanks.”


  Julia grabbed Smoke by his shoulder and gave his cheek an awkward kiss, the now awake puppy squirming in her arms. “Be safe and take care of her.”


  The love for his sister was obvious in Smoke’s dark eyes as he smiled at her. “Am I ever safe?”


  “No.” She turned back to me and winked. “Don’t worry, he may be an asshole but Miguel will protect you.”


  “I know,” I said with complete honesty. Smoke would keep me safe, at least physically. Emotionally was a whole ‘nother ball of wax.


  “I’m sorry for all the bullshit going on with your life right now” she continued, “but you obviously make my brother happy, so if you ever need anything, please let me know. I’d like it if you could come over with Smoke for dinner sometime after things have calmed down. My daughters will want to meet you and hopefully my husband will be home by then.”


  Smoke gave me a pleased smile and I ducked my head. “That would be nice.”


  I actually got along really well with kids. We were both honest to a fault, and I couldn’t help but wonder why Smoke seemed so eager to integrate me into his life. I certainly didn’t have any urge to introduce him to my father. It would give him a heart attack when he found out Smoke was ten years older than me. My dad had always expected that I’d become some fellow survivalist’s wife, not that I’d actually want to leave the safety of the compound he and his friends lived in. It was a luxurious compound, but a compound nonetheless. The thought of my dad getting an eyeful of Smoke? Not good.


  We made our way through the closing stalls after saying our goodbyes, and I rubbed my thumb against the back of his hand, loving how warm his skin was against mine.


  Once again he was the perfect date, keeping our conversation light and telling me about what his life was like when he and Julia were kids. Their parents had died of unrelated illnesses seven years ago and as a result Smoke and his sister were particularly tight.


  I gave Smoke a quick look, then paid attention to not running into people. “So how did you guys end up coming to Austin from Florida?”


  “My sister came out here first, married Tricks and the rest is history.”


  A not so delicate snort escaped me. “Well, that was so revealing. Thank you for sharing with me.”


  He laughed. “Damn, baby, you don’t play around, do you?”


  My gaze lingered on a pretty peach summer dress in the window of a boutique we passed. It was so cute and feminine, yet simple. And there was no way in hell I could afford it. I was already in the hole for allowing Hustler to spend too much on my wardrobe. And I had no idea how long it would take me to pay back the two grand he spent on high heels for me. And a pair of kick ass, thigh-high black leather boots.


  I wanted to wear them—and nothing else—for Smoke in the near future.


  Trying to keep my mind out of the gutter, I slipped my hand into his, relishing the way he gentled his touch for me. “So did you join … those people before or after you moved here.”


  We waited on the corner for the light to change, surrounded on all sides by people and vibrant street life, but still somehow managing to be in our own little bubble.


  Smoke grinned at me. “I was part of ‘those people’ in Florida. Thankfully I’d partied with the Austin chapter enough down in Miami that it was an easy transition.”


  “How long ago was that?”


  Giving me a narrow-eyed look, Smoke tugged me closer to avoid a guy playing his guitar and I cuddled into his side, looping my arm around his waist. We fit so well together, even if on the surface we looked like we came from two different planets. The sharp click of my heels on the pavement seemed to ring in time to the guitarist’s tune fading away as we continued to walk.


  Smoke sighed, “Long enough that I’m pretty sure you were wearing pigtails at the time.”


  I stuck my tongue out at him and blew a raspberry … that came out juicer than I intended. To my horror time seemed to slow and it was as if I was standing outside of my body, looking down as I sprayed Smokes cheek and jaw with a good amount of saliva. Like enough that he gave me a shocked look. I’d managed to offend a biker.


  I think that was a new record for me.


  I wanted to die, then wiped his face off. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry! I didn’t know my raspberry would be so wet.”


  He stared at me for a moment, then said, “That’s what she said.”


  We’d stopped moving in the middle of the sidewalk and stared at each other as people flowed around us. I think my lips twitched first, but Smoke was the first to laugh, and my man laughed loud. It was a happy, deep, yummy, intensely sexual sound. I smiled and shook my head. “Idiot.”


  He swept me up into his arms with a twirl and planted a sound kiss on my lips before setting me back on my feet. “You’re adorable, baby girl.”


  “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes then entwined his fingers with mine again, fighting a goofy smile. “We going to eat or what?”


  “I’ll feed you good.”


  “That’s what she said,” I muttered in a low voice and Smoke started laughing again, filling my heart with joy.


  As we talked his gaze never strayed from me more than a few seconds and I found myself staring back at him in what had to be a totally besotted way. The sidewalks were getting a little more crowded as night fell. The restaurant we finally arrived at was packed, but Smoke got us a table right away. I wondered if it was because he knew the owner, or because they feared getting on the Club’s bad side. Either way, we got some dirty looks as we jumped the line.


  As soon as we sat down, I let out a long breath and toed off my high heels beneath the table, then finally relaxed. The restaurant served an eclectic mix of comfort food with an odd twist. Like instead of hamburgers they had duck burgers. I ended up getting a delicious pasta and crawfish dish while Smoke went with a steak and a double order of vegetables. By the end of our meal I couldn’t look away from Smoke and the heat between us continued to build until I was licking my lips, eager to taste his again. Smoke quickly paid for the bill and hurried me out of the restaurant.


  By the time we made it back to his truck I was feeling rather in the mood. He kept giving me dark looks that told me he picked up on my maybe not-so-subtle attempts to flirt, little touches here and there that staked my claim on him. My panties were damp and each step I took brushed my thighs against my sex in a most pleasing manner.


  When we got to the door of the truck he opened it for me then lifted me inside. The warm look he gave me as he shut my door made my heart race, and I wondered if tonight I’d finally be totally not a virgin anymore. My body was all for it, and my mind was being slowly seduced into the idea. He wanted me to be his old lady. I had no idea what an old lady did, but I knew one woman who might be able to fill me in. Too bad my sister was currently on the run; I could’ve used her expert advice about all of this.


  Damn, I needed to have a word or two alone with Sarah when I found her.


  Smoke quickly opened the door, slid in and started the truck before his door even closed, then pulled out of the parking lot almost too fast. Tension rolled off of him in waves, and he jerked the wheel, cutting someone off and making my heart nearly pound right out of my chest. He spared me a quick glance and I shrank down in my seat at the sight of his anger.


  “Buckle up. We’ve got company.”


  Taking a deep breath, I did exactly the opposite of what my instincts told me. My first thought was to scrunch down and hide, but I’d been trained differently. This was a threat to my life and I’d been waiting for this moment for years. My need to control the situation rose up and I glanced behind me, spotting the SUV trailing us a few cars back beneath the passing street lights, and what appeared to be a red corvette behind it, all following us as we weaved in traffic. Either they were inexperienced or they didn’t give a shit that they’d been spotted.


  “They’re following us, right?”


  “Yep.”


  “Any idea why?”


  “Nope.”


  “Are they trying to intimidate us, or hurt us?”


  “Hard to say.”


  “Do you have a gun?”


  He gave me a droll look. “I might or might not have a gun, but I can’t really effectively use it while driving. Not to mention the fact that people usually report other people shooting at each other on a busy street. That would bring down the law on us quick, and I, along with the people I do business with, would rather not attract any kind of attention. ’Sides, I recognize that ’Vette trailing behind whoever is in that SUV.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. I was asking so, if need be, I can use it.”


  “You won’t have to. We’re close to the clubhouse. No fucking way anyone would follow us back there.”


  I watched the cars behind us, frowning as the Corvette did indeed follow our truck down the drive to the clubhouse twenty minutes later. The SUV took off before we reached the final turn onto the road leading to the gated driveway of the clubhouse. We pulled up front and an escort was waiting for us, all eyes on the Corvette with guns pointed in the direction of the drive leading up to the clubhouse. I went to get out, but Smoke stopped me. “Hold on.”


  The Corvette pulled in behind us and Hustler came out a moment later with a grim expression on his face. Beach walked quickly over to them and the two men argued, though I couldn’t hear what they were saying. A moment later my door opened and Vance, the older guy from Smoke’s security company, now wearing a black leather vest patched up like the rest of the men, helped me out. He gave my outfit a once-over, then whistled and smiled flirtatiously at me before taking my hand and giving it a quick kiss. Instantly my skin tried to crawl off my bones.


  As soon as Smoke got near the other man Hustler yelled, “Never turn your fucking phone off!”


  I jumped at the sound of men’s voices raised in anger, but I was distracted by the fact that Vance had touched me.


  “Ms. Swan, you clean up real nice,” He spoke with a deep southern accent.


  Bugs crawled all over my hand where he’d pressed against my skin and I swallowed hard, trying to keep the revulsion out of my expression. I attempted to subtly rub my hands together and Vance gave me an odd look. “You okay?”


  Before I could answer Smoke came over to my side and gripped my chin, forcing me to look up at him. “Remember how I said shit was bad before?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It just got worse. We’re staying here tonight. Go with Vance, he’ll set you up in a room. Tell him I said to put us in a clean room or I’ll fire his ass.”


  I searched Smoke’s face for reassurance, but I couldn’t see anything. He’d closed down so completely emotionally that I had no hope of figuring him out. Smoothing my hands down his chest, I nodded. “Okay. Please don’t be long. You know I can’t sleep without a gun nearby.”


  “Beach,” Smoke shouted out. “I’m giving Swan my piece.”


  “Roger that,” Beach said with a low chuckle.


  Vance looked shocked as Smoke gave me his Colt and I made sure the safety was on before giving it a once over. It was clean, but it could be cleaner. My dad would never let me get away with not cleaning every part of a gun. You never knew which part was going to be the one that kept you alive, so you gave them all equal attention.


  I didn’t realize I was frowning and holding it up to the light until Smoke said, “Something wrong?”


  “You really need to take some time to clean your weapon.”


  Vance burst out laughing and a little bit of warmth seeped into Smoke’s eyes. “I am gonna spank that pert little ass of yours until it’s red, but you’re right, I have been slacking about cleaning it properly. I’ve been distracted. Tell me, Swan, what do you carry for a handgun?”


  “A Smith and Wesson 60LS Lady Smith. Of course I modified it, messed around with the trigger a bit, but it’s my default.”


  With a soft sigh Vance grabbed my hand and held it to his heart. “I love you.”


  I jerked my hand away with a low moan of distress and Smoke clutched it right away, soothing the disgusting sensations from me and filling me with relief. He snarled at Vance, “I told you not to fucking touch her.”


  Not liking the way everyone was staring at me, I placed my free hand on Smoke’s chest. “It’s okay. He didn’t know.”


  “He fucking knew. I told you, do not fucking touch my woman.”


  Vance held up his hands. “Easy, brother. No harm meant.”


  I could see Smoke’s hold on his temper straining so I tried to diffuse the situation. “He didn’t know.”


  To my surprise, Smoke shot me an angry look and said in a low voice only for my ears, “He’d know if you’d wear my fucking patch. Damn, I’ve had bitches that would kill to wear my patch but the one woman I actually want to wear it doesn’t seem to want it.”


  While I didn’t understand completely what he was saying, I did not care for the way that made him angry so I easily twisted my wrist out of his grasp. He let me go, but it was only when Beach yelled for Smoke to come join him that he finally nodded as if to himself and looked up at me. “You got my gun. Use it on any motherfucker that threatens you.”


  Vance gave me a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, beautiful, I’ll be guarding your door.”


  “From the outside,” Smoke added and Vance just grinned.


  After escorting me inside, Vance led me past a living room area where guys were getting blowjobs out in the open. Okay, so tonight was a little different at the clubhouse. During the party last night, I’d met a lot of women who were married to the members or were their ‘old ladies’. Tonight, I only saw the club sweet butts and they were busy.


  One older guy caught me watching and yelled out something about joining him. Vance yelled back that I was Smoke’s property and to show some fucking respect. Remembering that Smoke had probably fucked most of these women, I got slightly ill at the sight of the women servicing the men as I imagined Smoke in their place. There were topless women walking around, and some of them had nice racks while others looked like they’d been rode hard and put away wet. When we got past the main room, we had to walk around a guy in his fifties screwing some chick right there in the hallway—like, right there. Vance pressed his hand to my lower back, ushering me past them as I tried to stammer out something about how totally nasty that was.


  “Come on, nothing you want to see in there.” He glanced over at me and laughed. “Pretty girl, if you’re eyes get any bigger they’re going to fall out of your head. Damn you’re cute.”


  “Okay.” Anything beyond a one-word answer was beyond me so I took a deep breath and centered myself. After getting an eyeful of Sodom and Gomorra downstairs I was kind of shell-shocked. Vance gave me another concerned look and I mustered up a weak smile for him.


  “Don’t worry, I won’t turn into a pillar of salt for looking back.”


  Vance gave me an odd look. “Sodom and Gomorra?”


  I gave him a weak grin.


  Instead of looking pissed, he seemed rather surprised. “Didn’t picture you as a girl who knows the Bible.”


  Rolling my eyes, I followed him past a room with two chicks making out with each other while a guy in a leather vest got his dick sucked by a third.


  “Ditto. But God loves everyone, even sinners. Maybe especially sinners because they need Him the most.”


  “What does a sinner need God for?”


  “Why, forgiveness of course. God’s love is unconditional, something that’s hard for man to understand.” I shrugged then stepped over a used condom with a small gagging noise escaping me before I could stop it. “Fucking nasty bastards. I’m afraid my shoes are going to get STDs.”


  Vance laughed. “Come on, angel. Let’s get you safe before someone tries to steal your wings.”


  The gun tucked into my skirt reminded me of the seriousness of the situation. Those people downstairs didn’t matter. They were merely another group to factor into my worst-case scenarios. I was trained to be a survivor and it made me move differently. More assertive. I walked the way my father had trained me to walk, like a soldier. Even in heels and a skirt and I managed to carry off that stride and instantly felt better. I’ve been conditioned to handle stressful situations, but damned if some weak, girly part of me didn’t wish Smoke was here so he could take care of me. I felt safe with him in a way I didn’t with anyone else.


  I dutifully followed Vance up a set of stairs and we passed a giggling trio of girls being led by some tall, built guy in a vest into the hallway that branched to the right at the top of the stairs. Good god, did everyone in the damn club do threesomes? We headed left and soon I found myself in a rather nice room that looked like it could belong at a bed and breakfast, if one could discount the pale gold painted cinderblock walls and barred windows. The decorations were a little heavy on the country cute for my taste, but I appreciated the large brass bed with its lovely peach and gold quilt, and the room was pristine. A small, well-appointed, bathroom with a standup shower came off the main room. I took a quick shower after Vance left, and used the orange-scented body wash to try and wash the day away.


  There was no clock in the room, so I had no idea how late it was, but I was tired and yet keyed up. I didn’t want to sleep naked but I also couldn’t sleep with my skirt on. My silk slip was long enough to cover my butt, so I slid between the sheets with Smoke’s gun on the table next to my head. The bed smelled like fabric softener and I relaxed against the soft surface. Without a doubt a woman had decorated this room because the bed was wonderfully cushy and the sheets smooth and silky. The comforter was a welcome weight and I snuggled into it. Overhead a fan stirred the air and I sighed, the tension slowly leaving me. I left the light on in the bathroom but closed the door almost all the way, giving enough illumination to see by, but not enough keep me awake.


  For a long time I tried to fall asleep, but the sounds of people partying seemed to echo down the hall and I couldn’t get comfortable. I stroked one of the silver cuffs that Smoke had given me, wondering where he was and when he’d be back. Being this dependent on someone else for my safety was new to me, and I was definitely having some major trust issues as I slowly drifted off.


  I must have dozed, because I awoke sometime later to the feeling of a hard, male body sliding against mine. I was about to strike out and break someone’s nose when Smoke said, “It’s me, babe.”


  “Smoke,” I whispered, the adrenaline rush clearing my mind. “What’s going on?”


  He kissed the back of my neck, nuzzling into me. “You took a shower. Smell like someone else’s soap. I don’t like it. Gonna have to wash you when we get back home so you smell like me again.”


  Shivers raced over my skin at the feeling of his scruff brushing against my neck as he nuzzled me. “Smoke, what is going on?”


  He sighed, then rolled over onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. “Well, babe, you’re mom has officially lost her fucking mind and killed a couple guys.”


  


  


  Chapter 13


  


  


  “What?”


  “The Russians caught up with her and confronted her then somehow, during the confrontation, she managed to shoot and kill two of them. Tried to kill a third, but he managed to get away and crashed into a cop car—made a huge mess. Only blessing there is that the guy died before he could talk to the police and identify your mom. But if she keeps this erratic behavior up it won’t be long before she gets her dumb ass caught by someone.”


  “Wait,” My stomach cramped as I struggled to process Smoke’s words. “She did what?”


  Smoke didn’t try to bullshit me. He looked me in the eye and said, “In addition to really pissing off the Russians she’s now wanted by the police. If the cops get to her before we do, we’re fucked. She’ll squeal about some shit she shouldn’t know about. And you, you my baby girl, are in a bad place right now. You and your sister. The Russians will no doubt want to talk to you both.”


  “Has anyone seen Sarah?”


  “Nope, but your sister was always good at being sneaky. She could disguise herself like you wouldn’t believe. Said she learned how to put on makeup doing those pageant things with your mom. Then, when she performed at the Mirage in Vegas, she learned to do her makeup from professional makeup artists. She paid attention.”


  My heart was heavy for my messed up, trying to make things right in her own fucked up way, sister. “Did you, that is, do you know Sarah well?”


  “Not really. I was never tight with her but I’d see her at parties and at her and Beach’s house. She’d always make me feel welcome but she’s a hard woman to get to know. Much like you, Sarah has to trust someone before she’ll let them see the real her. She didn’t hang around here much, got in too many fights with the club sweet butts, but she was there during family stuff, and she was really good with kids and the other old ladies like her. We’ve shared a few beers and shot the shit, but nothing like how you and I talk.” He rubbed his mouth, then gave me an odd look. “I can say that she personally asked me to watch out for you, even before the shit hit the fan. At first I thought it was a pain in the ass coming out to Houston once a week to check on you, but Sarah loved hearing about you being happy, if solitary, out in the real world. She didn’t want to push into your personal space because she was afraid you’d run back to your dad and never leave again, but she worried about you.”


  Tears filled my eyes. Damn, my sister knew me better than I thought. Sarah was always trying to look out for me, to protect me from my own naiveté. She was the first to get into any asshole’s face who touched me without my permission. Sarah making grown men back down through sheer force of will was always a sight to behold.


  I missed her and I was beginning to wonder if her screwing around with my boyfriend had been her way of trying to show me he was a loser. I’d been too in love to even consider the fact that maybe I needed to listen to Sarah’s side of the story. I’d usually shut her down when she tried to talk about it then I’d avoid her for a month or so. She’d stopped trying, much to my relief. But now I was wondering if maybe I’d taken the coward’s way out by refusing to hear her out. Did I not want to hear her out of anger or fear? Fucking hell, my life was complicated. I almost missed the solitude of the compound.


  Almost.


  “Is she happy?” My voice broke on the last word, and I cleared my throat. “I mean was she happy?”


  He pulled me onto his chest, stroking my hair gently and enveloping me in his warmth. I sighed against his skin, the comfort of his familiar touch easing the homesickness that filled me. The soft path of his hand from my head down to my hip and back up sent a lovely tingle through me that helped to chase back my sad thoughts. Smoke ran his hands down my shoulders and sighed.


  “Swan, you have such a gentle heart. I’m gonna do my best to protect it.” He kissed my forehead and held me tight. “She’s happy. They had a rough start—Beach pulled some epic bullshit—but I think they’ve straightened their shit out. Beach has quit messing around with the club whores—hell, he quit them after the first time he kissed Sarah—and lives for his woman. Loves her to death. Since she worships the ground Beach walks on I guess that makes them even. They’re both pathetic for each other. It’s actually rather amusing to see Beach so pussy whipped around her. Before Sarah, Beach treated women like objects, and they let him get away with it because the fucker has a nine-inch dick.”


  Heat filled my face. “Um, TMI. And you’re not exactly lacking down there. I’m not asking you to whip out the measuring tape-”


  Before I could finish my sentence he cut me off. “Eight and a half inches. But I’m thicker than Beach.”


  I struggled to draw in a breath. Well, I knew Smoke was endowed, but now I was kinda scared of him being inside of me. Everyone said losing your virginity hurt. According to Sarah it had burned like fire and that she didn’t orgasm during sex for years. My sister is very open about her sexuality, she doesn’t view it as a bad thing. I kinda respect her for that, even if it makes me want to choke her sometimes to shut her up.


  Clearing my throat, I said, “Do all guys measure their stuff?”


  “You mean their dicks?” He gave me a wicked smirk. “Come on, say dick for me. Or cock. I wanna see those pretty lips shaping those dirty words.”


  Blushing and trying to hide how dumb I felt, I said, “Dirty words.”


  He busted out laughing.


  I giggled at his unexpected laughter and the white of his smile flashed in the low light from the bathroom. The clubhouse had evidently settled down while I slept because only the occasional voice echoed down the hallway. I wondered if Vance was out there, but before I could ask Smoke gave a mighty yawn, his chest and diaphragm filling beneath me, lifting me up as he stretched with a deep groan.


  “Babe, I’m beat. Can we continue this tomorrow?”


  I poked at his ribs. “Old man.”


  “I wanna be your old man,” he grumbled something further, but continued to pet me until I purred for him. “Night, babe.”


  “Night, Miguel,” I whispered back and smiled into the dark at his pleased sounds rumbling beneath my cheek.


  Sometime later, when the world was still quiet and dark, I awoke to the loveliest sensation of someone sucking on my nipples. The warm, wet mouth switched from one breast to the other and I shifted restlessly in an unfamiliar bed, surrounded by a familiar scent that made me feel instantly feel safe … and horny. Taking in a deep breath I let it out with a smile then whispered, “Smoke, I thought you were tired.”


  “I took a quick nap. No way I can sleep next to you without giving you at least one orgasm. You come so sweetly for me.”


  I scoffed, “Sweetly? You make me scream.”


  “Even your screams are like music to my ears.” He brushed his lips over my breasts, causing sparks to flow from my chest to my clit, which throbbed. “Love your nipples. So nice and long, firm in my mouth. I can’t wait to clamp them.”


  “What?” My reply was lost when he bit my nipple hard enough to sting.


  “Hold onto the rails over your head, babe. As long as you hold on I’ll keep doing what I’m doing.”


  The cool, hard brass met my searching fingertips and I wiggled against him then whined, “But I want to touch you.”


  He groaned against my breast and flicked the tip with his tongue, sending a delicious thrill through me that seemed to settle into my clit. “You’ll get your chance, but ladies first.”


  The bed shifted and I smiled up at Smoke as he leaned over me. Looking into my eyes, he brushed my hair back from my face. “You’re so god damn beautiful. Love it when you smile at me like that.”


  I drank in his affectionate words and my smile grew bigger until it entered goofy territory. He chuckled then began to run his hands down my arms. “Such perfect skin. Touching you is like touching silk. I dreamed about this, about how good you’d feel. You’re even better than I imagined.”


  With a besotted sigh I arched into his strokes, his words creating a different kind of fire in me that filled my chest with so much warmth it brought tears to my eyes.


  He continued to compliment me as he took his time exploring every inch of my body he could reach. I reveled in his obvious appreciation of me, his words filling a place inside of me that seemed desperate for him. Before Smoke I’d never realized just how lonely I was, but the more I was around him, the more addicted I became not just to his touch, but to him. The amount of power that he had over me scared me, but I was helpless to resist him. Especially when he was wearing just his boxers and was in bed worshiping my body.


  “Let me touch you,” I whispered while his clever fingers began to toy with the edges of my panties.


  “You will, but I want to watch you come all over my hand first. Sight of your hot little virgin pussy sucking on my fingers, knowing I’m the first and only man that’s ever gonna touch you like this … fuck, woman, you have no idea what you do to me.”


  Those naughty words made me thrust my hips into the air as a hard rush of blood warmed my already swollen sex.


  He gently pulled my panties down my legs, pausing to kiss me until he reached my toes. Then he did something that shocked me. He picked my foot up and began to lick it, sending unexpected sparks of arousal tingling through me. It almost tickled, but didn’t. In fact, it felt really, really good.


  A breathy, “Oh,” was all I could manage as he began to suck my toes.


  Holy crap, that felt nice. Thank god I’d scrubbed every inch of my body in the shower. I could relax and just enjoy the amazingly sensual feeling of his tongue circling my pinky toe. It tickled, but it also made my sex contract and drove my desire higher until I became shameless.


  I was writhing on the bed by the time he was done, my body restless with the need he seemed to call forth so easily from me. My gaze fell on his hard dick tenting out his shorts and I had to tighten my hold on the bed to keep from reaching for him. He must have noticed where my eyes were because he gave a deep chuckle, and fisted his erection and gave it a good squeeze.


  “You want this, babe?”


  “Please,” I said in a definite whimper and he laughed louder.


  “First time I take you, it ain’t gonna be in this shit hole.”


  “Smoke, I need you,” I whined in such a pitiful voice that tears came to my eyes. “Please.”


  In a flash he was lying on the bed on his side, his face close to mine as he studied me. “What do you need, baby girl?”


  I want you to need me as much I need you.


  Chickening out at being completely honest with Smoke about how wrapped up in him I’d become, I said instead, “I need to come. I need you inside me.”


  The flair of heat in his gaze clued me into how much my talking dirty turned him on. I liked knowing that I had the power to make this amazing man react so I did it again, needing the relief only he could give me. It wasn’t just his magic touch, it was the way he looked at me, the way he protected me, and the way he pampered me with affection like no one ever had in my life.


  The darkness of his eyes seduced me into rubbing myself against him. His hard cock was delicious to slide against, but he had me pinned with his weight and I couldn’t move as much as I wanted. “Please, Miguel, make me come. I love the way you touch me. I’m totally addicted to it … to you.”


  “Baby girl,” he purred before he captured my mouth in a savage kiss at the same time his thick, rough fingers began to stroke my sex.


  I opened for him in every way possible, eager for everything he had to give me and spread my legs wide. The small moans we made while kissing blended with our harsh breathing and the wet, slick sounds coming from between my legs as he began to use his whole hand to rub my pussy. I moaned into his mouth and undulated beneath his touch, my body going on autopilot as I chased my orgasm. Then he began to circle my clit with just one finger and I shivered at the onslaught of amazing sensation and my pussy contracted, hard, making me wish I had Smoke inside of me.


  As if he’d read my mind Smoke slipped two fingers into me, then began to use his thumb to pet my throbbing clit while he finger fucked me. He wasn’t gentle; I wanted him hard, rough, and unrestrained. The sensation of him filling me was amazing and I gasped and panted against his mouth. He broke our kiss, but never moved away, like he was breathing in my sounds of pleasure as I jerked against the headboard, the bed shaking slightly beneath us. The tension built and built in me until my entire body locked up and my back arched up off the mattress.


  “Come for me,” he whispered against my mouth, and I complied.


  Ecstasy consumed me when he rubbed inside of me right behind my clit while his thumb stroked that eager nub of flesh. I climaxed screaming his name, gripping the bars of the headboard so hard it hurt, but that pain just blended in with the overwhelming pleasure and I snapped my hips against his fingers, loving the way he was drawing my release out, how he played my body like it had been made for him. When I was nothing but a shivering mess of overwhelmed nerves he finally withdrew his fingers from my still clutching sex and gave my pussy a gentle rub before sliding his hand up my sweat slicked belly.


  “Fucking beautiful,” he murmured.


  Now that I was coming down from my high my arms ached. “Can I let go of the bed?”


  “Yeah. Come here.”


  He rubbed my arms and hands, sending little pins and needles of sensation through my limbs while I lay limp against him, letting him manipulate me however he wished. When I could finally form a rational thought I said, “Your turn.”


  “Babe, you don’t have to ...”


  I rolled over so I was straddling him and had his thick, delicious cock pressed between my pussy and his stomach. The sensation of having him between my legs, even if he wasn’t inside of me, was enough to make my blood warm, and I moaned with pleasure as I rubbed myself against him. Giving Smoke my best sultry look, I said in a low voice, “Please, I want to make you feel good. Let me do this for you. I need it.”


  “Such a sexy baby.” He placed his hands behind his head, the position doing wonderful things to his heavy muscles as he stared up at me with a dark look that sent shivers through me. “Get my dick wet with your greedy little pussy. Rub yourself on me, but do not put me inside.”


  I licked my lips and nodded, my hips already shifting restlessly against him at his authoritative tone. “Yes, Sir.”


  While I meant for the words to come out snarky because of his arrogant look, they actually had a rather sensual feel to them that Smoke seemed to love, if his cock twitching beneath me was any indication. I stared down at him, wanting to make him feel as good as he made me feel, but I wasn’t really sure how. I’d never been on top of a man like this before and found myself unsure of how exactly I should rub myself against him without putting him inside of me.


  “So, uh, how should I do this?”


  He smiled at me, somehow managing to look pleased without losing that darkness in his gaze that I found so sexy. “I’ll take care of you.”


  His big hands gripped my hips and moved me until his dick split the soaked lips of my sex then he rocked me forward, sliding me along his thick shaft until I reached where the head of his cock that reached past his belly button. I had no idea how incredibly good it would feel and the return slide down his cock to his balls with their awesome piercing made me moan. He did it again, keeping the pace slow and leisurely while I twisted and writhed in his grip, my breasts shaking as my breathing sped up.


  Smoke’s voice sounded strained as he said, “God damn you’re so fucking sexy. Touch your tits for me, sweetheart. Play with those big nipples. I fuckin’ love ’em. ”


  I grabbed my breasts and squeezed them. In return he tilted my hips so it was my clit getting dragged over his cock, that aching part of my body indeed eager for him. I was so wet that he quickly grew slippery beneath me, my arousal coating him and allowing him to glide faster between my pussy lips. While my orgasm drew closer I grew weak with desire and placed my hands on his chest, loving the flex of his muscles as he basically used my body to get himself off. It was such a delicious, naughty thing for him to do that it made me wild for him.


  Giving in to my urges, I began to follow his rhythm, taking over the movement as I rocked myself faster and faster on him. The combined scent of our sweat, sex, and breath filled the air around me, saturating every part of my body with us, Smoke once again drugging me with the power of his sexual voodoo. He grunted and then growled, holding my hips strong enough to hurt as he forced me to grind my clit against the head of his cock.


  “Come on my dick,” he said in an oh so sexy and raspy voice. “Now.”


  Before I could respond he leaned up and captured my breast in his mouth, biting and sucking on my nipple with savage intent. The angle made it just right for his length to rub fully against me and I plunged my hands into his hair, jerking his head closer while I ground out my orgasm against his cock. Before my first contraction had even finished he yelled out with my nipple still in his mouth and the warmth of his seed shot between us, covering my belly and his while he returned to sucking on my breast, his body shaking beneath mine with each hard blast of his come.


  When he finally released my tit from his mouth I was done. Absolutely done. My whole body just gave up and I slumped over him. As I struggled to draw in enough air, the most amazing relaxed sensation blanketed me. It seemed like I was melting into Smoke as he gently stroked my back. After hours, maybe days, he gently rolled me off of him and got out of bed. A few minutes after that he returned with a wash cloth and I smiled dreamily up at him.


  “I love how you take care of me,” I said in a whisper soft voice.


  He smiled down at me as he gently cleaned himself from my body. “I love taking care of you. Wish you’d let me do it more, but I’m a patient man.”


  All I could do was purr happily as he tossed the washcloth into the bathroom with a wet splat, then climbed back into bed with me. Unable to get close enough to him, I wrapped myself around his body, tangling our limbs together and nuzzling my face against his neck. It felt so good to cuddle up with him, so satisfying and I couldn’t help my sigh of contentment against his skin.


  His soft laughter made me smile. “Feelin’ good?”


  “Mmm-hmmm. Perfect. Love this.”


  “Me too, babe. Me too.”


  


  The next day I stood in the front doorway of my mom’s place and sucked in a breath through my teeth. It had been totally trashed and when Smoke saw it he cursed softly. “Well fuck.”


  Smoke had given me an outfit that was a little more modest to wear, if you considered a low neckline modest, but still sexy. I wore a pretty pale gold peasant blouse that came to my forearms and had delicate embroidery around the low collar in bright colors. It was unexpectedly feminine and sweet, but he’d still given me hiking boots to wear. On a whim I’d put on the turquoise cuffs, okay so I never took them off other than to shower, and was gratified by the happiness in Smoke’s eyes when he saw me wearing them. It was like they were a sign of my belonging to him and I’d find him looking at those cuffs with barely disguised satisfaction.


  I was glad I wore the hiking boots Smoke had bought me as I stepped over a pile of debris. Couch cushions had been slashed, pictures flung off walls, and furniture smashed. When I said this place was trashed I meant it was totally trashed. Smoke shut the door behind us after doing a quick glance to make sure no one had seen us entering. I was her daughter so it was kind of expected that I would visit my mother and check on her, I just wasn’t sure how I could explain away the mess to a curious neighbor.


  I knew there was absolutely no rational reason for me to feel bad as I walked through my mom’s place, but it still hurt to think of her being in danger. And the fact that she killed two people … she was more treacherous than I’d given her credit for. My wandering gaze was caught by a glint of sunlight reflecting off some smashed glass on the floor. On closer examination, it looked like a well-used pipe. For a horrified moment I wondered if my mom had taken to smoking drugs. I knew my mother did coke—she offered me some when I was seventeen—I didn’t think she’d turned to the super hard stuff. Great. As if my mother wasn’t crazy enough now I had to wonder if she was hopped up on drugs.


  It really pissed me off that Sarah had kept just how bad my mom was from me and my dad. I tried to understand her reasoning, but couldn’t. I was rapidly giving merit to the thought of visiting my father in the compound and telling him what was going on. He has friends with freaky good computer skills who could possibly track my mother and give us a general idea where she and Sarah could be. The only problem would be that my dad would want to hunt my mom down and take care of her himself once he found out that she’d been abusing Sarah.


  I sifted through the refuse, lifting papers stiff with dried raw eggs, when Smoke walked up behind me. “Nothing here, sweetheart. Place has been gone through thoroughly. If anything was left, someone found it.”


  I sighed and dropped the pencil, standing back up and rubbing my hands off on my faded jeans. Depressed by the chaos around me, I looked up at Smoke. “What now?”


  He must have seen something that bothered him because he lifted me up until my legs wrapped around his waist and we were nose to nose. “It’s okay, Swan. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”


  “We need to find her,” I whispered against his lips. “And find Sarah. Think we could go to my sister’s house?”


  Smoke pulled back slightly. “Beach’s house?”


  “Oh, they lived together, right.” Duh. Generally, people who tattoo someone’s name on themselves don’t have problems with cohabitation.


  He slid me down his front. “Let me make some calls.”


  


  


  Chapter 14


  


  


  An hour and a half later we were pulling up to the house Beach shared with Sarah, and my jaw dropped as the enormous black wrought iron gates barring the entrance slowly opened. It felt really, really weird to pull up to this fabulous mansion on the far west side of Austin on a Harley, but that’s what I was doing. Riding up to a multimillion dollar home on the back of my man’s motorcycle, with my panties wet from a ride spent toying with Smoke and enjoying the vibrations of the bike if I tipped my pelvis just right. If Sarah could see me now she’d be … well, I think she’d be happy for me. Smoke is a good guy, owns his own business. He might do some shady things on the side but my dad ran fucking guns to other preppers so I had no business judging anyone.


  Huh.


  As we got off the bike at the front of the amazing modern stark white mansion, I couldn’t help but let out a low whistle. “Nice.”


  “Wait until you see the inside. Your sister did all the decorating. She did a great job.”


  “Really?” I said in disbelief.


  “Yeah. She got into a prestigious art institute here in Austin, that’s why she came down here from Vegas. Sarah went to school here—the money she got from Playboy paid for it—then did a month long internship with a local designer who hired her when her internship ended. That’s how she met Beach. He owned an apartment building he wanted redesigned, and her proposal caught his eye … among other things.”


  I swallowed hard, feeling like a real narcissistic shithead of a sister for not knowing these basic facts about Sarah. In light of what I’d been through recently, I realized that while what she did to me with my ex-boyfriend sucked, it didn’t justify shunning her for two years. Especially when she’d been so desperate for my forgiveness.


  “I’m a bad person,” I whispered to Smoke, my nose burning as I fought off tears.


  “What? Smoke said in a startled voice. “Babe, what the hell are you talking about?”


  “I should know these things about Sarah. But I was too much of a bitch to forgive her and now … and now I may never have the chance.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Smoke muttered. “Are you about to get your period?”


  That snapped me out of my funk and I glared at him. “Excuse me?”


  The teasing look in his eyes was the only thing that stopped me from kicking him in the face.


  “She really didn’t tell you any of this?”


  I sighed and glanced at the front door. “We weren’t exactly on good terms. There was … a guy I met that I really liked. He lived on the compound and I grew up with him. I mean, it hadn’t reached the point where he could touch me without it feeling weird, but I liked him. A lot.”


  Smoke’s hands tightened on my arms. “First love?”


  Feeling dumb, I shook my head. “No. I didn’t love him. I had a crush on him, but it was my first real crush. See, I was kind of … sheltered. My dad wasn’t big on letting me date anyone he didn’t like. I mean, he can be really scary when he wants to be.”


  Smoke laughed. “Any man that lets your daddy scare them off isn’t much of a man. You’re worth fighting for. I wouldn’t run out on you. We stand together, got it? You and me, that’s what matters, fuck everyone else.”


  That was probably one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to me, and I didn’t know how to handle it. I really, really wanted to believe it, but I’d been wrong so many times before on people’s intentions. Still, he looked completely sincere when he said this, and I let myself hope, just a little bit.


  “Yeah, well, I’m glad I waited for you.” I hadn’t meant to say that last part out loud, but those words didn’t seem scare him off if the warmth filling his eyes, turning them to velvet, was any indication.


  Smoke surprised me by bending down and giving me a soft, breath-stealing kiss that had me giddy by the time he was done. He pulled back and looked into my eyes, then let his gaze roam my face. “I’m glad you waited too, baby girl.”


  That made a flush heat my face and it worsened as the front door opened and Beach shouted, “Keep it in your pants, Smoke.”


  I covered my burning cheeks with my hands while they traded insults, and wished the ground would just open up and suck me under. When they finally quieted down and I lowered my hands, I found both men grinning at me. That only made me blush more, and I blew out an angry breath before giving Beach a wide, shiny smile.


  “Nice place.”


  Beach opened the front door wide, revealing a lovely foyer with a crazy awesome chandelier made up of tiny primary color glass slivers. It was really, really cool and set the tone for the house. Maybe my sister did know her decorating shit. I’d never been in a modern-themed home before that didn’t feel cold, but somehow Sarah made this stark space feel cozy with her choice of art and furniture. This was one of those homes that belonged on those most beautiful home shows that Sarah adored. I had fond memories of watching home improvement and design shows with Sarah. She would watch them religiously, and she and I would plan our ever-changing dream homes.


  I felt really good about how far Sarah had come—starting out as a seventeen-year-old girl stripping, with a fake ID provided by our mom, to a World Pole Dancing champion, and finally in love with a man who seemed to love her for who she was and gave her everything she’d ever dreamed of.


  Once we were inside, I looked around and smiled. “Wow, this is amazing.”


  “Thanks.”


  Beach’s voice sounded tight and I looked over, surprised at the sorrow in his expression as he watched me. His internal pain was so powerful that even someone as emotionally inept as myself could see it. Afraid I’d hurt him somehow, I said in a soft voice, “Are you okay? Did I say something wrong?”


  “No, you’re okay. Just miss Sarah. Having you here, with your hair back like that looking like you do … it makes me want her home. Now. If you think you can help with that by searching her stuff, feel free. You’re her sister, and I know you wouldn’t fuck her over.”


  With that ringing endorsement, he led us to the bedroom he shared with Sarah. When I got an eyeful of the orgy sized bed in the center of the room, complete with what I was pretty sure were restraints attached to the stainless steel posts, I quickly looked away. I so did not need to think that both my sister and I were with men who enjoyed BDSM. My gaze landed on a bunch of modern art decorating the walls of the palatial bedroom, including a nude of Sarah done in a crazy, almost paint splashing style that managed to make it look classy instead of like a picture out of a porn mag. She was kneeling with her side profile showing, her arms holding her abundant breasts while she looked slightly over her shoulder with a wicked, but happy smile. I studied it, having that odd sense of déjà vu since Sarah was my identical twin.


  Now, my sister and I, even when we hated each other, looked out for one another. Me more than her, but we had a system down for passing information in our late teens. Like if Sarah was grounded I would pass her notes, in a rather unique way. My sister had a dildo and a couple vibrators hidden beneath her mattress. She never used it, got it as a joke gift from a friend at a bachelorette party, but we knew our dad would never touch it. So in the compartment where the batteries would go, we would leave notes.


  If she wanted to leave me a message, that’s where it would be.


  With this in mind, I turned to Beach and said, “I need a drink.”


  Beach stared at me. “What?”


  “Seriously. I need some liquid courage here. I need a shot.”


  Beach went over to the small bar against the far wall stocked with expensive liquor. I wasn’t surprised Sarah had put a bar in here. When we were growing up she’d always said someday she’d have a bar in her bedroom, which to her, was the epitome of making it and she was determined to know that luxury someday. Made me feel good to know she’d managed to achieve her one, of many, dreams.


  “What would you like?”


  “Vodka.”


  He calmly poured me a shot, brought it over to me, and I eagerly took it and downed the shot. After gasping, with the liquor still burning my throat, I said, “I need to see Sarah’s sex toys. The vibrators. I need to find one that she like never uses. It’ll probably be big.”


  I thought Beach’s jaw was going to hit the ground. “Say what?”


  Handing a laughing Smoke my empty shot glass, and giving him a good glare, I turned back to Beach. “We had this thing with a vibrator when we were younger.”


  “What the fuck?” Beach shouted.


  It took me a second to understand his crazy reaction, then I gave him a dirty look and shook my head. “No, not that, you pervert. Jesus, why are men always thinking that about us. Yuck. It was a way to pass messages. My dad has no sense of privacy or personal space. The only part of Sarah’s room that he wouldn’t regularly search was her sex toys.”


  A few moments passed as Beach stared at me and Smoke laughed even harder. Finally Beach’s posture relaxed the slightest bit, and he almost smiled. “That sounds like my girl. She’s smart, incredibly smart, and she would think of something like that to keep your dad away.”


  Grinning, I nodded in agreement. “My stepmom wouldn’t invade our privacy, she’s cool like that, so we knew it was safe.”


  “You think Sarah left a note for you here? ‘Cause I’ll be honest, I’ve gone through my home multiple times, praying she left me some kind of message, and I can’t find anything.”


  With the vodka sitting in my stomach I blew out a harsh breath. “Just go look through your sex toys and see if the batteries are missing out of any of them. If they are, open them up and check the interior where the batteries go for a note.”


  Beach turned and strode towards a door leading off the bedroom, “You two hang tight and I’ll go look.”


  “Thank God,” I murmured and relaxed as Beach shut himself in what I assumed to be his closet.


  Smoke rubbed his hands down my arms. “What? You don’t want to look through your sister’s dildos?”


  “Nasty,” I said and pulled out of his grasp, turning and giving him a little sneer. “Why do guys always want to imagine that Sarah and I do that stuff? God, I hated hearing that. How strangers think it’s okay to tell you to your face about his sexual fantasy of doing you and your sister. That guy that I had a crush on? We broke up because I walked in on him and Sarah. With his pants around his ankles … on my birthday. I found out he’d been screwing around with her behind my back.”


  “That fucking sucks,” Smoke sighed and tugged me into his arms. “Come here, baby.”


  I fell into his embrace, instantly calming as my favorite drug, Smoke, kicked in. “Sorry, didn’t mean to yell at you.”


  “I can understand why it would piss you off. If I ever hear anyone say that to you they’ll instantly regret it. Got me? You don’t have to put up with that shit anymore.”


  “Smoke,” I lightly smacked his chest but didn’t leave his arms. This man had the most perfect abdominal muscles. They tensed beneath my stroking fingertips. “You can’t beat up everyone for me.”


  “Why not?”


  I decided to ignore that question. “What am I going to do?”


  “You’re going to keep calm and leave the worrying to me.”


  “Isn’t that a little caveman of you?”


  “Nope. You’re my woman, babe. I take care of you, you take care of me. That’s how it works. I may give you shit, you may give me shit, but at the end of the day you’re coming home with me. That’s the only thing that matters. As long as I can fall asleep with you and wake up with you in my arms, we’re all good.”


  I looked up at him, loving the affection filling his gaze. I soaked it up, reveling in the feeling of being appreciated, being cared for. “So what would wearing your patch mean?”


  He froze against me. “It would mean that you’re my woman.”


  “I thought I was already your woman.”


  “You are.”


  “So the patch is a formality?”


  The curve of his lips as he smiled at me made me want to sigh with delight. This man was illegally charming when he wanted to be. And evidently I was his woman.


  “No. You wearing that patch means you’re not only my old lady, you’re under the protection of the Iron Horse MC. We take care of our women; it’s something sacred between brothers. Not just us, but other clubs that we’re affiliated with.” He smoothed my hair off my cheek with a tender gesture that made my belly flutter. “You want to be my old lady?”


  I considered him, really examining his face and reading the truth in his warm velvet brown eyes before saying, “I think I do, but I would like until tonight to think about it.”


  I thought I saw a hint of panic in his gaze, but he nodded. “Don’t feel pressured. I’d rather have you take your time than rush you.”


  My nipples peaked, scraping against his chest as I leaned up and gave him a soft kiss. “I’m ready to rush things. I want to know what it’s like to have you inside of me.”


  “Baby girl, don’t tease a man like that, especially a man like me,” he said in a low growl before slanting his mouth over mine and taking every ounce of my willpower with his kiss. “You offer that hot pink pussy to me on a silver platter, I’m gonna take it.”


  Smoke used his tongue to tease me, little flicks against my own that reminded me of the way he licked my clit. That thought made me even hotter and I rubbed myself against him, slinging my leg up over his hip. He grabbed my thigh and tucked his pelvis against mine, the hard length of his denim-covered cock rubbing up against my core while he ravaged my mouth. Making a low, hungry sound that made me gasp, Smoke slowed his kiss and eventually drew back, not letting me kiss him anymore. He rocked his hips into my a few times, sending exquisite sensations through my pussy as the hard ridge of his cock rubbed against my clit. By now I was squirming against him, flat out trying to get off by just dry humping him and almost being there. Instead of sending me over the edge, he froze and squeezed my hips.


  “Smoke,” I moaned. “Why did you stop?”


  Okay, so I may have sounded a bit breathy, and desperate, but that didn’t give Smoke the right to smirk like he was. “We have an audience. Now I don’t care, I’ll kiss you anytime, anywhere, but you might object about Beach getting an eyeful of his future sister-in-law grinding against her man.”


  “Crap,” I said with a yelp and almost fell, forgetting Smoke still held my leg.


  Beach strode up to me and handed me a rolled up piece of paper. He was pale and I reached out a hand to steady him, holding onto his shoulder until he took a deep breath. When his gaze met mine the grief I saw there was staggering.


  “Beach?”


  “She wrote you a note,” he said in a harsh voice. “An in-case-of-my-death note. Says you won’t go looking for this until it’s too late for her.”


  I snatched the paper out of his hands and scanned it. Yep, she’d used our old pattern of letters, our personal code, to send me the real note. Swan, contact dad, use network, mom using meth, selling everyone out. Wants to use us to pay off Russians. Aliases being used Lauren LaVern, Macy Adams, Valerie Bradly. Dad knows more Love you.


  I looked up at Beach with a broad smile and he stared at me as I repeated the real message, then added, “So I guess I need to visit my dad.”


  “What’s the network?” Smoke asked.


  Shaking my head, I made a sealed lips motion. “Can’t tell you. Family business.”


  Beach raised a brow and I wonder if Sarah had tipped him off on my dad’s gun running. “I’m coming with you.”


  “Hell no. You are staying here.” Beach started to open his mouth and I raised my hand, cutting him off. “If I bring Sarah’s fiancé home with me, in addition to my boyfriend, or old man, or whatever the hell I can call him, my dad will lose his shit. I’m already pretty sure I’m going to have to knock my dad unconscious to keep him from killing Smoke. Having you there as well? With Sarah’s name on your neck. No fucking way. Keeping both of you alive would be impossible.”


  Beach gave Smoke an unfriendly look. “I want updates.”


  The plans for what I would need to do raced around my head and I began to pace. “We have to get going.”


  Beach went to hug me, then hesitated. “Can I touch you?”


  In response I went to him and wrapped my arms around him. He tensed, then slowly relaxed against me and returned my hug. A hard shudder went through him and my heart hurt for this big, bad biker who was obviously torn apart by my sister’s disappearance. Wanting to reassure him, I stepped back out of his arms and looked him in the eyes.


  “We’ll find her, Beach.”


  Turning away, he walked slowly over to the nude portrait of her and let out a deep sigh before he said, “We said some not good shit to each other before she left, and it would destroy me if those were the last words between us. Bring her home to me, Swan. Please.”


  “I will.”


  


  I watched Smoke as he grilled up some chicken breasts for us on the back porch of his home. We’d be leaving in the morning for my dad’s compound and the anxiety of what we were about to do had me unbelievably tense. Smoke seemed his usual, calm self but he kept an eye on me as I paced around his deck. The early evening air was still warm enough that we’d both changed into shorts, me a pair of short denim shorts that would show the lower curve of my ass if I bent over too far, and Smoke into a pair of black gym shorts and a black t-shirt.


  We hadn’t spoken much, Smoke was obviously giving me time to think things through, but I’d planned everything to death and now my mind couldn’t shut down, couldn’t relax.


  I scarcely paid attention when Smoke took the chicken into the house and returned a moment later, but I did notice when he scooped me up into his arms.


  With a small squeak I wrapped my arms around his neck and looked up at him. “Is dinner ready?”


  “It is for me.”


  “What?”


  He took me over to the large glass top table that took up the far side of the enormous deck and laid me on the cool, smooth surface.


  “Um, Smoke, what are you doing?”


  “Hush, baby. You worry too much. Let me take care of you.”


  My protests died a quick death as he tugged my shorts off, leaving me clad in my shirt and pale yellow panties, spread out before him on the table. He took a seat on the chair between my legs and I realized with a start what he meant by eating dinner. Holy crap.


  He looked up my body and met my gaze. His lips curved into that smug little smile that I loved so much. It was arrogant as hell, but it also let me know Smoke was about to blow my mind. “Lie back and enjoy, baby girl.”


  “Okay.”


  Hell, I wasn’t going to fight him on this order.


  To my delight he took his time kissing his way up my legs, the brush of his five o’clock shadow on my skin a delicious contrast to the softness of his lips. I loved the way he seemed to worship me with his mouth, the little sounds of pleasure he made reassuring me on a whole different level that he enjoyed tasting me.


  Immensely.


  Overhead the sky burned in shades of peach and pink, then darkness took over as my eyes involuntarily closed when Smoke licked the crease between my inner thigh and my pussy.


  My very wet, very achy pussy.


  Smoke pressed his finger against my panties, unerringly locating the entrance to my body. “I love how wet you get for me, how you soak your panties, how greedy your cunt is for my mouth. Bet your little pussy is throbbing to the beat of your heart right now.”


  My whole body was greedy for his mouth and I let him know that, making him chuckle.


  He gave a pleased, low rumble when he pulled my panties down my legs, then set my heels on the table so I was spread wide for him. While I’ve been nude plenty of times outdoors, it was way different having a man sitting between my spread thighs, his gaze fastened on my sex like it was the most interesting thing he’d ever seen. My legs closed a little bit and his eyes snapped up to mine.


  “Wide open. I want to see every inch of you. This,” his fingers tapped my pussy, sending need coursing through me, “is my body. Mine to touch, mine to taste, mine to pleasure. Especially this puffy pink pussy with its pretty golden curls.”


  The snap of authority in those dirty words sent a renewed wave of desire through me and I nodded, but leaned up on my elbows so I could watch him. He was so beautiful and the way he licked his lips before he began to feast on me almost sent me over the edge. With his hands guiding my legs over his shoulders, he stroked his lips along the saturated slit between my legs, sending shivers of pleasure through me that made my breath come out in a harsh shudder.


  Moving slowly, he licked every inch of my pussy, paying special attention to the entrance to my body, thrusting his tongue into me over and over again. My neglected clit throbbed and I wiggled and squirmed, trying to get his mouth to where I needed it. Everything, from the top of my head to the tips of my toes, burned with pleasure when Smoke finally took that aching bud into his mouth and gently suckled.


  My scream must have scared the crap out of every animal and bird around us, but I didn’t care. Ecstasy exploded through me, tearing me apart while Smoke coaxed my body through my orgasm, gentling his mouth until it almost felt like he was making out with my pussy. His deep, sucking kisses on my sex built that amazing heat in me again before the contractions from my first orgasm had even ended and I ran my fingers through his thick hair, loving how cherished he made me feel.


  When he slid two fingers into me I arched my back and groaned low and deep, the slow push and pull of his hand against me making my hips rock along with his touch. All too soon his fingers were gone and the chair made a harsh scraping sound against the deck as he shoved it back and strode away from me. Bewildered and hurt by his sudden abandonment, I stumbled off the table and went after him on unsteady legs.


  


  


  Chapter 15


  


  


  I found him in the living room, staring at the big riverstone fireplace that dominated the far side of the room. Though I could only see a slice of his dimly lit profile I could nonetheless feel the maelstrom of emotions pouring off of him and I had no idea why. No doubt I’d done or said something that hurt him, but I couldn’t figure out what it could possibly be.


  With my heart in my throat, I took a hesitant step forward. “Smoke?”


  “Not right now, Swan.”


  The curt, cold tone in his voice made a small bolt of pain go through my heart. I hated it when people were mad at me, and hated it even more when I didn’t know why. Sometimes I said things that I didn’t realize were cutting, that I didn’t know people would take offense to until it was too late. The thought of Smoke upset with me because of something I accidently did made tears rise to my eyes.


  I stood there with my arousal cooling on my thighs, my bottom half still naked as I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to draw comfort from my own embrace. “I’m sorry, whatever I did, please don’t be mad at me.”


  Smoke turned around so quick it startled me, and when he saw me the anger left his face, replaced by guilt. “Sweetheart, I’m not mad at you.”


  “Then why did you leave me?”


  He crossed the room quickly and pried my arms away from myself and wrapped them around him instead. “I was losing control.”


  The scent of him filled me and I rubbed my face against his chest, taking in a deep lungful of Smoke. “I don’t understand.”


  His arms tightened around me and I became aware of his erection pressing against me. “Babe, I never lose control with a woman, ever, but having you laid out like that for me … the trust in your eyes … the way you give yourself completely to me ... fuck, I’m only human. Even a saint couldn’t resist that temptation.”


  As he talked, his hands slid down my back and began to gently caress my butt. I squirmed against him, going on my tiptoes so his hard cock brushed against my slit. The feeling of the silky skin covering his shaft sliding against me was delicious and I really liked the idea that I could make this big, bad ass biker lose control.


  “What do you want to do to me, Smoke?” I purred in a voice so sexy I surprised myself.


  He gripped my ass hard, and spread my butt cheeks apart so the cool air kissed my sex and bottom. “I want to slide my dick into your hot, tight, little cunt. You are so fucking wet and you have such a slick pussy, I know that I could glide into you, slowly, nice and easy, then make you come. I know from havin’ my fingers in you that when you have an orgasm your pussy squeezes down super tight, like a vice. Right now all I can think about is having my dick inside you when you scream my name and milk my cock.”


  I rubbed myself against him, shameless in my need. “Then do it.”


  If I thought his deliciously muscled body was hard before, it was nothing compared to the effect my words had on him. He didn’t even speak, just stood there, his hands locked on my ass and his erection sliding so deliciously against me as I ground myself on him. I might not be experienced in seduction, but I could tell that my movements were arousing him and I was operating on instinct and porno knowledge.


  He involuntarily pushed his hips back against me before he tried to break contact between us.


  I clung to him, then reached up and grabbed two fistfuls of his hair on the back of his head, forcing him to look at me. “I want you Smoke, please. Be my first, make love to me. I trust you. Just … please don’t hurt me. You are a big man, all over, and if I’m as tight as you say it might not feel that good, but that’s okay. I’m sure it’ll get better in a couple months.”


  “A couple months?” The absolutely arrogant smile that filled his face had me frowning at him. He massaged my bottom with his strong hands and my frown melted with a sigh as he said, “You’re going to come on my cock tonight, guaranteed, and scream my name while you do it. My real name. I’ll make it so good you’ll never want another man.”


  I blinked at him, totally caught up in his intensity. “Um, okay.”


  His nostrils flared then he slowly nodded. “You sure about this?”


  Though I was pretty certain he was talking about sex, I meant so much more when I said, “I’m sure about us.”


  A smile slowly curved his lips until he was beaming at me. There was so much joy, raw happiness, and relief, profound relief, in his smile that my whole body tingled as I grinned back at him. He released my ass before cupping my chin and lowering his mouth to mine. The kiss he gave me would have knocked my socks off if I was wearing any, a passionate seduction of my lips, coaxing my mouth to open for him with a sigh. The sweep of his wet, velvet tongue over my lips had me standing on my tip toes, trying to get as close to him as possible, loving his warmth and the hard planes of his body.


  Once again he showed supreme patience with me, slowly coaxing my arousal back to life by stroking my body gently, making me feel loved, cherished.


  With a soft sigh I snuggled up against Smoke, running my hands over him. I was the one that reached for his clothes first, stripping off his shirt so his bare chest pressed against my cloth-covered breasts. He slipped a hand around to the front of my body and began to gently tug at my pubic hair, a feeling that was at once odd and really, really good. I moaned, something he seemed to like by the way he broke our kiss and smiled.


  “Enjoy that, baby girl?”


  I nodded up at him, rubbing my hands over his body, tracing his tattoo with my fingertips before licking his nipple piercing. “You’re so hot.”


  He ducked his nose to my neck and nuzzled me, making me feel like I was being marked by a big cat the way he rubbed his scruff against me. “Glad you think so.”


  One of his fingers stroked over my very wet slit and I sucked in a harsh breath. He had me so aroused from just kissing that I felt tender down there, almost bruised. That feeling intensified when his whole hand cupped my pussy, putting pressure over every inch of my sex and making my knees weak. It was too much, I couldn’t take it, but Smoke didn’t let up. Instead he pressed the heel of his hand against my clit and began to grind a slow, wonderful series of circles on that sensitive bud.


  In less than thirty seconds I was coming all over his hand and he smiled. “There we go. Love it when you soak my fingers. Let some of that tension out. I want you nice and relaxed. You get so hot so quick and while it’s unbelievably sexy, I want to get you nice and built up before you come. We’re going to have to work on your control so you aren’t going off every five minutes.”


  Still gliding on the bliss from my orgasm, I gave him a lazy grin. “Why the hell would I want to do that?”


  He shook his head but gave me a sweet kiss on the lips. “Good point.” Sobering for a moment, he said, “I’m clean, babe. You on any kind of birth control?”


  I flushed, then nodded. “Yeah, I’m on the shot.”


  I moved my mouth down to his neck, kissing and licking at his banging pulse, enjoying the thrust of his cock against me. We were still in the living room and I wondered if we should go up to his bedroom, then decided I didn’t give a shit. It didn’t matter where we were, I was still with an incredibly sexy man who worshiped me. I’m not exaggerating; Smoke touched me with a reverence that made my heart ache. It was like all the love, all the adoration that I’d yearned for was suddenly here, and I didn’t know how to handle it.


  The more emotionally overwhelmed I got the more aggressive I became and soon I was backing Smoke across the room to the big micro suede couch. The only light coming in at this point was from the moon and the back deck, giving the world a surreal quality. I pushed Smoke onto the couch and knelt between his spread legs. The surge of heat in his gaze gave me the courage to lean forward and lick at the piercing in his left nipple. That brought to mind the piercing he had down south and I wondered for the first time how I wanted to do this.


  I mean I know the logistics of the act, hello porn addict, and was familiar with insert tab A into slot B, but I didn’t know how I wanted to do it. Or what Smoke would like. Shit, what if my inexperience made this suck for him? Maybe he could teach me to be better.


  I could always just give him another blowjob.


  I seemed to be good at that and I’m pretty sure he enjoyed it.


  “Swan?”


  Startled, I looked up and found Smoke watching me with a gentle expression easing the harsh lines of his face. I marveled at the broad expanse of his body, the hard muscle, and how big he was. Without a doubt I was very lucky to have such a remarkable man looking at me like I mattered. Our gazes held, then he reached out slowly and stroked my cheek, calming my racing thoughts.


  “Want me to take charge, to love you, baby girl?”


  Relief coursed through me. Silly but true. “Yes, please.”


  “Take your shirt off then straddle me.”


  I glanced at his pants. “You wanna take those off?”


  “Not yet.” He smiled at me. “Trust me. I’ll make it good for you.”


  I tugged my shirt off. “But I want to make it good for you too. I just-I don’t know what to do.”


  “Sweetheart,” he practically purred in that rumbling growl of his and I melted at his affectionate tone. “Come here. Just relax and enjoy. Trust me.”


  He helped me straddle him and I lightly set my wet sex against his denim-clad crotch, kind of enjoying the texture of his pants against me. I gave a little experimental rock and he immediately clutched my hips. “Easy. I don’t want you to rub that little virgin pussy too raw to fuck.”


  At the mention of my kind of maiden state, I blushed, hard. “Can you not say that?”


  “Why?”


  “I dunno,” I mumble and start tracing his dragon tattoo. I really loved it. Maybe I should think about getting one. Then again, Smoke might kind of find it psycho if I got matching tattoos.


  “Baby, what are you thinkin’ about?”


  Lack of filter engaged at the worst time, as usual. “I think I want to get a tattoo like yours.”


  “What?”


  “Your dragon tattoo. I want one like it.”


  “You want matching tattoos?”


  Flushing harder, I dropped my hand from his chest and laced my fingers together in front of me, staring at the chest hair over his heart. “Forget I said that, please. So, are we doing this?”


  He stroked my arms, nuzzling his face against my neck and relaxing me with his magic touch. “I would love to see my dragon on you, Swan. You have no idea how much.”


  I looked up at him, trying to judge his expression, to see if he was giving me shit or being serious. “Really?”


  “Hell yeah.” He pressed his hard dick between my legs, making me gasp. “Love the thought of anyone looking at you knowing you’re mine. Where do you want to get it?”


  “I was thinking of my hip.”


  He gave me a wolfish grin. “Good. I’ll have my dragon guarding my treasure, that spectacular golden pussy of yours.”


  I laughed, surprised by his kind of dorky humor. “You did not just say that.”


  Smiling at me, he leisurely reached out and toyed with my nipple, pulling at it and elongating it until I moved restlessly against him. He seemed to really like my nipples, was always touching them, and I was relieved that he found my body arousing. That thought was reinforced when he dipped his head and began to suckle at my other breast, feathering my nipple with his tongue and drugging me with his soft, steady sucks.


  I threaded my fingers through his hair, holding him to me and sighing out in delight as he began to nibble using his teeth. The more aroused I became, the harder he bit until I was trying to tug his mouth away and push him closer at the same time, my pussy soaking his jeans with my arousal. Unbelievable warmth was coming from his skin and I ran my hands over his broad shoulders, playing with the dips between his muscles, the perfection of his biceps. I loved how he switched to gentle licks on my nipples, soothing the hurt and making my toes curl.


  “Please,” I said with a shudder. “Smoke, I want you so bad.”


  His voice came out rough as he said, “Lift up.”


  I did as he asked, stepping momentarily off his lap while he shed his jeans. At the sight of his erection I started to fall to my knees, but he caught me by my elbow. “No, honey, not right now. If I don’t get inside of you I’m gonna die.”


  He sat back down and pulled me onto his lap so I was straddling him, his monster dick pressed between us. The couch was oversized and wide, more like a bed than a traditional sofa. For a moment I wondered how many women he’d had in his home on this couch built for sex, but then his cock rubbed against my slit and I didn’t care. He was so big and the blunt tip of his crest continued to stroke over my clit, seducing me into moving against him and rubbing my pussy all over his dick, soaking him with me.


  Leaning up, he whispered against my lips, “Put me in, Swan.”


  I grasped his hot length, slippery with my arousal. Lifting myself slightly, I tucked him against my entrance, then Smoke grabbed my face with both hands and pulled me in for a hot, wet kiss. As was probably his intended effect I melted against him and he began to slowly, ever so slowly fill me. The broad head of his dick spread me open and I gasped into his mouth at the burning sensation.


  Okay, this hurt.


  Owie.


  My gasp turned into a whimper as I tried to push down, to just take him in me and get it over with, but he grasped my hip and panted out, “Stop. Let your body get used to me, baby.”


  Before I could question him, he slipped his hand between us and began to massage my clit. A tingling rush filled me and I let out a soft sigh of relief, the pleasure returning and pushing back the discomfort and pain. Smoke knew just want to do in order to make it good for me, and he put his skills to use, rubbing and tugging on my clit while he slowly pushed up into me. Even though I was on top I was doing none of the work, only watching Smoke while he eased his way into me, pushing past my clenching muscles. I loved the almost pained expression on his face, the way he gritted his teeth like he was struggling for control.


  It made me hot, so hot that I was soon rocking my hips, trying to get him to fill me all the way while he seemed determined to tease me. The sensation of being opened for the first time was still a little painful, but nothing compared to the intimacy growing between me and Smoke. I was addicted to this man, utterly wrapped up in him until I couldn’t imagine being without him. I wanted to be his old lady, his woman, his whatever the fuck he wanted to call me. There was no way I could live in a world without his affection, no way I could ever give up this mind numbing pleasure. I hoped he was serious about wanting me forever, because I wanted to be his forever.


  At last he was all the way in and we both trembled, a shock wave that seemed to move from one to the other then back again. He was so big that I could feel him throbbing inside of me, and my sex seemed to flex against him. The sensation caught me off guard and I gasped softly, then louder when I felt his dick twitch inside of me. Smoke stroked my face, my chest, my arms, taking my entire body over and making me his sexual slave. I would do anything he wanted, anything, as long as he never stopped loving me.


  Shaken by how much power he had over me, I tried to look away but he fisted his hand in my hair and a whole different kind of energy moved through me. That fierce, determined look came into his eyes and I watched the shift from tender lover to sexual dominant. It was scary, but also arousing. As if to reflect this mental switch, he began to slowly retreat and thrust into me, never releasing my hair, never letting me look away. I felt so exposed, so vulnerable to him and I could tell he liked it, got off on it even, which only made me want him more. The need to please people in a position of authority seemed to extend to Smoke within our relationship, because nothing got me off like the knowledge that I was making him happy.


  I studied his face, touching his lips, holding onto his neck when he gave a hard thrust that just about blew my head off.


  Arching my back, I relied on his strength to hold me as I abandoned myself to the incredible feeling of him moving inside of me. I leaned back up and clasped my arms around him, hugging him as tight as I could while I began to respond to his moves, hesitantly trying to figure out what felt good and how to move with him. It still hurt a little bit, but the feeling of him inside of me while my clit ground against his muscled pelvis was fantastic. Smoke made it easy by gripping my hips and helping me ride him and find a pace that had us both gasping. He sat up and that put his rock hard abs in more direct contact with my clit. Right away I got the message that grinding against him while I rode him felt good, so I rubbed my clit up and down his pelvis and belly as I rose up high enough that just the head spread me, then back down to the root, stuffed so full of cock I almost couldn’t handle it.


  “I want you to come for me, Swan. Soak my balls.”


  God, he was so dirty.


  With a gasp I rode him harder, faster, the slap of our bodies coming together echoing through the room, mixing with my cries and his harsh groans.


  His hands flexed on my ass and when one of his fingers grazed over my anus, my heart skipped a beat. A moment later that finger returned and I slowed my movements, enjoying the naughty gleam that came into Smoke’s dark eyes while he teased the rear opening to my body. I know he wanted to fuck me back there, but I didn’t think I was quite ready for his substantial dick in that tight spot. However, his finger playing with me felt very, very good and my need to orgasm ramped up exponentially.


  I cried out in a breathless voice, “Miguel.”


  He continued to plow into me while I perched on the edge of orgasm, then got shoved over into my climax by his big dick slamming into me with an intensity that made my breasts bounce. I screamed out my pleasure, his name leaving my lips like a chant, my nails sinking into his shoulders. I died a thousand deaths and was reborn in an explosion of ecstasy each time. Climaxing with his cock inside of me was so different, and so good. I was sure his body had been made to fit with mine because the sensation of my pussy squeezing his shaft was divine. I felt incredibly connected to him as we clung to each other and he joined me with his orgasm, the way he shouted my name as he jerked and shook beneath me only adding to my own pleasure until I was certain there was nothing between our souls.


  I felt connected to him in a way I never imagined and I began to cry.


  Instead of being alarmed, Smoke began to cuddle me. “Easy, baby. Did I hurt you?”


  “No,” I whispered in a choked up voice, my body still vibrating with pleasure. “It’s just … I feel so much.”


  He stroked my hair and held me close, his body hot and slick with sweat beneath my cheek. “Hush, baby girl. No more tears, please. Kills me to see you cry.”


  I began to rain kisses over his face even as the tears continued to pour down. I just felt so much that I couldn’t even begin to imagine how to express it. How does one put into words that someone else has become the center of their world? Is this what falling in love was? This overwhelming feeling of joy and completeness?


  “Smoke,” I whispered against his mouth, struggling with the words to tell him how much I needed him. “I-I … you … thank you. Thank you so much.”


  Okay, so I chickened out, but part of me wanted to hear him say those words first. I needed to know he felt the same. For all I knew he could separate his emotions from the act and I wondered if now that he’d had me, he would still want me. Some guys were all about being a woman’s first, but they had no interest in being their second.


  He gently moved me off of him and I winced at the burning sensation between my legs. I was a little raw from our vigorous actives. Without a word he tossed a blanket over me and I watched him head off into the kitchen, suddenly feeling very alone. Well, this wasn’t going exactly as I’d hoped. I thought he would at least cuddle me a little bit, but he just took off. I shivered beneath the blanket, the unexpected feeling of abandonment hurting more than I cared to admit. With a sigh I wiped away my tears, getting ready to get up and go clean myself in the bathroom, when he reappeared with a washcloth, a towel and plate mounded with what looked like …


  Oh my god, he had brownies!


  I instantly forgave him and grabbed one off the plate, smiling at Smoke as I took a bite. Chocolate and post-orgasm bliss combined inside of me until all of my negative feelings were gone. Smoke cleaned me gently between my legs while I ate my brownie, making me feel utterly pampered. After I was taken care of to his satisfaction, he pulled me onto his lap and set the blanket over both of us.


  I offered him a bite of my brownie, a sure sign of true love, and he took one with a smile. “Damn, that’s good. Gonna have to start running more ’cause I’m gonna get fat having you around.”


  I snorted. As if Mr. Eight Percent Body Fat had any issues. “Where did you get these?”


  His gaze became tender and he traced a fingertip down my nose. “First night you were here you told me that if I always had brownie mix in the house you’d be happy. I stopped at the bakery when I was out looking for you yesterday.”


  I melted into a puddle of hormonal goo. “Thank you.”


  He smiled again and I couldn’t help but return it. “That’s one of the things I like about you.”


  “That I like brownies?”


  “I love being able to make your eyes go all soft and dreamy. You’re so suspicious by nature, expecting the worst of everyone, but at the same time there’s an innocence about you that surfaces in subtle ways in everything you do. I’ve seen other people make your eyes light up, made them sparkle when you laugh, but I’m the only man who gets to see you when you have dreams in your eyes. I’m the only one that gets to see you soft like this. I like that.”


  Oh my.


  I ate the rest of my brownie and drained the glass of milk, once again cuddling into Smoke. We stayed on that couch for another few hours, talking about life in general and just spending time with each other. It was like the act of having sex took down the last barrier between us and I found myself telling him all about how lonely my life was before I met him while he told me what it was like to have his family be the only Hispanics in an all-white gated neighborhood. I learned that he got involved in the Iron Horse MC after he left the Marines and how a bunch of the guys that belonged to the club were former military.


  He was a fascinating, amazing man and I wondered why he never got married or anything like that, so I asked him.


  Smoke looked at me, bemused. “You wanna know why I’m not married?”


  “Well, yeah. I mean women have to be falling all over themselves to be with you. You’re super hot, wicked smart, fascinating, sexy, and you are one of the kindest people I’ve ever met.”


  “I love how you see me, baby.” He gave me a passionate kiss that curled my toes. “You ready for bed?”


  I nodded eagerly, already planning out my seduction. Though I didn’t think I’d have to seduce too much, Smoke was rock hard beneath my butt and even though I was still sore, I figured if we went slow enough I’d be okay. I’d endure a hell of a lot more for even a taste of the ecstasy he could offer me.


  “Yeah, I’m ready.”


  We stood up and stretched, each of us letting out little groans. Smoke chuckled and threw his arm over my blanket clad shoulder, leading me up the stairs. As we climbed he looked over at me.


  “Wanna know the real reason I’m not married?”


  Nervous, I nodded. Oh great, here’s where he tells me that he’s never going to get married, that I’ll just have to be his old lady forever. I know I’m getting way ahead of myself, but the man owns my heart. All the barriers that I put between my soul and the rest of the world are gone with him, and I’m helplessly vulnerable. I wonder if he even realizes how easily he could destroy me.


  We reached his room and he opened the door for me, bending down to kiss my neck as I passed before saying in a deep, rumbling voice, “I never married anyone because none of them were you.”


  


  


  Chapter 16


  


  


  When he said those lovely words, ‘Because none of them were you.’ I wish I could say I had some smart, sassy comeback that let him know in a coy way how much his words meant to me. Unfortunately, I’d never be cool enough to be able to do that. The best I could come up with was, “Gosh.”


  Yep. Gosh. Go me.


  Fortunately, Smoke seemed to like goofy, because all he did was smile and pull me into his room. I paused at the threshold, looking around this space that was Smoke’s personality to a T, but not so much mine. That thought made me kind of sad. I couldn’t help but wonder what I would do after we found my mom and my sister. I mean, best case scenario, I’d be his old lady, but that didn’t mean we’d be living together. The thought of doing the trip from Houston to Austin to see Smoke wasn’t a fun thought, but then again the idea of not seeing him made my heart hurt.


  He must have sensed my mood because I found myself being drawn into a hug. “What’s on your mind, baby. Tell me. You can talk about anything you want and I’ll listen.”


  “And not get mad?” I whispered.


  “Normally I’d say no, my temper can be a bit quick.” I snorted against his chest and he rubbed his face against my hair. “But with you, I’m patient. So tell me what’s on your mind?”


  I sighed and tried to speak a couple times, but the words just wouldn’t come out. Smoke made a sound that was definitely angry, which only made me freak out more. I grew up with an angry man and I’d learned at an early age what not to do to provoke him. Chief among those being not saying anything that might incur his wrath.


  After watching me stammer for a few minutes, Smoke swept me up into his arms, then gently set me on his bed. He arranged me on the pillows to his liking, then lifted the sheets and slid in next to me before covering me up. We were both curled up on our sides, facing each other, and he gently cupped my chin, making the most wonderful sensations flow through me as he looked me in the eye.


  “Baby, it kills me to see you scared.”


  “I’m not scared,” I scoffed, but dropped my gaze.


  “Swan …”—he took a deep breath—“why are you afraid to tell me what you’re thinking about? Is it that bad? Do you regret becoming my old lady? Just tell me and I swear I won’t get mad. If you need more time you know I’ll give it to you.”


  The hurt in his voice made me look at him again and I found I could suddenly talk, “No, no. I’m glad I’m you’re old lady, your woman. I just-I don’t know what’s going to happen between us and I don’t know where I’ll go after we find my mom and sister. And I don’t want to intrude on you any more than I have to. I hate being a burden.”


  Never looking away from me, he said, “First, you will never, ever be a burden to me. Second, after we find your mom and sister you’re still going to be mine. Third, this is your home for as long as you want it. I will always want you in our bed, in our house, always.”


  “You can’t be sure about that,” I whispered as I studied his face, slowly understanding some of the mysterious things I could read there now. The tension in his lips, the way his eyebrows were slightly angled down, the intensity of his gaze all impressed upon me his truthfulness. I really hoped I wasn’t screwing up when I continued, “I have issues, Smoke. You may find them cute now, but a year from now maybe not so much.”


  To my surprise he grinned. “You think you’re the only one with issues? For real? Take a look at the world around you. We all got issues, kid. It’s how we deal with them that means something and you … you’re the bravest girl I’ve ever met, so don’t be afraid now. I’m in for the long haul. That means you gotta put up with my shit as well.”


  “Um, being an asshole isn’t a personality disorder.”


  He stared at me, then started to chuckle, then outright belly laugh. I watched him with a small smile, liking this glimpse into the kid that lived somewhere deep inside of him. The firm muscles of Smoke’s body clenched and contracted as he laughed and I found my gaze roaming over his chest and the delineation between the massive slabs of his pectoral muscles, inspecting him, wanting to lick him. My sex was sore, but I think I was more aroused than in actual pain. Though if I took Smoke again I might be really, really sore tomorrow.


  He straightened his legs and gave me a full-on view. I licked my lips as I watched his cock go from semi-hard to full mast in what seemed like the space of four heartbeats. I was amazed at how much it grew and I squeezed my thighs together. My gaze returned to his face and I found Smoke watching me with heavy-lidded eyes. Embarrassed, I glanced away from his intense look and back to his thick, hard cock, then back to his face again.


  I gathered my courage and gave him what I hoped was a flirtatious smile. “Hi.”


  “Hey, beautiful baby.”


  Reaching out slowly, giving him time to stop me, I wrapped my fingers around his bone-solid shaft, right under the head, and caressed the silken skin beneath my fingertips. “Do you think we could do it again?”


  He purred, actually purred, and his dick jerked in my hand. “We could. How’s your pretty little pussy?”


  Even though I was squeezing his erection, his frank talk made my cheeks heat. “Okay.”


  “Just okay?” His voice came out scratchy because I’d started to play with his piercing. “I was a little rough on you. I don’t want to fuck your sweet cunt raw.”


  Scooting closer, I threw my leg over his hip and rubbed the head of his dick over my engorged clit. He made no move to stop me and allowed me to play with him, to soak the crest of his shaft with my arousal. Tingly sensations raced up and down my nerves, little sparkling explosions of pleasure going off in my brain as Smoke began to toy with my nipples. With gentle, then firmer pulls he began to pinch and shape them, pulling harder and harder until it hurt. I whimpered, but didn’t ask him to stop, instead rubbing his dick more firmly against me. The more he tortured my nipples the hotter I got until I pressed his throbbing shaft against my entrance and started to slowly push myself onto him.


  “Open your eyes and look at me,” Smoke growled.


  I hadn’t even realized I’d closed my eyes at some point, and when I looked at Smoke my body tightened to the point of almost coming.


  “Miguel,” I whispered.


  His pleased smile was as good as the sensation of him flexing his hips and pushing further into me, slowly. “We’re gonna fuck like this, baby. Nice and easy. I can’t get as deep in this position so that should help.”


  “Oh.”


  The disappointment in my voice was obvious even to me and he chuckled, the vibrations doing interesting things to my ultra-sensitive lady bits. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you what you need.”


  He was almost halfway in now and I clenched my leg over his hip, moving against him, urging him on. “What do I need?”


  “Me.” His grip on my nipples tightened to the point of pain. “You come like a fucking banshee when you get some hurt with your pleasure. Most men wouldn’t understand that, wouldn’t give you what you need, but I know how to balance that line between ecstasy and pain. Told ya, babe. You were made for me and I was made for you. No one can fuck you like I can.”


  Bending his head to take my breast into his mouth, he made his point by pushing his hips into me in a gentle glide that was a complete opposite to the harsh sensation of his teeth sinking into my sensitive nub. I cried out and plunged my fingers in his hair, my body shivering with pleasure and pain, my brain overloading when he stopped biting and started sucking. Shards of discomfort radiated from my abused nipple down to my clit, but when they hit that needy little part of my body the discomfort became raw pleasure. With each slide of his tongue over my nipple, I clenched down harder on his dick until I could feel the thick veins stroking me with each plunge of his hips. A soft whine escaped me as I hovered on the edge, needing just a little bit more to get me there.


  “Come,” he whispered against my breast and I did.


  The pressure in my pelvis exploded through my body, and I moaned deep in my throat, writhing against him, scoring his back with my nails, absolutely losing my mind in the delicious darkness behind my eyelids. Bright bursts of light colored my vision as every nerve in my body let out sharp electrical impulses. Through my shaking, Smoke kept on sliding in and out me in a steady pace that seemed to perfectly extend my orgasm.


  By the time I stopped speaking in tongues, Smoke had switched to my other breast and was now biting that nipple. I squirmed, oversensitive at this point and his teeth on my nipple just plain hurt. As if sensing my unease Smoke dipped his hands between our bodies and began to rub my clit. The harder he bit the harder he rubbed until I was once again clutching him and trying to get him to move faster, but he never quit that steady pace. When he finally released my abused nipple and lifted his head I loved the small, arrogant smile curving his lips. Looking into his eyes, I lost my breath for a moment at the intense emotions and raw happiness in his gaze.


  I pulled him closer, not breaking eye contact but wanting to touch as much of him as I could.


  No one had ever looked at me the way Smoked looked at me and I smiled back at him, then gasped when he shifted a little so he could surge into me. Immediately I moaned with abandon at the feeling of his big dick pressing into a deeper part of me that was more tender than the rest of my sex. I wasn’t sure if I liked that sensation, but Smoke didn’t stop playing with my clit. Then he did something that shocked me.


  He flicked my clit, a quick, stinging pain that made me try to push away from him. Smoke was having none of that and he rolled me over onto my back, pressing his hands down on my shoulders effectively pinning me with his weight. Even more impressive, he never slipped out of me, continuing to fuck me like a well-oiled machine with his deliciously slow, steady pace.


  Our lips met and I ran my fingers over the solid muscles of his bicep while he continued to massage my clit. A wonderful tension began to coil in my belly and I continued to stare into Smoke’s dark-as-night eyes, losing myself in him until it felt like our breathing and heartbeats were in sync. There was a moment right before I came where it felt as if pieces of Smoke were fitting together with me, filling empty spaces, joining together perfectly. I loved this man with all my heart and I let that emotion fill me, hoping that Smoke could see how much of a hold he had on me, how easily he could ruin me … or make me stronger.


  “Baby,” he whispered, “love how you look at me. Never gonna let you go. Ever.”


  His rough, growly words gently pushed me over the edge into my climax, a far different orgasm than the ones I’d had tonight. This explosion of sensations was warm, so very warm. It was like I was experiencing the best hug, the best kiss, the best everything I’d ever felt with someone all at once. The emotions my release triggered were overwhelming; tears came to my eyes and my heart felt as if it was going to explode. I clung to Smoke, enjoying his deep grunt and shudder as he came inside of me.


  Our panting breaths mingled as we stayed connected, neither of us moving while Smoke slowly softened inside of me. When he finally pulled out I made a soft hiss of discomfort. Okay, I might have overdone it.


  In an instant Smoke had the bedside light on and my legs in his hands as he tugged me over to the side of the bed. I sat up and tried to smack him away, but he ignored me as he spread my thighs before shoving his shoulders between them and holding me open for his inspection. I flushed scarlet, the sweat from our coupling still shiny on my skin.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  “I’m sorry, honey,” Smoke said in a pained voice. “You’re gonna be sore tomorrow.”


  He delicately touched my pussy, then sat back on his haunches. “Gonna go get something to help. Stay here.”


  I gave him an incredulous look, but then gave up and just flopped back on his bed. I knew Smoke well enough to understand that if he thought he’d injured me he was going to do whatever he could to make me feel better. As the saying goes, ‘resistance is futile’ so I didn’t fight him when I felt his hands on my thighs, spreading me wide again a little bit later. Something cool and soothing brushed over my sore vaginal lips and my hips twitched involuntarily. Smoke hushed me with his low rumbles and continued to rub what I was assuming was a cream into my sex. I was so tired by this point that I didn’t even care when he ran his finger around the entrance to my sex and found me wet with a combination of our fluids.


  He even rubbed some cream onto my clit, which had my hips shifting for an entirely different reason. I yelped when he smacked the side of my ass, and it wasn’t a love tap. That shit hurt and I glared at him as he said, “Stay still. I swear, woman, you’re trying to get me to fuck you raw. Now behave.”


  I wanted to pout about it, but I was already more than half asleep, drifting in the pleasant sensation of Smoke caring for me. Without a doubt I loved being babied by him, and by the time he deemed me done and slid into bed with me, I was pretty sure I was drooling on my pillow. He turned me around until he was spooning me from behind, doing his customary ritual of throwing his leg over my hip and covering as much of my body with his as possible as if he were guarding me in our sleep. Tender emotions whispered through me on the breeze of a dream and I drifted off, completely content and exquisitely happy.


  


  


  Chapter 17


  


  


  The next afternoon we were in Smoke’s truck, heading up to see my family. Smoke had woken me up by licking my pussy, but refused to fuck me. He said I was too tender for that and to let my body have some rest. I knew he was right, but I’d discovered a whole new world of pleasure in having sex with Smoke and I wanted more. I was ravenous for him and I let him know it. There was something about him that made me feel confident, allowing me to flirt with him in a way I’d never done with a man before. I was exploring my sexuality with Smoke and I couldn’t have asked for a better teacher.


  Unfortunately, the sexual experimentation was going on hold for a bit. After an uneventful drive from Austin to Bandera, Texas, deep in the heart of Hill Country, we were getting near the old homestead and my heart began to race. The landscape had changed since we left Austin, the hills becoming more pronounced and the land greener. Something inside of me eased at the sight of the familiar landscape where I’d spent most of my life even as the tension over seeing my father grew. It really was beautiful here and I hoped to bring Smoke here someday when I wasn’t chasing down my mother.


  A nervous energy began to build within me and I stole a quick glance at Smoke, trying to see if he noticed my growing unease. Today he wasn’t wearing his cut; it was packed in his bag. Instead, wore a tight black t-shirt that stretched over the expanse of his magnificent body. Just the sight of his forearms flexing with those sexy fucking black leather wrist bands as he turned the wheel had me leaning over and nibbling on his neck.


  “Hey,” I whispered against his skin and felt his chuckle vibrate against my lips.


  “If you’re trying to get me to meet your dad with a hard-on, mission accomplished.”


  Okay, that killed my mood quickly. I sat back in my seat and crossed my arms with what I was not willing to admit was a good pout going on. Smoke looked at me and laughed, then shook his head.


  “Your parents going to try to stick us in separate bedrooms?”


  Wrinkling my nose, I considered this. “Probably.”


  “You gonna let them?”


  “Nope.” I grinned at him. “In fact, after I deal with my dad I’ll probably need another nap.”


  “Speaking of dealing with your dad … babe, you aren’t really gonna kidnap him, are you?”


  I absolutely was, Smoke had no idea how hard it was to talk to my dad when he was on a rampage, but I didn’t want Smoke freaking out about it. He’d just have to deal. “Hey, we’re at the gate. Slow down and stop at the big stone with the American Eagle etched into it.”


  He did as I asked and I leaned out the window and gave the hand gesture that everything was okay. The large wrought iron gates guarding the main road leading to my parents’ portion of the compound opened up. We’d passed three other compounds on our way in, and I’d explained to Smoke which end of the world group lived where, from my friend Nora’s parents who were astronomers sure a meteor was on its way, to my friend Autumn’s group of hippie families who all lived a commune lifestyle together.


  A beep sounded and I held up my hand.


  “Hold on.” I waited fifteen seconds, then nodded at Smoke. “’Kay, let’s go.”


  A frown lined his forehead as he said, “Cameras?”


  “Yep. My dad is huge on security. If we hadn’t been deemed friendly you’d find some tire slicing road spikes popping up out of the road right now with concrete barriers beyond that.”


  Instead of freaking out, Smoke smiled. “Nice.”


  For a moment I wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic or not, but then I remembered how secure Smoke’s home was. Yikes, he and my dad might actually get along. That was something I hadn’t planned on and I wondered if I was crazy for even thinking it. My dad didn’t like outsiders—period—let alone outsiders who were corrupting his daughter.


  After driving for a good ten minutes, I pointed ahead and to the left. “Take that fork in the road.”


  “How much land do you own out here?”


  I shrugged. “Well, the compound itself is over two hundred thousand acres and borders the Hill Country State Natural Area. My dad’s estate has the biggest share of land at eighteen thousand acres and the rest is split among the other homesteads.”


  Smoke was silent as we drove by a large, placid lake on our left. “A lot of families live here?”


  “Yep. If we were a town we’d be the biggest city in Hill Country. That’s why the nearest towns love us. We shop there and keep their local economy thriving. There are two hundred and eighty nine homesteads, and most of those are multi-family. Like my friend Lyric’s place. Her parents are big time religious and there are over forty families living on their homestead.” My heart hurt for a moment as I thought about how long it had been since I’d seen my best-friend growing up and I sighed.


  “Why do you look so bummed out, babe?” Smoke asked, as attuned to my moods as ever.


  “I was just thinking about Lyric. We’ve been best friends forever. She grew up nearby, but I haven’t talked to her for two years.”


  “Why not?”


  “Once I left the compound she couldn’t see me anymore. Her parents forbid her contact with the outside world.”


  “That is seriously fucked up.”


  Glum, I slumped into my seat. “I know. I tried to get her to go with me but she wasn’t ready to leave yet. Lyric’s only seen the real world through TV and the Internet at my house, and two trips off the compound for funerals, so she really has no clue what it’s like out there. I mean at least I’d been to lots of relatives’ houses around the United States to get an idea of what normal was like.” I sighed again and traced my fingertips over the glass of the window by my face. “Mimi and Dad love Lyric, they even stole vaccines for her.”


  “What?”


  “Lyric’s family doesn’t believe in using vaccines. They believe that prayer will heal them from anything as long as they truly believe. Then the measles had swept through theirs’ and a couple of other non-vaccinating families’ compounds when we were little. My parents couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. You have to understand, Lyric has a … a pure soul. She tries very hard to live by the Golden Rule and is one of the nicest people you’ll ever meet. You know how some people call themselves Christian and only scream hate? Well, she’s what I think Christians were meant to be, doing unto others as you would have them do unto you. Loving your fellow man, you know, all that shit.”


  “Sounds like you admire her.”


  “I do.” leaning my head against the window, I took in the beauty of the grassy plain stretching to the north. Then the trees closed off the view again as a hillside blocked my line of sight. “Her parents are hate screamers. They are cold, vindictive, and vile people. Sometimes I think the fact that Lyric ended up with them as parents makes me question if there is a God. I mean why would he send one of his sweetest creatures to live with such poison?”


  “Guess that’s a matter of faith.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Gotta ask yourself, what kind of person are you?”


  He glanced over at me, and for the first time I felt the age difference between us. Smoke was a grown man who’d figured out who he was a long time ago while I was still kind of fumbling around for an identity. That made me feel kind of inferior, so instead of answering him I just shrugged.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Let me ask you this. If you thought you were going to die in the next thirty seconds, would you start praying?”


  I frowned at him. “Thanks for the positive thoughts.”


  “Answer the question, Swan.”


  “Of course I would pray.”


  “There’s your answer.”


  I would pray, but not for myself. I’d pray for my family to be able to move on after my death. That Smoke would be okay, that my sister would survive all this bullshit and finally have her chance at happiness. I stared out the now dusty windshield, my mind on all the milestones in my family’s life that I wanted to live long enough to see. My dad and Mimi’s twentieth wedding anniversary, Sarah getting married to Beach in some lavish biker wedding, and maybe, someday, having a ring on my own finger that told everyone, biker and civilian alike, that I belonged to Smoke and he belonged to me.


  “Your friend ever think about leaving?”


  “She has but she’s not ready yet.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Lyric’s never really had a chance to be around people outside of the compound. Sarah and I tried to help Lyric understand what it was like in the real world, and Sarah was always trying to get Lyric to sneak off and go to the mall or a movie, but she wouldn’t.”


  “So Sarah likes Lyric as well?”


  “Oddly enough, they get along really well. Lyric is just so … defenseless. You feel like you’re kicking a baby kitten when you hurt her feelings. I think she brought out some kind of weird nurturing streak in Sarah. We used to have sleepovers all the time.” I smiled at the fond memories of watching terrible horror movies with my sister and best friend, all three of us cuddled up on the couch sharing popcorn.


  “Naked pillow fights?” Smoke said in a teasing voice.


  “Pervert!” I smacked his arm as he leered at me. “Anyway, Lyric would listen to stories of what it was like outside of the compound and I know she wants to leave, but she just hasn’t gathered up the courage yet. Someday, I know she’ll leave all that bullshit behind, and when she does I’ll be there to help her so she doesn’t have to do it alone like I did.”


  “Such a good heart.” Smoke gave me a warm look that had me hiding my goofy smile from him. “If it’s bothering you, why don’t we go see Lyric while we’re here?”


  Startled, I sat up straight and adamantly shook my head. “No. Word will spread that I came home to visit and if she can get out, she will.”


  Smoke gave me a searching look, and I didn’t like the anger entering his gaze. “What d’ya mean, get out? She locked up?”


  “No, no nothing like that.” Well, it was like that but I didn’t like how tense Smoke was getting. I had enough shit to deal with without Smoke becoming agitated. I knew him well enough to know his overprotective Alpha male instincts would kick in if he thought a woman might be in danger, even if he’d never met her. He was just a good man like that, but I really didn’t want to deal with him shooting his way into her parents’ stronghold. “She’s just really busy doing stuff for her church.”


  “Are they a cult?”


  I was offended on Lyric’s behalf, but I’d had that same thoughts myself while growing up.


  “No. I mean, okay, her parents and their church might be, but Lyric isn’t like that. She doesn’t believe in their version of Christianity but still believes in God and she’s real close with Him, if that makes any sense.”


  “Makes sense,” Smoke said in a distracted voice.


  I know he’d started to notice the little shit that most people didn’t about my childhood home. Like the fact that there were sniper platforms. Those were obvious and just a distraction to keep people from looking for the real sniper positions. To my surprise, and pleasure, Smoke figured this out almost instantly and I watched his dark eyes as he scanned the world around us, taking in trap door off to the left that led to a tunnel system and the tree stump that had a camera in it to the right. I helped build most of this shit with my dad so I knew where everything was, but it was interesting seeing it through my man’s eyes.


  “Any inactive land mines around here?”


  I fluttered my lashes at him. “Maybe.”


  He barked out a laugh, then reached over and palmed my thigh. “So cute but so damn dangerous. Makes me hard, baby.”


  I went to reach out and check for myself the state of Smoke’s thick cock, but he stopped me. “No touching. Even I think meeting your dad with a hard-on I plan on burying in his daughter might be a bit rude.”


  I didn’t want to tell him that soon I guaranteed my dad would be more pissed at me than Smoke, but I held my tongue.


  We were getting close to my house and I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts for the confrontation ahead. I had to do it just right or my dad would somehow sense my intent. Hopefully he’ll be distracted enough by the sight of Smoke to forget me for a second. That’s all I would need.


  Soon enough we were pulling past a set of enormous wrought iron gates and onto the manicured land surrounding my parents’ hillside home, the Iceberg. We called it the Iceberg because only a very small part of the house was above ground. From the outside it looked like a well-kept adobe style home with a Spanish tile roof, probably a three bedroom with a nice front porch and a four-car garage as well as a barn and the pens where we had our chickens and goats—two essential animals to any prepper’s household. This was just the part of my house that was visible to the public, where my parents were concerned about the stuff inside being destroyed in a bomb blast.


  For real. We even had underground shelters for the animals. Bet you’ve never seen a chicken coop sinking below ground into something resembling a missile silo.


  I wasn’t surprised to see my stepmom, Mimi, and dad waiting for us on the front porch next to the rocking chairs they sat in to watch the sunset together. My dad, who looked like an aging mobster wearing a black cowboy hat, glared at the truck as we pulled up. Mimi, wearing a short red summer dress that showed off her still fabulous legs and long dark hair, clapped her hands and smiled brightly. Well, at least one person was happy to see me.


  Smoke put the truck into park and glanced at me, then grinned. “You look like you’re about to face the firing squad.”


  I swallowed hard. “Something like that.”


  As I’d counted on, Smoke got out of the truck and my dad’s eyes bugged out of his head as he watched Smoke come around to my side. As this was happening I quickly squirted some chloroform from the small plastic squeeze bottle hidden in my bra on the thick white cloth in my hand. I tossed the bottle before Smoke opened the door in a move my dad couldn’t see through the windshield, and smiled at Smoke when he opened my door then winked at me.


  Well, that was a good sign. Most guys who lived on the compound and tried to date me would practically whimper when my dad glared at them. Smoke was winking. Cocky bastard. I was so in love with him. I hope he loved me as much as he said because what I was about to do would freak him out.


  The first time I had to chloroform my dad was the time I had to tell him that Sarah had snuck out and I was worried about the people she was hanging out with. I had to get him to settle down and listen to me, not just fly off the handle and go kick some twenty-year-old guy’s ass … or shoot him. He’d been pissed, but then he complimented me on my inventiveness and my ability to sneak up on him. Like I said, my family is not normal. I’d had to do it a couple times since, most recently when I told him I was leaving, but I was really worried that Smoke might think I’m a psycho.


  The moment I stepped away from the truck I committed myself and put my plan into play. I’ll tell you a secret about being a survivor: when you pick a course of action you stick to it. In order to keep my dad from being suspicious, I went to Mimi right away, licking my lips nervously. If I’d gone straight for my dad, knowing he was pissed at me, it would’ve been out of character for me and would’ve tipped him off. Growing up with a man who was a human lie detector sucked.


  Mimi reached for me and I ducked below her arm, kicking the back of my dad’s knees to bring him down with as little damage as possible. He almost caught himself—bastard was still insanely quick despite being in his sixties—but I managed to tackle him and shove the cloth over his nose. He managed to grab my wrists before the vapor took effect but I fought him off. The anger in his gaze and the promise of retribution burning there, made a harsh sweat break out over my body. When I looked steadily into his dark eyes and let him know that I didn’t give a shit, I think he smiled before his eyelids fluttered shut. That’s my dad, always testing me for a weakness even when I was the one drugging him.


  In the time it took me to knock him out Smoke had walked over to my side and stood there, looking down at my passed out dad. Smoke shook his head with his arms crossed over his chest. “Baby, you should’ve just talked to the man. This happen a lot?”


  I shrugged as best I could while making sure my dad was okay. “From time to time.”


  “Swan, my darling, Mike’s going to be so mad that he let you get him as easily as that. I’ll be hearing for days how he’s getting old and soft.” Mimi laughed as she helped me off my father. “Good god, I don’t even want to know what’s so bad that you had to knock him out.”


  I sighed and hugged Mimi. “I missed you.”


  “I missed you too, honey, and it’s been far too long since you’ve been home for a visit but I’m so proud of you. Going out into that dark, cold world on your own shows incredible strength.” When she glanced over my shoulder, her gaze hardened slightly and a bit of her Italian accent seeped in. “What is your handsome friend’s name, Swan?”


  Flushing, somehow feeling like I’d been rude for not introducing Smoke before I tackled my father I tossed the chloroformed cloth over to the side and stood next to my man. “Smoke, this is my stepmother, Mimi. Mimi, this is my boyfriend ... er, old man, Smoke.”


  Before Smoke could say anything she gave him a sharp look. “I know who you are, Miguel Santos. Sergeant at Arms for the Austin National Chapter of the Iron Horse MC. Owner of Santos Protection Agency and former Marine with some time in the sandbox under your belt along with some shiny medals. You have quite the reputation.”


  “Mimi? How did you know that about him?” I groaned in mortification, but Smoke didn’t look surprised in the least. I smacked my forehead. “Of course. I thought I’d gotten away from dad too easily. How long has he been spying on me.”


  With a laugh Mimi glanced down at my father. “Do you really think he’d just leave you alone out there? We had friends keeping an eye on you. Nothing serious, just checking up on you every once in a while. I forbade your father from putting a tail on you. Your father also wanted to kidnap you and bring you back to the compound, but I talked him out of that as well. That’s not to say I approve of a man Mr. Santos’ age with a girl your age, but you’re not like most girls, my beautiful Swan.”


  Smoke took a step forward and gave Mimi his best charming smile, creased dimple and all. My stepmother and I sucked in an identical breath as Smoke unleashed his charisma on Mimi. Holy hell, he was hot.


  “Don’t worry, I know what a treasure she is. Swan’s an old soul and she’s a lot stronger than most people give her credit for. Her heart is so generous, she constantly humbles me with her ability to see the good in people. I gave her a chance to get to know me, to see what kind of world I live in, and she still wants me so I’m not going to fight it and I’m not going to let anyone or anything come between us.”


  My knees almost buckled at the hot look he gave me before returning his attention to Mimi, who was unusually quiet.


  With a soft sigh I rubbed her shoulder. “It’s okay. He won’t hurt me and I’m not a child.”


  Mimi shifted next to me and cleared her throat. “Know this, Miguel.” Her accent always got more pronounced when she was pissed. “If you cause her one bit of grief, if you break her heart, I will find you and I will carve yours out while you are still alive.”


  Smoke burst out laughing then shook his head. “I believe you.”


  When she ran her knuckles over my cheek I had to blink back tears. In a fucked-up way her offer to kill Smoke touched me. Mimi only killed for her family … now. “Thanks. Can you help me get dad in the house and secured before he wakes?”


  “Of course.”


  Smoke assisted us and we hauled my dad into the big kitchen that looked out over the back of the property. This was one of our public rooms so it was big enough to fit over a dozen people and Mimi liked to cook up here. She said that cooking underground sucked and she was not going to sleep in a bedroom that smelled like pot roast. Because of this the above-ground kitchen had a warm, lived in feel to it that the rest of the house didn’t. Which made sense considering we only used the fully furnished and decorated rooms upstairs for guests who were uncomfortable underground.


  Mimi handed me a roll of bright pink tape.


  “Here you go.”


  With ease, I taped my dad to the chair while Smoke sat at the opposite side of the table from my dad. Smart man. When my dad started to come around I needed something to mellow him out. I glanced up at Mimi. “You’re gonna want to break out the Macallan.”


  She stilled. “That bad?”


  “You might want to pour one for yourself as well.”


  Moving stiffly, she nodded and walked out of the room.


  By the time she was back with the bottle of fifty-six-year-old whiskey I had my father as secured as I could get him. While Mimi poured the whiskey into four crystal tumblers I took a deep breath and pulled the small vial of smelling salts out of my front pocket. It only took a few seconds to wake my dad, and as his gaze cleared, it burned with anger.


  Uh-oh.


  “What the ever-lovin’ fuck are you doing, Sue Wanda.” He jerked his gaze to Smoke, his lips tightening at the sight of my step-mom giving Smoke a glass of whiskey. “Is that my Macallan? Are you fucking kidding me?”


  “Dad, I need you to pay attention,” I said in a low voice as he began to rant. “This is very, very important and I need your help.”


  That shut him down and he stared at me with his eagle eyes, making a fine tremble of fear go through me. “What’s wrong, Swan?”


  Another hard shudder went through me and my heart raced with the memory of that cold voice ordering me to do another hundred sit ups, to stop puking and keep running, to toughen up and take it, take the pain, take the agony, until I passed out.


  Before those memories could grab hold of me Smoke was behind me with both his hands on my shoulders. That dragged my father’s gaze away from mine and up to Smoke. I placed my hands over Smoke’s and strength flowed into me. Enough that I finally opened my mouth and said, “Have you seen Sarah lately?”


  “Of course,” Mimi said from the other side of the table. “She visited us just last week.”


  “What?” Both Smoke and I shouted.


  “Yes, she just stopped in for a couple days. She wanted to show off the new sports car her boyfriend bought her.” Mimi gave me a searching look. “Swan, whatever you have to say, we’ll listen.”


  “Sarah’s in trouble.”


  My father barked out. “Did that motherfucker hurt my little girl?”


  Clasping my hands together, I shook my head. “If you’re talking about Beach, Sarah’s fiancé, no. He thinks she walks on water and would do anything, and I do mean anything, to keep her safe.”


  “Fiancé?” my dad said in a choked voice, his anger once again straining the mental leash keeping it in check.


  “Dad, I need to tell you something and I need you to be honest with me.” I closed my eyes and let out a long, slow breath. This was going to hurt. No one was going to come out unscathed. “Did you know Mom was abusing Sarah?”


  


  An hour later, after having to sedate my father once again, I finally finished my story. For a long time my dad sat there, his gaze distant as pain radiated from him. I wanted to go to him, but I could see that he was struggling to hold himself together. When he finally looked back at me I started crying at the sight of tears in his eyes.


  “I didn’t know, Swan. I swear it. Before we divorced your mother doted on you both. I never, ever would have allowed for the split custody if I’d known she would disappear and keep Sarah away from us for years. I fought your mom in the courts, did everything I could within the boundaries of our fucked up laws to bring your sister home. I should have kidnapped Sarah like I wanted to when your mother first started her mental decline.”


  “Oh, Dad.” Unable to resist any longer I hugged him, praying he didn’t head butt me, but evidently the news about Sarah’s less than stellar upbringing and what had happened with my mother had thrown him for a loop.


  Mimi knelt behind him and cut the tape while I hugged him. “Dad, please don’t feel bad. You didn’t do it.”


  “But why didn’t Sarah ever tell me?” he said in a rough voice, his still solid muscles flexing beneath his shirt as his arms were freed enough for him to return my hug. “She sat at this table, stayed in my home, and I never knew anything was wrong. Why didn’t she tell me what was going on?”


  “She was afraid you’d kill our birth mother.”


  I didn’t expect him to protest, so it surprised me when he said, “As much as I hate Billie, I could never hurt the mother of my children. I’m not a monster, Swan.”


  “I don’t think you’re a monster,” I whispered before leaning back to look at him. “I need your help finding my birth mother.”


  Mimi handed my father his whiskey and said in a firm voice, “Whatever you need, Swan, we’ll do it.”


  Smoke spoke up for the first time since we sat down. “If you can find her, I’ll take care of it.”


  “We’ll take care of it,” I said in a firm tone that made Smoke frown.


  “I don’t want you around that bitch, she’s dangerous.”


  My dad rubbed his wrists as he watched Smoke and I talk. “I have to agree with that way-too-old-for-you man at the end of the table. I don’t want you anywhere near your mother. Especially if she’s using again.”


  Instead of being offended Smoke laughed. “I may be older than her, but your daughter is an old soul herself. She’s a smart woman and she deserves to be treated like a princess.”


  “Princess?” I muttered, throwing Smoke a murderous look. “A princess? Really?”


  For the first time the angry look on my father’s face lessened just the tiniest bit while Smoke gave me a grin that was nothing but trouble.


  Ignoring me, my dad focused on Smoke again. “If you hurt my little girl, the world will be populated with one less asshole.”


  “Understood,” Smoke said with a hint of laughter in his voice.


  My dad’s jaw clenched, never a good sign. “You find that amusing?”


  “Nah, I was just picturing myself thirty years from now having that same conversation with whatever boy comes sniffing around our daughter, especially if she takes after her Mom.”


  “You’re pregnant?” my dad roared.


  “Dad!” I yelled back and slugged him in the arm. “No. And thirty years from now my daughter would be thirty. I hope she’d start dating a little earlier than that.”


  “Sounds like a good idea to me,” my dad grumped.


  Smoke laughed hard and I stared at him, willing him to shut the fuck up now but he ignored me and Mimi snickered. Giving me a fond smile, he tugged me close and placed a loud kiss on the top of my head before releasing me and looking back at my dad, all humor gone from Smoke’s face. “I’m not thinking short term with Swan. You need to understand that.”


  I think I swooned at his rough, Smoke way of saying that he loved me. To my Dad. Without being scared. Yep, swooning like someone out of a Jane Austin novel.


  I glanced between the two of them, disturbed by the look of understanding they were exchanging. This had the potential to be very bad. Last thing I needed was them teaming up against me.


  I gave each of them a stern glare and said in a clipped voice, “You do not get to tell me where I go and what I do, either of you. Sarah is my sister, that bitch is my birth mother. If I don’t have the fucking right to try and fix this mess that has caused a fucking hit to go out on my head I don’t know what would. So you two overbearing assholes need to back right the fuck off.”


  “Swan,” The Italian lilt to my stepmother’s voice filled the silence like an audio balm that calmed me. I had too many good memories of her cuddling me, loving me, and basically being the best mom I could want. Mimi, ever the peacemaker, refilled my father’s glass.


  I looked down at my hands and blew out a harsh breath. “Yes, Mimi?”


  “Relax, my love. No one is going to take away your free will. This is your life and you will decide how to live it. Nothing is going to happen before we find your mom, and that will take at least a day or two, if we’re lucky. Do you plan on staying with us? And before you answer, please know that we,” she kicked my father’s chair, earning a scowl, “understand that you are an adult and that Smoke will be staying in your room if you do choose to stay with us, which I hope you will.”


  I tried very, very hard to pretend that my face wasn’t the color of a tomato. “Thanks.”


  Mimi glanced over at Smoke, her mothering instinct going into overdrive. “Are you okay with sleeping below ground? Not everyone can deal with it and we have a lovely set of guest rooms in the upper portion of our home. You’re more than welcome to stay up here if you two desire privacy.”


  Evidently, Mimi now considered Smoke a welcome guest in her home.


  Kill me now.


  “I’m good below ground, Mrs. Anderson.” Smoke looked at me and my mind was suddenly filled with images of him naked. “Safer for her, and since she’s the most precious thing in my life, I’m not leaving her side.”


  I drummed my fingers on the tabletop, now eager to show Smoke my bedroom. The mental image of him spread out on my sky blue and mist grey sheets was quickly growing to be an obsession. But I had one more thing to ask before we made the world around us and all its problems disappear again for a few hours.


  “Dad, when Sarah was here, what did she do?”


  “She only stayed with us for two days, but she was exhausted and slept for fourteen hours. She visited some friends while she was here, and we actually had a really good time. I felt like things were finally going good between us.” My dad rubbed his face, then took a drink. “I knew something was off, but I figured she’d tell me in her own time. Getting Sarah to give up her secrets is next to impossible. Just the way her stubborn ass is.”


  “Pot meet kettle,” Mimi said in a low voice.


  “Ha, ha.” My dad gave her a look that promised retribution, which she ignored. “I know Lyric came to visit Sarah and ... Stewart.”


  My throat closed up and instant nausea filled my stomach. This feeling, this horrible sensation was what I felt whenever anyone mentioned my ex-boyfriend. The man-child I’d thought I was so in love with.


  Turns out I was just desperate for affection.


  “How long were they here?” Smoke asked in a tight voice.


  “Lyric for less than fifteen minutes, and Stewart for a little bit longer.” Mimi made sure I was looking at her when she said, “When Stewart was here they sat on opposite sides of the living room and the vibe coming from them wasn’t friendly.”


  My voice came out stiff as I said, “Do you know what they talked about?”


  “No. Your sister asked for privacy and your father was out checking the fence line. We’ve had an issue with coyotes scaring the chickens at night.”


  I stood and Smoke followed suit. “Dad, we’re going to grab our stuff and lay down for a little bit. Can you do me a favor, Mimi?”


  “What’s that, love?”


  “Think you can throw together a last minute barbecue tomorrow night that Lyric and Stewart will have to attend?”


  “Of course.”


  My father gave me a suspicious smile. “You two go downstairs and I’ll bring your bags in then leave them by your door.”


  As Smoke started to protest I held up my hand. “No way in hell, dad.”


  “What?” He tried to give me innocent eyes. “I can’t be polite.”


  Mimi giggled while I shook my head. “No. Come on, Smoke.”


  We gathered our bags from the truck even though they were as safe out there as a babe in its cradle. We had close to zero percent theft on the compound because we practiced hard justice out here, meaning my dad would shoot thieves in the head for daring to try and steal his car’s radio. I’d just shoot them in the leg so they couldn’t run while I’m pretty sure Mimi would bury a knife in their heart.


  Smoke remained silent as I led him through the blast-proof doors leading to the entrance of our real home at the bottom of what should be the basement stairs. With the hiss of the pressurized seal on the stainless steel door releasing, I swung it open and smiled at Smoke.


  “Welcome to my home.”


  “Nice.”


  His eyes grew wide as he took in the fourteen foot ceilings and the bright, happy colors of the living room area/entry way of the house. My parents’ stronghold was actually 28,000 square feet and five levels, with living quarters on the top two floors. The other three floors were for supplies with enough stuff to keep a family of twenty alive below ground for fifty years. The bottom level had enormous shock absorbers sunk into the bedrock, which would provide stabilization in case of bomb shock waves or an earthquake. Far below that we had our own pristine aquifer with enough water to supply our compound for the next four hundred years. There were escape tunnels all over the place and I wondered if my dad had added any new ones since I left. He liked to switch around the tunnels, blocking some off and building new ones as the mood struck.


  I had a definite pep in my step when we reached my room and as soon as we were inside I attempted to throw Smoke on the bed, but he laughed and picked me up, placing a kiss on my nose. “Keep your panties on, sweetheart. I want to see your bedroom.”


  Scowling at him as he released me in exchange for blatantly looking through my stuff, I huffed and used my private bathroom before deciding on a quick shower and shave. There was no way I wasn’t getting lucky tonight, not even if I had to tie Smoke up. With that in mind I came out of the bathroom stark naked with my hair piled on top of my head and seduction on my mind.


  Smoke glanced up from where he was putting some stuff on my bed and grinned. “Look at you all pink from the hot water, nipples nice and soft for me to suck on. I want you on the bed on your back.”


  I did as he asked then he went to use the bathroom before returning smelling of my soap. He sat down on my bed, the soothing blue tones of my room making him seem even darker than usual, dangerous. Never in my wildest fantasies did I ever imagine a man like this would be in my room. My pussy contracted when he brushed one fingertip down my sternum to my belly button.


  Smoke circled my belly button in a teasing caress. “Brought some toys for us to play with, baby.”


  “Toys?” I blinked at him, then grinned. “Oh … toys.”


  The way he shook his head and smirked at me made me feel all tingly inside. “Even though these stone walls are thick I’m gonna need to gag you if we want to play with them. You cool with that?”


  “What kind of gag.”


  His nostrils flared before he said, “I have a ball gag, or a black silk handkerchief.”


  I considered him, more than aware of how hard my nipples were. “Which one would you like to see me wear?”


  His pleased smile was as good as a kiss. “The ball gag. Thought of your pretty pink lips stretched around it, your breasts wet with your spit, makes me rock hard.”


  Frowning at him, I wasn’t sure if I liked that mental image. “I’ll be drooling on myself? You think that’s hot?”


  He laughed and rubbed my currently drool free chin. “I do, but since it seems to be too much for you we’ll keep you face down, ass up so you can wipe your mouth on your sheets.”


  “Doggy style?” I whispered, more than ready to try out his piercing.


  “That thought excites you, doesn’t it?”


  I nodded eagerly and sat up. “Gag please.”


  Smoke gave a soft growl and dug through his bag before pulling out a black rubber ball with two leather ties attached to it. I eyed it apprehensively while Smoke smoothed my hair back with one hand. “Don’t worry, baby. I bought everything new for you and only the best.”


  “You went toy shopping for me?”


  “Oh yeah.” His gaze grew blistering hot, sending a shiver through me. “I have four big boxes of things at home to play with.”


  Unable to think of a response that didn’t include the words ‘fuck me’, I obediently opened my mouth and toyed with the ball that he placed between my lips. It wasn’t too big and I found it strangely satisfying to bite into. When Smoke was done fastening it on me, he stepped back and his breath caught.


  “Damn, baby girl, you are hot as sin.”


  I tried to swallow some of the saliva pooling in my mouth, tipping my head back a bit.


  “Look at me.”


  I met his gaze and things low in my belly tightened deliciously when he stripped off his shirt, revealing his dragon tattoo. “If things get too intense all you need to do is snap your fingers two times. Can you do that for me?”


  Rolling my eyes, I snapped my fingers.


  In an instant Smoke had me flipped over on the bed with his body pinning me to the mattress. “Lesson number one, sweetheart. Do not sass off to me when we’re playing together. I will always punish you. Always. Got me.”


  An evil curiosity filled me and instead of nodding, I freed one hand to flip him off.


  His evil chuckle vibrated through me. “Since you’re begging for it…”


  He got off me, then moved me so I was sitting on the edge of the mattress. I watched curiously as he pulled out a strange Y-shaped piece of what looked like silver jewelry. It was only when he brought it closer and I frowned that he said anything.


  “It’s a nipple noose and clit clamp.”


  I made a puzzled sound and looked at the jewelry then back at it.


  “With your long, thick nipples a noose will work just right and the clamp will pinch that greedy clit of yours.”


  To my embarrassment some drool leaked off the ball and onto my chest. Smoke made a pained noise and rubbed my spit on the mound of my breast. “Fuck me, love your tits all shiny with your spit for me. Makes me want to fuck ‘em. But that’s for a later time. Right now I need to set you up. Grip the sheets with your hands and don’t let go.”


  I nodded in agreement, my nipples stiffening painfully as I anticipated his touch. He tightened the noose one my left, then my right nipple. Taking a deep breath, I gave my breasts a little shake, testing the sensation. It was nice, kind of like someone was lightly squeezing my nubs. Then Smoke gave me an evil grin and tightened the nooses further until I made a high pitched squeak of pain. I stared down at my breasts, at the thin gold chord now cutting cruelly into the tender flesh of my nipple. As I watched, the hard bud tightened further and the tip began to turn a deep, rose red. Curious as to how it felt, I reached up to touch them, but Smoke grabbed my hand and shoved it back to the mattress.


  “I said hands down. Either you obey or I tie you up. I’m trying to take it easy on you, to ease you into this, but you’re testing me. Now, hands at your sides, hold onto that sheet and don’t let go.” He smacked my thighs. “Spread open for me.”


  After I did as he asked he scooted me forward so I sat on the edge of my bed, my legs splayed wide open to show him every inch of my sex while little darts of pain raced from my nipples to my pussy. He stared at me, his ravenous gaze tracing over my shoulders, my neck, my breasts, and finally between my thighs before returning his gaze to my face. When our eyes met I whimpered and thrust my hips forward, the constant pressure on my chest making me needy.


  He turned off the overhead lights, leaving me bathed in the soft glow of my two nightlights. The flash of his perfect white teeth in the dimness, the shadows moving over his chiseled body, and the almost malicious smile he was giving me had me going crazy with desire. I wanted him, inside of me, now. Just the memory of his thick cock stretching me so wonderfully had me making little whimpering sounds behind my ball gag. By now my chest was wet with my spit and Smoke once again reached out to smear the moisture over my breasts and down to my nipples.


  At the first brush of his hand over the distended tip of my left breast I nearly fell back on the bed due to the overwhelming sensation. I managed to lock my elbows before I collapsed and rocked my hips into the air, my body begging for him while my mind tried to figure out if his touch hurt or felt unbearably good. All thoughts left my mind when he gave my clit a little pat before clamping it. A hard shudder wracked me and I hovered on the edge of an orgasm while the ball gag muffled my moans.


  The tightness in my body must have tipped him off because Smoke stepped back and gave me a stern glare. “Do not come.”


  I shot him a pleading look which he ignored as he dug around in his bag, still clad in his jeans. When he pulled out a long, thick, dark brown leather flogger I froze like a mouse in the sights of a hawk. I’d seen floggers used in pornos plenty of times, but the thought of those leather strips striking my body both scared and aroused me. Smoke smacked the flogger against his thigh and I gasped behind my ball gag.


  Giving the flogger a few twirls, he smiled down at me. “I’m gonna make you come like this, Swan. Gonna make your sweet pussy drip your arousal onto the floor. But I need you to stay still. Do not move. This is going to hurt, because it’s your punishment, but I promise you, it will be worth it. Just hang in there and trust me.”


  I nodded once and braced myself. Instead of the stinging blow I was expecting, Smoke lightly trailed the flogger over me from my shoulder and down my body. As soon as the falls hit my clamped breasts I screamed and bit down on the rubber ball, my hands convulsing on my sheets as I struggled to keep still. Then the falls dragged over the clit clamp and I screamed for an entirely different reason, the sensation almost like lots of fingers touching me at once.


  It was painfully divine.


  Keeping a steady rhythm, Smoke continued to drag the flogger over me, building strength with every pass until he was hitting my breasts with enough force that the leather slapped off my skin, blending into the constant stream of sounds escaping me. Smoke watched me with a cold, almost impersonal look that would have made me think he was detached from what was happening if not for his enormous erection pressing against his jeans like he had a steel pipe in his pants. Our gazes met and he lifted his lip in a silent snarl, making my back arch as I, moving on some long-buried instinct, offered my neck to him. My hips never stopped moving, thrusting forward as if they were fucking the air. I was so desperate to come, so turned on and lost in my lust. Each blow, each sting on my nipples, each ache from my abused body sent me deeper into arousal until I was Smoke’s mindless slave, existing only for his pleasure.


  It was amazing.


  “Look at me,” he ordered and I complied without thought.


  He twirled the flogger before letting it snap out and hit me straight on the clit.


  I died and came back to life all in one breath.


  That could be the only explanation for the spine-bending pleasure roaring through me, the helpless cries muffled by the ball gag stretching my mouth for Smoke, my hands gripping the covers beneath me in a desperate bid to somehow redirect the energy now exploding along my nerve endings. I cried out when he hit me again, another small explosion following on the heels of my epic orgasm. Barely able to breathe, I collapsed back onto my bed, desperately trying to suck in a breath through my nose.


  Smoke joined me a moment later, removing the ball gag then drying my mouth and chest with a towel he must have gotten from the bathroom.


  “This is gonna hurt, baby girl,” he whispered before he sealed his lips over my mouth and swallowed my screams when he took the nipple noose off.


  I grabbed him in a tight hug, pressing my aching breasts to his chest, trying to rub away the agony. The feel of the hair on his chest against my abused nubs was sinfully good and the sensation sent me deeper into a relaxation like I’d never experienced. Yes, I realize it’s odd to think that pain relaxes me, but I’d been conditioned from a very young age to endure pain, how to handle it, and how to compartmentalize it away. But this ... this was different. I wasn’t ignoring the pain as much as absorbing it into the darkness that absorbed me. I was somehow hyperaware and dreamy, suspended in bliss.


  I knew vaguely that Smoke was talking to me, then the evil little clamp on my clit was removed. I cried out softly against his mouth and he licked at my lips, soothing me with his mouth on mine and his fingers massaging my clit. That empty feeling returned, that need to have him inside of me, but I was helpless to demand anything at the moment. The only thing I could do was follow his lead; I became so absorbed in his every move, his every touch that I anticipated what he desired.


  He flipped me over onto my stomach and I sighed in delight, tipping my ass up to him.


  “Look at that wet pussy,” he murmured and played in the arousal that slicked my inner thighs. “Told you I’d make you drip for me, baby.”


  The bedspread hurt my tender nipples and I bit my lower lip while he lined up the thick head of his dick before forcing it into my still tender pussy.


  “Relax that sweet cunt, let me in,” He whispered while adjusting himself so his thighs bracketed mine, leaving me even more at his mercy.


  I tried to comply but it was impossible. The only thing I could do was respond to my body’s overwhelming urge to fuck this man, now. I was primal in my need, my thinking mind having long ago gone to sleep in the darkness. I had become a creature of instinct and I canted my hips to a different angle, pressing back and moaning long and deep as he began to slide into me.


  We both panted and let out choked moans while Smoke filled me to the point where it hurt. Then his piercing tapped my clit and I froze beneath him. Oh, that was nice. Really, really nice.


  When he pulled slowly out, then all the way back in, I winced at the feeling of him pressing hard against my sheath, driving me to take all of him. The pleasurable tap of his piercing flipped that switch inside of me and I rubbed my hips in a circle against his, loving the drag of that marvelous fucking bead over my nub.


  “You need to come, don’t you, little girl.”


  “Miguel,” I replied in a breathless sigh. “Please, take me.”


  He thrust himself into me, driving me wild as he said, “Love it when you call me that. My sweet baby.”


  Picking up the pace, Smoke began to fuck me in earnest and I came one, two, three times as he speared me on his cock. After the third orgasm, I was no longer responsive and he had to loop his arm around my waist to hold my hips up so he could continue to pound into me. With low snarls and growls, he tensed behind me, then shuddered hard enough that it shook my teeth while he began to orgasm. In my blissed-out state I imagined that I could feel each blast of semen, each flex of his dick inside of me while he strained to shove himself as deep into me as he could while he came.


  Instead of pulling out, he remained inside of me, slowly sliding in and out of my slippery pussy while I almost fell asleep at the gentle rocking motion of his hips. While it felt good, I was beyond exhausted and could only twitch and moan. Finally he stilled inside of me and somehow managed to get us both on our sides with him spooning me without ever leaving my body. Our sweaty skin stuck together and I inhaled the scent of us, only vaguely aware of the real world.


  “Thank you,” he whispered against my neck, “you submit beautifully. Made for me, baby. All mine.”


  Responding with anything other than a grunt wasn’t going to happen so I settled back into his arms, cuddling him around me as much as I could, already craving his all-encompassing embrace. Safe, right now I was safe and loved and cherished and happy. I knew this feeling wouldn’t last for long, not with the shit storm awaiting me when my search for my mom and sister resumed, but for right now I sank into Smoke’s arms and wiggled my hips against him when he threw his leg over me.


  “Love you,” he whispered into my ear. “Love you so damn much, babe.”


  He loves me.


  My heart burst with joy and I managed to whisper, “Love you, Miguel. You make me so happy.”


  “Baby.”


  His happy purr and the thrust of his hips, shoving his dick deeper into me, drew my arousal back to a gentle flame and when he began to toy with my sore nipples I abandoned myself to him, wishing with all my heart that no matter what happened it all ended with Smoke at my side.


  


  


  Chapter 18


  


  


  Miguel ‘Smoke’ Santos


  


  I tossed my jeans and shirt on, not worried about waking Swan up. She was currently curled up on her side with a small, mysterious smile on her kiss-swollen lips, dead to the world. I couldn’t help the little surge of male pride at having fucked my woman well enough to knock her out. The bedspread hung half off the bed, and I didn’t like the thought of my girl being chilled, so I tugged it up around her, making sure she was tucked in before I left her to go find her dad. There were some things we needed to discuss. While I enjoyed the hell out of fucking Swan into submission, this time was mainly so she would sleep long enough for me and her dad to have some words.


  After I left her room, I retraced my steps through the house leading back to the upper level. Even though we were underground, the place still looked like a luxurious mansion instead of a bunker. While I could have wandered around until I stumbled into Mike, I was short on time and I needed to take care of this shit ASAP. Not only because I wanted to talk to Swan’s dad without worrying about upsetting her, but also because I could feel our time running out. That feeling of having the enemy right on my ass had saved me in the Marines and in the MC world, so when my subconscious sent out a warning, I paid attention.


  I made an educated guess on the quickest way to find Mike and headed upstairs, past the blast-proof doors and back into the land of the living. Just like I figured, Mimi was in the kitchen making a late dinner that smelled great; I hoped Mike didn’t kill me before I had a chance to eat it. When I came up the stairs she looked over at me and gave me a small smile. “He’s waiting for you on the front porch.”


  I didn’t bother asking her how she knew I was looking for him. She’s a mom. Moms know this kind of shit. Even if she wasn’t like any mom I’d ever grown up with. “Thank you.”


  Mimi Leonardo, aka ‘Lady Blades’, had once been one of the top assassins for the Leonardo crime family in New York City. She was a spoiled mob princess through and through, but she also had a talent for killing with a list of alleged hits to her name that was impressive. Not everyone can be a hitman; it takes a certain mindset that most people would find a little crazy. You have to be able to take a life when ordered to do so, and you need to be able to divorce yourself from all empathy and compassion. You are doing this to protect your family—blood and otherwise. I should know, after all I’ve done my share of hits, first for Uncle Sam then for the Iron Horse MC.


  You fuck with us and we will destroy you.


  Knowing Mimi’s kill count numbered in the hundreds made the domestic scene of her cooking dinner all the more unusual. Then again, this family was about as far from normal as one could get. No wonder my sweet baby has so many issues. I was hoping I could get some answers from her dad that would help me figure out the best way to take care of her in the future. While I’m no psychologist, even I know the shit that happens to us as kids can shape our adult minds, and I needed to figure out how to make her life as comfortable as possible.


  The cool night air washed over me as I made my way out onto the porch. I made sure my boots hit the boards loud enough to alert Mike that I was approaching.


  One did not sneak up on Mike Anderson and live.


  Mimi’s kill count was high, but Mike’s was through the fucking roof. True, most of his kills were made during his years in Special Forces, but he was quick to end anyone he felt was a threat to his family. When he looked up at me with a blank expression I knew he was still on the fence about whether or not I was considered a threat to his daughter. He was holding a half empty glass of Macallan with the remainder of the bottle sitting next to him on a little mosaic tile table between two rocking chairs.


  I nodded to the empty chair. “Mind if I have a seat?”


  He narrowed his eyes at me, then sighed and nodded. “Help yourself.”


  I sat down in the rocker and felt something inside me relax as I looked out over the beautiful landscape before me with the remains of the sunset still painting the hills. Here and there a few birds called out to each other in the peaceful twilight air, and I gave Mike a moment to relax. If Swan was right, it was impossible to get him to listen while he was worked up, but I needed his brilliant, if twisted, mind to help me keep Swan alive.


  God, I loved that woman, and it killed me that I wasn’t able to banish her demons on my own.


  “So,” Mike said with a weary sigh, “I’m assuming you want to talk about Swan—and we sure as fuck will—but first, I need to know what the hell is really going on with Billie. I realize that you’re probably hiding shit from Swan to try and protect her, but I need to know the truth.”


  While I hadn’t planned on leading our discussion with the fuck-up that is Swan’s mother, I acknowledged Mike’s words with a sigh. “Two weeks ago Billie stole a moving van with two dozen FGM-148 Javelins and ten missile launchers. The good news is it will take a hell of a hacker to get through the cases holding the missiles without making them explode, and that she only has half the launch codes so it will take her awhile to find the right buyer.”


  I swear the air trembled like a shockwave had moved through it. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Mike struggling with his rage, so I kept quiet, letting him gather himself. Being an arms dealer himself Mike knew just how serious the situation was with the missing missiles. Fuck, I knew how hard it could be to swallow my own anger and appreciated his internal struggle to hold his shit together. Up until the moment Swan came into my life, I’d never bothered to contain my temper; I didn’t give a fuck what others thought.


  “Motherfucking bitch. How?” Mike said in a low voice filled with rage.


  “We’re not entirely sure, but somehow she found out about an exchange that we were brokering between two different … groups. She showed up on the day of the exchange and killed nine men before she stole the truck and took off. We found the truck a couple hours later, but both Billie and the missiles were long gone.”


  “No trackers on the missiles?”


  “Yeah, but they were disabled and left in the truck.”


  “No way Billie could have done this on her own. She had inside help.”


  I had the same suspicion, but I needed confirmation. “Why do you say that?”


  “First, because guns terrify Billie. Her alcoholic dad used to threaten to shoot her and her mother all the time. Billie couldn’t stand to be around them and there’s no fucking way she’d pick one up and kill nine men.”


  “Can you think of anyone she might have worked with? Any boyfriends or anything like that?”


  Mike gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, she has boyfriends aplenty, but she only keeps ’em around long enough to get as much money as she can from ’em before moving on.”


  “What about places she considers safe? Do you know any of her usual hiding spots?” Humans are creatures of habit. I’d found that when most people ran and tried to go to ground, they tended to go to places they were familiar with.


  Mike shook his head, then set his glass down before sitting back in his chair, his gaze on the landscape rather than looking at me. “If I did I would’ve been able to find Sarah sooner, could’ve saved her from her mother’s abuse.”


  One might have thought Mike was as cool as a cucumber when he said that, but I caught the minute tremble in his hands. I felt a moment of pity for the man before I remembered how much pain he’d put Swan through. She’d told me about the week-long hikes where she’d get blisters on her feet bad enough that her socks would be soaked in blood, or how he’d run her till she puked then make her run some more. And I hadn’t forgotten about the time when she was eleven and he put her in solitary for a week just to see if she could deal with it. Basically, Mike Anderson had trained his little girl like she was in the Special Forces, treating her like a solider rather than his daughter. My disgust with him threatened to derail me, but I kept my focus.


  “Do you think Sarah would know where to find Billie?”


  “Maybe. They had a falling out around three years ago. Sarah wouldn’t tell me what happened, but it must have been bad for her to finally cut Billie out of her life.” He sighed. “I should have pressed harder, should have made her tell me what was wrong, but we were actually getting along at that point and I didn’t want to ruin the fragile peace between us.”


  His voice broke on that last word and I pretended not to hear it. While his sorrow over learning about Sarah having been abused was understandable, no man wants to shed a tear in front of another guy. Especially the man who was fucking his daughter.


  We talked for a few more minutes about Billie and Mike gave me a list of people to talk to and places to check as well as telling me what he could do from his end.


  Figuring now was as good of a time as any, I decided to lay shit on the line for Mike. “I’m marrying Swan.”


  “Over my dead fucking body,” Mike roared as his temper snapped.


  He produced a handgun out of thin fucking air and had it held to my temple before I could move—not that I was really worried. This was more of a posturing thing than an actual threat to my life, but I still didn’t appreciate having cold steel pressed against my temple. I was debating on how to handle this while Mike ranted at me about cutting my dick off. While I was sure Swan wouldn’t appreciate me beating her dad’s ass, there was no fucking way I was putting up with this hypocritical bullshit.


  I stood, not giving a fuck if he shot me, and proceeded to put Mike in his fucking place. “Like you have any fucking room to lecture me on not hurting Swan when you’ve put her through shit that would have broken a grown man.”


  His cheeks flushed red, but he kept his gun trained on me. “I made her strong!”


  “You hurt her! Over and over again. She was just a fucking baby and you had her doing shit that grown men can’t handle. You’re the one who made her cry; you’re the one who starved her; you’re the fucking son of a bitch who abused her. It’s fucking ironic how mad you are at Sarah’s mom when you did things that were ten times worse to the daughter you were supposed to love, protect and cherish, not turn into a fucking killing machine. Thank god her heart is stronger than your insanity, you fucking, self-righteous prick.”


  I’ll say one thing for Mike: he’s quick. His punch to my jaw caught me by surprise, but I managed to jerk back enough that it was only a glancing blow. My return punch to his gut was not. I really don’t think he expected me to hit him back. It was enough to knock the wind out of him. As he struggled for a breath I yelled at him. “I’m gonna treat Swan better than you ever have, love her unconditionally, and try to repair the damage that you’ve done her.”


  “Enough,” came a woman’s voice from the doorway leading into the house next to us.


  Mimi came out onto the porch with us, her feet bare and anger burning her in dark brown eyes. Her hands were free of knives, but I got a glimpse of the thigh sheath pressing against the thin fabric of her dress as she walked over to Mike’s side and began to rub his back. She gave me a dark look then said, “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “I ...”


  She held up her hand, as regal as a queen and just as powerful. “No. You will listen. Mike and I have a very good reason for the way we’ve raised Swan. Yes, to the outside world it looks cruel, but everything we did was done out of love … and fear.”


  “Mimi, don’t,” Mike gasped but she shook her head.


  “No, honey, he needs to know. Swan loves him as much as he loves her, and I have a feeling that he is going to be a part of our family for a long time. Smoke needs to understand so he realizes that we’re not monsters, just two damaged people doing the best they can to keep their daughter safe.” Her voice turned gentle. “Mike, I need to tell him about Ava.”


  Mike’s shoulders slumped and I watched in confusion as he seemed to age before my eyes.


  Puzzled, but trying not to show it, I leaned against one of the cedar beams holding up the porch roof. “I’m listening.”


  Mimi swallowed hard, and to my surprise, I saw tears shimmering in her eyes as she held my gaze. “What I’m about to say stays between us. Swan can’t know. Promise me.”


  “I don’t want to make a promise I may not be able to keep. I don’t wanna hide shit from Swan.”


  For a moment amusement curved Mimi’s lips. “Are you trying to tell me that Swan knows everything about your past, Smoke? She knows that you’re a hitman, that you’re known for torturing your victims with a blowtorch? That you’re named Smoke because all that you leave behind of your hits are charred remains?”


  I gritted my teeth. “You’ve made your point.”


  “I won’t ask you to keep this from her, but I will ask that you don’t discuss this with her until all this bullshit with Billie is over. She has enough to deal with as it is and I don’t want to burden her any further. I love Swan like she was my own.”


  Mike had recovered by this time, but rather than trying to beat my ass, he returned the handgun to its hidden clutch beneath the table and moved to Mimi. He wrapped her in his arms and buried his face against the side of her neck. For a moment they stood as still as a statue, and I looked away, feeling like I was intruding on a very private moment.


  Finally Mimi spoke, “Mike and I grew up together in Brooklyn. Our mothers were best friends and I loved Mike before I even knew what love was. We started seriously dating when we were fifteen. When I was seventeen I found out I was pregnant. Mike was overjoyed, our parents were a little less than thrilled, but I knew that I was going to spend the rest of my life with Mike, so when he proposed, I accepted. I didn’t want to get married until after we had the baby—another thing which my parents were less than thrilled about—but I wanted my dream wedding, which did not include me wearing a maternity bridal gown.”


  A small, distant smile softened her features while Mike kept his face buried against the side of her neck. Whoever said men are stronger than women was full of shit. Yeah, we may be physically stronger, but emotionally we are stunted. We don’t deal well with feelings and all that bullshit, not because we don’t understand them, but rather, because we hate how weak it makes us feel. While Mimi was telling her tale she was the one that was standing tall, supporting her husband with unwavering strength while he wrapped himself around her.


  Mimi absently stroked Mike’s arm clutched around her waist. “We had a daughter, Ava. She was so beautiful so perfect. I’m not exaggerating this or speaking from a place of pride. Ava was so gorgeous that people would stop us on the street to gaze at her. She …” Mimi’s voice choked off and she swallowed hard. “She was seventeen weeks old when we lost her to SIDS. Ava was close to sleeping through the night at that point. I woke up in the middle of the night for no reason, needing to check on her. By the time we found her she was already growing cold.”


  My heart gave a pained lurch as I stared at them, willing myself to ignore the burning in my eyes and the little muffled pained noise that Mike made against Mimi’s neck. “Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, right?”


  She nodded, tears she didn’t bother to hide flowing freely down her cheeks. See, there’s that strength again. Mike and I were trying our damndest to pretend that we were fine while Mimi was brave enough to show her feelings. “Yes. There was no reason why she should have passed. Ava was a perfectly healthy, happy baby, and then she was gone. Her death tore Mike and I apart, each blaming the other because it was easier to blame someone than to accept that sometimes bad things happen in this world, that God could be cruel enough to take our daughter from us. After we split up, Mike entered the military and I began to work for my family. I had so much rage and my profession allowed me to drain a bit of the poison off my soul by ridding the world of evil men and women.”


  Mike lifted his head from her neck and looked out at the now dark sky, dotted with the most amazing display of stars that I’ve seen since I was out on a Navy ship on my way to Iraq. When he spoke, his voice was so rough it was hard to make out his words. “I missed Mimi so damn bad, but I was sure there was too much painful history between us to ever get her back, so after I got out of the military I tried to move on. That’s when I met Billie in Vegas. At that point I was drifting, living a life without purpose now that I was out in the civilian world. I had a boatload of money to spend—my parents had passed away and left me a sizable inheritance—and I threw it around the casinos because I really didn’t give a fuck about anything. Billie was a showgirl, and when she showered me with attention and what I thought was love, I clung to that little bit of warmth. She got pregnant quickly, and I married her at one of those quickie Vegas chapels the same day she told me about the baby.”


  By this point, Mimi had closed her eyes and the suffering was plain on her face while Mike talked about Billie. Not wanting to upset her anymore I said, “You don’t have to tell me this.”


  “No.” Mimi shook her head. “You need to understand.”


  “After Billie had the girls I was the happiest I’d been in a long time, but also completely paranoid about them. I would sleep next to their crib at night, checking on them constantly just to make sure they were still breathing, bought all the fancy gadgets to monitor them at night and make sure they were still alive. It freaked Billie out. I don’t think she understood how fucked in the head I was ‘cause the only thing she really paid attention to was my money. My obsessive need to keep Sarah and Swan safe got better as the girls got older, but my marriage was falling apart. The simple truth was, I didn’t love Billie, never had, and she knew it. No matter how much I tried to move on, my heart always belonged to Mimi. Eventually Billie got tired of it and we divorced. I gave her everything she wanted in exchange for joint custody, but as soon as everything was final, she vanished with Sarah.”


  “So you lost another daughter.”


  Mike gave a stiff nod. “I’d lost Ava and Sarah so I did everything I could to make sure Swan would survive anything this fucked up world had to throw at her.”


  “When did you and Mimi get back together?”


  “About six months after Billie and I divorced, I was feeling down, really down. I had talked to my aunt earlier in the evening and I knew I must have scared her with how depressed I was. Other than Swan, my life had no purpose and I knew I was doing a shitty job handling her on my own. One night while I was sitting up alone at three a.m. in Vegas, I began to think about my life, and my biggest regret wasn’t marrying Billie, because I got my girls out of it, but allowing my selfish pain and immaturity to drive Mimi away. She was always in my thoughts, in my dreams, but I’d never tried to contact her because I was sure she married some man that deserved her and was living the happy life somewhere with a mess of kids.”


  “What he didn’t know,” Mimi said in a low voice, “Was that his aunt had kept me updated all those years on how he was doing. I think she knew deep down that he still loved me and was hoping that we would reunite. After Mike left I threw myself into my work, living for my job and allowing no room for any man to win my heart. Mike’s aunt called me late that night and begged me to talk to him. Her worry scared me enough that I was able to scrape up enough courage to call Mike.”


  He smiled down at her and the love for his wife shone like a beacon. “Thirteen years is a long time apart and it took a lot of talking and a lot of yelling, but when she came out to Vegas for a visit and met Swan I knew right away I could never let her go. Mimi was so warm, so caring, so loving with Swan that I knew God had given us another chance to be parents.”


  Mimi stroked Mike’s hand on her waist. “I had no idea Swan had sensory issues so when she hugged me right away I didn’t understand why it shocked Mike so much. Once I learned how special Swan was this crazy strong mothering instinct came over me. I would have done anything, anything at all to keep that beautiful little girl with a gentle heart safe.”


  For a long moment I studied them, then nodded. “I understand why you did what you did, but that doesn’t make it right.”


  “I know,” Mimi said in a shamed whisper. “But I don’t regret it. Oh, I regret the pain it caused her, but Swan will survive just about anything this world throws at her. Now, my questions is, what are your intentions toward my daughter?”


  When she said that, Mike’s attention returned to me as well and I had a sudden urge to fidget that was totally out of character for me. Mimi’s question came out of left field and left me floundering for the right answer. Instead of overthinking it I simply said, “I plan on marrying her and spending the rest of my life making her happy, if she’ll have me.”


  While Mike glared at me, Mimi beamed like I’d just given her a pony. “Is that what’s in your pocket?”


  I couldn’t help but laugh as Mike’s gaze went to my pants where the little square box was. “Yeah. I’m not gonna ask her until after this bullshit is over, but I wanted to get your blessing, to show you the ring so you know I’m fucking serious. Not that I give a fuck if you give it, Swan’s mine and I’ll never let her go, but I want you both to know that I love that woman with all of my heart. She’s it for me.”


  Mike snarled, “No way. You are too damn old and ...”


  With a small smile, Mimi gently placed her hand over her husband’s mouth, muffling his words. “What Mike is trying to say is that Swan is free to follow her heart, and if she accepts your proposal we’ll welcome you into our family with open arms.”


  I was pretty sure Mike wasn’t saying anything like that, but I took the olive branch Mimi was offering. “Thank you.”


  “Can I see the ring?” she asked in an eager voice that took years off her true age. Women, no matter how old they are, get stars in their eyes when it comes to weddings.


  I pulled the worn box out of my pocket and handed it to her. “It was my grandmother’s, and then my mom’s wedding set. If Swan doesn’t like it I’ll get her whatever she wants.”


  Mimi darted into the house to turn on the porch light, then opened the lid and let out a pleased murmur at the sight of the two-carat solitaire engagement ring and matching eternity wedding band. The ring sparkled in the light and my throat closed up as I thought about how much my mom would have loved Swan, and how much I wished my parents were still alive to see their wild boy finally settle down with a good woman. My mother had hated my playboy ways, but what I’d told Swan last night was true: until her, I’d never even considered getting married.


  Three sharp beeps came from inside the house and Mimi quickly handed me the box back. “Swan’s coming upstairs, hide this.”


  I shoved the box back into my pocket and had just enough time to sit down in my rocking chair before Swan appeared in the doorway. She had that slightly dazed look she always had when she first woke up, and her movements were slow. She was wearing a pair of pink sweat pants and a loose t-shirt with a sparkly unicorn on it. Fucking adorable. As soon as she saw me she shuffled past her parents, and I held my arms open and pulled her onto my lap where she cuddled into me like a sleepy kitten. Contentment, joy, and a good dose of possessiveness filled me as I held her close and breathed in her warm scent.


  “I missed you,” she said in a low, sleep-husky voice while rubbing her cheek against my chest.


  “Sorry, baby. I wasn’t tired so I decided to come up and get some fresh air.”


  She muttered something before yawning and stretching. God she was sweet, and hot, and mine. I tried to keep my cock from getting hard as she wiggled in my lap, but it was impossible. Her clean scent mixed with my cologne enveloped me and I wanted to take the ring out right now and ask her to marry me, to bind her to me in every way possible, but I resisted the urge. Swan deserved a proper engagement and that wasn’t going to happen with the shadow of her mother hanging over us.


  Swan looked over to where her parents were holding hands and watching us closely. Her muscles tensed. “Thanks for not shooting him, Dad.”


  Mimi laughed while Mike scowled and muttered something about not wanting to dig a bullet out of my brain. I couldn’t help but laugh, and when I did, Swan returned her attention to me. As I stared down into her wide, bright blue gaze I felt everything inside of me focus on this precious woman in my arms. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mimi practically dragging Mike inside, but I didn’t really pay them attention. They didn’t matter anymore, nothing did except keeping the woman I love alive long enough to make her Mrs. Swan Santos.


  That thought made me smile. When she traced her fingertips over my face I turned my head and caught one of them with my teeth and gave the sensitive tip a nibble before releasing her. “Hey, baby girl.”


  As always, that little sparkle came into her eyes when I called her by her pet name. I’ve never felt the need to use sweet words with a woman before, it’s usually ‘Hey babe, suck my dick’. Or ‘Hey babe, get me a beer’. But with Swan I tried to let her know in every way how much she means to me. I’m pretty sure she has high-functioning autism, and it’s taken me a while to figure out how to communicate with her, but it’s been totally worth the effort. I fucked up in the beginning, used to dealing with people who are able to pick up on the all the subtle nuances that communicate feelings as they interact. It took me a bit to realize that Swan needed a higher level of reassurance and plain talk than most people. But now that I’m starting to figure her out more, I try to give her what she needs.


  “Hey, Smoke.”


  Ahhh, when she said my name all husky like that it was like she was stroking my cock. I was tempted to take her back downstairs for round two, but she needed to eat first. I want to take care of Swan in every way, to feed her, to clothe her, to fuck her when she needs it and hold her when she doesn’t. I want to be everything she could ever want because she’s everything I need. The strength of my love for this woman scares me sometimes. I can all too easily imagine what it would be like to lose her, and a part of me is grateful that her crazy ass father did his best to make her indestructible.


  From inside the house came the smell of frying peppers and my stomach gave a loud growl. Swan giggled—I loved that sound—then patted my stomach. “Easy there, big boy.”


  “What can I say? I worked up an appetite trying to satisfy that greedy pussy of yours.”


  She blushed right on cue, and I couldn’t help but steal a kiss that started off sweet and ended up smoldering; the sexual chemistry between us is off the charts. If I had my way I’d spend most of my day buried balls deep inside of her. The more I have her the more I want her and I will destroy anyone or anything that tries to take her away from me.


  As if she could sense my thoughts, her kiss turned soothing and quieted the paranoid beast inside of me that always wants to hide her from the world and keep her all to myself. Her touch gentled me and I just lived in this perfect moment with her safe in my arms. I knew that all too soon we’d have to return to the real world where her life is in constant danger and things could go to shit in a heartbeat. I held her close and buried my face against the side of her neck, drowning in her clean sunshine scent while I vowed that I would do whatever I have to in order to make sure Swan survives.


  I love her and I would go to war against the world to keep her safe.
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  Chapter One


  


  


  Gia Lopez stood in a staging area for the submissive auction with a line of women covered in sheer black robes. Her long, light brown hair was twisted back into an intricate braid that was a work of art, but she desperately wished she’d gotten plastic surgery to take care of her big nose before agreeing to this. The other women scheduled to be sold off with her were beautiful, each perfect and lovely in their own way.


  She felt like a sparrow surrounded by peacocks.


  While Gia possessed enough self-worth to admit she was cute with her dimples and big brown eyes, she’d never be breathtaking like the auburn haired sex-bomb submissive next to her. Gia had a slender figure from her daily jogging, but with her small breasts she felt like a boy when compared with the curvy submissive.


  Why couldn’t Gia have gone after someone who wasn’t a pinup girl?


  Mistress Alice, a tall, blonde Domme, walked down the line of submissives. They were gathered in what looked like parlor with all the furniture moved out. Elegant watercolors still graced the walls and a tasteful chandelier bathed the room in a low, golden light. The door to the room where the auction would take place was currently closed, but from her orientation earlier, Gia knew that on the other side there was a curtained area to hide them from the audience. Then, the scariest of all, a stage where she would be sold to the highest bidder.


  Mistress Alice paused now and again to point out something she wanted changed with a submissive’s hair or makeup and took a moment to speak with each woman. Up at the front of the line, a few men in brown leather loincloths presented a nice visual treat as they were oiled up by a trio of giggling submissives.


  Mistress Alice stopped before Gia and slowly inspected her from head to toe. When she spotted the gold barbells piercing Gia’s nipples through the sheer cloth of the gown, she smiled. “Lovely touch against your nicely tanned skin. The gold works much better than silver.”


  “Thank you, Mistress Alice.” Gia curtsied as she’d been trained and Mistress Alice’s gaze warmed.


  The Domme tilted her head and studied Gia’s face. “You’re Mistress Viola and Master Mark’s girl from South Carolina, Gia.”


  “Yes, Ma’am. Mistress Viola and Master Mark were my trainers.”


  “Lovely couple. I met them once at a Domme convention in Las Vegas. They told me to keep an eye on you, that you have quite a temper and are very high spirited.”


  Gia flushed and dropped her gaze. “I’m working on that, Mistress Alice.”


  “Well don’t work on it too hard.” She leaned closer and whispered, “Some of us like a subs with fire in their veins. We like the challenge and the constant battle for your submission.”


  Gia started as the other woman gently bit her earlobe before leaning back. “Am I understood?”


  A soft rush of desire went through Gia and she licked her lower lip. “Yes, Mistress.”


  The desire unfurled gently in her belly as she relived her training and how she owed her trainers a debt she could never repay. It had been a unique experience to work with Mistress Viola and Master Mark. Together they’d helped her start her transformation into the kind of submissive she yearned to be. They’d also given her glorious orgasms that swept the world away and left her existing as a being of pure pleasure. Not only did they train her physically, they helped her learn how to love herself just the way she was.


  Mistress Viola was a plump, curvy, delicious armful of woman. By today’s standards she was considered overweight, but back in the 1950’s she would have been the ultimate in female beauty. Gia had yet to see a man who didn’t gravitate to Mistress Viola in a room, no matter how many other women were there. The fact that her husband, the more traditionally handsome Master Mark, loved her beyond reason helped more than anything else to make Gia believe that maybe there was a man out there that could love her just as she was and give her the confidence to become the woman she wanted to be.


  Beautiful, elegant, and loved.


  Well, she wasn’t loved yet, but she would be. She had faith her Master was out there, looking for her. The thought of him being here tonight, maybe waiting for her in the audience, sent an ache of longing through her. The practical part of her mind scoffed at the idea of soul mates and fate, but the romantic side of her nature insisted anything was possible.


  A petite mahogany-skinned woman who reminded Gia of a pixie came up to Mistress Alice and knelt at her feet. “Mistress, Master Martin wishes me to inform you we have fifteen minutes until we begin.”


  Mistress Alice nodded. “Thank you, Tilly.” She smiled at Gia, “Have fun, sweet girl. Whoever gets you is going to have their hands full.”


  “Thank you, Mistress.” Gia bent into a graceful curtsey.


  The pair went farther down the line and Gia tried to slow her breathing. The redhead in front of Gia turned around and gave her a warm and dazzling smile. “First time?”


  “Yes. Is it painfully obvious?”


  “Yep. First timers are pretty easy to spot. You’re the only ones who aren’t excited. My name is Iris.”


  “Gia. Nice to meet you.” Gia smiled and smoothed her hands against the sheer robe. “I take it by your lack of panic attacks you’ve done this before?”


  “Oh, yes. This is my third time.” Iris gave a dreamy smile. “After the first auction, I was bought by a lovely Dominant couple. At the second auction, I met my husband, who is also my Master.”


  Gia tilted her head in confusion. As far as she knew, this auction was for single, uncollared submissives. “If you have a Master, why are you doing this again?”


  The woman laughed and fingered her collar. “Because he wants to win me all over again.”


  Gia couldn’t help a small stab of envy. “That's very romantic.”


  A chime sounded three times, silencing all conversation. All of the submissives turned towards the sound, and the redhead leaned over to whisper into Gia’s ear, “Don’t freak out. Whoever you end up with is going to be one of the best Masters in the world. If you click, great. If you don’t, then you will, at the very least, come away from the experience as a better submissive. Besides, all of the Masters have your fantasies available to them, and only a Master or Mistress interested in fulfilling your fantasies will bid on you.”


  Gia laced her fingers together, trying to keep her anxiety at bay. She didn’t want to start shaking like a scared puppy. “That’s what worries me.” She lowered her voice and leaned closer to Iris. “I shared a bottle of wine, or two, with my girlfriend before I filled my form out, and I’m afraid the fantasies I submitted are a little more…frank. Let’s just say I was super honest about what my deepest, darkest desires are. Like, embarrassingly honest. When I read what I had already submitted the next morning, I couldn’t look myself in the mirror for the rest of the day without feeling like a pervert.”


  Iris giggled. “Oh, that does sound interesting. Care to share what one of those fantasies were?”


  A stern man’s voice range out over the crowd. “Ladies, eyes on me.”


  They turned and Gia recognized Master Martin, the man who ran the Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction and owner of this elegant mansion. Tonight, the distinguished man wore a dashing black tux with an expertly tied red and black bowtie that nicely set off his greying hair. His presence filled the room and all conversation stopped.


  Raising his arms, he smiled. “Welcome to the twenty eighth annual Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction. Some of your faces are well known to me as members, and others are delightful new additions to our evening. Whether new or old, I encourage all of you to make the most of the opportunities presented to you tonight. Allow yourselves to embrace your submission and give yourselves the freedom to enjoy the fantasies your Masters or Mistresses create for you without useless shame or misplaced guilt. For the next week, you will be at your Masters’ or Mistresses’ beck and call. You will find yourself challenged, pushed beyond what you thought you could endure but, in the end, it will all be worth it.”


  A nervous giggle came from a few of the submissives and Master Martin smiled, then his expression turned serious again. “Let me take this opportunity to emphasize once again that your happiness is the most important part of this auction. If you are purchased by someone that you do not wish to have sexual relations with you are by no means obligated to do so. The only thing the Master or Mistress that win’s you gets is your company. It is up to them to try to seduce you and make you fall under their wicked spell.”


  Barely stifling a wistful sigh, Gia wondered if she was really ready for this. Yes, she’d submitted to Mistress Viola and Master Mark while training, but she’d never managed to achieve subspace. After listening enviously to the way the other submissives talked about it, she really wanted to experience it but, truthfully, didn’t know if she could. She’d tried with a couple of local Doms that she was friendly with back home in Myrtle Beach. While the sex had been great, she’d never even gotten close to achieving that floaty, orgasmic feeling the other submissives described. It made her feel like a failure as a submissive that she couldn’t get into the right headspace for her Dominants.


  Hell, if whoever won her here couldn’t top her, maybe she should consider becoming a Domme.


  Master Martin’s deep voice interrupted her dark thoughts. “You will soon be blindfolded and ear buds will be put into your ears so you cannot hear. We want you to focus on yourself, on your goals, on what you hope to gain from this experience. Not on what is happening around you.”


  Gia shifted nervously and the air around her became charged and crackled with tense energy.


  “Don’t worry about how you’ll walk or move around while blindfolded. You will each be escorted onto stage by an experienced submissive.” He looked up and down the line. “Any questions? No? Such a quiet and trusting group of submissives we have here tonight.”


  Everyone chuckled, then a curvaceous dark skinned Dominatrix towards the back of the line raised her hand. “Master Martin?”


  Master Martin smiled. “Our lovely Mistress Vivienne. What is your question?”


  Mistress Vivienne smiled. “This girl,” she pointed to the petite woman with a riot cute dark curls in front of her, “is worried she may end up with some serial killer.”


  The submissive flushed beet red and seemed to sink in on herself. Gia felt sorry for her, but she’d been wondering about that as well. Of course, this auction had been running for twenty-eight years without incident, and everyone had been highly screened, but all it took was one bad apple to end her life. Great. Now she was nervous and scared. It seemed like her brain would never turn all the way off and let her relax.


  She liked being in control of her life, leaving nothing to chance or fate, but being constantly on her guard was mentally and emotionally draining. She hated not having control over what was happening to her, which was probably why she had such a hard time submitting. It took trust in the unknown to let someone truly inside your mind and heart during a scene and to totally let go. So far, no one had managed to breech the walls around her soul. That was fine, she was in no hurry to get serious…though it would be nice to have someone to cuddle with at night and wake up to in the morning. Someone to share holidays with and someone who would not only satisfy her physically, but also intellectually. She thought about being in some faceless man’s arms as they watched the sunrise over the Atlantic ocean together and let out a sigh.


  Master Martin cleared his throat and her attention returned to him. “As we have a larger than usual number of visiting submissives for this auction, I will reiterate what our members already know. There is not a single Master or Mistress out in the audience tonight I wouldn’t trust my own submissive with….though I doubt any of them could actually handle Mrs. Martin.” He waited for the polite laughter to die down before continuing. “Every single one of our bidders has gone through extensive background checks and have been members in high standing of their local clubs for a minimum of five years. While nothing in life is ever guaranteed, I take the safety of every man and woman here very seriously. Does that answer your question, darling girl?”


  The blushing woman dipped into an elegant curtsey and said in a lightly accented voice, “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Master Martin.”


  “You are most welcome. Anymore questions?”


  “Sir?” A willowy woman with short blonde hair held her hand up.


  “Yes.”


  “Will I have access to my luggage at all times? I’m a diabetic and will need to be able to get to my medication.”


  “Of course. The suitcase we asked you to bring has all of your important identification, including your passports, and medication inside along with a change of clothes. We’ve also included two thousand dollars, cash. If you feel uncomfortable and you’d like to leave you can do so without having to rely on anyone to help you.” An uneasy murmur went through the submissives and he gave them a bemused smile. “We haven’t had a single submissive leave before their time was up, but we like to make sure that you feel as comfortable as possible.”


  “Any other last minute questions?”


  Silence blanketed the room and Gia laced her fingers together again. Her background check had taken six months. By the time it was done, they knew everything about her—from who her best friend had been in elementary school to her preferences in food. She hoped the Dominants had to go through background checks as thorough. This whole experience was so outside her comfort zone that it was quickly turning into something surreal, like a confusing dream where the scenes changed too quickly to really get a grasp on what was happening.


  If it wasn’t for the fact the money raised from her auction would go directly to her charity of choice, she’d be tempted to pretend to be sick and run as far and as fast as she could. Then she’d probably spend the rest of her life kicking herself in the ass for missing the opportunity to serve a true Master, however temporarily. No, she wasn’t going to chicken out. She wasn’t quitter and she certainly wasn’t going to let her fear rule her now. Though the thought of hiding in a bathroom with a fifth of tequila to gain some liquid courage seemed like a great idea.


  She was such a basket case.


  When no one spoke up, Mr. Martin gestured toward the back of the room. “Let me introduce you to the men and women who will help you navigate the stage.”


  Laughter rang from the doorway at the back of the room, and a steady stream of elegantly dressed men and women came to stand before them. A lovely Latina wearing a golden cat mask that matched her elaborate gown stopped before Gia with a friendly smile. Taking a closer look at the gown, Gia was pretty sure she’d seen it on the cover of this month’s edition of Vogue. A diamond collar with a small gold owner’s medallion glittered around her slender neck.


  “Good evening. My name is Harper and I’ll be taking care of you, Gia.”


  Giving the other woman a tentative smile, Gia almost held out her hand in the traditional ‘nice to meet you’ handshake but remembered where she was and who she was with. While shaking hands might be the proper thing to do in the outside world, the BDSM community had its own rules on what was proper. In this case, she didn’t know if Harper was allowed to touch another submissive without her Master’s permission. Gathering herself, she smiled back.


  “Thank you. If I throw up on you or pass out, I apologize in advance.” Gia flushed in embarrassment at how uncouth she sounded compared to this elegant and sophisticated woman.


  Harper giggled and pulled a black blindfold out of her elbow length white silk gloves. “I’ll make sure to aim you in the other direction at all times. Now take a deep breath before you pass out.” Gia did as she was told and took another, which seemed to help clear her head.


  The tall female submissive attending the redhead next to Gia smiled at Harper. “Did you hear? The European delegation is in the audience tonight. Yummy.”


  Gia blinked. “The Europeans?”


  Lifting the blindfold, Harper smiled. “Bend down a bit so I can tie this.”


  The cool cloth slipped loosely over her eyes and the other woman said, “The Europeans are here as part of a…well kind of like a cultural exchange program. They send their top Dommes and Masters over here for training and we send our best Dommes and Masters over there for the same thing. I’ve heard they’re strict, but amazing.”


  “And they are soooo hot,” Iris said with a purr. “I love my Master more than anything in the world, but if I was single I’d be begging any one of them to take me like the willing slut that I am.”


  All three women laughed, then hushed when Master Martin looked their way a raised brow.


  Harper adjusted the blindfold until Gia couldn’t see anything and said in a softer voice, “Okay, the ear buds are going back in. I can tell you from experience, once they’re on, you won’t be able to hear anything. I’m going to hold your hand the whole time so, if you start to get a little anxious, just give me a squeeze. Got it?”


  “Yes, ma’am, I mean Harper.”


  The beautiful woman’s laughter was the last thing Gia heard before Harper placed some ear buds in her hand and Gia put them in her ears. A gentle, classical piece of music played from the tiny speakers, but the soothing melody did nothing to calm her nerves. Feeling suddenly very alone and vulnerable, a wave of distress tightened her muscles and she reached out. Almost instantly, Harper’s hand grasped hers, the smooth satin of Harper’s glove giving Gia something to focus on. No wonder men liked the feeling of a woman wearing gloves. It somehow accentuated how much smaller a woman was, how finely formed.


  Harper squeezed her hand twice and began to lead Gia forward then stopped again. With the ear buds in place, Gia couldn’t have a conversation with the other woman and was left with her own thoughts. Once again, they moved forward, and then stopped. By Gia’s estimate, each time they paused they waited a good five to ten minutes. She should be using this time to think, to compose herself so she presented the best image possible. After all, she only had one chance to make a positive first impression on some of the best Dominants in the world. Unfortunately, her mind refused to stay on one topic for more than a few seconds.


  Her thoughts were chaotic, jumping from concern about her appearance to wondering if she needed a breath mint. A fine tremor went through her hands and she worried that she’d be shaking like a frightened animal on the stage. Mixed in with that was the reoccurring fear that she’d sweat through her deodorant before they made it through the door and that she had some toilet paper stuck to her sheer robe. Opening herself to the potential, very public rejection of nobody bidding on her was so far out of her comfort zone that she didn’t know how to cope with her rising panic. This was like stage fright times a million.


  Someone removed one of the ear buds and Harper whispered, “We’re going up on the stage now to wait. You look beautiful, and I have no doubt there will be a bidding war for you.” She put the ear bud back in and Gia was left alone with her spazztic thoughts and the mellow strains of a violin concerto.


  Harper gave Gia’s hand a tight squeeze and led her slowly up a ramp. The carpet beneath her feet changed to a smooth, cool surface and she realized she was now on the stage. At least her big feet looked cute. As part of her welcome package to the auction she had a full spa treatment consisting of dozens of feminine indulgences she’d never experienced before, including a pedicure that left her with pretty rose pink toenails, and baby soft feet. Spending that kind of money on pampering herself wasn’t in her Ramen noodle budget so she’d enjoyed the experience immensely. Every hair-free inch of her body below the neck had been polished until it gleamed like bronze.


  She almost licked her lips, then remembered the Domme who had expertly done her makeup had threatened to flog her if she messed up her glossy pale red lipstick. Gia was to be perfect, and that meant controlling herself for the pleasure of the crowd as she stood on stage at the auction. Right now though, she was about to pass out from fear despite Harper’s sure grip. They stood still, and the occasional brush of air from someone passing would tingle over Gia’s overly sensitive skin. With her sight and hearing taken away she became hyper aware of any stimulation around her.


  The idea of doing the charity submissive auction had seemed like a dream come true at first. Gia had a low paying job as an architect with long hours and asshole clients. In this economy, she was lucky to have gained legitimate employment with health benefits anywhere after she graduated. True, her work only paid her enough to give her a roof over her head and other basic necessities, but she knew if she busted her ass, she could and would rise through the corporate ranks. Unfortunately, all that work resulted in a miserable lack of a social life and an even more abysmal love life. Yes, she played at her local club, but it was more physical than emotional. She always left feeling that there had to be more to BDSM than what she’d experienced.


  When the Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction came up, she’d jumped at the chance. If a Dominant bought her, the money would go to the charity of Gia’s choice, and she would get ten percent of whatever was bid. Gia planned on using the extra money she made to put a down payment on a house. She was tired of living in an apartment complex where people fought or partied at all hours of the night. The thought of being able to sleep without being awakened by the sound of techno or Fanny's screaming because she caught Joe cheating again was heaven.


  She already knew where she wanted to buy some land with access to the ocean so she could build her dream home someday. The money from the auction could make that happen years ahead of schedule. First, she had to appeal to someone enough to be bid on. When she’d first applied for the Submissive’s Wish Charity Auction they told her some of the submissives offered never got bid on, and she shouldn’t take it personally if it happened to her. She couldn’t imagine how humiliating that would be and prayed someone would find her lean frame, bubble butt and exotic looks appealing enough to make up for her lack of experience.


  Gia stood with her back straight, her shoulders gracefully curved, and one leg slightly in front of the other, turning her body to a subtle angle. Mistress Viola had pointed out how it showed off Gia’s long legs and big, round ass. At the time, Gia wasn't sure if she was offended or flattered, but now she tried to accept her bubble butt as part of the way God made her.


  Taking in a deep breath, she slowly let it out and tried to focus on the positive. She’d beaten incredible odds to make it this far, so there had to be something inside her the Auction Committee found appealing. Hell, she hoped she was attracted to whoever won her. She liked big, strong men and the sight of a pair of broad shoulders and narrow waist always made her heart beat harder. With her luck, she’d be bid on and won for ten bucks by a skinny guy with dandruff.


  A soft, satin glove-covered hand touched Gia’s chin and brought her back to the present with a rush of nerves. Gia let out a soft moan. It must be her turn. The ear buds were removed, and a moment later, the blindfold was taken from her eyes.


  Harper stood in front of her with a warm smile curving her full lips. She looked like a golden goddess while Gia felt like a walking plague victim.


  God, please let at least one person bid on her.


  Just one.


  Leaning forward, Harper whispered, “Breathe.”


  Gia sucked in a deep lungful of air and immediately felt better, less faint. Harper gave her a moment, then gracefully helped Gia walk to the center of the stage. They were in what had to be a ballroom, lit so she couldn’t see anything about the crowd. It was just she and Harper standing in a pool of warm light while an anonymous group of people inspected her from the shadows.


  Harper held Gia’s hand out and cleared her throat. Flushing, Gia remembered to curtsey to the audience. A soft chuckle flowed through the crowd, and she blushed so hot even her ears burned. Obviously, they hadn’t missed her chagrined look.


  A male voice filled the auditorium.


  “Masters and Mistresses, may I present Gia. Joining us from South Carolina, she holds a master’s degree in architecture and is relatively new to the lifestyle. Her charity of choice is a no-kill animal shelter in Myrtle Beach where she has volunteered for the past three years. While she has been trained by the esteemed Mistress Viola and Master Mark on the basics of submission, she has much to learn. I’ve heard she’s a very eager student. We’ve also been warned she has a temper, so it will take a strong Master or Mistress to win her submission.”


  The crowd laughed, and the murmurs through the audience grew louder. Gia flushed hot enough to melt the sun. She’d imagined she’d get up here, the guy would point out that she had nice legs in spite of her chunky butt and she liked to give blowjobs.


  Oh shit, were they going to talk about the sexual fantasies she’d written down for them? She thought they were going to be in the program next to a picture of her or something, not actually talked about while she stood here. Anxiety tightened her muscles and she worried people in the audience could see her hands trembling.


  God, they were going to think she was a weirdo, a pervert, a freak, all those things she secretly felt about herself. No, she wouldn’t give into those negative thoughts. Mistress Viola had spent a great deal of time talking with Gia about her sexual needs. The one thing Mistress emphasized above all else was that Gia should be honest with her partner and herself about what her needs were, and not be ashamed of her natural desires. The mature woman part of her mind agreed, while the prim and proper portion insisted she was a sexual deviant and needed therapy.


  Sure enough, the next words that rolled out of the auctioneer’s mouth made her wince. “Gia is fond of forced seduction and abduction scenarios. She also enjoys relationships where the man is powerful, someone to be feared and respected, but gentle with her…to a point. She craves dominance and has yet to achieve subspace. Well, I’m sure we can help her learn how to fly.”


  More audience laughter, along with a few catcalls. “Her trainers, Mistress Viola and Master Mark from the South Carolina club, The Iron Fist, have said she can be a bit of a brat and will need a firm hand. At her core, Gia is eager to please and wants to be found worthy of your attentions.”


  Harper gave her fingers the barest squeeze and whispered, “Breathe.”


  Gia sucked in an audible breath, and the audience chuckled. She imagined how they were talking about her, commenting on her bony knees, her giraffe neck, her tiny breasts. Here, under the bright lights, all of her insecurities threatened to rise to the surface and overwhelm her. A man to the left commented on her pierced nipples while a woman somewhere ahead of her made a nasty remark about Gia’s small tits.


  This was the single most embarrassing, humiliating, terrible experience of her life. Tears threatened to fill her eyes and she blinked rapidly. No, she was not going to cry, at least, not right now. When no one bid on her, she could let her tears flow.


  “This lovely submissive has agreed to one week serving the winning bidder. Masters and Mistresses, let us start the bidding at one hundred thousand dollars.”


  Gia swallowed hard as the first bid came in. She had no idea how the auctioneer could see who was in the audience, but the bids kept climbing. When the staggering figure of close to four hundred thousand dollars was reached she openly gaped.


  Two men were bidding. One was an American from one of the New England states by his cultured tone. The other had a rough, almost bestial voice with a sharp, growling tenor to it and an accent she couldn’t place. Her few remaining brain cells that weren’t freaking out, tried to focus on the spot the voices were coming from. She could barely see the outline of what might be people sitting in chairs.


  The man with the rough, accented voice roared out, “Four hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars.”


  Silence hung heavy in the air. Even the auctioneer seemed stunned. It took him a moment to respond before he coughed and said, “I have four hundred and twenty-five thousand US dollars. Going once...going twice…sold!”


  Gia stood there in total shock. Four hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars! That was a life-changing amount of money for the rescue shelter. She spent one weekend a month volunteering, so she knew exactly how far they could stretch it—definitely a new building, maybe even enough to purchase the plot of land behind them and turn it into a dog run. They could even add a full-time vet on staff with that kind of money.


  With a gentle tug, Harper brought Gia’s thoughts back to the present in a rush. Harper smiled at her and led her to the edge of the stage. Her time with the winning bidder began right now. For the amount he paid for her, Gia wanted to show him the time of his life, to somehow be worth all the money he’d spent. Hell, she didn’t care if he was eighty years old with liver spots on his balls, she would do her best to rock his world in thanks for his amazingly generous bid.


  The spotlights turned away and she blinked rapidly, trying to adjust her eyesight. They took a few steps and were almost at the main floor when Harper paused. A moment passed, then a man said something in what she thought was Russian or some type of Slavic language. She looked to Harper, who gave her a slight shake of her head. Great. Harper didn’t understand what was going on either.


  A second man approached and she could see him a bit better. His suit was tan and stood out in the dim lighting of the audience.


  “Your new Master extends his greeting. He is pleased to have won your service. You will wait for him in one of the sitting rooms while he finishes his business here.”


  Gia took a deep breath. Okay, she was really doing this. Soon she was going to make her first impression with a Master, not just any Master, her Master. She needed to do this right, but she really wished she could see what he looked like.


  She held her hand out and the man in the tan suit moved forward. He helped her down from the stage and released her once she reached the bottom. He motioned to her, and she followed him out of the auditorium past men and women whose attention had returned to the stage where the next submissive was being brought out. They went down an elegantly appointed hallway done in red tones until he stopped before a door with the number seven on it. He opened the door and held it for her.


  “Please wait inside. He will be with you soon.”


  She wanted to ask who 'he' was, but silence seemed to be the best option at this point.


  The man in the tan suit left quickly, and she turned to look at the room around her. To her surprise it wasn’t some kinky sex room, but rather a small reading area. A fire crackled in the black marble hearth, and deep burgundy velvet chairs were arranged artfully before it. Books lined the walls, but she didn’t think she could focus enough to read.


  There was a gilt-framed mirror above the fireplace, so she took a moment to check her reflection. A few wisps of her wavy light brown hair had escaped her waist length braid and she quickly smoothed them back into place. Her makeup was intact, and she did a quick check of her breath. Good to go there as well.


  Not knowing what else to do, she knelt in the center of the room and waited for her Master as she’d been taught.


  She’d scarcely settled and arranged her robe about her in what she hoped was a pleasing manner when the door handle turned again. It opened revealing a massive, thoroughly intimidating man with dark hair that was cut so close on the sides it was almost shaved. A scar went down his cheek and bisected his lips before trailing down to his strong chin. He wore an impeccably tailored, black wool suit that highlighted his fit figure. On his wrist gleamed a gold watch that probably cost more than her apartment building.


  She’d been expecting some elegant, sophisticated man who reeked money and class. The man standing before her was plain scary. Despite his obviously high-end apparel he somehow exuded danger. In a way, he reminded her of the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing. He was a good five inches taller than she with a body like a prizefighter. No pretty gym muscles here; this man had a barrel chest and massive thighs, not to mention huge arms.


  Gia looked back to his face and forced herself to meet his brilliant blue eyes. To her surprise he had the prettiest eyes she’d ever seen, Caribbean blue with hints of green here and there. They seemed out of place in his rough and imposing features. He had a solid jaw, good cheekbones, and a nose that was a little bit bigger than normal and looked like it had been broken more than once.


  The man reached down and took her hand. As he pulled her to her feet, she had the impression of great strength. The hand holding hers was large with scars across the knuckles. Whoever this man was, he’d been a fighter at one time. The scent of his cologne reached her and she took in a greedy lungful of the air around him. He smelled delicious, like leather and spice.


  “My name is Ivan. I am your new Master’s bodyguard, and I will be taking you to him.”


  His voice was a deep rumble, like rocks grinding against each other. She was surprised to find herself disappointed he wasn’t the man who had bought her. Attraction arced between them and she looked away, embarrassed by her body’s reaction to the man who was not her new Master.


  Unable to help herself, she took another deep breath of his cologne and her overactive imagination began to conjure all kinds of kinky things. Glancing down at his big hands she tried to imagine what it would be like to be spanked by someone as large as him, or what it would feel like to have all of that weight on her, pushing her into the mattress while he fucked her. Power and strength radiated from him in a way she’d never experienced with any Dom before, similar to the way Master Martin’s presence filled the room but somehow…sharper.


  Her nipples drew to hard points and she quickly looked away from him. She’d always had a thing for men’s hands and his were inspiring an almost dizzying amount of lust. He moved his hands so they framed his crotch, and she realized with a start he thought she was staring at his dick. As she looked back up to his face she found him smirking down at her.


  Damn, totally busted like some kind of hoochie for checking out a guy who wasn’t her Master.


  She was such a lousy submissive.


  Something in Ivan’s gaze sharpened, and she looked away, unable to hide from his scrutiny. He removed his jacket and held it out to her, revealing a crisp white shirt that stretched out over his impossibly broad shoulders. “Your Master wishes you to wear this so you don’t get cold. Though your American fall is like the summer in Russia, that little scrap of nothing won’t protect you from the chill.”


  Unsure if he wanted her to respond, she simply nodded and let him help her into the jacket. He looked down at her and gave her a small smile that made her heart lurch. With a gentle touch, he draped the heavy coat around her. It hung to almost her knees and held the scent of his cologne and natural musk. She pulled it tight and gave him a grateful smile.


  “Thank you.”


  “What is your safeword?”


  She blinked at him and tugged his jacket closer. “Damascus.”


  “Damascus? Like the city?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Both men looked at her, obviously expecting more of an answer so she babbled out, “My mother was part Syrian. We would visit there in the summer every other year when I was little.”


  The man nodded and took a step back, obviously putting some distance between them. She worried he thought she flirted with him. All she needed was her new Master thinking she was the kind of submissive who would screw anyone that smiled at her.


  Ivan gave her another searching look before he turned. She followed, trying to at least walk gracefully. Mistress Viola had once said a submissive should be like a living work of art, graceful and flowing, a pleasure to the eye and touch, a joy to behold.


  While she would probably never be anyone’s joy to behold, at least she wouldn’t embarrass her new Master. With the big strides Ivan was taking she wasn’t as smooth as usual. Instead she clutched his jacket around herself and hurried after him. They passed a few other couples on their way through the mansion, including a Master who was rather vigorously fucking his new female submissive on the bottom steps of a set of stairs.


  Lucky girl.


  All too soon, they reached the front door. Ivan stopped and looked down at her bare feet. Standing this close to him made her feel small, feminine, and vulnerable. Without a word, he scooped her up into his arms as if she weighed nothing. She gave a somewhat undignified squeak and instinctively laced her arms around his neck. The sensation of his rock solid muscle surrounding her was arousing, and made her feel safe even as she scolded her body for responding to the wrong man. She looked up at him as he carried her outside and studied his profile. He had the look of some old time warlord, the kind of man who conquered the world in his spare time.


  No, she needed to keep her focus on her new Master, whoever he was. Making herself look away, she studied the drive in front of the mansion and the cars parked there. Ivan headed to the left and tucked her closer to his body as a stiff wind filled with the spicy scent of fall leaves tickled her nose. He radiated warmth and she removed her hands from around his neck before tucking them against his chest.


  They reached a black limo and a tall, lean man in a silver suit stood beside it. He had dark brown hair and grey eyes, and a well-trimmed beard. When he spotted her, he didn’t say anything, merely nodded at Ivan and opened the door before getting into the limo.


  She pushed at Ivan’s chest. “Please let me go, I need to properly greet my Master.”


  Ivan looked down at the pavement then back at her feet. “No.”


  Befuddled, she found herself in the limo before she knew it with her new Master sitting at the front near the partition between the passenger section and the driver. She quickly took a seat at the long bench along the side of the limo, unsure if she should sit next to her new Master or wait for him to motion her over. He certainly didn’t appear eager for her to join him. When she smiled and tried to catch his eyes, he looked away. Ivan climbed in after her and took the back seat between the two doors. As they pulled away from the mansion, she wished the week was already over.


  


  Find out more in Ivan’s Captive Submissive HERE.


  Be sure to sign up for our Mailing List for more information.


  And join our BOOK CLUB to keep up to date with Ann.
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  Shepard Montgomery loves the feel of a needle in his hands, the ink that he lays on another, and the thrill he gets when his art is finished, appreciated, and loved. At least that’s the way it used to be. Now he’s struggling to figure out why he’s a tattoo artist at all as he wades through the college frat boys and tourists who just want a thrill, not a permanent reminder of their trip. Once he sees the Ice Princess walk through Midnight Ink’s doors though, he knows he might just have found the inspiration he needs.


  Shea Little has spent her life listening to her family’s desires. She went to the best schools, participated in the most proper of social events, and almost married the man her family wanted for her. When she ran from that and found a job she actually likes, she thought she’d rebelled enough. Now though, she wants one more thing—only Shepard stands in the way. She’ll not only have to let him learn more about her in order to get inked, but find out what it means to be truly free.


  


  Find out more in Ink Inspired HERE.


  Be sure to sign up for her Mailing List for more information.


  And join her BOOK CLUB to keep up to date with Carrie Ann.
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  Did you enjoy this selection? Why not try another romance from Fated Desires?


  


  Martial Hearts by Mia Michele


  


  


  Mina, a martial arts and yoga instructor, is a creature of habit and has no intention of changing that. Her life is built around the rules she’s created to save her from falling prey to the pain that being in love can inflict. When she’s pursued by Damon, a Dominant who is hell bent on proving that submission can grant the greatest power, she’s forced to choose between the life she’s created and the one that she wants.


  Damon knows who he wants but it’s how to make her see that a future together could work that leaves him staggered. As they explore their new relationship, they’ll have to not only trust each other, but trust that there might be something more out there for each of them.


  


  Find out more in Martial Hearts HERE.


  Be sure to sign up for our Mailing List for more information.


  And join our BOOK CLUB to keep up to date with Mia.
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