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Prologue

At four in the morning the night was deep velvet shadows in moonlight relief. The
balmy Florida breeze whispered around that wicked hour when it’s both much too late
and way too early. A black Porsche 911 GT2 prowled the upscale condo community and
backed into a driveway. The driver jumped out and stepped around the car to hand out
a willowy blonde. Sweeping her into his arms, the two figures merged.

They kissed deeply while his hands roamed down her figure. Her eager body
responded against him as the kiss heated. Her date undid the single bow of her halter-
top and peeled the two sides down slowly. That protracted descent offered her the
option to object before being bared to the waist. The loose top fell to the ground as his
deep kiss never faltered, male hands glided up and over naked breasts. The man’s
fingers toyed with her nipples, driving her to lean back and boldly offer up the
perfection of her breasts for his pleasure.

Her pale body glowed in the soft moonlight. Long, smooth legs strained up on
tiptoes. Her delicate rib cage was clearly visible below trembling breasts. Head tipped
back, she arched her neck as her date nibbled his way down. Silky blonde hair became a
shimmering waterfall of spun gold behind her. It cascaded down to skim the butt barely
concealed under a spandex skirt. Her ass flexed as her lover’s hands roughly and
thoroughly caressed those firm curves.

Enthralled, the two lovers never heard a sound from the dark vehicle parked in the
shadows of the neighbor’s garage across the street. He’d even left the window down for
the handheld digital video camera and the small audio amplifier sitting on his dash and
they still had no idea. He could see everything. She stood right there in public and let
the man slide his hand up under her skirt. The instant her panties were pushed aside
for the young man’s fingers to shove into her was unmistakable. The Observer gaped at
them as the couple indulged in public lust. Disbelieving shock racked him as the scene
became increasingly bawdy.

Her date sucked her breast in steady pulls that obscenely lifted and stretched
delicate flesh to disappear into his mouth. His left arm pumped upward between her
legs, the silhouette view clearly outlined the repeated thrusts of a forceful invasion.

The Observer’s lip curled in disgust when the man stopped. He could hear the
blonde moaning and begging the bastard to fuck her. Her lover’s response was a
chuckle.

“Oh, no, baby. You don’t get an orgasm that easy,” the date responded.
“Brad!” she wailed, “Damn you! I'm so close. Do it now! I need it now!”

“Then lose the panties,” her date demanded.
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The blonde reached under her skirt and yanked down flimsy panties. They slid the
length of her legs to the driveway.

“Come on,” the young man whispered, leading her to the front of the car. “I'll give
you what you need.”

The young man positioned her with her back to the street—he placed a firm hand
between her shoulder blades and pressed her down. Her hands automatically came
down to support herself as the luscious body bent over the darkly gleaming hood of the
low sports car.

“Now spread those pretty legs for me, baby,” her date ordered.

Looking back over her shoulder at him, she sputtered. “Here? Someone might see
!II

us

“No one’s up!” he hissed. “Besides, you didn’t have a problem when you thought
you’d get a nice little finger-fuck all by yourself. Now spread those legs. I've wanted to
see this for a long time.” Her date never raised his voice above a hushed whisper.
Nevertheless, the Observer easily overheard the entire conversation. Stunned disbelief
had given way to disgusted outrage as the show across the street became increasingly
explicit. Anger stabbed its steely dagger into his brain as he watched.

The blonde spread her legs while her date rolled the spandex skirt up to her waist.

“Oh, God in heaven, that’s beautiful!” Brad reverently breathed as he stepped back
to look at the living art he’d created. A Porsche GT2, six-cylinder, turbo-charged Beast,
with Beauty draped all over it.

Bent over the hood of the black phallic symbol, her pale flesh all but sparkled in the
moonlight. Standing at an angle, Brad could see her perfect, champagne breasts
swaying gently. The skirt made a bandanna around her waist, cinching it in tightly. Her
ass arched up, pale globes of succulent temptation. Widespread legs showcased the
slick folds of her bare cunt. Her head turned to the side and flung white-gold hair
across the glossy black hood.

The Observer sucked a breath in silent gasp at the sight she made. He was glad the
digital video was set on auto, because he could barely hold it. She created a fantasy of
cream and silk, sleek femininity in all its youthful perfection. He couldn’t turn his eyes
away from the vision. At the same time, he couldn’t stand watching it. Bile rose in his
throat as his dick hardened in his pants.

Seeing her date’s reaction, the blonde smiled that mysterious, languorous invitation
women have issued since Adam and Eve. Her hands slid wider to lower her upper
torso until puffy nipples barely kissed the hood. Tammy’s graceful back stretched and
arched dramatically. Ass and cunt presented in blinding, carnal glory.

“Is this what you want, big boy?” she taunted the young man softly. Her hips
undulated slowly with her words, causing both men to groan. Tammy and Brad were
so completely involved with their own lust —they didn’t register the Observer’s reaction
to her nasty invitation.
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“Oh, yeah,” Brad breathed. “That’s it, you evil little witch. Show me what you’'ve
got. Show me what you want.” His tone turned ragged, almost strangled in his need as
he encouraged her.

“Come over here and finish what you started,” she whispered. “Shove that cock of
yours in me and prove this car is really a fuck machine.”

Her date smiled wickedly. His left hand snaked out to finger her pussy again. His
devilish manipulation stroked and plucked private flesh. The burning desperation for
release quickly rekindled within her. Rudely he spread her cunt lips and stared down at
the exposed flesh. He held her open while he sank three fingers from the other hand
slowly into her eager opening. Her body shuddered and thrust back onto the thick
invasion.

“That’s right,” Brad said softly. “Come on. Work for it! You want a finger-fuck? I
get to watch! And if your neighbors are up, so do they. Imagine that old man across the
street, peeking out his window watching you fuck yourself like the nasty little bitch you

are.” Her head thrashed as her body convulsively quivered in response to the
exhibitionist fantasy he created for her.

“Earn this cock,” he continued. Her hips surged back on his fingers while he
taunted her with the possibility of being seen. “Put on a show, Tammy. Oh, yeah. Look
at that pussy in heat. Come on. Do it harder! You know you want it harder.”

He didn’t help her. He just held her open and watched her greedy cunt push onto
his fingers. The Observer gritted his teeth to keep from screaming at her as he watched
the delicate body writhe and thrust itself on that horrible hand. She moaned and
panted —shameless in the public fuck she gave herself. She behaved like a street whore.
The Observer’s zoom lens provided him a close-up view of her show. Probably better
than the monster she did it for. He hadn’t been prepared for this at all. The Observer felt
pinned to the truck seat by the force of chaotic emotions watching the nasty scene
unleashed.

Her date let her come on his filthy fingers, not removing them until her convulsions
ceased. His eyes remained trained on her like a fucking vulture. The Observer hated
him for debasing her like this. Bitter contempt swept through him as he watched them
perform their shameless peepshow. Anger and disgust were familiar companions that
gave him the power to remain hidden and let the trash before him condemn
themselves.

When she finished, her delicate little cunt dripped with juices while the young man
stepped back and to the side again. The blonde remained spread and bent over the
hood. Unrestrained, she chose to stay there. Good God, was she going to continue this vile
display? The Observer watched the bastard rip open his pants and shove them down
just far enough to release a respectable cock. He stood directly in her line of vision to
smooth a condom down his hard tool.
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“All right, my sweet little bitch—let’s see what you really want.” Brad stepped
behind her and paused to stroke her ass. He rubbed the thick head of his cock up and
down her wet slit. She thrust back at him but he moved so she couldn’t impale herself.

His hands curled around her hips to hold her still. Rubbing against her again, yet
never quite entering, he bent over her back and growled, “Tell me what you want,
Tammy. Say the words for me. Show me what a dirty mouth you have.”

“Enjoying your little fantasy fuck are you, Brad?” she hissed in frustration. “You'd
better earn it with the best bang of your life, bad boy! Now spank me. Then I want you
to fuck me hard and deep.”

Her voice carried clearly across the early morning mist. The Observer spat out his
window as he heard her sweet voice wrapped around those revolting words. He
trembled with rage. It thundered through his skull and down his body. He hadn’t
expected this. Not in his wildest imagining had he dreamed this could happen to his
Angel —Tammy.

Brad straightened up and kept the bulb of his dick pressed to her opening, but not
penetrating. His hand rose and fell on her lily-white ass rapidly. It wasn’t a hard
spanking. However, the smack of his hand on her flesh sounded as loud as a rifle report
to the Observer. Just when her head jerked up in intense pleasure, Brad thrust his hips
brutally and sliced into her.

The Observer fumbled with his own fly. Grabbing his dick, he began jerking off
roughly while still holding the camera. Little slut wanted a fuck, did she? He’d show
her hard and deep! His cock was twice the size of that pansy-assed bastard’s who
pounded into her. Little boy out there was already about to come. In a frenzy of wild
hatred and lust, the Observer pumped his cock in time to the show before him.

He could see that thrusting ass quiver as the prick tried to hold back an orgasm.
The slut beneath him moaned and gasped like a gangbang junkie. Right there! Out in
public like a fucking bitch in heat. She displayed herself and took it from behind. A
white-hot rage burned over the Observer.

He saw her body stiffen as she plunged into orgasmic bliss. The bastard in her cunt
joined her, jerking like a monkey on a string as the orgasm controlled his body. There
was nothing smooth or elegant about the raw fuck these two shared on top of the car.

The Observer let go of his erection in disgust. He was rock-hard, but couldn’t come.

The young man flipped Tammy over and laid her out across the hood of his car
again. After smoothing on a new condom, Brad grabbed her knees and shoved them
high and wide. Plunging back into her, he began pumping hard and fast. She cried out
in a thin, feathery wail, coming on his cock again. The prick kept fucking her.

The memory disk had long since filled, and the Observer put the camera on the seat
beside him. A dark shadow, he sat there watching them fuck like minks in her
driveway. Tammy writhed in release once more before the prick noticed a blush of
dawn creep over the horizon. With a last powerful thrust, he emptied his seed in her
once again.
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Tammy’s legs slid down his sides as Brad lowered his body onto her. Both of them
were sweating profusely and gasping for air. Turning his head to press a soft kiss to her
lips, Brad pulled out. They lay there wheezing like racehorses.

“Stay right there,” Brad commanded as he finally straightened up off her. He drank
in the sight of her spread pussy as he stood above her. It glistened, all swollen and
puffy from the abusive pounding. She lay for his viewing pleasure as he tucked himself
back in his pants. Her lewd display in contrast to her date being fully clothed burned
the Observer to a new level of rage.

This was the fault of that stripper bitch. Tammy would never behave like this if it
wasn't for the influence of that whore she lived with. That goddamn roommate was the
one who'd created this ugly slut out of the ethereal beauty that had been Tammy. The
Observer cursed under his breath as he realized the huge mistake he’d made. He'd
actually been fond of the whore roommate. At one point he’d thought he could save
her. Under the influence of the damn pills, he’d let the filthy bitch infect his perfect
Angel with her diseased self.

That disgusting stripper could cover her obscene body with all the dowdy clothes
she wanted. She was still a stripper, a whore who took off her clothes for money. An
abomination who contaminated the very air Tammy breathed. Where else would
Tammy have learned to act like this?

Being exposed too long to that rotten gutter trash Kathryn Melinda Saunders had
soiled perfection. He should have rescued Tammy long ago. It was really his fault after
all. Just like last time. It was his fault Tammy was forced to endure these ugly creatures.
They took advantage of her sweetness. His fault that she no longer knew how to behave
like the Angel she was. This would never do. He’d have to fix it. Now that he knew not
to take the pills, he could fix it.

He watched as the prick peeled her off the hood of his car. Her legs were shaky.
Brad smoothed her skirt back down for her. Reaching to the ground, he retrieved her
halter-top and secured it on her body. The Observer could clearly hear the low tones of
their conversation via his audio amplifier.

“So,” Tammy murmured, “have you decided to come down to the ranch with us?”

“Come on, baby, that's two weeks away. Besides, I'm not really a “meet the folks’
type of guy,” Brad hedged.

Tammy laughed softly. “Get over it, bad boy. I'm not about to drag you down the
aisle. It's a huge party and I thought you’d enjoy it. Forget it, I'll find someone else to
entertain me.”

Chuckling, he swatted her ass. “Oh, really? Well, we’ll see.”
The Observer watched as Brad finished dressing her and walked her to the door.
Her hands were shaky as she inserted the key and let herself in. The prick pressed a

brief kiss to her lips and then turned back to his goddamn car as soon as the door
clicked shut.
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Again, the Observer’s face was twisted in disgust. He watched Brad slide into his
expensive sports car and cruise away. It was a forgone conclusion that the bastard must
die. As the Observer’s vehicle followed the flashy black sports car, a malevolent smile
crept across his face. A plan formed slowly in his mind, as he knew it would.

The Observer parked down the street and watched the prick slither into his
apartment. He carefully made note of the address, as well as the license number of the
disgusting car. This was almost too easy. The prick didn’t even look around when he
got out of his car.

First, he needed to get rid of these two grotesque influences on Tammy’s life. It
would be easy to manipulate the Kathryn whore. She had the brains of a fruit fly. Her
stupid Pollyanna attitude made her a revolting but easy target. She’d do as she was
told, just like she always had. The boy was an unknown, but not for long. Once they
were gone, he would save his Angel. Sure, she’d be punished for her shameless
behavior. It might take a while to cleanse her after what she’d just done, but he could
heal her. Transform her back into the delicate flower she was meant to be.

When Tammy realized how wrong she’d been, then training could start. He would
help her. Just like he had for Mother. She looked so much like Mother. That's what
caught his eye all those late nights ago in Atlanta. Tammy had the very same delicate
beauty Mother had, along with a shining splendor that opened her to the attention of all
those men. Yeah, men who wanted nothing more than what he’d just witnessed between
Tammy and Brad. At first Mother just wouldn’t listen to reason either. Not until the
end.

He knew it was a curse to be surrounded by vulgar whores all his life. He'd tried to
help them, but it was too late by the time they stepped up on stage. At that point, they’d
already given their souls up to the demon. He’d tried to cleanse some of them in the
beginning, but it never worked. Tammy was so like Mother. It would work for her.

Tammy would worship him when she understood what he did for her. How he’d
saved her from these filthy bastards. When she thanked him, that angelic face would
glow as gentle tears slipped down her blushed cheeks. Then he would set her free. Free
to fly with the angels where she belonged.

He would fix this. Lovely Tammy would be clean once more.

The Observer’s dark vehicle glided off, heading for his place to work out details of
the plan. He loved making the plan. It brought much-needed amusement into his daily
struggle with the voices. The only relief he could find lately was watching cops
flounder about like idiots after he brought another soul back to her destiny.

It wasn't fair that he was so much smarter than they were. But then, life wasn't fair,
he supposed. Look at the mission he’d been given. That wasn’t fair. Not fair at all to
expect one man to make such a big difference in a rotten world.

The Observer calmed himself by thinking again how she would thank him when
this was all over. Reaching down for his still exposed dick, he finally found release
while picturing her angelic face glowing up at him in gratitude.

10
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Chapter One
Two weeks later
The Rolling R Ranch, Central Florida

Remington R. Morgan turned his face up to the ice-cold shower and closed his eyes.
Damn it to hell! Kathryn was burned onto his eyelids. Frigid water sluiced down over
Rem’s body as he ran a weary hand through his hair. Still his cock ached and his body
clenched in a demented hunger for her.

It'd been this way since the first time he’d seen Kathryn three and a half years ago.
A long-ago Saturday night when he’d been home on leave after a difficult mission.
They’d classified that mission as a success, but Rem would never feel that way about it.
The civilian death toll was unacceptable to him. Even one, much less the number that’d
gotten in the middle of a senseless struggle like this one had been.

Early that evening Rem received a call from Cappy at the rickety excuse for a bar about five
miles down the road. His sister Tammy and her friend were about to cause a ruckus. Whatever
that meant.

The bar was little more than a large shack that had once boasted a cabana theme. It had
existed in this spot since before the super highways. In its heyday, it sat on a main road down to
the Gold Coast playgrounds. Now all its twenties” luster was long gone. The tattered remains of
tropical tourist charm were now just sad and silly.

Pissed as only an older brother could be, he stormed down to the bar. Slamming doors and
squealing tires the whole way. Tammy and her friend had no business being in there! He'd told
Tammy to stay away from the place! Little sister always thought she could handle herself. Not in
this place. It catered to rough types, dangerous or just plain bad-asses.

He damn well had better things to do than bailout Tammy and one of her silly little princess
friends. He hadn’t actually seen Tam’s buddy, but shit, they all looked alike. Every one of them
was an anorexic idiot, flighty as hell and brick-stupid. Whatever the trouble was, they’d probably
brought it on themselves. Some damn day he’d leave Tammy to straighten out her own shit!

Rem strode into the bar, filling the doorway with six-foot, two-inches of heavily muscled
hard body. As he paused, his posture warned of predatory power constrained under military
discipline. All bulging biceps and flexing thighs, masculine aggression rolled off him like the
ominous vapors of a receding fog.

A high and tight haircut emphasized sleek, almost savagely feline features. Black eyes, under
deceptively lowered lids, could not disguise the menace he embodied as he scanned the smoky
room. Strong cheekbones and straight nose, with nostrils flared in irritation, above an expressive
mouth now drawn in a grim, tense line, signaled the limited patience he was willing to expend.
Grooves down his cheeks jerked while his rock-hard jaw clenched. His chiseled features were
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intensely focused on finding truant babies as he looked through a thick fringe of masculine
lashes.

It wasn’t hard to spot them. Four biker types were hanging all over Tammy and her little
friend. Sweeping the bar door open with a bang, he’d turned every eye in the room on him. The
four men straightened instinctively, predators who recognized a new beast challenging for the
room. As he stalked across the filthy floor, Rem’s eyes flicked down to the girls at the table once.
Flashing black eyes blazed briefly over an elfin face with luscious lips. Those pillowy lips were
currently hanging open in a tempting little “O”. Something about the woman zipped right down
to his dick and yanked hard. Instant and intense, the animal within demanded sexual ownership
of the female staring up at him. Shit! Now he really needed a good brawl to work off the startling
sexual response to seeing her pouty, pillowy lips.

Rem didn’t hesitate a step as he sneered at the four fools lined up between him and the girls.
He came straight at them, his intent clear as people scrambled out of his path. No talking, no
taunting. This jungle’s inhabitants could already smell blood in the air and were scuttling out of
the way. All four bikers tensed and crouched in ready position with fists clenched. Two of them
held knives at their sides in warning. Rem smiled darkly. They were threatening him with
weapons. Good.

One moment he was walking, the next he became pure energy exploding in blindingly
graceful fury, striking multiple targets in staggering combinations of martial arts kicks and hits.
Still, the power felt leashed. The effect was chilling as bystanders witnessed strength so tightly
restrained that it roiled just below the surface in deadly quiet. That lethal control never lost its
grip on the inner beast straining at its bindings. Piercing black eyes held death in the face of his
opponents, offering them that option with emotionless intent. In near silence it happened so fast,
four men were lying on the floor groaning, Rem had both girls by the upper arms marching them
out.

His firm grip on the green-eyed witch’s trembling skin shot a different kind of lightning
down his adrenaline-drugged body. Rem gritted his teeth. This creature was not the usual type
his sister hung with. Lush, round curves bounced as he dragged them out. Her willing
acceptance of his touch felt like submission as compared the screaming banshee Tammy made.
His face twisted into a grimace as he contained the insane urges his steely erection roared at him.
The victorious beast within demanded he take the woman of his choice, bend her over a table and
fuck the fight out of his system. Since when had he become a Neanderthal? Unable to deal
with this grinding lust and the dominant fuck it demanded, he dismissed it as his intense sexual
appetite rearing its head. Anger was the only socially acceptable avenue to channel surging
aggression.

He dragged both girls out of the bar with little regard for grace or dignity. In a voice harsh
with controlled violence, he turned on them. “Go home, little girls! I catch your asses here again,
I'll tan them both!”

Rem immediately jerked away from a dismayed nymph’s face as Tammy's friend gaped at
him. Desperate to escape her, he turned back to the bar. He couldn’t deal with this pulsating
hunger over a curvy body barely visible under remarkably loose clothing. Rem ignored Tammy’s
hysterical screams at his back and stalked up to the brassy blonde who’d followed them out.
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This woman he understood. She barely wore a tank top and one could almost say she had
shorts on. Her face was heavily plastered with makeup and her hair needed the roots done. The
invitation in overdone eyes was explicit and direct. Rem didn’t bother answering, just backed her
up with his body. When they hit the building, he proceeded to burn off some energy, grinding his
hips into her willing body as he slammed his lips down on hers. Base gratification of the
screaming urges still pounding through him was his only thought as he took what was offered.
Denying himself this outlet didn’t even enter his head as the warrior took his due.

Tammy hauled a still gaping Kathryn across the dirt parking lot into her car and squealed
off, spewing gravel and dust in her fury.

The young woman who watched out the back of the fishtailing car had a great view of his
jeans-clad ass thrusting hard. His rough hands wrenching up the tank top to prowl over bare
breasts. Thick fingers pinched and twisted nipples rudely while the trashy blonde wrapped a leg
around his waist. He'd glanced over his shoulder to see Kathryn’s face disappearing down the
road while he crudely attempted to remove her from his mind.

Now there was nothing Rem regretted more than the way he introduced himself to
Kathryn. That was a little over three years ago. She had still been in college and way off-
limits as a “kid” to the hardened Special Forces officer. His encounters with her after
that showed him a glowing, gentle spirit who crept into his mind with uncanny ease.
Her appeal was both intensely sexual and pure feminine perfection.

A year later she’d come down to the ranch with Tammy again. He’d only been
home one night and Tammy had shown up with her friend. Kathryn had smiled shyly
at him and become busy helping Maria in the kitchen. After supper he’d cornered her
on the short walk between dining room and kitchen to apologize for the last time he’d
seen her. She’d simply looked down and shook her head.

“No, no. You were right, Rem,” she’d insisted softly, glancing up at him with those
huge green eyes and blushing furiously. “We shouldn’t have been in there. Thank you
so much for, ah, for what you did. It was really nice of you to get us out of there.”

Rem had been stunned. She’d thanked him for something Tammy had yet to
forgive him for.

“Ah, well, it's okay,” he’d mumbled, totally forgetting the reason he’d started the
conversation as his eyes focused on the lush bottom lip she was biting. “It’s what big
brothers do,” he’d finished lamely.

“Well, thanks again. I'd better get these into the dishwasher.” Kathryn had then
inched around him with the stack of supper dishes she’d been holding to rush into the
kitchen.

Essentially stunned, Rem had stared after her a moment and frowned. He should
have offered to help her carry the dishes. He should have finished apologizing. He
should have done a lot of things, but once again instant lust had swamped him as soon
as he inhaled her delicate honeysuckle scent. He’d stood there and floundered through
a half-assed statement and she’d completely stumped him with her gentle “thank you”.
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As she disappeared into the kitchen he had felt like a fool. Rem had not liked the
feeling, nor had he liked the driving need to grab her. It confused the hell out of him.

Again, he’d tried to fuck her out of his mind when he returned to base. He had
looked down at the moaning woman under him the next night and suddenly she’d
looked too harsh, too tough, not Kathryn. He’d fucked her with a renewed purpose,
squeezed his eyes shut and tried to ignore the fact he knew he couldn’t come. That
night he’d gotten stupid drunk after the woman left.

He’d seen Kathryn again at her college graduation. She and Tammy were in the
same class. After graduation he and two of his unit buddies Charlie and Miguel had
helped the girls move from Atlanta to Orlando. During the two-day trip, he’d tried to
stay away from her. It had been impossible to ignore her gentle personality. She was
kind and thoughtful in a way that was totally captivating. Tammy actually mirrored
some of Kathryn’s qualities when they were together. Rem had been amazed. He'd
never seen his spoiled little sister exhibit kindness and thoughtfulness.

Each time he’d seen her since only deepened the attraction. For a part of him it had
grown into that burning full-bodied emotion, which makes a man think about coming
home to her every night, babies and anniversaries. Another level centered much lower
on his body —he craved the lush, curvy body she inhabited. The animal need to cover
her shuddered through him at his first sight of her every time. Controlling those dark
desires became a battle he was tired of winning.

He’d done his bit for country. The need to protect and serve that drove his
personality was now narrowed down to one sweet woman. He was ready to settle
down. Perhaps it was retiring from the Special Forces—perhaps it was just his age.
Could be he’d finally found a woman who turned his body to rod-iron and his brain to
boot-leather.

Resisting the attraction was no longer an option. At first he’d done it because she
was so dang young. Still on active duty he’d known she was out of his reach. When
he’d retired from the service, it had become clear there would be no other woman for
him. Her close relationship with his sister as best friend, business partner and
roommate meant his family had included her in their circle. His parents seeing her as a
daughter was exactly the relationship he wanted, but he wanted it with her as his wife.
The frustration of what he wanted being so close, yet so seemingly unattainable ate at
him.

He’d just gotten a close-up view of what finding your heart beating in the breast of
your mate looked like. His best friend Gray was the luckiest bastard alive as far as Rem
was concerned. Gray had found his Princess and claimed her with what appeared
staggering ease to Rem. While he was damned to years of looking, wanting, needing
and not touching.

Even now, Kathryn barely spoke to him. Whenever he came near, she managed to
quickly move away, keeping a nervous distance from him at all times. It didn’t matter
how he bent himself into being gently attentive and polite. He’d become a fucking non-
threatening Boy Scout for that woman. Even though the sound of her voice could light a
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fire in his soul, he’d tamed it for her. He showed her only the gentleman, never again
the warrior. He’d done every damn thing he could think of to remove the memory of
that night in the bar. Through it all, the fierce need to possess her built with each failure
to reach her. Now, simply knowing she was on the property was enough to drive him
to the cold shower.

One of his specialties was seeing past a disguise. Kathryn had a spectacular body
she did her best to disguise. She seemed shy and intimidated by her own sexual appeal.
She was only twenty-three —she needed time to get comfortable with herself. It didn’t
take Special Forces Intelligence and Espionage training to figure that one out. Any idiot
could see her self-depreciating personality was a sign of self-esteem issues. That very
fact pointed to the possibility she was a virgin.

All this psychology babble got him exactly nowhere in relation to the steel pipe he
was sporting. Reasoning with an Elite Forces-trained, A-1 National Security-rated brain
meant zip to the cock and balls. They were blue, hard and wanted Kathryn. Not an hour
ago, they’d seen her emerge from her sensible little car, in her sensible clothes. No
amount of brilliant analysis could convince them that the woman they wanted wasn’t
about to come within their reach. Even an ice-cold shower could not drive the point
home to them.

Sweet, young, naive, she was all of that and precisely the things that normally sent
him in the opposite direction. Yet, now, his mind was consumed with sensual thoughts
of her soft pussy as it yielded to accept his hard invasion. How he’d spread her legs,
hold her puffy little cunt lips open and jam his face into her. Keeping her there until he
ate his fill of her. Until her cream coated his mouth, his lips, his face and dripped off his
chin.

It was unexpected —this incessant need to taste her, know her private scent and
slather his body in it. In the past it had always been nice to fuck-face. He’d returned the
favor when the situation called for it, but he’d never needed it, fantasized about it.
Damn. Last time the girls came to the ranch, he’d almost slipped into her room and
stolen a pair of her panties. Just so he could hold them to his face and inhale her
essence. Pathetic bastard that he was, he’d probably do it this time.

Rem knew she wasn’t ready for his sexual appetite. She certainly wasn’t ready for
the possessive, slobbering beast who wanted to lick her in every nasty way he could
think of. The fact was he didn’t deserve her after the way he’d spent the first half of his
life. His needs were dark and danced right on the edge of totally reprehensible. He'd
indulged every one of them through the years. First it was the freedom of too much
money. Then being part of a combat unit whose missions took him deep into the
underbelly of the world community had expanded those urges with endless
opportunity. Being part of a unit of crazy daredevils didn’t help either. It wasn’t a vocal
challenge, but the boys did compete on every level. Sexual prowess was certainly not
left out.

He’d never wanted anyone or anything as much as he wanted this woman. He
refused to doubt his ability to gain what really mattered to him. So, he valiantly
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struggled to ease them into some sort of casual friendship. If he could get her to loosen
up and let him near her, things would develop until she became confident enough to
play on the intense level he instinctively knew she was capable of.

He normally liked women who were tall, busty and brash. If the woman could just
barely squeeze it into spandex or paint it Do-Me red, that’s how he liked those parts. But
this woman, with her lemon-fresh face and barely glazed lips, mystified him. She
represented almost a polar opposite to his normal choice. Yet for over three years now,
her face and form haunted him. He couldn’t stop looking at her face.

That Kathryn was a natural redhead showed in every feature. His experienced eye
saw it in bright green eyes that tilted up, giving her an elfin look. A pert little nose with
faded freckles sprinkled across it. He knew she was trying to hide them, but he loved
those freckles. And her mouth! Her redhead’s complexion was pale, except for her lips.
There, she was berry pink. They were lush and full in the fashion most women required
injections to achieve. She never wore lipstick. If she ever did work up the nerve to put
on the shiny red stuff, her mouth alone would stop traffic.

He wasn’t playing when it came to this elusive spirit. No, this woman already lived
in a much deeper, intimate place in his soul. Her essence seemed to invade him in ways
that at first disturbed him then humbled him. She’d shown him what an arrogant,
selfish prick he’d turned into without even saying a word to him. The very fact that his
struggle for self-control was an effort where she was concerned highlighted his usual
attitudes in a harsh light. He’d not thought of himself as a self-empowered user until
he’d realized there was nothing he had or was that would get him Kathryn.

Wanting her had become a constant in his everyday life that spiked to painful need
unexpectedly when he’d see something and want to show her or get it for her. Then the
reality of her not being his would slam into him again. He’d actually resisted the
impulse on countless occasions to get whatever it was for her anyway, cursing his inner
man’s inability to get the picture. She wasn’t his to provide for. Her smiles were not his
to earn. Thinking about it made him crazy sometimes because she was so far away.
However, she would not get away when he finally tempted her into his life.

His teeth gritted through the brain-freezing water and he mentally yelled at his
enflamed genitals. Listen up, boys! This is the last time we do this. One more cold shower and
you guys will behave like the goddamn adults we are. She leaves tomorrow. ‘Til then, STAY
DOWN!

Rem resigned himself to the torture of another futile day attempting to talk to her,
be near her, just to stand next to her without Kathryn melting away like a shy doe. He
dressed in his usual jeans and western shirt. His only concession to the party was that
the shirt was not really old. With a grimace he headed out to face the annual party
already happening on his lawn. A few paces down the hall loud voices from behind his
sister Tammy’s door stopped him.

“No! Absolutely, fucking—NOT! There is no way in hell! I will not wear this shit,
Tammy!” Kathryn yelled.
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“Kathryn, you look great! I mean, really GREAT! You have to wear it!” Tammy
insisted.

“Great? This is not great. I look like Jessica Rabbit!” Kathryn sneered. “This thing
stamps “TRAMP” on my chest and ‘FUCK ME’ on my ass. I am not going out there in
these minuscule excuses for clothes!”

Rem had come to an abrupt halt as the voices smacked him in the face. Had that
language come out of shy little Kathryn's mouth? Well, damn! Rem frowned darkly and
crossed bulging arms over his broad chest. Narrowed black eyes glared at the door.
Unrepentantly he commenced to eavesdropping on the unbelievable girl talk.
Obviously, Tammy and her partner Kathryn were entirely different women behind
closed doors.

“Kathryn, you haven’t had a date in a year and a half, much less sex,” Tammy
continued. “Every guy in the place is going to sit up and pant when they see you walk
in tonight. You'll have your pick.”

“You've got that right!” Kathryn snapped at Tammy. “They’re gonna think they
took a wrong turn and ended up at the Kit Kat Klub!”

“It's not that bad, really. It just shows off your assets,” Tammy insisted.

“My assets? More like it shows off rack and ass,” Kathryn said. “I need a bra, I need
hose and I need more clothes!”

“Awe, come on, Kat. A little jiggle in your wiggle turns men on,” Tammy cajoled.

“I know exactly what it does to men, Tammy. Have you forgotten college?”
Kathryn demanded. “This is a new place, a chance to be more than just a ‘rack and ass’
chick. No jiggling, no wiggling, no begging a guy to tie me up and fuck me. That dance
is done! I'm not doing it again!”

Rem’s mouth dropped open. Tie me up and fuck me??? Begging??? Rack and Ass???
His stunned brain started to agree with his cock. Little honey wasn’t some innocent
flower.

“Besides,” Kathryn continued. “I've been perfectly fine, thank you. I've got two
BOBs and extra batteries in the fridge.”

“Right, Kat. Like a battery-operated boyfriend is gonna do ya. This is me you're
talking to,” Tammy scoffed. “You're cranky all the time. If someone doesn’t spank your
ass soon, I'll have to send you to Marco for more than a weekend fuckfest. Now,
wouldn’t it be so much cheaper on the business to find a local bad boy? I'm sure we
have someone here who knows how to tune up a woman’s ass for a good long ride.”

Marco! Who the fuck was Marco? Rem silently sucked in wind through his teeth and
stepped closer to the door. If Kathryn needed a spanking and a “long” ride, her
delicious ass was right where it needed to be in his house. Five steps down the hall,
through one closed door and she could saddle up for the goddamned duration. She
could make this trip real cheap! No need to walk, he’d carry her.
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Rem was fiercely certain this woman belonged to him. He’d gone slowly for her.
Now he discovered she hid a bad girl under all that clothing. That pissed him off a bit.
Nevertheless, he sure as hell wasn’t about to let her waltz off to some Marco creep! As
his hand reached for the doorknob the girls” voices stopped him.

“Cut it out, Tam,” Kathryn huffed. “You know there’s only one guy who flips my
switch. Just because I can’t have him, doesn’t mean I'm willing to bag up the trash and
take it to the curb.”

“Yeah, I know,” Tammy answered. “I was hoping you'd gotten over that already.
Besides, you do “trashy’ better than anyone I've ever seen. And I mean that in a good
way. You can’t wrap yourself up in boring clothes and call it a life.”

“Yes, I can, Tam. I know I don’t look it, but I'm too old to screw around.” They both
laughed softly. Rem leaned his forehead against the door in an effort to hear every
word as Kathryn continued in a sad voice.

“I've seen what I want, Tam. Even if he’s out of my reach, I can’t settle for less. My
heart is his in ways I didn’t know it could be. Guys see me dressed like this and they’d
never see anything else. It's not enough. If he saw this woman and came on to me, I'd
die. I want more. I want him to want all of me, not just my “assets’. I want a home. You
understand that, don’t you?”

“Oh, Kat. I'm so sorry, sweetie. He’s a blind, stupid idiot. Haven’t I always told you
that? He won’t ever give you what you're looking for,” Tammy said quietly.

“Yeah, well, unfortunately he’s the only idiot who wets my panties,” Kathryn
confessed. “Until he stands in front of the preacher and says ‘I do” for someone else, I'm
stuck with BOB and Marco. Now, hand me back my clothes. We're already late.”

“Come on, Kat. How about we compromise? Wear the sweater at least. And try to
be nice to men. That’s all I ask. Just look,” Tammy wheedled.

“The sweater with a bra. And I get to wear my own skirt,” Kathryn clarified the
deal.

“Don’t forget the ‘be nice” part!” Tammy insisted.

“Yeah, yeah. ‘Be nice.” I got it. Okay. Time to shop around for cock and balls,”
Kathryn agreed.

Rem pushed away from the door and quietly glided down the stairs. The girls’
mind-boggling conversation ran through his head in a continuous loop. Moving away
from the party, he stepped into the garage. He needed time to make sense of this. He
was used to picking up information at a fast clip, but this changed his world on several
levels.

Rem allowed his brain to shift into analyze mode so the new facts could rapidly
arranged themselves. Threaded through their conversation was one theme that
bothered him the most. She was in love with someone. Someone she would see here
tonight, someone who didn’t love her.
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After a deep breath, Rem went down the list of fucking bastards —guys also known
as his friends — presently here or coming this evening. No one jumped at him. No, this
wasn’t working. Start at the beginning, he had to be missing something.

Kathryn was actually a nymphomaniac —remember to investigate that.

She had a spanking/fuck-buddy named Marco —killing him would be at the top of
the next list.

She had two—a tool and a spare—battery-operated boyfriends with backup
batteries on hand —oh, God, he wanted to help her use those, both at the same time
with his dick in her mouth.

She liked rough sex as indicated by spanking reference —nirvana! A woman who
wanted her ass tuned up for a “long ride”.

She knew she was hiding a killer body under all those clothes. She kept it that way
for some reason to do with the bastard she loved.

The bastard wasn’t married yet, but she thought he would be at some time in the
future.

Tammy thought she’d wasted her time waiting on this guy. Kathryn agreed.

The “in love with” bastard would be here tonight. He’d never seen her looking
“trashy” —fucking blind bastard. How could he not know she had something
spectacular under there? She didn’t want him to just want the “rack and ass” shit still
didn’t add up. He was missing something.

With his back against the wall, he slid down until he was in the cowboy-sit position,
ass resting on heels, powerful forearms on knees. His golden head sank down to stare at
the concrete floor. He needed to loosen up his spine and get some blood back to his
brain.

Perhaps if he stood on his head some blood would make the return trip from cock
to brain. Running a distracted hand through his hair as his brain took in the new reality
of Kathryn he couldn’t resist the fantasy.

He could see her in his room bent over the metal railing at the end of the bed. If she
was as naughty as he suspected, her cunt would be shaved and dripping with her
excitement as his hand fell repeatedly on her ass. The sharp little spanking would turn
her creamy globes a bright red. Just to warm her up, the last spank would be a gentle
upswing, directly on her swollen pussy. That smack would make her scream as his cock
plowed into her dripping little hole. He’d shove it in all the way in and ride her hard.
Making sure each thrust fucked her as deeply as possible.

Well, shit, he felt his balls tighten. Blowing out a hard breath, Rem straightened and
adjusted the painful erection.

Time to get serious about this. No distraction with her body. Treat it like an op.

One. Kathryn hadn’t had sex in over a year and a half.

Two. Kathryn liked an edge to her pleasure, possibly domination.
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Three. Kathryn did trashy well.
Four. Kathryn was in love with some bastard who didn’t know she was alive.

Five. Tammy thought Kathryn should move on and ditch the disguise. Kathryn
refused to move on or ditch the disguise.

Six. Kathryn was thinking of visiting her spanking/fuck-buddy.

Seven. Love Bastard was someone she knew around here. Love Bastard didn’t
know Kathryn any better than he did.

Eight. Time to relieve Kathryn of her clothes and her old fuck-buddy. Time to
become her new fuck-buddy.

Okay, come up with a plan. If he couldn’t have her heart immediately, he’d damn
well be her fuck-buddy. This plan involved about sixty years of convincing Kathryn he
was the only man for the job. Abruptly Rem felt a savage urgency to stake his claim on
her enticing little self, certain that once he got her, he’d find a way to keep her.

This past year had proven him a hopeless failure at polite and thoughtful. Time for
what he was good at. Let her know he liked it raw. Apparently she got off that way, so
they should be doing it by midnight.

Rem straightened away from the wall and strolled back into the house. He snagged
a beer in the kitchen and stepped out onto the patio to survey the assembled crowd. His
family’s Central Florida ranch was a large, sprawling spread. Even though it was an
operating ranch, it made up barely a fraction of the family’s actual assets. Something
most people didn’t realize, which was fine by the Morgans. They didn’t live like they
were in the top one percent income level and none of them ever would. Well, except
Tammy, she did princess damn well, he acknowledged. Over by the pool, a bunch of his
buddies from the Special Ops unit were joking and talking under the pavilion.

Through narrowed eyes Rem sized up each man. Which one of them could be the
blind idiot she loved? Deep inside the question gnawed at him with jagged teeth.

This annual gathering started by his father over forty years ago had grown into a
massive community event. Back in the day of peace marches and race riots, it had
begun as a personal effort to integrate the community with all the divergent cultures
present in Central Florida. It was Robert Morgan’s answer to making a difference where
he lived. Giving people a place that was basically neutral to meet and get to know each
other. Christmas was simply a handy reason for those who needed it.

It was a warm afternoon even for Florida in December. Winter sunlight glinted
across the massive lawn with its deceptively casual landscaping. Decorated pine
boughs fastened to every possible structure added the aroma of Christmas to the air,
right up until the gentle breeze changed and brought the sizzling scents of an open bar-
be-que pit to invaded the senses. No one, and pretty much nothing, was refused
admission to the Rolling R Ranch on the first weekend in December. Everywhere one
looked there were kids and families. Some even brought their pets.
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Years ago his unit members were naturally included. Rem, the Unit Exc. Officer and
his best friend Gray, the Unit Commander, were both local boys. Now, they were all
civilians. Gray was the last man “in”, but he was back and safe. Gray had married
recently and was happy as hell. Thank God, he couldn’t be “the bastard”. Being married
already took him out of the scenario.

In another time, Gray would have been royalty. Pounding through his veins was
the blood of a thousand generations of Seminole warriors. He would have effortlessly
moved to the front of any war party. Each of his ancestors had gained the position of
leadership through blood, sweat and pure animal cunning. They had remained there by
surrounding themselves with men who didn’t need to be led. As commander of the
unit, Gray picked men he knew were his equal or better. Gray led them with the respect
they deserved, creating a fighting force that never saw defeat. A unit that presented an
interesting mirror of Gray’s heritage played out in modern times.

The relationship between Rem and Gray was closer than brothers. They’d spent
their childhood in the Florida everglades, two wild ruffians. No one but the two of them
understood their unique connection. As soon as they’d met, at that long-ago December
party, they had become inseparable. Joining up in the military together seemed natural.
Being assigned to the same unit was a testament to their superior officers who saw a
pair, when put together, became a single fighting entity of awesome power.

The other men in the unit melded into that unique relationship through training
and battle. Coming together under severe circumstances built ties forged in blood. As
civilians, they were still a unit. There was no doubt they’d come together to oppose any
threat aimed at any one of them.

These men who were more to him than his own flesh and blood seemed the very
men most likely to stand between Rem and his woman. Rem scowled. Was this the
thing that could separate the unit?

Rem spotted Kathryn and Tammy out by the Jacuzzi talking to Miguel and nearly
swallowed his tongue. The sweater Kathryn wore at Tammy’s insistence was a clingy,
fuzzy, pink confection. The thing just barely wrapped itself around her awesome chest.
Its wide neckline displayed her neck and shoulders then draped in loose folds over
impressive cleavage. Those soft folds, resting on the slopes of her creamy breasts, were
the only place the sweater was loose. Down over the swell of her breasts it pulled tight
to hug her in mind-numbing faithfulness to her waist. It ended just above the waistband
of the skirt. The tight flesh it revealed tempted a man to touch.

Just looking at her made him dizzy as blood rushed south. Dragging his attention to
Miguel, Rem noticed the bastard’s eyes kept dropping. Suddenly, he remembered
Kathryn promised Tammy to be “nice” to the men. As she laughed at whatever Miguel
said, Rem felt fierce jealously claw up his spine. He normally liked having a woman
other men looked at, as long as she was securely attached to his arm. He’d no problem
with other guys drooling and lusting. In the past, he’d even arrogantly encouraged it.
But this was different. Very damn different!
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Problem number one, she wasn’t attached to his arm in any way, shape or form.
Problem number two, she was shopping for “cock and balls”. Tammy was right. Every
man in the place was sitting up and panting over her luscious body.

Could Miguel be the bastard she loved? The sniper of their unit, he was a cool
customer. The fabled Latin temper all dialed down into intense concentration and an
eerie calm that only cracked in quiet humor occasionally. Now he smiled and said
something to the girls, flashing those dents in his face he called dimples and acting all
casual.

Like hell. Rem set out across the yard only to be frustrated as he was soon hip-deep
in acquaintances he couldn’t actually ignore. As the “Son of the Ranch” and managing
owner, this party was now his shindig. In that position, he was forced to acknowledge
folks when they spoke to him.

His mother and father were present, but off with their cronies. Perfectly happy to
let the “young people” be in charge. In fact, they were cutting out early this afternoon,
catching a cruise to the Caribbean for three weeks and not coming back until just before
Christmas.

When Rem finally looked up again and located her, Kathryn was talking to Charlie.
Shit! Another member of the unit, he was a monster of a man. Charlie had muscles on
top of muscles, black as sin and twice as mean except when pursuing a woman. Then
the big commando became smooth as thick cream. Not this time, Charming Charlie.
Dodging a football, Rem tried to make his way over to them. Again, it didn’t work out.

In the center of the backyard an ornate Victorian gazebo served as the bandstand. In
front of it, a large wooden platform was laid out every year to serve as a dance floor. At
the four corners tall posts rose to support the strings of Christmas lights strung around
the floor. To one side a huge party tent was set up so even if it rained, people could sit
around and eat or visit. By dusk, when the band started warming up, it seemed to Rem
he’d seen Kathryn talking to every man present, except him. Something or someone
came up every time he’d get close to her. Before he knew it, she was way across the
endless expanse of people again.

The band had started their first set around eight p.m., right after everyone was
finished eating. Since then, she’d stayed away from the dance floor. That was a relief.

The frustration simmering through him snapped and snarled at the constraints of
civil behavior. Each time he saw her talking to a different man, a little more patience
faded away. At least it didn’t appear she’d made a choice with the “shopping” crap yet.
She damn well was about to!

An hour later, Rem gritted his teeth and powered through the crowd. He finally
made it behind Kathryn just as the band struck up its first slow dance of the evening.
He slipped an arm around her waist and growled, “Dance with me,” in Kathryn's ear as
he propelled her onto the dance floor.
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Chapter Two

Kathryn turned a startled face to Rem and gasped in surprise. He felt her brace as
he pulled her against his body. Not about to give her a chance to refuse, he moved
effortlessly around the floor.

At last! Her soft body pressed up against him from knees to chest. The light
honeysuckle perfume of her surrounded him in mind-numbing delight. It had to be a
powder she used, he decided as he dragged a deep breath. He looked down into her
stunned face and smiled a slow, satisfied grin. That tempting little mouth was rounded
in an “O” of surprise.

“Put your arms around my neck,” his low voice instructed her.

Kathryn’s mouth snapped shut and she frowned at him. “Loosen up, Rem. There is
no need to flatten me. I don’t feel like dancing. Take me over to the edge and let me go!”
Her voice became firmer as she listed her demands.

“No. Now put your arms around my neck and enjoy the dance.” The satisfied grin
on his face wouldn’t fade as he looked down into her snapping eyes.

“What?” Kathryn sputtered. “Did you just refuse to let go of me?”

“Yes. Here, let me help you.” Rem reached up and arranged her arms around his
neck. Now every possible inch of her pressed against the front of him. Perfect.

Kathryn’s bountiful breasts rubbed into his chest. Her soft abdomen, which he
suspected was flat as a pancake under that heavily gathered skirt, cradled his mounting
erection. One of his steely thighs worked its way between her legs so she practically
rode it. He felt firm muscles flex as her legs moved. No way those were chubby.

Kathryn battled a wave of flaming heat as the object of her fantasies wrapped his
bulging, flexing and rippling self around her. This was the magnificent man whose
intense regard turned her panties into a drenched mess, pressed flush against every
part of her and moving to the music with a smooth catlike grace that was uniquely his.
His golden hair ruffled in the evening breeze and his dark eyes dropped lazily as he
looked at her through wicked lashes. His entire body seduced her with its hard planes
and fluid movement.

She’d been lost from the first moment she’d set eyes on his painfully beautiful body,
those sharp features and sinful, sooty eyes. He’d overwhelmed her in cunt-clenching,
nipple-knotting, gasping lust. The physical display of power on that long-ago evening
wasn’t even the main reason she’d fallen like a brick. All that intensity and beauty had
been bent on rescuing the damsel in distress. So, he’d been there for his sister, it didn’t
matter, he’d rescued her, too. Regardless of how many times she forcibly made her
brain grasp the fact he hadn’t been there for her, the end result was the same.
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Shamefully obsessed with a man far out of her reach both socially, and well,
economically —he came from the “disgustingly rich” bracket—she might as well be
another species. Still he was her Knight in Shining Armor. The silly fairy tale would not
let her go.

He’d never danced with her before. Although she was now a business partner with
his sister in their small web design company, Kathryn had always made sure she didn’t
hang around and lust after him like a starstruck teenager. Her response to Remington
Morgan was too uncomfortable for her to dare spend any time around him. So this
demand for a dance came as a shock.

“Remington Morgan! What are you doing? Let go of me this instant!” Panic shrilled
through her voice. Her body vibrated with the need to escape. Self-preservation was an
instinct she’d learned before she could walk. When every receptor screamed danger,
Kathryn got the hell outta Dodge. Right now danger was dancing her around the floor.
She felt her inner idiot rising fast. Even allowing herself to enjoy his hold for one dance
was likely to lead to stunningly stupid behavior.

Rem couldn’t resist ducking down to suck her plump bottom lip into his mouth for
a fraction of a second. One of his hands drifted low on her back to keep her in place
riding his thigh. Not quite copping an ass cuddle —but close. Anyone who cared to look
at them knew he held this woman intimately. Exactly the impression he aimed to
convey.

“What I'm doing, Miss Kathryn,” he rumbled softly as he released her lip, “is
stating to every male present that you are no longer free. I'm also enjoying the hell out
of feeling your luscious little self pressed up against me at last.”

“What? Why would they care? You're not making a bit of sense and you're creating
a spectacle. Everyone is looking at us. I don’t appreciate being made the laughingstock
of this party! Now, Let! Me! GO!” Kathryn battled the panic twisting up her gut. Did he
know her telltale body gushed its pleasure at all those hard muscles pressed against it?

If she’d heard him correctly, he’d just told her he wanted to warn other guys off her.
Why would he do that? And why was this imposing man who'd always been
frustratingly polite, looking at her like a condemned man regards his last meal?

This uncharacteristic behavior pointed directly to her deepest fear. She’d seen how
he behaved with a whore. It was burned into her memory. She’d even been jealous of
the woman at the time, wishing she hadn’t put on the frumpy disguise to visit Tammy’s
folks. Later, she’d been incredibly relived when she realized he reserved that behavior
for “throwaway” women.

“Why do you think anyone is laughing?” Rem glanced around. Sure, a lot of people
were checking them out. Naturally, they would when he was nearly molesting her in
middle of the dance floor. But no one seemed to be laughing. Looking down at her
again he noticed her face was turning a bright, blotchy red. Interesting. It was hard to
concentrate on the puzzling parts of her questions as her body moved against his.
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“Remington! What has come over you?” Kathryn hissed as her eyes darted around
at their audience. “Why are you behaving like this? Or is it just my turn? Have you
worked your way through all the acceptable women present? Are you humiliating me
because I'm all that’s left?”

“Humiliating you? Why would you think that? Hon, if I step away from you,
everyone present will know just how much I enjoy being this close to you.” He pressed
his erection into her with a shallow thrust. “Do you think that should humiliate me? It
won't. This is the first time all year, much less today that I've managed to get close to
you. I don’t know what you mean about all the available women present, but I've been
trying to talk with you all day. I did intend to talk to you first. But, well, the music
started and I needed my hands on you already. So we’re talking now.” Confident he’d
explained it, Rem smiled down at her.

“Talking? You call this talking? This is a full-body tackle in front of everyone. This
is not talking!” she spat at him through clenched teeth. Kathryn didn’t know what this
was, but it had almost nothing to do with dancing either. It was more a public statement
of some sort. Her heart sank as she absorbed what type of public statement he was
making. Arrogant and crude.

This dance made her feel dirty even though she’d spent the last three years using
Rem as the hero in every single one of her fantasies. But not like this. This felt like a
man who assumed he could handle her any way he wanted, public or private. This was
about her value as a person being less than every other woman here. Perhaps she could
slip out and salvage some dignity.

“Would you rather go some place private to chat?” Rem asked calmly in the face of
her hissing little cat fit.

“Yes! That way, when they find your body parts strewn across the lawn tomorrow,
no one will know for sure who did it!” Kathryn was trembling now. She hoped he
thought it was rage. Better that than the real reason. She could feel herself melting from
the inside out. His effect on her nervous system seemed to be catastrophic failure.

“Snappy little thing, aren’t you? Come on. Let’s show everyone how much I like
you then sneak off. I'm sure they won't get the wrong impression.” Rem grinned and
moved to release her. Her arms suddenly clamped around his neck like a vise.

“Don’t you dare, Remington Morgan! Dance us over to the side of the platform and
step down into a dark corner.” Splotchy red marks were spreading across her face—he
could see them down her throat.

Rem obediently danced them to the edge of the platform. He couldn’t stop grinning
into her scrunched-up, splotchy face. A step down and he had them back on the lawn as
gracefully as possible. Kathryn grabbed one of his wrists and started dragging him
away. Chuckling, he noticed she headed for the lawn shed.

'Il

“Shut up, Rem!” Kathryn directed over her shoulder.

Stomping across the lawn created an interesting “jiggle in her wiggle”, Rem
decided. Not minding at all, he trailed behind her.

25



Guail Faulkner

People seemed inclined to let them pass. Rem figured her fierce face as she marched
him away had something to do with it. Could be they thought he was about to receive
the sharp side of her tongue. He was going to get that tongue all right and it was only
eleven p.m., ahead of schedule.

Off on the far side of the lawn they came up to the shed, Kathryn yanked on the
side door and found it locked.

“Let me get that for you,” Rem murmured. He moved around her to unlock it. Rem
pulled out the master key set and grinned back at her. “We didn’t want the kids getting
in here,” he explained to the smoldering object of his obsession.

She stepped back and folded her arms under magnificent breasts. Her foot tapped
in irritation beneath the long yards of skirt. She looked like a pissed-off pink kitten.
Rem swung the door open and gestured her in with a polite half-bow. Marching
through the door, Kathryn whirled on him as soon as it clicked shut. When the faint
lights from the party were closed out, darkness descended on them. There were two
windows, one on either side of the shed, but the dim light allowed by those only
outlined the large riding mower and various rows and stacks of equipment, chemicals
and sundries required to keep the lawn in shape. If everything had not been
meticulously ordered in neat rows, stacks or hung on pegboards, there would have
been no room to move around at all.

“Doesn’t this thing have a light?” Kathryn’s cantankerous voice demanded. The
enormity of her mistake coming in here dawned on her as she glanced around. While
the shed appeared large on the outside, it was so crammed with lawn equipment on the
inside there was nowhere to move away from him. The trembling effort to control her
surging lust and turn it into the cool detachment required to get through this little chat
was going to be monumental.

“Yeah, but then everyone would know where we are,” Rem reasoned. “I thought
you wanted some privacy?” The close quarters were perfectly all right with Rem. She
could hardly take two steps away from him in any direction. The murky darkness was a
familiar place, it held no secrets his eyes could not see.

“Right. This’ll do,” she snapped. “What in the wor— Outfff...” Her tirade came to
an abrupt halt as big hands pulled her curvy body against his hard one and firm
masculine lips locked onto hers.

One steel-banded arm snaked up her spine to hold the back of her head in his palm.
It allowed him to control her upper body and press it against him. The other went right
for the tempting ass. Wrapping around her and sliding his hand down the plump curve
that'd been making him crazy for so long, Rem curled his fingers to palm it and
squeezed roughly.

He groaned as her mouth dropped open and he tilted his head for a better fit. Rem
drove his tongue deeply into the sweet, punch-flavored depths of her. He insistently
inserted a rigid thigh between her legs. His bent leg propped against the door behind
them and lifted her to her toes on his thigh.

26



Slip Knot

He’d only meant to warm her up. Kiss the resistance out of her and show her a taste
of what they were together. But his damn control was whittled down to nothing. He’d
spent way too many hours watching her float around the property flirting with every
man present. Sometime during the frustrating afternoon, he’d lost the ability to stop.

Of course, it could be the three-plus long years of needing to taste this forbidden
mouth. Every time he touched a woman these last years, he’d pretended it had been
Kathryn. He could pound into a woman until his body trembled with exhaustion, his
dick ached with reaped releases and still he hungered for Kathryn. Having her
suddenly in his arms in a private space blew the last of his control. His body took over.
It claimed her on an animalistic level.

Kathryn gave up rational thought as he forcefully pressed his rock-hard body
against all the right places. Her hands clutched bulging biceps while he held her
immobile. Her breasts ached and nipples puckered painfully. That wicked tongue
plunging into her mimicked his lower body with each thrust. The hard bulge under his
fly made her graphically aware of how much he had to work with.

A carnal combination of lust and longing exploded across her body like a wild
brushfire. It didn’t go in one direction, just blew out to every extremity with a white-hot
intensity that burned away time and place. It left her spineless in his arms as pleasure
incinerated the last remnants of resistance. Every inch of her needed his touch and she
pressed herself desperately into him. The heat of his body drugged her with his unique
taste, feel, barely there soap and man smell.

A deep growl reverberated up Rem’s chest when he felt her melt against him.
Unable to taste enough of her, he dragged his tongue down the side of her face. He
licked his way to the tendon between neck and shoulder. His teeth clamped down on it
gently and he sucked hard. Her head fell back and her body surged up at him. God! She
was sensitive.

The hand on her ass slid up to investigate the waistband of her skirt. He needed
that thing off her. Determined fingers found the button and flicked it open. The thing
didn’t even have a zipper —it just fell open in a pocket arrangement.

His mouth moved across her collarbone, sucking, nipping and soothing the stings
with long licks. He no longer had to hold her in place so both hands reached down to
shove the ugly skirt off. As his hips pulled back for a particularly fierce thrust, the skirt
fell to drape over his thigh. Rem’s hands immediately clamped onto her delectable ass.
His mouth shot up to hers again, swallowing the shocked moan as she felt his fingers
curl around her bare flesh and discover the g-string she wore as they investigated the
cleft of her bottom.

Her eyes flew open and she stared up into his ferocious gaze. Still working her
mouth in the deep kiss, he very deliberately drew his hands up her sides pulling the
sweater up. His eyes narrowed and hers widened as he drew it over her breasts to her
armpits. Her arms were already around his neck so the quick move to pull back and
whip it off was simple. Kathryn was now perched on his leg in g-string and bra.
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The feeble amount of light filtering in the two small windows was enough for him
to see exactly what he’d uncovered. She stared up at him with a dazed expression like
she couldn’t quite figure out what was going on. Good. Just a few more seconds and he
would explain it to her in detail.

The contraption she called a bra looked more like a flack jacket. Hell, it was coming
off.

In a fluid motion, he reached behind her and flicked the row of six hooks open to
drag it off her shoulders. Her hands immediately shot to her chest as she attempted to
cover the heavy globes that fell out of the pseudo-flack jacket. Rem leaned back a bit
and looked down at her futile attempt to cover the mounds that spilled out above and
below her little hands.

“Let me help you with that,” he rasped. At the same time, his hands skimmed up
the undersides of her breasts and determinedly tunneled under her hands. As rough
fingers roved over plump nipples, he clamped the stiff berries between thumb and
forefingers with a sharp pinch and twist. Sure enough, her hands reattached themselves
to his biceps as she almost fell off his leg sucking in a moan at his actions. He released
immediately, his palms rotated until his fingers cupped each heavy breast and held
them up for his inspection.

“Remington,” she gasped. “What are you doing?”

His eyes were glued to her incredible rack. Her breasts had to be way past DD.
He’d never held such large, incredible breasts. Thank God, for good night vision! The
view was spectacular.

Spilling out of his palms were two world-class tits. Pale flesh quivered in his hold.
The areolas surrounding her fat nipples where putfed up and crinkly with excitement.
They rose from the smooth flesh around them in swollen invitation. Her nipples
themselves were perfect strawberries of succulent temptation. Below the unbelievable
breasts, her rib cage was slender and her waist tiny. He could span it with his hands as
he’d discovered while removing the skirt. Her hips curved roundly out while her thighs
hanging over his leg were firm. Oh, yeah, Jessica Rabbit in living flesh! And he hadn’t
even seen her ass yet. Have mercy!

The sight of her, even in the dim light, snapped the last available expanse for
mental traffic in his brain. His cock and balls were fine with that. They knew what to do
and now they had the right body to do it with.

“Rem, uh, what?” Kathryn breathed. “What are you doing? We can’t, we can’t do
this.” Kathryn desperately clutched at a shred of awareness. Her body gushing in
screaming overdrive, she gulped in air and tried to remember why this was wrong.
Why this huge, savagely sexy man who inhabited her dreams should not be claming
her body.

One thought snuck past the blockage her body created in Rem’s brain. He hadn’t
heard a “no” or a “stop” in whatever it was she said.
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Tenderly Rem lifted a breast to his mouth and sucked it in. His ravenous mouth
opened wide to take the whole areola in. His actions gently bent her back to offer up
both breasts to his mouth like the juicy treats they were. Sucking in hard, he twirled his
tongue around the plump nipple, investigating that bit of stiff temptation greedily. His
other hand fastened around the neglected breast as thumb and forefinger clamped on
her nipple. They stroked from root to tip in insistent demand that it stand up in swollen
splendor. He could feel her silky excitement seeping through to his jeans.

Her head fell back and her body writhed on his leg. Her hips jerked with each pull
on her breast and she moaned so softly he could hardly hear it. Her fingers dug into his
arms as her body shuddered under his mouth. His suckling mouth and tormenting
fingers moved over bits of flesh so sensitive, so needy for his touch that she felt as
though he reached into her body and stroked her from the inside out. He propelled her
right past turned-on into foaming-at-the-mouth insanity.

Abruptly, she slammed into an unexpected orgasm. He felt her legs clamp around
him while her body pumped on his thigh as the fierce climax jerked her uncontrollably.
His greedy mouth switched to her other breast. He turned his head sideways and bit
down on her engorged flesh with dull molars. The sharp pressure forced the areola to
puff up further. He drew on the sensitive tip incessantly, slurping loudly and growled
in satisfaction.

He couldn’t get enough of her taste, her scent and her squirming, flexing,
tantalizing body. His hands caressed her with almost bruising force as he tried to fill
them with all of her. They pressed into her with ferocious need, while the reality of her
flooded his system. Hard palms skidded over silky ass and thighs, occasionally his
fingers clenched uncontrollably. Immediately he forced himself to release, terrified he’d
bruise her, unable to stop touching. They swept over every available inch of skin, save
one. He couldn’t reach down between her legs. If he did that, they’d be fucking on the
shed floor before he had a chance to taste her. He needed to taste her. Then, when she
was creamy and dripping wet, then he’d show her a “long, hard ride”.

He switched to the other nipple again. She started begging.

“Please, no, Rem! Not again. Please... Aaarrgg...” Kathryn gasped deeply, as he bit
down gently on the overly sensitized nipple and released her. She slumped slowly onto
his chest.

Both panted harshly while he cuddled her limp body, she from the excess of release,
he from the lack of it. He felt like a bull in heat. His breath bellowed hard in the fight for
control. She’d said it! “Please, no, Rem.” A soft, breathy request, but it constrained him
like a straight jacket.

He fully identified with the male animals” need to paw the ground, stomp, toss his
head around and roar his displeasure. He’d like to make a big production of convincing
her that No was not a good idea. But as the soft woman in his arms slowly regained her
senses, he simply held her tightly.
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The sensual fog began to lift from Kathryn’s mind. She realized she was mostly
naked, cuddled against a fully clothed Rem. Yeah right. She was all naked. The damp,
twisted g-string couldn’t be considered clothing anymore. It was barely dental floss at
this point. She buried her face in his hard chest and groaned. This could not be
happening! Her body still trembled with orgasmic aftershocks. The trembling morphed
magically right into shaking from extreme humiliation.

Kathryn’s mind whirled into action, had he somehow seen her obsession with him
in her actions at the party tonight? Did he know what an idiot she made of herself over
him? Had he finally done a background check on her and discovered what she’d done
to get through college? Well, sure he had, stupid! Why else would a normally reserved guy
grab you and strip you in a shed?

His rough hands glided up and down her back while he pressed little kisses into
her hairline. His big body was shaking, too. Kathryn was pretty damn sure it wasn’t the
same thing she suffered from. The length of pipe poked in her abdomen told what was
ailing him. His own damn fault! She wasn’t the one who ripped innocent people’s
clothes off them.

Her life experience welled up to warn her this would only go downhill. No good
alternatives presented themselves in her mind. Growing up, some of her earliest
memories were of what happened to her mother when her stepfather was pissed. It
didn’t matter what he was pissed about, a beating occurred. She’d learned the value of
making oneself invisible and her mother had taught her the skill. Life as a stripper from
the age of barely eighteen had only reinforced those early lessons.

Unable to handle the ugly situation that bore down on them relentlessly, she
figured the most reasonable thing to do was leave. She didn’t want to talk about this!
She didn’t want to continue to the only available conclusion she could imagine, the one
that included an angry, horny man and what he did when a woman said “no” to him.
In her experience, there were only two options. One was bad and the other worse. Both
were events she’d like to avoid. Clothes were required to leave.

Kathryn glanced around frantically —she found her skirt was still draped under her
across Rem’s leg. Leaning down to retrieve it, too late she realized the motion dragged
her breasts down Rem’s chest. He groaned deeply.

“What are you doing, honey?” His deep voice rumbled quietly as she straightened
and buttoned the ugly skirt.

“Dressing.” Her reply dripped ice chips. Showing any emotion at all only made the
situation worse. Survival, as far as she was concerned, depended on her ability get
away. Angry men could smell fear, panic, desperation.

“I see that. Why?” Rem asked carefully.
Sliding back off his leg, she searched for her sweater in the near dark. Kathryn
assumed the darkness that kept her from seeing him clearly would also protect her as

she groped around the shed. Bumping into yard tools added a pointy hazard to this
exercise. She ignored him and kept looking. Silence was a refuge, she knew there were
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no correct answers in this situation. Better to be beat for silence than give the man
something to use as an excuse for the beating.

Actually, he’d no trouble seeing her and her breasts bounce around the shed. Night
vision was not a problem. Watching her hurt herself on sharp lawn tools was. He blew
out a breath and tried again.

“Kathryn, I've got your sweater right here. Now, calm down and come back over
here so we can talk,” Rem directed quietly.

“Talk? Last time you said we would ‘talk” my clothes came off. I'm not getting
anywhere near you. Toss it to me.” She held out a hand for the sweater and backed up
as she said that, only stopping when the mower blocked her path.

“Yes, you are,” Rem countered arrogantly. “But this time, we really will talk first.
What's happened between us isn’t over yet. We need to hammer out a few things,
honey. I'd like to hold you while we do it.” He was a long way from finished touching
all that velvety skin. This little taste of her was like giving a starving man one small pea
to eat. He needed more!

He pushed away from the door and moved toward her.

She scrambled backwards and he frowned. Her jerky body movements indicated
fear. Her increased breathing and defensive stance didn’t require his highly trained
observation skills to figure out they pointed to one thing. Kathryn felt physically
threatened and she was ready to run, the only reason she hadn’t left yet was because he
was still holding her sweater. Deeply puzzled by what he saw, Rem knew his eyes were
not deceiving him. He quickly reached over and swiped up her bra as well. Better have
all the clothes he could if he wanted to keep her here.

“Look, sweetheart,” he tried to soothe her gently. “You've got to admit this was
good for you, too. An orgasm and a sweet wet spot on my jeans tell me you were with
me all the way.” In his struggle to lighten the mood, Rem stumbled on the line of
reasoning that hit like a knife slicing into her heart.

Kathryn gasped and her body jerked as if she’d taken a blow to the breastbone. Her
brain registered the direct hit on sensitive “dreamland” territory. Apparently, this could
get worse. It hadn’t seemed possible a minute ago when she found herself draped
naked over a fully clothed man. But listening to the object of your Happy Home
Fantasies list the reasons that made you an easy slut-fuck was worse. She actually heard
her Mayberry house explode. Shrapnel from its destruction ripped into her and left a
wretched, blood-soaked mess. So this was how to kill a fantasy? It had to go down
bloody. Even in her fear she’d apparently held onto that silly, little girl dream. Now it,
too, was gone.

“I know what happened, Rem. Now give me my clothes!” Kathryn demanded
softly. Her whole body trembled with the effort of not doubling over in pain. She had to
get out of here!

“No. Not until we talk about this.” Rem knew her tone had gone from cold to arctic
ice. Somehow, she put a type of distance between them that could not be mapped and

31



Guail Faulkner

moved through. Why? How had they gone from tropic heat to this cold place? He
frowned, unaware the scowl made him appear like a man ready to simply take what he
wanted. She’d seen that face on a man before in the worst possible circumstance.

“All right, asshole,” Kathryn responded. “You want your pound of flesh? Here it is.
Yes. I came. Yes, all you had to do was touch me and I acted like a cheap whore. I am
apparently shamefully easy where you're concerned.” Her voice cracked. “How much
more humiliating does this have to be for you to give me my clothes?”

Rem was stunned.

“No, baby! That’s not how this was!” He stepped toward her again, confused in his
agitation over her perception of shame and humiliation. She jerked back as far as the
riding mower would allow and he froze. No! No! No! She wasn’t supposed to be afraid
of him. Why did she feel physically threatened? He had to find a way to reach her. He
needed some way to reverse her ugly perception of the most beautiful event of his life.

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of! We're both adults. This was fantastic, mind-
altering foreplay. The type of thing a guy dreams of. I had the most incredibly gorgeous
woman in my arms who responded fully to my every touch. It was beautiful. Please
don’t hate this. We didn’t do anything wrong! How can I make you understand?” He
pleaded now, desperate to get them back to the touching part, impatient to hold her
enticing little body in his arms again.

“Perhaps refusing me the dignity of dressing gave me the impression I'm only the
entertainment. I'm not your entertainer, Rem,” Kathryn’s voice chilled even further.

He knew it could only be considered low to deny her the right to dress. It was a
control tactic on the lowest levels of the man/woman relationship scales. He didn’t get
the entertainment thing. But hell, he didn’t seem to be getting about seventy percent of
what she said. Why was communication such a struggle? Why did so much of what she
said make no sense?

He thrust her clothes at her and she snatched them from him. She jerked the
sweater over her head and wadded up her bra to stuff it in her skirt pocket.

“I'm sorry, Kathryn. I wanted you to stay and talk to me. I'd no intention of
demeaning you.” He talked to her back now. He supposed it could be construed as
another control tactic to stand in front of the door. How did this get worse and worse?
Somehow, he couldn’t reach her. It felt like the harder he tried, the further away she
moved.

She nodded. “Fine. Can I go now?” The acid tone of humiliation and rigid line of
her shoulders told him she expected him to deny her that also.

He didn’t want her to leave. Oh, God! If she left now, she would leave him. He
knew it. Things between them were screwed up beyond all comprehension. Her mind
twisted this into some sort of nasty little game on his part. Yeah, grabbing her on the
dance floor was a bit caveman-like. However, losing his mind over her body should
have been a compliment. Why did she feel insulted, humiliated? What had gone
wrong?
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“Kathryn, please listen to me. I lost my mind in here. I know that. It was me who
lost all control. I've wanted your sweet body for way too long to be able to turn it off
after what I overheard today. Touching you blew me away.”

Kathryn only heard one thing out of all that. Discounting all his self-depreciating
confessions was easy when she heard that one phrase.

“What you heard today?” She turned slowly to face him and squinted into the
darkness.

Her low, deadly tone silenced every other thought in his brain. Oh, God in heaven!
Why was everything that fell out of his mouth exactly the wrong thing? Her demeanor
left him with no doubt it was about to get a shitload worse.

“What did you hear, Rem? What did you hear that gave you the right to treat me
like the crap you walk through in the barn?” Her flat voice was almost a whisper in a
scary sort of emotionless way. It chilled him to the bone.

“Kathryn! It was nothing like that. Didn’t you hear a thing I just said? Were you
even in the same shed with me?” He ran a distracted hand through his hair and tried to
think. This didn’t make sense! How was everything he said twisted around to push her
farther away?

Kathryn stared at him with dead eyes. It really didn’'t matter anymore. She had
nothing left to lose it seemed. Inside she’d accepted that there would be no escaping this
now. He stood in front of the door, she couldn’t get out the front of the shed because
that was locked. Besides, she’d never make it over all the equipment fast enough to
evade him even if it was open. The only option was retreat to the one place no one
could reach her. Her mother had shown her how to do that, too. Deep within there was
a place to hide. A place the abuser couldn’t touch no matter what he did.

“Oh, yes, Rem. I've been in the front row all evening. I was there on the dance floor
when you decided to display your control over me to your buddies by handling my
body as rudely as possible. I was right there when you figured no asking was required
and jerked my clothes off. I sure didn’t miss the part where you proceeded to amuse
yourself with my sexual responses. And let’s not forget being present for the special
humiliation of you telling me that I liked it because I came for you, and you have the
wet spot on your jeans to prove it.”

Tears gathered in her eyes but she gritted through them. Emotional displays were
deadly, she almost panicked when she realized she wasn’t as detached as she needed to
be. Damned if she’d let him see her cry! “Last but not least, the absolute treat of having
to beg for my clothes! I am right here living it. Now, we’ve moved on to the new and
exciting game of “What humiliating thing does Kathryn have to do to be allowed to
leave’. I am once again, live and in person.”

Rem’s mouth dropped open. Her account of events stunned him. Shit, it absolutely
floored him. What in the hell happened here? He was used to being in fast and fluid
situations. Deep into a firefight, bullets whizzing by, he could still analyze and focus on

33



Guail Faulkner

the most relevant information to improve the unit’s position and act on it without
breaking a sweat.

The words out of her mouth bore no resemblance to the events as he knew them.
Except the events occurred in exactly that order. They both had the same facts, but the
interpretations were poles apart. So that made perception the key here.

“All you have to do is listen to me a minute,” Rem responded softly. “What I
overheard was you and Tammy talking in her room this afternoon. From that
conversation, I discovered that you know you're hiding a spectacular body under the
starchy clothes and do it purposely. I also heard about your fuck-buddy Marco. I've
been trying to get next to you for over a year, Kathryn. Then this thing about Marco,
well, it sort of twisted my brain a bit.”

Nervously Rem ran a hand through his hair again. She just stood there looking at
him. Her arms were crossed as she leaned away from him on the mower. All indications
were cold, very cold.

“So, yeah,” he continued. “I was a bit direct on the dance floor. I want you,
Kathryn. I've been trying to talk to you all afternoon and couldn’t manage to reach you.
One damn thing after another kept getting in my way. I was frustrated. I guess when
we came in here I wanted to prove to you how good we could be together. I've spent
over a year treating you like spun glass! That never made an impression. I can’t even get
you to have a conversation with me. So it seemed like a good idea to just show you. You
don’t need that damn Marco bastard. I'm sorry if I offended you. I never meant to hurt
you.” Rem looked away, unable to meet her intense gaze.

Kathryn sat down hard on the mower seat. Actually, she was sitting sideways with
her legs dangling over the big wheel. It was sit down or fall down. Trying to get her
attention for a year! That couldn’t be right! When he smiled at her, she’d been nearly
catatonic in sexual hysteria. AND WHAT THE FUCK HAD SHE SAID TO
TAMMY?2?2211!!

Damn. Damn. Damn. If he heard about Marco and her refusing to give up the
conservative clothes, he must have heard about the toys and the take the trash to the
curb comment. Oh, God! He heard what they said about her being in love. Had she or
Tammy mentioned anyone but Marco’s name? Had she said who it was that flipped her
switch?

Okay, rules to the Ultimate Humiliation Game. Admit nothing! Kathryn was
beginning to feel like a pro at it.

“So what were you trying to accomplish, Rem? You showed me how good we could
be. What did you think would happen next?” Kathryn asked, regaining the cold
emotional control required to live through this.

“What I thought—" he stalked over to her and rested a hand on the steering wheel
of the mower, the other hand on the back of her seat and leaned down into her. She’d
finally asked a question that made sense to him and he didn’t want there to be any
mistake about this next part, “ —was that you and I could come to a mutually gratifying
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agreement on me being your new ‘fuck-buddy’. I'm local. I am willing as hell and I
usually know how to behave in public. I like all the stuff you girls were talking about.
That’s what I wanted to happen next.”

Kathryn stared up at him, her mouth dropped open and she appeared to have
trouble with the new information again. Good. While she wasn’t talking she couldn’t
twist this into something it wasn’t.

“I'm willing to audition for the part properly tonight,” Rem continued. “I know
exactly how to ‘tune a woman’s ass up for a good, long ride’ as you girls so
appropriately put it. Afterward, you can draw up a contract for all I care. But the
position will be mine. No Marco! No one else! The toys will be allowed but only when I
use them on you. Sometimes I might want you in a costume. It'll just be for me, so don’t
go getting bent out of shape over it. That’s what I want.”

Kathryn gulped. Her mind did the TV-on-the-fritz thing. It'd flash scenes from the
scenarios he listed then go completely blank. Serious overload. He wanted to be her
“fuck-buddy”? He wanted to audition for the part? Costumes, tune up her ass, the
works? He thought he could regulate her use of the BOBs!

“You want to, ah, to audition?” Kathryn questioned in amazement. That specific
terminology left her in no doubt that he knew about her former profession. All this shit
could be narrowed down to one thing. Insert “whore” for “fuck-buddy”. His own
personal whore is what he thought he could demand. Everyone knew strippers were
whores, right? He assumed she’d fall down on her knees in gratitude that the prince of
the Rolling R wanted her for his private entertainment.

“Oh. Yeah. All night long, Kathryn,” his voice dropped an octave. “I am gonna do
you until you can’t remember your name.” He straightened up slowly. Crossing his
arms over that massive chest, he regarded her seriously. “I'm in charge in bed, Kathryn.
What we do out of bed is negotiable. You've got to know that going in. Now, say yes.”
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Chapter Three

The pause between them was long and fractured with an emotional tension that
jumped and sparked as they stared at each other.

“No.” Kathryn’s reply froze the air between them.
Rem frowned darkly. “What?”

“I said, ‘no’. I don’t want to be your whore.” Winter’s cold, blue hand gripped her
heart and squeezed as she looked at him and continued. “I know it might come as a
shock to you, considering the trash I come from and what I've had to do for a living.
Regardless, being a rich man’s whore is something I'll never be able to stomach. Now
that I can make a living doing something I love, well, it's even less appealing. So, no.”

Her ugly summation of his offer hung between them for a moment.

“A rich man’s whore?” Shocked, his volume increased with each word he repeated.
“What the hell are you talking about?” She flinched and shrank back for a second as he
yelled those questions.

“Either let me out of here or get on with the beating, Rem. Yelling at me isn’t going
to change anything.” Bleak and emotionless, her quiet tone flayed him. Her face was
now a clear pond of nothingness. Those lovely green eyes were fixed and empty. The
woman who sat before him was a shell. Nothing remained of the vibrant personality
and dry humor he’d known before.

Her assumption that he could become violent with her sliced into his soul in a way
he never saw coming. Her razor-sharp words struck so hard, he staggered backwards as
they ripped coldly through his core. The action effectively cleared her path to the door.
Like a shot, Kathryn was up and out before he could gather his thoughts to respond,
leaving with the speed of someone who knew better than to waste any opportunity to
escape.

He lurched back against the shed wall and stared after her fleeing form. Blinking
blankly, he debated his immediate impulse to follow her. No. The minefield that was
her prickly female brain would perceive that all wrong. If he’d learned anything in the
last half-hour, it was that Kathryn didn’t trust him. She certainly didn’t trust him as a
man. She didn’t trust him as a friend. Now she was physically afraid of him in every
way.

The fact she was afraid of him seemed inconceivable to Rem. The rock-solid
foundation of his personality was protection. Protect the weaker ones. That included
every woman and child on the planet. His need to protect got him in trouble sometimes.
Women were seriously independent these days.
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Pain radiated through Rem. Heaven had been in his arms and somehow he’d
managed to hurt her so badly, she ran from him in fear. He knew it wasn’t all him. But
he’d been the one to poke at some deep wound she carried, clumsily scaring her in his
ignorance of its existence. He was responsible for her pain and fear right now. He’d
somehow made himself the new boogeyman in her life. Damn it to hell!

Gathering up the remains of his trampled ego, he tried to amble casually back to the
party. With each step the weight of the world settled heavily onto his shoulders. No
question, his ignorant ass had fucked up with Kathryn. How they ended up with such
different perceptions of the heat between them was a real mystery. One he needed to
get solved.

The enormity of this fuck-up could only be called world-class. Right up with not
noticing the iceberg in front of the ship. He didn’t even need two hours to sink his boat.
Forty-five minutes tops, that’s all it took for him to send it to the bottom. That’s all it
took to hurt the most important woman in his life so badly she ran from him.

Rem found himself standing beside Gray a few minutes later. Gray was joking with
Miguel as he watched his pretty wife dance with Charlie. Gray raised his brows and
glanced around behind Rem. The question conveyed was, I saw you latch onto then hustle
off that little lady. Where is she and what happened?

Rem frowned looking out onto the dance floor and lifted his chin slightly. Gray
clearly got the reply. Hadn’t you better be watching your own woman? Charlie can’t be
trusted. Gray turned back to the dance floor with a grin. Rem wasn’t going to discuss
whatever had happened.

Miguel chuckled softly beside Gray. The sniper caught the whole conversation
clearly. No problem with his eyes. He’d been hanging out with these guys way too
long. It was spooky at first to watch these two communicate without speech. Yet after
learning their unique form of signing, it made perfect sense. Rem scowled at both of
them.

Rem and Gray knew each other so well that over time they’d developed a
nonverbal form of communication. It involved Seminole sign language, some obvious
Anglo gestures, quite a bit of American Standard Sign Language and a lot of military
signals. But when it was just the two of them talking, it dwindled down to a few
obvious gestures and the complete understanding of each other. Combat-honed, their
unique communication turned into a very distinctive tool that the entire unit could read
and use.

The three of them stood beside the raised dance platform, two large men grinning,
and one scowling darkly. The music ended and a laughing Charlie handed Prin, Gray’s
wife, back to him.

“You are one lucky bastard, Gray,” Charlie teased. “If this woman ever gets tired of
your sorry ass, she can come see how a real man treats a woman.”

“I'll be the last man standing, Charlie, my man,” Gray casually responded as he
gathered his wife to his side.
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The party noise subsided in one of those odd lulls for a second. Into that silence a
bright flash appeared through the trees down toward the road. A muffled boom
immediately followed it as a fireball shot up into the sky. Scattered around the party the
members of the unit immediately shifted into alert mode. Hyper-awareness of unit
members’ positions and the snap of danger zipped between them. Suddenly every
person at the party became theirs to protect. They went from guests to grim warriors in
the flash of that explosion. Across the crowd, two more heads swiveled toward Gray
and Rem. Rem met Gray’s eyes briefly and then jogged across the dance floor to step up
onto the bandstand.

Gray squeezed Prin’s hand. “Call 911. Find Tammy. The two of you make sure
everyone follows instructions,” Gray murmured, already turning away with Miguel
and Charlie.

Rem moved in front of the microphone. “Everyone, please stay here. The boys and I
will investigate and let you know what happened. Just to be on the safe side, please
make sure all your family members are accounted for. Above all, it's important you stay
here. We don’t want to trample whatever’s out there.”

By the time Rem loped to the front of the main house, two SUVs waited there. Five
sets of eyes regarded him calmly while handguns were efficiently checked. Rem raised
a brow at the amount of firepower present and grinned at them.

“Well, gentlemen. We all recognized that flash-boom,” Gray stated the obvious as
he handed Rem a Glock nine millimeter semiautomatic pistol. The group of big men
slipped into unit mentality as easily as pulling on a comfortable old sweatshirt. Rem
checked the gun out of habit as Gray continued speaking, assuming command as they
all expected him to. It was how they functioned, not what they needed. “It’s probably
not what we think, so try not to shoot any civilians. Remember, the cops will consider it
their scene. Don’t touch if you don’t have to.”

Silently the guys loaded into the vehicles. They weren’t exactly somber, but what
could you say? The situation was serious for someone.

Three quarters of a mile down the main drive, they found the wreckage burning
beside the road. Silently filing onto the asphalt, six men stood there a moment
surveying the scope of the site. It was obvious no one survived the crash, no need to
rush in. The burning remains provided enough light to see a black Porsche 911 GT2 had
slammed into a large pine tree. The car blew up, somehow, as well. As he looked at the
fire, Rem cocked his head to the side slightly and frowned. Gray grunted a low,
menacing sound.

“Yeah,” Miguel agreed with them. “It's burning too bright. Shouldn’t have
combusted in the first place. They build safety features into this thing out the ying-

yang.”
One of the men stepped forward to the edge of the asphalt nearest the crash and
inhaled deeply.

“You got something, Blaster?” Gray questioned sharply.
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“Nabh. Just a whiff when we stepped out here. It's gone now. Probably won’t show
up at the lab. A bit more C-4 than I would have used though.” The slow-talking
Southerner shook his head. “Not an amateur, not a pro. Interesting.”

“Anyone see him leave?” Rem asked the group. Everyone knew whose car it was.
The jerk was trolling the party for clients —something heavily frowned on at this event.
Rem knew Tammy hadn’t been with him. She and the jerk just finished a big blowout
over his behavior, besides he’d seen her across the dance floor back at the house.

“Yeah,” Jackson spoke up. “I was out front with, well, with someone and saw him
leave. He had a girl. Not someone I've seen here before. No idea who she was.”

“Well, shit!” Gray spat. “If it was just him I wouldn’t mind so much. But if he took
one of ours with him, I'm gonna be pissed.”

Sirens could be heard in the distance.

“Guess I'd better get back and let folks know what happened,” Rem said as he
stepped back into his SUV. “Time to see who's is missing. Anyone want a ride back?”

Charlie and Miguel piled back in with him. He carefully turned the SUV around
without leaving the asphalt and headed back to the house. He already knew Gray, with
his highly honed tracking skills, and Blaster, the munitions expert, would deal with the
cops. Subtly making sure they didn’t miss anything. Jackson was just nosy enough to
stay and watch everything. He had a strange talent for seeing the big picture on things,
sort of like a natural bent for the overview.

Rem sighed heavily —he did not need this shit right now. Finding a way to make
things right with Kathryn should be at the top of his To-Do list. Now he was stuck
making sure he had everyone’s name and number for the cops before he could let them
go. There was still the matter of discovering who’d been in the car with Brad. Not to
mention telling Tammy that her boyfriend just blew up. Although they’d fought like
cats and dogs twenty minutes ago, it would still be a shock. Kathryn would have to
wait. At least this kept her at the ranch a bit longer.

Already at the house, Rem had to smile as he saw Tammy, Prin and Kathryn
actually blocking the drive to keep people from leaving. Two of the three women
seemed relieved to see him drive up and take over. Rem pulled the SUV sideways
across the exit before he and the boys stepped out. People gathered around them
immediately, asking questions and generally making a racket.

Talking loud enough for his voice to carry, Rem told them most of what they knew.
“There was an accident up near the highway. The car spun out, hit a tree and caught
fire. The gentleman driving didn’t survive. The cops were arriving as we left. I'm sure
they’ll be down here shortly, folks. That’s all I can tell you for right now.

“Please make use of the house if you have kids who need a place to sleep. We'll all
be here a while.” Rem looked over at Kathryn and asked quietly, “Would you please
help folks into the house? I need to talk to Tammy.”

The quiet tone and look on his face as he asked her that also asked her to put their
differences to the side. He was requesting her help for Tammy, not himself. Kathryn
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read exactly what he wasn’t saying and nodded. The exchange wasn’t lost on Tammy,
she gasped, realizing who the driver had to be.

Prin immediately joined Kathryn in heading for the house. Soon they both had tired
toddlers on their hips as they assisted frazzled mothers herding little ones in. Tammy
stood there and stared up at Rem. He didn’t have to tell her who was in that car.

Rem opened his arms to his baby sister and she sank into him. She might be a tiny
bit spoiled, but he’d been one of the people who’'d spoiled his parents’ surprise child.
She was the beautiful cherub who ran over them all with sweet, angel feet and he hated
to see her hurt. He was relieved to realize there were no tears. Perhaps this wouldn’t be
as bad as it could have been. He walked her into the garage for privacy before he asked
the next question.

“Do you know the woman he left with, sweetheart?” Rem questioned gently.

“Someone was with him?” Tammy gasped again. “Oh, no, Rem! How awful. Is
there no chance they survived?”

“Sorry, darlin’. None. Do you know who it was?” Rem pressed.

“No, no idea,” she breathed. “Rem! Someone here just lost a daughter, sister or,
God forbid, a mother. How do we find out who it was?”

“We’ll know shortly. The family missing a member will come to us.” He sighed
heavily. That was going to be ugly. No easy way to ask a family if the woman was one
who might go off with a stranger. As soon as he asked that question, they’d know.

ol R N I

Far to the north, the Observer chuckled arrogantly. The plan worked beautifully.
He knew it would. It really would have been nice to have more than two weeks to
implement, but the prick and his self-gratifying habits constrained him. Good to be rid
of that irritating prick bastard and the slut witch. Regardless of how difficult the task
had been.

As the dark vehicle glided into Orlando, the Observer lamented the fact he couldn’t
share the brilliance of this plan with someone. Despite the rush, he’d come up with a
truly exceptional plan to get both the evil bitch and bastard prick into that cursed car
and at his mercy. Poetic justice is what it was, sending both of them to hell at the same
time. Absolute poetic justice.

He pulled into the garage and wearily got out of the vehicle. Absently he clicked on
the perimeter security system and deactivated the interior security to enter the house.
He glanced around at the mess and sighed deeply. This had to be cleaned up before he
brought Tammy home. She wouldn’t like a messy environment anymore than he did.

The kitchen table was strewn with electronics and tools. It spilled over into the
dinning room where the huge computer, essential to complete the plan successfully,
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was located. A superior smile spread across the Observer’s face as he surveyed all the
tools necessary to dispose of those two in the proper fashion. It wouldn’t have been
right to just kill them. No, his mission mandated that those who could not be saved
must understand the punishment they faced was for their sins. A tall order in this case.
Finding a way to destroy the car with them, while making sure they were clear on the
reason, was complicated. Happily, he’d found a way to make the car both his voice of
judgment and executioner. It was most satisfying now that the deed was done.

Altering the computer controls in the Porsche to accept a few remote control
instructions had been difficult. It actually required he learn the specs of the obscene
machine. Getting access to the GPS screen and sound system in the car proved to be
challenging. He wished there had been time to put a camera in the rearview mirror so
he could have watched their faces when he flipped on the video.

The video was a work of art in its clear portrayal of both their sins. It cut back and
forth between her sleazy dancing in the club and the prick’s disgusting attack on
Tammy. That's how he thought of it now. It had to be an attack. The video was short
but very effective, he thought. He needed to be sure they understood, so he’d taken a
chance and used audio to list their sins for them and let them know judgment was at
hand.

Mother would be proud of her smart little man. She was always proud when he
took care of things. It was so much better now that he could hear her again. Those damn
pills took Mother away from him. They made him see things differently. They were the
things that made him stupid, not the other way around.

Wearily he took himself off to bed. All in all it had been a very long day, at almost
four a.m. It was defiantly time to sleep. Cleaning it up later would be all right. Tammy
wouldn’t be here for a few days. And he wanted to be up in time to watch the evening
news. It would be on by then. He so enjoyed the news when they showed one of his
accomplishments. They never knew what they were talking about, but the visuals were

gratifying.

O H H X

It was six a.m. by the time Rem walked into the den at the ranch. He stood in the
doorway and scowled at the room full of sleeping people. His displeasure directed
mostly at Miguel.

The huge sectional was strewn with bodies. On one long arm of it Gray and Prin
slept. Gray had someone’s chubby toddler draped across his chest and Prin tucked into
the sofa against the back. Both of them wrapped an arm around the baby. On the next
section Miguel stretched out with Tammy sandwiched in between him and the sofa
back. Miguel also had a little one sprawled in baby bliss across his chest and abdomen.
He held Tammy’s hand across the child’s back to corral it. Kathryn curled up on the
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third arm of the couch. Someone’s preschooler clutched her as they both slept
peacefully. Charlie in one easy chair, Blaster in the other and Jackson made himself at
home on the floor.

Rem envied all of them the few minutes of sleep as he rubbed a hand down his face.
Well, except Miguel. That man was far too comfortable cuddled up with his little sister.

Just moments ago he’d almost gotten to the place where he could find a sofa to
stretch out on, too. Then the call from an old friend at the crime lab came in. That
disturbing call fired him right back to red alert. Now he needed Gray’s equipment to
untangle this.

Rem glided soundlessly over to Gray and crouched down on his haunches a few
inches from Gray’s face. Immediately, Gray’s eyes flicked open, brows went up and his
head lifted off the pillow. Rem nodded and jerked his chin toward the door. Around the
room male eyes opened as soon as Gray’s did. Rem’s body vibrated danger on such a
high level that the others felt it immediately.

Swiftly, the guys who needed to extracted themselves from babies and women and
ghosted out the door. Rem indicated the coffee machine as they entered the huge
country kitchen. Everyone retrieved a cup and sank into a chair at the long ranch-style
table. Rem remained pacing until everyone had a seat. No one spoke. They waited.

“I just got a call from Pat Case over at the county crime lab,” Rem informed them.
“Since we're back door to the Rocket Ranch aka NASA they watch things carefully in
these parts now. He thought I should listen to something he pulled off a piece of the car.
After nine-eleven, anything unusual makes those boys jumpy. They retrieved a
transmission. It’s less than thirty seconds, but he recognized a name on it. The name he
recognized was Tammy’s. He didn’t know who Brad and Kathryn were. It mentions all
three of them in some sort of narrative that ends with the statement ‘Judgment has
come’. Case is sending it to your website, Gray, so it stays secure. He’s notified the
detective already. We'll probably have him all over us soon,” Rem concluded.

Charlie whistled low, expressing the group’s feelings of foreboding.

“Where’s your laptop, Gray?” Miguel demanded with uncharacteristic urgency.
Miguel was the loner of this group. As the sniper he was often stationed high above the
action to act as an extreme backup and lookout. He was the one who assessed an
unknown threat moving in on whatever the operation was. It was often solely his
decision to eliminate the threat or allow it to show friendly or unfriendly status. His
personality was normally an almost spooky calm.

“Up in the room we were using,” Gray replied as he got up to retrieve it. Slipping
in and out of a room without disturbing the sleeping occupants was a simple task for
anyone in this group.

Jackson, Blaster and Charlie stood also. “We’ll do a perimeter check,” Jackson
murmured as the three of them left the room. Everyone clearly understood the crash
was a hit. They’d suspected it before now, but assumed it only involved the jerk’s life.
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He was unscrupulous —no surprise if he’d stepped beyond boundaries in the financial
world. Brad had tried hard to play with boys bigger than himself.

The mention of Tammy and Kathryn changed everything. One or both of them was
assumed to be in that car. So the killer wasn’t finished. The killer was trained enough to
rig the car to blow without leaving obvious tags, bright enough to alter the internal
workings of the machine and demented enough to actually do it. “Scary bastard” came
to mind.

Gray returned shortly with the laptop. He flipped it open and plugged it in swiftly,
booted it up and logged onto the secure site. The download was fast. Rem and Miguel
leaned over his shoulder as he played it.

“Look at you two grotesque pieces of refuse. Writhing there in the depths of your
debasement. See your sins! Your kind does not deserve to know my angel Tammy
Morgan. She must be cleansed of your filth. Kathryn Saunders, Brad Schwartz, your
crimes are known, Judgment has come.” The voice was digitized. A lab could probably
strip it down, but the chances of the real voice being in the system was low. Voice IDs
had been passed up for DNA identification some time ago.

The three men sat back and stared at the screen.

!/I

“Fuck!” Rem exploded. “The bastard is coming for Kathryn! Oh, hell, Tammy, too
“Not damn likely,” Miguel growled fiercely.
“Calm down!” Gray barked.

“Calm down for what?” Prin wanted to know from the doorway. Kathryn and
Tammy were right behind her. All three of them had sleepy children on their hips who
were fussing.

Gray snapped the laptop lid shut and got up to take the toddler away from Prin so
she could get the drink the baby was asking for. The other two men did the same for
Kathryn and Tammy. After the kids each had a drink and were settled in someone’s lap
at the table with fresh fruit to munch on, Prin looked back up at Gray.

“Calm down?” Her voice made it a question.

Gray frowned. “Not in front of the kids.”

Kathryn and Tammy both glared at Rem and Miguel. The two big lugs hung over
them like great dark shadows. They did some complicated dance around the women
that involved inserting their bodies between the women and the windows at all times. It
made the toddlers nervous. The tension could be felt rippling from male to male like
radio waves.

“What is going on?” Tammy demanded as she glanced from one chiseled male face
to the other.

“We received some news about the crash,” Rem answered. “We need to get the
remaining families out of here as quickly as possible.”

“What are you going to do?” Kathryn asked. “Wake them up and kick them out?”
“Pretty much,” Gray answered for Rem.
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Chapter Four

As the last family disappeared down the drive, Blaster sauntered into the kitchen
and grabbed a soda out of the refrigerator. “What level we at, boss?” he asked Gray.

“Red,” Rem shot back at him.

Blaster whistled. “Last time you said red, our position was overrun. What do we
need to know?”

“Is everyone in a position?” Gray asked.

“Yep,” Blaster assured him. “Y’all couldn’t sneak a fruit fly into this house. What're
we looking for?”

The three women listened quietly. All realized this was the information they hadn’t
gotten earlier.

Rem sighed and glanced over at the women. His already rock-hard jaw clenched
further.

Gray shrugged and made a quick motion with his left hand. Two fingers hit his
chest and flashed in a wavy pattern behind him. Blaster’s brows shot up and he stepped
back in surprise.

“What are they doing?” Kathryn asked the other two women as she frowned at this
strange behavior.

“Talking!” Prin and Tammy answered in identical disgusted tones.

“No way!” Blaster sputtered. “Some stupid bas...um, idiot wants the women?”
“Just Kathryn and Tammy,” Gray answered.

“What?” Tammy and Kathryn both exclaimed.

“Start talking English now!” Kathryn demanded. Fear floated around the room like
a ghastly aroma.

Rem turned to her. “Were you supposed to catch a ride back home with Brad last
night?”

“Uh, yes I was,” Kathryn stammered in surprise, both at the unexpected question
and the situation as a whole. “We...we were both supposed to meet, ah, a client early
this morning. That reminds me, I forgot to call him.” Kathryn rose to reach for the
phone.

“Don’t!” Rem snapped.
“How did you know that anyway?” Tammy questioned suspiciously.

“It's involved,” Rem answered quietly. “But basically the killer transmitted a
message into the car through a GPS system. We just listened to it. All three of you were
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mentioned. I mean, Brad, Kathryn and you, Tammy. He seemed to think Brad would
have Kathryn with him in the car.”

Turning to look directly at Kathryn, Rem continued. “So our problem is, he missed
his mark. Half a kill is never good enough for a mind like this. He'll try again. If we can
keep him from discovering your location for a bit, we have a chance to get him before
he gets you.

“He’ll know he didn’t get you as soon as the evening news comes on,” Rem stated
calmly. “The story about the kid’s date getting killed in the crash will be all over it.
Especially since she was a tourist. So we only have a few hours before he starts looking
for you.”

Kathryn’s mouth dropped open in an “O”. Rem needed to steel himself from
looking at those succulent lips, so he turned to Tammy. “He seems to think you need to
be what he called ‘cleansed’. Guys who talk like that are usually sick bas...idiots. They
often kidnap the person they want to ‘cleanse’, and do it forcibly. You understand what
that means don’t you, Tammy?”

Tammy’s mouth also gapped open and she shook her head no. Traces of fear etched
into her pretty face.

“It means that he probably wants you more than he wants Kathryn.” Rem sighed
deeply. “Just killing her is good enough. You, he has plans for. It means he knew your
boyfriend would be driving Kathryn back instead of you. He knew it long enough in
advance to rig a pretty sophisticated bomb on the car and make it all look innocent for
the cops.”

Turning to Kathryn, he asked, “When did you know you were driving back with
Brad, Kathryn?”

“Just two hours before we left to come here,” Kathryn whispered.

Gray nodded and picked up the explanation. “Well, then that was part of his plan.
Your appointment was a setup. We need the name of the client you were supposed to
meet. That guy has to be involved.”

Kathryn paled. Her gaze jerked to Rem and skittered away. “He...he can’t be
involved,” she stammered out as her hands twisted nervously.

Gray noted her reaction and slid into his smooth, cajoling voice. “Just give us the
name, Kathryn. We'll take care of it. If he was manipulated by the, uh, idiot, everything
will be okay. We just question him a bit and move on.” Gray knew the appointment guy
was involved, but she seemed so reluctant that he added the possibility her client might
have been manipulated to calm her.

“No, no. You don’t understand. He couldn’t have anything to do with this. I just
know it!” Kathryn insisted.

“It’s all right, honey,” Gray assured her. “We need to start somewhere. Just before
you came down here, both you and Brad were maneuvered into the drive back
together. You've got to admit it looks suspicious that the killer knew this. We only need
to talk to your client for a minute.”
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Kathryn shook her head and stared at the floor. She stared biting her lower lip
viciously.

Inexplicably, Rem stiffened and turned to Kathryn. His whole body seemed to
expand. Rem sucked in a breath and stalked over to stand in front of Kathryn. Cold
black eyes glared down at her. She shuddered a tiny bit at his frontal intimidation tactic,
but glared right back up at him.

“It was him, wasn’t it, Kat?” Rem questioned. “You were meeting your buddy,” he
drew out the last word like a curse word. “Weren't you?”

“His name is Marco Muslovski,” her voice was quiet and cool. “He is a personal
friend of mine as I told you. I can’t imagine he could be involved in this. He was to
deliver a package and needed to get back out of town in a hurry because of business
commitments. That’s why I agreed to meet him so early on Sunday. Brad was meeting
with him about something else entirely. I've no idea. I would presume it involved Brad
being a stockbroker.”

Remington gritted his teeth. His hands fisted at his sides while his body radiated
heat. Every muscle tightened as he struggled to contain the anger. It was all twisted up
with frustration, possessiveness and just plain, dirt-ugly jealousy. He could feel the
blood pound through his skull.

“Well, start imagining it, sweetheart!” Rem spit out between clenched teeth.
“Because I'd bet anything we’ll find your Marco never showed up in Kissimmee either.
Why would he when he expects you to be dead this morning?”

“Oh, my!” Tammy gasped, her eyes bounced back and forth between her big
brother and her best friend. “My, my, my...” she breathed out and grinned.

“Absolutely not!” Kathryn snapped. You could almost see her back arch as she
hissed at him. “I don’t believe that for one minute!”

“Why don’t you give us his address and phone number so we can settle this right
now,” Rem growled.

“No,” she responded calmly. The flash of power refusing him gave her was
gratifying right down to her toes.

“NO?” Remington bellowed. “This bastard wants you dead, and you say NO! Let’s
get one thing clear, little girl—" Gray flashed out of his chair and grabbed Rem by the
back of the neck, jerking him backwards and spinning him around. He only managed
the move because Rem was so focused on Kathryn and literally trembled with rage. As
it was, the two of them froze in a hold that involved a large hand around Gray’s neck.
Rem pulled back when he realized who'd grabbed him. Gray had two inches on Rem
and a handful of pounds. However, at this moment, a lot less desire to beat the shit out
of something. Rem’s killing rage could have taken Gray to the mat and they both knew
it.

“How about you let me handle this, buddy?” Gray suggested smoothly, as if it was
a casual conversation. “Before you say something to your lady you'll regret,” Gray’s
golden eyes flashed into the molten black fire burning in Rem’s. Rem stared at him a
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hard moment, took a deep breath and stepped back. He backed up silently until he
leaned his butt against the kitchen counter and crossed his arms over his chest.

Gray turned to Kathryn and smiled. Just as he opened his mouth to continue, she
cut him off.

“I am not his woman!” She enunciated each word clearly. Her lips thinned and red
splotches were creeping up her neck. “Don’t refer to me as such again.”

“Yeah, I see that,” Gray agreed smoothly as he sat back down at the table. “But
that’s not really important right now, is it?”

Kathryn jerked her head no.

“What is important is for us to discover the extent of this threat. That involves
ruling people out as suspects.” Gray’s maneuver ensured Kathryn couldn’t see
Remington.

To Prin, he murmured, “Would you mind getting Kathryn a cold drink, Baby Girl?
This has been a shock to all of us.”

Having Kathryn with her back to Remington was a necessity. Gray almost snorted
in disgust as he glanced at his friend. The poor bastard had no idea how deep the pit of
snakes and worms he’d dug with that one little phrase could be. Rem really needed a
refresher course on women. Calling the woman you wanted to sleep with “little girl” in
that tone got your balls removed. If the woman in question was one you’d fallen in love
with —well, shit—Hell hath no fury, etc., etc.

This entertaining turn of events had Blaster lounging against the opposite kitchen
counter from Rem, grinning like a loon. A sharp glance from Rem whipped the smile
off his face as he dipped his head down to examine the soda in his hand. His big body
shuddered a couple times as he coughed back his amusement. Miguel sat quietly next
to Tammy. His habitual calm replaced by intensity that rivaled Rem’s. He wasn't
exactly hovering over her, but his body could easily be mistaken for a coiled spring.

Prin handed Kathryn a tall glass of ice tea and sat herself down on Gray’s thighs
facing Kathryn. Tammy moved over to slip into the chair beside Kathryn and wrapped
an arm around her. The women were closing ranks around the injured party. Rem
restrained himself from snorting and settled for a loud sigh.

Prin patted Kathryn’s arm and gently explained, “Gray can call this man’s number
from his computer. He’ll make it sound like a sales call from a carpet cleaning company
or something. If the man doesn’t answer, the guys will search a bit further to see where
he is. But right now, he’s all they have to go on. They need this information, Kathryn. I
know you understand that.”

“Of course I do,” Kathryn snapped. All the petting and support was nice, but Rem’s
attitude still pushed all the wrong buttons. She could feel him smolder behind her. Her
refusal to answer him and his ugly manner was a knee-jerk reaction.

Gray’s fingers flew across his computer as he programmed Prin’s suggestion.
Gulping the cool drink, Kathryn relaxed back into her chair. She looked over at
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Tammy’s pale face and smiled weakly. They were in this together it seemed. Being
“cleansed” didn’t sound much better than being killed. Probably worse.

“ Are you ready for the number, Gray?” Kathryn inquired politely.
“Any time you are, hon. Need someone to get your purse?” Gray offered helpfully.

“No, I know it.” At that, there was another huff from behind them. Gray’s jaw
clenched once, but he smiled at Kathryn.

“It's 555-121-0055.” Gray typed it in and the computer dialed as they all listened.
On the fifth ring, a gruff voice answered. “Yeah?”

Kathryn’s hand shot over her mouth as she gasped. Marco’s gravelly voice was
instantly recognizable to her. The computer started its spiel and the phone slammed
down.

Huge tears spilled down her cheeks. Kathryn buried her face in her hands as she
gasped through the shock. Tammy hugged her tightly and Prin leaned over to cradle
her head. Rem pushed away from the counter, drawn to her distress because he
couldn’t stand to see her cry. He completely forgot the reason had he stood so far away
in the first place.

Neither Gray nor Blaster had forgotten, though. Both men straightened to shoot
him dark looks. Kathryn obviously knew the guy who’d set her up. The information in
her head took them a long way down the road to unraveling this thing. They could
probably get there without it, but why do it the hard way? Whatever festered between
Rem and Kathryn messed with the flow of information in a big way.

Gray would have sent Rem outside if he could. But this involved Rem’s sister and
woman. No one could move the man if he didn’t want to go. It was also his damn
ranch.

“He was supposed to drop off a package for his boss,” Kathryn finally managed to
say. “He could have canceled the appointment. They couldn’t get a hold of me last
night.” Now, that she’d thought of a plausible reason Marco was still at home, her head
lifted and she glanced around the group hopefully.

“Yeah,” Gray agreed gently. “That area code is Atlanta. Why don’t you—" he was
cut off again.

“Oh, right!” Rem exploded. “Defend the sick, fucking bastard who set you up to
die, Kathryn. How much evidence do you need to—"

“Shut up, Rem!” Gray bellowed. “If you can’t be helpful, go outside and do
something useful. Like beat your head against a rusty nail! For God’s sake! Quit
antagonizing the woman!”

“Antagonizing her? Damn it to hell, Gray,” Rem hissed. “She refuses to see that
bastard for the scum he is!” Rem’s big body literally pulsed with rage as he moved
toward the table again.

“Look, you dense Cracker!” Gray almost shouted. “We need more information from
her. You keep riding her this hard, she won’t tell us anything. God knows I wouldn’t
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talk to you! What the hell is your problem? Did she take a bat to your head in that
shed?”

“Stop!” Kathryn yelled at them. “You want to know all about my life in Atlanta?
Just ask him.” She pointed at Rem. “He investigated the hell out of it and has the
attitude to prove it.”

“What?” Both Rem and Gray looked at her blankly.

Her lip trembled as she stood up and gazed at Rem. “Go ahead. Tell them how I
earned my way through college. Tell them all about what I did just to afford food. It
doesn’t matter anyway.”

Kathryn turned and ran from the room. Tammy shot her brother a killing look and
followed. The four other people in the room looked at each other blankly.

“What the hell is she talking about, Rem?” Gray asked exasperated.

“Not a clue. I never investigated her life. She was Tammy’s roommate for two years
before going into business together. I never questioned it beyond that,” Rem shook his
head in wonder. “She thinks I know something and it's upsetting her. What the hell?”
He headed after the girls.

Gray snagged his arm. “Hold up, hotshot. Don’t you think you’ve cut off enough of
your nose to spite your face yet?”

“You know, buddy,” Rem’s tone turned into a soft threat as he looked down at
Gray’s hand on his arm. “I've had about enough of you handling me this morning.”
That said, Rem did change direction and headed out the back door.

Gray shook his head.
“Is he all right?” Prin asked quietly.

“No,” Gray sighed. “His woman and his baby sister are threatened. He hasn’t slept
since Friday night and he can’t seem to stop inserting his foot in his mouth.”

Gray chuckled and cuddled his wife on his lap. “I, however, am in fine form, Baby
Girl. Two hours sleep and I'm raring to go.” Nuzzling her neck as he delivered that line
had her laughing softly and turning into his body eagerly to kiss him. The two of them
sank into openmouthed mating.

Blaster cleared his throat and shuffled his feet. Realizing the kissing couple hadn’t
even heard that noise, he grinned and ambled outside to find Rem. Miguel pushed
away from the table, cast a dark glance in the direction Tammy and Kathryn
disappeared in and then left through the door to the other side of the house.

Rem stood on the patio frowning out toward the pool.

“Perhaps a little sleep before the detective gets here wouldn’t hurt you, man,”
Blaster commented as he came to a stop beside Rem. “We’ve got the perimeter locked
down, Miguel and I are patrolling the house,” Blaster pointed out, “and Gray is gonna
do some of his slick investigation shit on the computer. He has the guy’s name and
number. We know he’s in Atlanta. Shouldn’t be too hard for him to dig up who this
Marco’s contact is and connection to the girls. You're the only one who didn’t get any
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sleep last night. Take a load off, buddy.” His soft, Southern drawl cajoled Rem. Blaster’s
influence on the group was always an easy calm. His features just naturally smiled at
the world as he moved through it in lighthearted unconcern. It was a mistake to believe
the air of slow-moving, simple guy he projected. Folks usually figured that out right
after it was too late.

“Could you sleep if it was you?” Rem asked quietly as his temper dissipated into
tired worry.

“Well,” Blaster hesitated and scratched his ear. “You ain’t gonna do any good if
you’'ve fallen down from exhaustion. They need you up and sharp when the time
comes. Think on that.” Confident he’d imparted all the wisdom required on that
subject, Blaster moved off.

Remington sighed deeply and agreed with Blaster in his head. It was only nine-
thirty a.m. He should grab some downtime. Just an hour or so, he assured himself as he
trudged in and dragged himself up to his bed.

Ok H X X

The detective arrived just after five. Once again, Rem, Gray, Miguel, Prin, Kathryn
and Tammy were gathered around the kitchen table. The other three men were out on
patrol. Gray had pulled together information during the afternoon, which he hadn’t
shared with Rem yet. He’d also been in contact with the sheriff’s office several times,
sharing information, going over details so everyone was on the same page.

The surveillance outside was now arranged into a schedule so everyone could eat,
sleep and shower. But the arrangement couldn’t go on forever. Three of the unit worked
for Gray, but the rest had regular lives to get back to.

The buttoned-down Detective Glisic with his average haircut, his mid-range suit,
scuffed shoes and standard government-issue car, flipped open his laptop and cleared
his throat.

“Okay, folks. I'm here to nail down some facts on this situation. We have the audio
transmission only. It was a narrative to a visual of some sort. But the visual
transmission, if there was one, was short-range site to site. We know the car had a GPS
screen in it, which could have been used. No way to pull that from the wreckage.”

“The men—" Detective Glisic glanced at Gray “ —found impressions by the main
road that indicate there might have been a vehicle parked there. Casts have been taken
of the tire marks. We're waiting for a tread match and possible vehicle types list.”

Detective Glisic consulted his computer and continued. “The guy in the wrecked
car was your boyfriend, correct, Miss Morgan?”

“Yes. Well, ex-boyfriend actually. We broke up about ten minutes before the crash,”
Tammy clarified.
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“Mmm.” Detective Glisic smiled at Tammy. The tall, slender blonde made an
impression he couldn’t resist. “Obviously, you didn’t have time to rig this in ten
minutes.”

Turning to the redhead, he continued. “I understand you were supposed to be in
the car, right?” She nodded. “Why weren’t you?” he pressed.

“Ah, I, well, we weren't supposed to leave until one a.m. Brad wanted to stay at the
party as long as possible.” Kathryn stumbled over her explanation and the detective
frowned.

“I didn’'t even know he’d gone until I heard about the crash.” Her voice
strengthened as Kathryn looked directly into the detective’s eyes and explained. “He
apparently decided to leave early with someone else. He hadn’t bothered to tell me. We
didn’t get along all that well, so it doesn’t surprise me. The only reason we were civil to
each other was our connection to Tammy. If that was over, he would certainly take off
without a worry about me.”

“Interesting,” Glisic continued. “So you both were scheduled to meet Marco
Muslovski around six a.m. You stated to Mr. Winston here that the arrangements to ride

back up to Kissimmee together were only finalized two hours before you drove down
here. Right?”

“Yes,” Kathryn confirmed.

“You also stated to Mr. Winston that the only people who knew about this
arrangement were you, Tammy, Mr. Schwartz, Mr. Muslovski and his boss, Mr.
Deesly.”

“Yes,” she agreed.

“The same Mr. Deesly who was your boss for four years when you worked in his
club Daryl’s Doll House?” Glisic smoothly questioned.

“Yes.” Kathryn's answers remained clipped and cold as he outlined her life.

“Would these two men have reason to kill you, Miss Saunders?” Glisic wanted to
know.

“No,” Kathryn answered firmly.

“Are you sure? You were a headliner. Losing you had to affect the business?” Glisic
pressed, his tone implied more than the actual words.

“One stripper, more or less, isn’t all that important. I'm sure you're aware of that,
Detective Glisic.” Kathryn’s voice remained frosty in the face of the implications.

“Well, perhaps you're more than a stripper, Miss Saunders?” he mused softly.
“Perhaps they were pissed when you took their ‘Money Maker” out of town? Perhaps
there is a whole different business at the Doll House, a side business that you're
unwilling to admit to, Miss Saunders?”

Kathryn gasped and shrank back in her chair. Rem’s body lunged flat out across the
table as he grabbed the detective by the neck. Both men crashed to the floor in a swift,
fluid motion the eye could hardly follow.
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Rem crouched over the strangled detective as he held him up by the throat to bring
them nose to nose. “Perhaps you want to reconsider how you talk to the lady?” Rem
growled. His hand opened swiftly to allow the man’s head to slam down on the tile
floor. Rem rolled smoothly back up to stand over him.

“What the fuck is your problem?” Glisic screamed at him between gasps for air
while he scrambled up off the floor awkwardly. Turning to Gray, he demanded, “Get
that man out of here if you want to avoid a shitload of trouble!”

The detective dusted himself off and glared at Rem who stood with arms crossed
and regarded him silently. His unmoving body radiated a deadly threat no one doubted
he could back up. At the table, no one else moved. The women all wore slightly shocked
expressions. The men watched the action with carefully bland faces.

“I mean it, Winston! Get rid of him or I'm gonna call down a shitload of whoop-ass
on your little party here!” the red-faced detective bellowed, in an attempt to reassert his
authority.

“It's his house, Glisic,” Gray spoke slowly, as if instructing a not-so-bright five-
year-old. “It’s his woman and sister who are threatened and his property where the
crash occurred. He doesn’t go anywhere unless he wants to.”

“I will not be assaulted by a raving maniac while doing my job!” The detective
straightened his tie, gave his neck a twist and rubbed the back of his head. “You come
at me again, you lose a body part. Am I clear, Morgan?” he demanded antagonistically
as he glared at Remington.

“Are you clear on the requirements for this interview, Officer Glisic?” Rem shot
back at him in a low, lethal tone.

Both men bristled with hostility as they regarded each other. Finally, the official
shrugged.

“I'll do my best. But the material is ugly. If you're too squeamish to listen, perhaps
you should leave, Morgan.” Picking up his chair, Glisic sat down at the table.

Kathryn turned to the detective. “I believe your question was if Mr. Deesly and
Marco were my pimps? Let me explain it so you'll understand.”

Kathryn straightened her shoulders and laid both hands on the table in front of her
in an odd sort of schoolgirl way. Her eyes drifted to the wall across from her and went
blank. Her voice was firm yet flat. All expression or inflection removed from it.

“I went to work for Mr. Deesly five and a half years ago. I'd just turned eighteen
and was in a new town with nowhere to live. How I got there is irrelevant. Mr. Deesly
hired me off the street. I didn’t know how to dance. Yet he gave me a three hundred-
dollar advance. He told me to go get something to eat and about a place I could stay for
thirty dollars a week until I could afford something better.

“I was the youngest girl at the Atlanta club. Mr. Deesly told Marco to walk me out
to my car every night. One night it was very busy and I didn’t want to bother Marco. I
went out alone and a customer grabbed me. He managed to shove me into his car and
raped me. Marco found me before the guy was done and beat him severely. Mr. Deesly
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took me to the emergency room. He had to make them run a rape kit,” Kathryn’s voice
never faltered. In a quiet, detached monotone she outlined the hideous events as if she
listed the ingredients to a recipe.

“The detective who came to the hospital told me that even though the rape kit
proved I'd been a virgin before the rape, no one would believe a stripper in court. The
man used a condom so there was no semen. No real evidence. And besides, the medical
transcript was the only thing we had to keep the man who raped me from pressing
assault charges on all of us.

“I didn’t recover well. Marco taught me how to defend myself. Marco also taught
me not to be afraid anymore. When I graduated from college, Mr. Deesly gave me a
thousand dollars and told me never to darken his stage door again. Then he kissed me
goodbye. Those are the two men everyone seems to think want to kill me. They are the
only men who have ever treated me like more than a piece of meat. I will not believe
they are doing this.”

Everyone in the room sat still and silent as she told her tale. Now people shifted
uncomfortably. Her intense story, related in such a flat, strong voice was moving in its
bareness. The emotional impact she tried to avoid intensified.

A stark, hungry, homeless and desperate eighteen-year-old had entered the room
with them and glared around defiantly, daring anyone to feel sorry for her. The
expressionless recounting of her rape and subsequent betrayal by the justice system
haunted the room with its barren despondency. Rising eerily from the ruins of her
young life was the struggle for self-respect and recovery. A ghostly cloak of wishes,
dreams and a heart that would not be defeated, settled around her shoulders.

Rem stared at her and felt her tale burn into his chest. Every word and action in the
last eighteen hours clicked into perspective. The enormity of what she assumed he
wanted from her. Why she reacted the way she did. It all crashed down on him, gutting
him with her pain and his own contribution to it. Was it possible to fuck up more
monumentally than he’d done with this woman? The only guy lower than he was the
asshole trying to kill her.

Blinking rapidly, Rem pushed away from the table and paced over to the kitchen
window. Powerful forearms, knotted with tension, gripped the countertop. He leaned
over the sink with his back to them. Rem struggled to absorb each painful event as her
deep wounds ripped opened new and fresh in his mind. He’d no defense against the
repeated blows as each devastating event occurred for him as she told it. She’d had
years to deal with them, yet still the covering was so thin and fragile she dared not
disturb it with anyone’s compassion.

That she didn’t want anyone’s pity couldn’t be more obvious. He’d none to give
her. Her rise from the mangled wreckage life handed her made him so proud, he could
taste it. His part in making her feel shame over it cut him off at the knees.

He couldn’t even flinch from the blows. She would see it. He knew for a fact she’d
think he was repulsed by her life. Her entire mindset suddenly became crystal-clear.
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The more he understood her thought processes, the colder he got. He saw his very
words play into her deepest fears. His actions in the shed mirrored the most gruesome
event of her life. Oh, God, he prayed the rape was the only truly dreadful event of her
young life. He didn’t know if he could take any more. Yet that sketchy outline of her life
left several black holes of missing information.

Rem squeezed his eyes shut and fought through the intense need to sweep her up
in his arms and hold her closely until all the pain went away. Her brave soul would
never have allowed it, even if he hadn’t just spent the weekend alienating her in the
worst possible way. Swallowing tightly, he ruthlessly beat down the urge to throw up.
The need to shred the bastard who’d hurt her closely followed. Yeah, eventually he’d
have the name and pay someone a little visit in Atlanta. There were records, he
consoled himself. There would be a name. Grimly, he let that promise of retribution be
enough for now.

Kathryn glanced at Rem’s back and turned to the detective. “Do you have any more
questions?” she asked calmly.

Tammy reached over and took Kathryn’'s hand. Knotted in support their hands
rested on the tabletop.

Detective Glisic cleared his throat and squinted at his computer. “Ah, yes, Miss
Saunders. Please tell me how your appointment with Mr. Muslovski was arranged?
That seems to be the key. It gets both you and Mr. Schwartz in the vehicle together at
the time of the crash.”

“Last Friday, I received a call from Mr. Deesly. He sounded as though he had a
really bad head cold. He wanted me to do a website design for him and I agreed. Since
he was feeling so poorly, he said he would send Marco down with the specs and outline
that I would need to get started,” Kathryn explained.

“He also told me about his problems with his stockbroker. We were just chatting as
friends and I recommended Brad. Even if I didn’t like him much, the man knew how to
make money. So, I guess that’s how Brad got involved. Mr. Deesly often used Marco to
check someone out.”

“I see,” Glisic mused. “So the voice on the phone was distorted, wasn't it?”

“Yeah, I guess it was,” Kathryn frowned.

“Was it Mr. Schwartz who came to you with the plan to drive back with him?” the
detective questioned.
“Uh, yes, it was,” Kathryn concurred.

“Please, consider carefully. Is there anyone else who knew of your connection to
Deesly and who might want to hurt you?” Glisic pressed on in the effort to drag the
information out of her.

Kathryn bit her lip as she thought back and sifted through the people in her old life.
Rem had since turned around to listen intently. His face was as bland as the rest of the
men in the room. They all waited for her reply.
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Tammy suddenly spoke up. “That cousin of Deesly’s didn’t like you much, Kat.”
Both she and Kathryn chuckled at the mention of him.

“Tell us about him,” Gray encouraged softly.

“Well, he thought he was some sort of preacher,” Tammy supplied. “I talked to him
quite a bit actually. He was always outside the back door of the club at closing time.
Anytime I went to pick Kat up, he would come over to the car and try to convince me

not to associate with “that kind of people’.” All four men stiffened as Tammy recounted
her memory of the man.

“Tell us exactly what he said to you, honey,” Miguel bit out. His eyes were fierce in
a way that made Tammy frown at him in puzzlement.

“Well, I don’t really remember it word for word! Last time I saw him was over a
year and a half ago,” Tammy shot back bristling defensively at him.

“Tammy,” Gray prompted. “Can you remember exactly how he referred to the
people he didn’t want you being with?” His deep voice inserted calm encouragement
into the situation and soothed her enough to get her back to remembering.

Gray sliced a glance over at Miguel as Tammy thought. His frown conveyed the
“It’s not the time to push yet!” message.

Glisic typed away at his computer as he created an accurate record of the interview.
He was content to let the others ask questions since they were the same he’d have asked
anyway. In spite of his own outburst earlier, he agreed with the frown Gray shot at the
volatile hotheads around the table. The women held the key to this and information
flowed much easier when they were calm.

“Yes, actually. He always referred to them as ‘“That Kind'. As if they were a
different species or something. It was strange. But he never did anything. He always
carried a bible and seemed really harmless,” Tammy mused.

“Tell us everything you know about him,” Gray pressed gently and included
Kathryn in the request.

“As Tammy said. He is Mr. Deesly’s cousin,” Kathryn answered. “Jonathan named
the club Daryl’s Doll House just to piss him off I think.”

“Jonathan?” Rem asked sharply.

“Deesly,” Glisic supplied. “Jonathan Deesly.”

“Yeah, well —” Kathryn pointedly ignored Rem, “ —Daryl is the cousin’s first name.
Jonathan said he’d been a pain in the ass since they were kids and laughed about him.
One time, Jonathan mentioned that he’d felt sorry for him, too. I took it to mean that
when they were kids Jonathan felt sorry for Daryl over something. He only talked about
him the one time when he explained why he didn’t have Marco remove Daryl from the
back door. As long as he was harmless, Jonathan wanted us to ignore him.”

“ Anything else you can tell us?” Glisic tried again. “Description maybe?”
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The two girls looked at each other and laughed. Tension was strung across the
room entangling them all. Their nerves needed an outlet and laughter at the
remembered visual gave it to them briefly.

“He’s really odd,” Kathryn mused.
“Yeah, a real fashion disaster,” Tammy supplied with a grin.

“We're looking for something a little more concrete here, sweetheart.” Miguel
growled. “Like height, weight, hair and eye color?”

Fire flashed in Tammy’s eyes at Miguel’s tone. “You can quit calling me your silly
pet names, jerk. I am not your anything! Got it?”

Gray sat back in mild surprise at Miguel’s continued intense attitude. The normally
cool sniper actually did have a Latin temperament hidden under all those steely nerves.
Apparently, Tammy supplied the spark required to ignite it. Rem caught the possessive
undercurrents also. He glowered darkly at Miguel.

“Ah, right,” Glisic injected into the tense atmosphere. “So, how about that
description, ladies? Anything you can give us will help.”

“He was so strange-looking. He had a military haircut, wore a long, black parson’s
coat with a white collar under it. But his pants were fatigues, tucked into military boots.
The boots were really shiny, too,” Tammy clarified her position.

“He’s about six feet tall,” Kathryn finally supplied his physical description. “Brown
hair, brown eyes, maybe a hundred and ninety pounds, around forty, appeared in okay
shape. You'll have to talk with Jonathan if you want more information on Daryl.”

“Okay,” Rem blew out a breath and summarized the situation. “We have three
suspects, ah, avenues to investigate,” he amended quickly at Kathryn’s dark frown. “It’s
after six-thirty, so the local news is over and our boy knows he missed on Kat. Time to
get the girls out of here —we can’t keep the team here indefinitely anyway. No reason to
give him a static target with both marks present.”

“Yeah,” Gray agreed. “We've got three light planes out there. I suggest they all take
off and go in different directions. We can load the women in boxes so if he’s watching,
he has no idea which woman is in which plane. That ought to buy us enough confusion
to run this information down.”

The men around the table all nodded in agreement.

Prin frowned. “We all have to get in boxes?”

Gray grinned at her. “That’s right, Baby Girl. This could be fun.” Prin slapped him
on the shoulder as his eyebrows wagged at her suggestively.

“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Glisic agreed. “Now, just tell me where the other
two ladies will be and I can let you get to it.”

“NO!” Rem and Miguel barked in unison.
“Excuse me?” The detective glared at both of them.

Gray chuckled and turned to the detective. “They’ll check in with me, Glisic. I'll
contact you as we need to. The less information out there, the safer these women are.”
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“That’s acceptable.” The official frowned and clicked his computer shut. No need to
use the department’s expenses if they were willing to do the work themselves. Looked
better on his budget.

“Just make sure you contact me if you learn anything, gentlemen. Our department
will pursue this vigorously.” Glisic glanced around the table one more time as he
gathered his things up efficiently. “I expect cooperation if we need more information
from the ladies. I'll be in contact.” With that, he stood and found his own way out to his
car.

“So, what now?” Kathryn asked into the silence after he left.

“You and Tammy pack your bags,” Rem answered her. “We’ll go tell the rest of the
team our plan and bring in boxes.”

ok kB X X

In the suburbs of Orlando, the silent and still Observer sat in front of his TV after
the first edition of the early news. The volume was turned down and his eyes
unfocused as he let the color blur and jump on the screen. He knew if he didn’t hold on
very tightly, he’d explode. Mother hated it when he lost his temper and wrecked the
house. So, he sat real still. It helped to count his breaths. It took his mind off the storm
of random violence that raged through him.

He almost thought he might need one of those pills. No, no. No need to do that.
They infected his brain. When he was a bad boy, Mother always made him take a pill.
He hated them. It wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t been a bad boy.

Follow directions was all those idiots needed to do, such a simple thing. But no!
They couldn’t even do that right. It messed things up so distressfully when people
didn’t follow directions. Yes, it was the best plan. No, no, nothing wrong with the
beautiful plan. It was the trash he had to work with who messed things up so
abominably. You truly had to do everything yourself to get it done right.

That grotesque stripper just lost the privilege of a quick death. Nope, now she’d
earned herself more of his attention. Wasting his time came at a cost. Hadn’t he taught
her that lesson once already? No, no. Someone else had taught her. But still, she should
know. How many times did he have to tell her to do something? Did she think she was
too good to do as she was told? Oh, she’d know who was the boss again shortly. Yes,
yes, she would know who was the boss again.

He’d been kind to her, fatherly even, and look how she repaid him. Wasn’t he the
one who’d ordered the most expensive gigolo in Atlanta to make her his special project?
He’d known she was a moneymaker the first moment he saw her. The filthy kid had a
sensuality that glowed about her. He’d known she’d make a first-class whore after her
usefulness on stage wore thin. But no, even back then the bitch had defied him. After he
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invested all that time and effort into educating her to be an elite whore, she’d fucking
finished school and left him.

His lips curled back in a snarl. There were would be no more opportunities for her
to defy him. No, no, the fucking whore was about to learn who the boss was again. This
time the bitch would do what she was told.

Where was she, still at the ranch? Still with Tammy?

Would she know she was meant to be in the wreck? Probably not, but someone else
might. The audio-visual had been a risk. It fulfilled his needs so beautifully that he
hadn’t been able to resist using it. But now it left him open if anyone retrieved the
message. He needed to move. His fingers started to tap out a jerky rhythm on the arms
of the chair.

Clean the house and move! Must get things in order. There was no way the
transmission could be traced. Must move. It was done off a stolen laptop, which he’d
already destroyed. He still felt the gnawing need to cover his tracks. Wouldn’t do to
ignore that. Got to move. His fingers tapped faster. Mother always said to go with your
heart. Dear, sweet Mother. Yes. Need to move.

He had just one thing to do before he moved. Kill the stripper.

It took two hours to make it back down to that fucking ranch. Half a mile away he
parked near some brush and got out. Better to come in the back. Damn, stinking bitch.
Look at all the trouble she’d made him go through. He should have known she’d be
trouble. All that compliance before had been an act. Lying whore. It was wrong to
disobey him, he was the boss of everything. Yes, yes, the boss.

Just as he entered the tree line of scrub pine, the distinct sound of a light plane’s
engines taking off roared overhead. He watched the private plane gain altitude as it
headed north. A second plane immediately followed, it made a wide turn and headed
west. Then a third did a complete turn and headed south.

The Observer watched them wearily. So they thought they could outsmart him, did
they? Well, whoever they were, they would find out differently. This just meant he had
more time to form the plan. His Angel would contact him —he had no doubt of that. She
needed him. Yes, yes, needed him. He knew he’d be able to hear her, too, in a few days.
Mother would be so pleased. Mother would be proud of her smart little man.
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Chapter Five

Kathryn crawled out of her box as soon as she felt the plane level off. She slid into
the copilot’s seat and took the headset Rem handed her. Why bother, she thought as it
settled over her ears. They had nothing to say to each other. Rem only spoke to her in
spare, clipped tones since the detective had left.

The plan for her to go with Rem and Tammy with Miguel seemed to spring fully
formed into the collective male minds. No amount of logic about the need to get
projects, which had deadlines from their apartment made a dent. Three tough faces just
stared at them blankly, like they were idiots or something.

Gray finally responded to them. “If you want to live to finish those projects you’ll
go now.”

The only thing further anyone said about it was when Rem stopped Miguel just
after they loaded Tammy onto his plane. Rem gave Miguel a dark look and reminded
the man that it was HIS sister in there. Like there was any doubt, Kat snorted to herself.

“Where are we going?” she asked, breaking into the desert-dry silence between
them.

Surprisingly, he grinned over at her. “Down to an island off the coast of Belize.
You're gonna love it. Sun, surf and me to cook for you.”

“You cook?” Ah, here was a safe subject. Kathryn hoped they could have a civil
conversation.

“Yeah,” he confirmed sheepishly. “It’s kind of an obsession. When I figured we’d
go there, I called ahead on the secure line and had the kitchen stocked with everything I
haven’t had time to try.”

“No shit.” She laughed. “Who would have guessed it?”

In that little statement, Rem heard her relaxed use of a curse word with him for the
tirst time. Maybe she’d dropped the good-girl disguise. Maybe she finally felt relaxed
and able to be herself with him. Lord only knew, they’d both been acting up a storm
this last year. If he accomplished nothing else, he wanted to make her comfortable with
him. Get her to trust him. A little dependence from her and he figured he’d be in
seventh heaven. It should have been a shock that he wanted her to depend on him.

In his past, a long list of women tried that one. As soon as he felt that slipknot slide
around his neck, he was out. Gone so fast, the dust in his wake was settled and had a
family by the time the women looked up.

“Why don’t you take a nap?” Rem suggested. “The flight will be a few hours and
you didn’t get much sleep last night. There’s a pillow and blanket just behind you.”
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“What about you?” Kathryn asked suspiciously. “You get any sleep at all? Or am I
flying with a dead pilot?”

“Relax. I got four hours this afternoon,” Rem grinned at her. “Good for another
seventy-two, honey, ah, I mean, Kat. Sorry if the pet names offend.”

“Another seventy-two? Right!” she scoffed. “Maybe back in the day, old man, but
you're a geezer now. Sure you can make it?”

“Geezer? I'll have you know I'm only thirty-six, you disrespectful infant,” Rem shot
back at her. He could hardly believe they were joking. She’d never ribbed him. What
did it mean? Was it a good thing? Or did she see him as a comfortable old sock now?
Shit. When had he become this Nervous Nelly?

“Yeah, as I said, geezer. And I know the pet names are a habit you old guys can’t
break. No sweat. Go ahead, put on the elevator muzak you like so much. I am gonna
unplug a bit.” Kathryn leaned around looking for the bedding.

“Unplug?” Rem’s brows went up as he repeated the slang.

“Uh-huh, known as nap by the terminally decrepit.” Chuckling, she snuggled down
in her seat and closed her eyes. Next time he looked at her, she was out.

Rem marveled at the new personality she showed him and smiled to himself. This
was the woman who faced life and survived it. Damn, he liked it.

Kathryn's eyes were closed and she was doing her “sleep” impression for him, but
something about this moment wouldn’t let her relax. Abruptly it dawned on her. He
was rescuing her again. The fizzing pop in her blood was the resurrection of the damsel
in distress fantasy. Disgusted with herself and the childish dreams she couldn’t seem to
kill, Kathryn tried to reinforce the logic of this situation. The only reason she was with
Rem instead of Miguel was because it was obvious for Rem to protect his sister. The
switch was simple strategy, nothing personal about it. Not that it would be hard to
figure out, but any little bit of confusion the guys could throw at this bastard was not to
be overlooked. Sometimes it was the simple things that a brilliant strategist missed.

This change in the way they were responding to each other was startling and
disturbing. The careful distance she liked to maintain had been shattered in the shed.
Each unbelievable event following it simply shoved the unfinished business aside. It
was still there lurking like a winter-starved wolf ready to lunge into the room.

Exhausted both physically and emotionally Kathryn decided it was time to employ
survival tactics. Concentrate on the one thing she could control, herself. That basic fact
had been a constant in her life. It was her ability to disconnect from a situation in which
she was a victim and focus on how to change it that had gotten her out of the small
Georgia town she’d been born in. Away from the horror of degrading abuse at her
stepfather’s hands while her mother watched in codependent dismay. It had allowed
her to see there was no point in staying. No one could save a woman who didn’t want
to be saved. Not even her own daughter.

She chose to remember her mother as the strong, beautiful woman who’d taught a
first-grader how to hide when the man coming up the porch steps was stomping and
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stumbling. The woman she’d looked at that last day in the shack on the bad side of
town was not the mother who’d saved her as a child. She wasn’t the loving creature
who’d read Cinderella over and over again by candlelight because it made Kathryn feel
better. They weren’t allowed to use too much electricity. Her stepfather declared it was
a waste to burn it to read fairy tales to a stupid kid. The mother she remembered snuck
in with a candle and Kathryn’s favorite book while the TV blared in the other room.

That flickering, treasured memory soothed Kathryn now. It allowed her to drift into
the hazy place between sleep and waking where one rested without losing area
awareness. Not that she was on guard —Rem was busy flying and didn’t seem a threat
at present. It was simply part of the survival formula that could not be disconnected
from the rest of it.

They touched down just after midnight. The little island boasted a lighted, paved
runway. Amazing to Kathryn’s mind, but she supposed it was the way people in
Remington’s income bracket lived. Not like she would know.

Rem helped her out of the plane and grabbed the bags. A Jeep was parked there to
take them to the house. It was empty with the keys resting on the seat. Kathryn made
no comment. Rich people seemed to know how to make the “convenience” elves
appear. Those mysterious creatures who arranged things in the perfect place and then
magically disappeared. She’d commented on it once to Tammy who’d shrugged and
laughed while she admitted Rem was the best at it. “If you really needed a plan to
work, put Rem in charge of it,” she’d advised.

The place they arrived at couldn’t really be called a house. More like Dream Greek
Villa on the Beach! Kathryn’s mouth dropped open as they drew near.

Everywhere lights flickered as if illuminated with a thousand candles. Not one
harsh electric light in sight. White columned porches surrounded it. The beach side
porch stepped down directly onto pink sand. The other three sides enclosed a fantasy
garden, full of mysterious shadows, half-hidden sculptures, fountains and winding
paths. The mingled tang of crisp ocean breezes and tropical night-blooming flowers
added an unreal perfume to the warm night air that drenched the senses in the lush
unreality of the place.

Rem pulled up in front of it and reached over to gently place two fingers under her
chin. A light push upward closed her mouth. Kathryn gulped and stared around her.
“You like it?” he questioned not moving, just watching her take in the view.

“Um, aren’t they gonna miss this place on Mt. Olympus? Seems like they would
notice a whole villa disappearing,” she breathed.

That smart mouth again, she made him smile. Rem slid out of the Jeep and grabbed
the bags.

“Ready?” he questioned.
“Yeah, huh,” Kathryn mumbled.
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Her head swiveled from side to side on her neck as they entered the house. If she
could have twisted it around entirely, she would have. Kat had heard about places like
this. They usually came with Robin somebody giving a tour and talking way too loud in
his bad English accent. Trying hard to keep her mouth clamped shut, she followed him
until he opened a set of double doors into the goddess Aphrodite’s bedroom.

Kathryn hesitated to enter although he’d dropped her bag at the foot of the cloud
bed, which seemed to float in a huge seashell. Holy shit. The room had more flowing,
gauzy curtains and draperies than she’d ever seen.

The furniture was light and feminine. White with pale pink accents and gilded gold
framed everything. An entire wall opened out to the ocean view. The phosphorescent,
moonlight-crowned waves seemed to roll right through the room in pagan splendor.
The muted pounding of the surf provided a deliciously erotic, throbbing heartbeat to
the whimsy the room embodied.

The villa wasn't really lit with a thousand candles. Gaslights created the unearthly
glow. Since they had to generate their own electricity, Rem explained, only a few
appliances used it. Kathryn nodded dumbly. He showed her the bathroom attached to
the dream bedroom. It was bigger than the whole town she came from. Kat decided not
to mention that.

He’d said to make herself at home. If she needed anything, she could probably find
it in the drawers and various cabinets. This was Tammy’s room, after all. Tammy never
packed to come down here. Said it was easier to just leave what she needed. Kathryn
nodded mutely, again. If she really couldn’t find something she had to have before
tomorrow morning, he would be down the hall, just the next set of double doors.

Rem received more silent nodding from Kathryn.

“Are you okay, Kat?” Rem questioned worriedly.

“Oh, yeah. Sure. Fine,” she assured him distractedly.

“Okay then, good night.” Rem smiled gently at her and left the room.
“Yeah, um, night, Rem,” she mumbled, still staring around the room.

Rem shook his head as he closed the double door silently on her stunned figure.
Maybe he’d gone too far having the whole place lit up for their arrival. The juvenile
urge to impress her out of her mind wasn’t a new one. He’d lied when he said that was
Tammy’s room. It was her room. Tammy had never set foot in the place.

He’d bought the villa as a broken-down wreck of a twenties relic. Restoring it took
on an interesting turn when he had met Kathryn. He hadn’t even realized he’d been
doing it with the one aim of impressing her. Not until the construction reached that
room. That’s when he’d recognized he’d planned to make this the place he took her.
Only her.

The whole thing was a nod to his hedonistic, sensual appetites. But her room was
everything lovely and enticing, soft and alluring. Her room was a homage to the
goddess she represented to him. At the time, he’d no idea just how limited her
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background actually was. But damn, her face when she saw it made every penny spent
worthwhile.

It's not like he owned the island, but he wouldn’t mind if she thought he did. How
stupid was that? Yet here he was, strutting around his room like a fucking gorilla, ready
to beat his chest and bellow like an idiot just because she’d been impressed. Pausing to
gaze out at the ocean, he had to laugh at himself.

ol R N I

Kathryn managed to move around the room after a few minutes of gawking. Damn,
she felt afraid to touch anything. How was she supposed to relax in here? It kept feeling
like the real owner would glide in and order her banished to Hades or some such place.
The bed did look inviting. She hadn’t really slept on the way down. Just closed her eyes
and pretended so she wouldn’t have to talk to Rem.

The banter thing that happened between them confused her. She didn’t know
where to go with it, how to act now that he knew everything about her. She felt stripped
bare —or set free. She couldn’t decide which. His gentle playfulness soothed her and
worried her. It was like they were two new people. But in the background all their
baggage hung over them ominously. She’d reinvented herself before, it had been
necessary to move on with her life. She’d done it when she arrived in Atlanta, again
after the attack, then again when she’d graduated and put her stripper’s life behind her.
Every time she’d carefully gathered all the information she could on the personality she
wanted to display and then acted on it until it was real. Now maybe it was time to see
who the real Kathryn was.

At last, time to let all the jagged pieces of her life meld together and simply be the
person they made her. There was nothing to hide anymore, nothing to defend. This
time she could simply be herself. She knew in her soul that the real Kathryn was a
combination of the gentle child, brash stripper and conservative computer geek.

She took a quick shower in the hedonistic bathroom. It could only be called
hedonistic—just looking around at the yards of gleaming white tile, the glowing brass
hardware and decadently huge clawfoot tub made one feel wicked. She hurried out of
there.

Back in the bedroom, Kathryn finally gave up. Why fight it? The place was
appallingly sinful. It seduced her with plush textures, inviting vanilla-scented silk
sheets and feather pillows. Naughty fantasies danced around that shell bed like
forbidden temptations. It reigned queen-like over the entire room, requiring a two-step
bench just to get into it.

Kathryn dropped her towel and introduced the bed to the real goddess in the room.
Laughing to herself in sensual freedom as the room emboldened her. She tipped her
head back and slid the towel off her hair. Running her fingers through the masses of
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red-gold curls, she let them tumble down her back in abandon for the first time in years.
Not even on stage had she let her hair free. Now it flowed past her butt to frame her
hips in flaming wantonness. Standing with her head tipped back and her arms raised to
sweep the hair off her face, her body glowed in the flicker of the gaslights like molten
gold.

Rem who'd told himself he was simply doing a quick check of the property stood in
the shadows of the veranda, watching her. The sight of her exploded through him with
such force he sank to his knees. Seeing this goddess in all her glory for the first time
beat him down. It sucked the air out of his lungs and turned his bones to water. The
voluptuous figure stretching in innocent abandon left him floundering in a maelstrom
of sexual desperation. He remained unable to move long after she turned out the
gaslights and slid under the silk sheets. Naked. Gloriously, fabulously naked. He wasn’t
sure if he’d be able to crawl back to his room anytime soon.

This was not good. He didn’t think she’d be too interested in a relationship if he
turned into a catatonic, slobbering idiot every time her clothes came off —they’d never
get beyond the emergency room. Because that’s the only place she would be taking him
if she saw him like this.

Finally, he managed to drag himself into his room and collapse on the bed. Not that
he could sleep much in this condition. His balls were so blue he couldn’t even feel them
anymore. He lay there and prayed for the strength to cherish this woman as she
deserved to be cherished. Having her in his life, his bed —just his, period, went way
beyond a need. Perhaps this was what deranged obsession felt like. Rem closed his eyes
and tried to rest as the sun crept over the horizon. Sleep deprivation couldn’t make this
situation better, he supposed.

The next morning, after she’d pampered herself to within an inch of her life in the
sumptuous bathroom, Kathryn couldn’t bear to face those dull clothes in her suitcase.
Those clothes weren’t her anymore. Her determination to simply be the real Kathryn
demanded something else to wear. Turning to the closet, she decided to investigate. It
contained an explosion of jewel tones. The contents were silky sarongs, floaty
sundresses and flirty little shifts. It didn’t seem like Tammy’s taste. Maybe she felt
different down here, too. Kathryn knew she was a different woman this morning. So,
what the hell?

Rem knew the type of woman she was now. If something was going to happen
between them, she might as well enjoy it. This Kathryn could certainly handle a man
who saw her as simply a sex object, when it was on her terms. She’d been doing that her
whole life. Now she’d just do it with style.

Kathryn slipped into a silky sarong that draped across one shoulder and hugged
her unrestrained breasts lovingly. The naughty little number pulled tight across her ass
and made her feel like the sexual queen of the universe. The slit up her thigh almost
came to the top of her hipbone. Slit like that, the short skirt was almost inconsequential.
Her g-string, masquerading as panties, didn’t have anywhere to hide so she got rid of it.
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Kathryn smiled in satisfaction as she looked at the woman in the mirror. This woman
could handle any man, dressing like this was simply flexing the female power of being
who and what she truly was. Not bothering with shoes, Kathryn padded out of the
room to investigate the palace.

Damn, maybe she’d been wrong. Who knew you could walk into the kitchen and
find Adonis, clad only in brief shorts and an apron? She’d never seen him without a
shirt before. There he stood over the stove. His massive back rippled with fascinating
muscles every time he moved. His tight ass, clearly outlined under those shorts, did
things to her that involved changing her panties on a regular basis. Standing there, sans
panties, could be trouble. Towel anyone? And his legs! Two long examples of muscled
male perfection carried his body around the room. Oh, yes, perfection that required
much more study.

Whistling softly to himself and moving about the kitchen in a loose-limbed
symphony of all things right in the world that came with muscles, he didn’t know she
was there. And what a phenomenal aroma coming from the pan he was tending!

“Morning,” Kathryn ventured from the door.

Rem whipped around at her voice, his grin faltered as he spotted her framed in the
doorway. He swallowed roughly as his eyes traveled down her and up again. He closed
them tightly and sucked in wind, not bothering to hide his reaction. The aroma changed
from the pan on the stove and he whirled back to tend to it.

“Morning, Kathryn,” he managed in a horse voice.

“Got something interesting over there?” she inquired with a smile. Oh, yeah, big
boy liked the view. That gave her the confidence to move into the kitchen and perch on
the stool beside him. Kathryn crossed her legs just to get even after that peek at his bare
chest. His eyes watched every move peripherally. He swallowed hard again and
became very busy at the stove. The growing bulge under his apron told its own story.

“Nabh, just a little thing I call, “Blow Your Socks Off Breakfast by Rem’.” He coughed
and cleared his throat.

“Smells yummy and sounds a bit dangerous with all that blowing going on.”
Kathryn purred deliberately.

“Mmm, I guess you went for dressing on the safe side this morning, then. Not much
to blow off. You look great.” Rem glanced at her again and smiled.

“You like?” Kathryn smoothed material that wasn’t wrinkled down her rib cage.

His head turned to her slowly and his eyes traveled at a leisurely pace over her. A
warm flush crawled down and back up her flesh with the movement of his gaze. Little
shivers vibrated down her spine then gathered to do a two-step on her pelvic bone. All
she had to do was remember that she didn’t love every golden hair on his head. She
could do this. He’s just another man.

Clearing his throat again, Rem turned back to the stove and served up two plates of
food. Grabbed one in each hand and smiled at her.
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“I thought we’d have breakfast on the patio. Could you bring the coffee, please?”
He indicated the pot with his chin, turned and headed out to the table. It'd been set
with fresh fruit, coffee cups, water and pretty little glasses of orange juice.

A frown crossed Kathryn’'s brow as she followed him. All the signs were there, but
he wasn’t acting on them. The man was looking but not touching. How was that any
fun?

Seated across from him after they both finished the truly excellent breakfast, which
had to have about gazillion calories, Kat sighed. There had been a delightful white
cream sauce full of mysterious ingredients over fluffy biscuits, eggs that had been
altered in ways that defied her taste buds to identify, perfectly browned sausage or
bacon to choose from. Next to each plate sat a small pie-like confection. She had no idea
what it was besides cheese-covered and abdominally delicious. She hadn’t meant to
finish any of it, just taste. But now her plate was clean.

“What's wrong?” he asked in concern. The entire meal had passed in pleasant
conversation. It was like both of them circled the elephant in the room, afraid to
confront it. The elephant in this case was sex. No way she’d mention it after the shed
incident. But she was pretty sure he wouldn't either for much the same reasons.

“I was thinking about what I have to do to use up all those calories you just fed
me.” She shifted in her chair and leaned back.

“Take a swim, hon. Problem solved. All I ask is that you don’t go in the ocean alone.
I don’t know of any rip currents here but it is still the ocean, you know.” His smile was
worried, as if he thought she would argue with him.

“Of course,” Kathryn agreed. “It would be foolish to take a risk like that. Do we
need to clean this up? I haven’t seen any help around here, is there?”

“Do you mind? I asked them to come only twice a week. I thought we could look
after ourselves most of the time.” Rem’s eyes searched hers for reaction to that bit of
news. If he expected a spoiled Tammy-like reaction, the man was about to be
disappointed. She had no problem looking after herself.

“Perfect,” Kathryn murmured. “No one to bother us. That means I don’t have to
worry since I can’t find a bathing suit that fits. Let’s get this cleaned up. I can hardly
wait to swim!”

Kathryn bounded out of her chair and gathered up plates. She hauled them into the
cavernous kitchen. A few minutes later Rem followed her in. She already had the
dishwasher loaded. Thank goodness, they used the electricity for that appliance.

“Kathryn?” Rem asked.
“Yes?” she murmured taking one last swipe at the countertop with the dishrag.

“Did you just tell me you don’t have a bathing suit and you want to go for a swim
now?” he questioned quietly.

“Yes, you coming?” She turned a smile on him.
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“Can we talk about something first?” Rem leaned against the counter across the
room from her.

Kathryn stopped and turned to him, raising a brow. The long, muscled man across
from her seemed strangely hesitant as he jammed his hands into his pockets.

“Look, I know I made a monumental ass of myself. I wanted to apologize for it.”
His voice had gone low and cautious. “I've never run a background check on you,
Kathryn. All I know about you is what you told all of us yesterday. If I'd known, well,
ah, I wouldn’t have been such a bastard in the shed. I know how I acted. How I
sounded. I didn’t mean it like you thought,” he trailed off.

“ Apology accepted.” She smiled brightly at him.

His eyes narrowed. Unless he was mistaken, that was a stage smile. One meant to
dazzle but reveal nothing of the person behind it.

“I believe I also need to apologize in advance for the affect your body has on mine.
I'm really sorry if it bothers you that I'm pretty much turned on the moment you walk
in a room. I'll never lose my mind again and grab you. I'll try to deal with things, well,
you know, better. But you, swimming naked in the ocean, well, I'll look.”

“Of course, you will. You're a man, aren’t you? I'd be insulted if you didn’t.” Her
breezy tone bothered the hell out of him.

“Yeah, I'm a man. One who wants you so much he’s been known to turn into a
monosyllabic imbecile. But that doesn’t mean I'll take what isn’t offered. You have to
come to me if anything is to happen between us. I just wanted to clear that up before we
went outside,” Rem stated decisively.

Her eyebrows climbed up her forehead. “So you're saying, unless I specifically ask
for it, you won’t touch me?” Kathryn questioned.

“Yes,” he confirmed.

“Okay?” Her answer was slow and cautious. She drew out the response to a
question.

“That okay doesn’t sound okay to me.” His eyes were serious and his tone sincere.
“You do understand I want you. That hasn’t changed.”

“Um, well, no, I don’t understand, Rem. A little over a day ago, you stripped me in
a shed. Now that I'll do all the work for you, you want me to beg for it as well?”
Kathryn frowned and crossed her arms under those impressive breasts.

“Oh, Kat, please! Let’s not start this kind of misunderstanding again. I am willing to
beg you, baby. I will happily fall down on my knees and follow you around the
property if that’s what you want. What I refuse to do, is take anything from you that
you don’t want to give!” His big body shuddered as he finished that statement. “I will
do anything you want, Kat. Anything you need, even if it's not touching you. I'll find a
way to do it.” Rem stepped away from the counter toward her, his hands outstretched,
palms up, his whole body was involved in trying to make her understand.
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Her eyes looked at him with every year of her hard life in them. They were
skeptical as she regarded him. “Really, Rem. No need to make such a production over
absolving yourself from any blame in what happens here. I understand we are both
adults. We're basically alone on an island and will often be unclothed or close to it.
These things happen. You don’t need to worry that I'll cry rape later or go for child
support,” she stated, exasperated.

“You brought me here for my protection. You're doing me a huge favor. I'm living
in the lap of luxury and you’'ve every right to expect something for all this. You already
know I don’t have the cash to hire you. I'm not going to quibble over a little poke and
tickle. Shit, I might even teach you a thing or two.” Her tone was neither cold nor
warm. These were the facts as she saw them.

Rem paled and backed up. She’d already counted the cost of his “protection”. Her
reasoning was sound in the world she came from. One paid for everything. She’d been
paying for a very long time. He sat down hard on a kitchen chair.

“Kathryn—" he had to clear his throat again, “ —the protection is free, the stay at
the island is free and the food is free. The plane ride was free. Don’t you understand? I
want to do this for you because I care about you! I can afford it and am good at it. You
don’t owe me anything. I am not buying you. I am trying to give you the respect and
protection you deserve as a woman.” By the end of his statement, his voice was raised
and firm. Once again, she wasn’t listening to him.

“No, Rem. Nothing’s free. I will owe you. It's a debt I can’t pay. Even if you never
ask for a cent, never touch me, we will not be equals. We will never be on the same
playing field if that’s what you're going for,” she answered quietly.

“Yes, we can,” he insisted. “Why can’t you accept this? Let it go. Let us get to know
each other. Explore each other as much as we want? Why does it have to be about
owing? That has nothing to do with the relationship I want with you.” Rem searched
her face looking for a way to reach her.

“I don’t know. I just can’t,” Kathryn sighed. “Perhaps I've never learned how to
accept a gift. It's usually a trick. I don’t mean you want to trick me. But, how do I
explain this to the prince of the Rolling R Ranch? I've learned the hard way, the only
thing worth having is something I've earned myself. Otherwise, someone else has all
the power. They can take it away from me.”

Pacing away from him, she looked out the windows at the sea longingly. “I
understand if you don’t want me because you think I'm cheap. If it matters at all, you
should know that I've only been with two men. The, ah, rapist and Marco.”

“Damn it to hell, woman!” Rem exploded. “What matters is that you are trying to
sell me your body to salvage your pride. I won’t have it! You'd hate me if I took you up
on that offer. Besides, I don’t just want your body, spectacular though it is. I want you,
Kathryn. As I heard you tell Tammy about the mystery bastard you are in love with,
‘I've seen what I want, and I can’t settle for less’, I agree with you entirely!” Standing up
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abruptly, he stripped off his shorts. Naked, his thick erection swung out heavily as he
turned to the door.

“I need a swim. If you don’t want to swim, fine. But we agreed no swimming alone.
So please sit on the veranda or something so I won’t be breaking my word on that.”
Rem strode off swiftly toward the water. He never saw her dress hit the floor.

She’d seen a lot of cocks in her day. Customers were always flashing strippers. As if
looking at that was gonna turn a girl on. Well, it would have if they all looked like
Remington Morgan. Holy Moly! That man was hung. Staying on the veranda while that
collection of body parts was bare and, well, visible —just wasn’t an option.

Kathryn ambled to the water at a leisurely pace. She intended to enjoy every second
of watching his long legs flexing as he strode across the sand. But above all, she
watched those delicious dents in the sides of his ass expand and compress with each
stride. Oh, God, the flexing power of that ass had her thankful she was about to sit
down in the surf. At least she wouldn’t be the only thing surging and foaming.
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Chapter Six

As she sat at the edge of the surf, Kathryn watched him slice through the water like
a sleek dolphin. He swam out beyond the break line. She watched intently until she saw
him turn around and start back.

Kathryn sat far enough up the beach that only gentle fingers of spent waves flowed
up her legs to her naked waist, then receded like a shy lover returning again and again
to caress her. Leaning back on her arms, she closed her eyes and let the sensuous,
petting foam wash over her. Presently he splashed out of the water beside her.

“What are you doing?” Rem growled at her.

“Sitting here in the lap of luxury, basking.” She cracked her eyes open enough to
see him standing over her.

“Well, damn it woman! I had this all taken care of.” He waved a hand at his
erection. “Now look what you've done to me.”

“I see,” she murmured. “Want me to take care of that for you? Offer’s still open, big
boy.”
“No!” Rem plopped down on the sand beside her. “Touch me and I'll scream rape.”

Kat smiled and turned back to the ocean. She slowly spread her legs wide and
arched her knees. As the next wave rushed up her it broke right on her now sensitive,
swollen cunt. She gasped and lifted her hips up off the sand in reaction. The receding
water left tiny bubbles of sea foam on her that popped with featherlight explosions of
sensation. Another wave hit her with even greater force and she felt a little of the warm
ocean push up into her vagina. It pulled out quickly as her reluctant tormentor rushed
back down the beach.

Kathryn no longer paid any attention to Rem. These wicked new pleasures
consumed her. She dropped back on her elbows and let her head sink into her
shoulders in surrender. Eager to welcome whatever caresses this relentless but shy aqua
lover would give her. Kathryn spread her legs wider. The ocean rushed up her body
again and this time its foaming fingers reached her swollen nipples as it also pushed
into her gaping cunt. It swooshed back down her to leave its bubbly symphony of
explosions behind.

Normally her body wouldn’t be this responsive to every stroke of sand and surf.
However, at this point she’d been so primed and needy by the exposure to, and denial
of, Rem’s magnificent person that she reveled in this wet embrace.

All her naughty parts were swollen and flushed, begging for contact. The gentle but
insistent invasions of the throbbing surf and repeated explosions of the popping foam
drove her slowly up the path to bliss. She gave herself to it. Breathless as each wave
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investigated her. She thrust back as it pressed gently into her, shivered while it slid over
her stiff nipples persistently, and flowed down her abdomen and legs in ever-changing
patterns of advance and retreat.

Rem sat beside her, dazzled. She’d become a water nymph writhing in the surf. An
erotic vision who moaned urgently as she spread her legs wider still in surrender to the
sea god Triton’s pleasure.

Flowing and undulating in the perpetual motion of the waves, she became one with
the surf, sensuously oblivious to the world around her. He trembled at the absolute
splendor laid out before him.

Her large breasts shuddered as each wave washed over them. The fat berries on top
of them were stiff and straining up toward the sun. Her slender rib cage and flat
abdomen undulated with her harsh breathing as the pink, swollen pussy between her
legs pushed back at the surf with each swell.

He could see her clit distend out of its hood as she arched her hips up into another
gush of water. Son of a bitch, that plump bit of secret flesh nearly undid him as he
watched it eagerly presenting itself to the foaming surf. Each receding wave left an
offering of froth enveloping it. The bubbles burst and tremors shot up her body. He
realized even those minuscule caresses stroked her to pleasure. The smoldering
eroticism of the moment engulfed him. She convulsed into orgasm as the surf rushed
up her again and he’d no choice but to join her.

His ejaculation shot across his chest and abdomen in fiery ropes of frustration. The
surf cleaned it immediately from his body and he sank down on his back beside her.

“Oh, damn. I had no idea,” Kathryn whispered as the surf now petted and soothed
her.

“About what?” Rem croaked.

“The ocean! I've never been to the beach before.” Her confession stunned him
again.

“You live in Florida! How can you not have been to the beach?” he demanded in
consternation.

“I work. The beach is for play. I haven't gotten around to it.” Kathryn hadn’t
opened her eyes yet after that little trip into oblivion.

Forgetting for a moment her obviously restricted childhood, Rem demanded,
“Hasn’t anyone ever taken you to the beach to play?”

Turning her still flushed face to him, she smiled gently. “Sure they have. You just
did.”

That sweet smile shot deep into his heart. The child in her peeked up at him and he
couldn’t resist her. He needed to cuddle her, play with her. Most of all he needed to
show her all the fun the world had to offer. All the things she’d missed.

“Come on, my little sea nymph. Let’s build a sandcastle.” Rem grabbed her hand
and hauled her up to move out of the surf.
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“Oh, Rem, I'd love to!” The naked little girl glowed and skipped beside him as they
found a spot and he showed her how to dig out a moat.

Then construction of the sandcastle took on serious importance. Cups, spoons,
mixing bowls and several spatulas from the kitchen were required. No utensil could be
spared in their quest for the ultimate creation. The two of them frolicked all morning in
childlike hedonism, naked and utterly carefree.

Later, as the sun climbed high in the sky, Rem sat back on his haunches and
grinned at her. “Better cover some of that pink skin of yours, sweetie. The sun can bite
your ass in a big way.”

Kathryn glanced down at herself and made a silly face. “Yeah, you're right. I
haven’t developed leather for skin yet like you. Do you ever wear clothes on the beach?
There isn’t one tan line on you.”

Grinning at her innocent, yet naughty conversation, he stood up with her and
surveyed their half-finished creation. “We can finish this later,” Rem pronounced,
mildly anxious to get her in now that he’d noticed her reddened skin. Holding out a
hand to help her up was natural and they strolled up to the outdoor shower.

Watching her under the cascade of water chased away the little boy. The man stood
there and appreciated a beautiful woman performing a simple task. As she finished the
shower and turned toward him, a smile crept across her face. Grabbing a fluffy towel,
she dried off gingerly as he rinsed. His washing process consisted of turning without
taking those hungry eyes off her. Stepping out just as she finished drying, he snagged
her towel and used it, too.

“There’s some aloe vera bath oil in your bathroom. Maybe a cool soak in the tub
might help you out,” Rem suggested as they stepped into the den. “I'll whip us up an
ice-cream sundae lunch and bring it in to you.”

“Ice cream!” Kathryn gasped. “Oh, no, you don’t. I can’t eat ice cream after that
breakfast. You want me to be big as a house by the end of the week?”

He frowned. “There’s not an extra inch on you that isn’t put to good use. You don't
have to worry about that. Besides, you can go for a run with me this evening if you're so
concerned about it.”

“Run? No way!” Kathryn scoffed. “If I tried running, these things—" she held up
her luscious breasts, “ —would knock me out!”

He couldn’t help it, he burst out laughing at the visual she painted. Dragging in a
breath Rem just had to ask, “So what do you do?”

“I dance.” Kathryn stated huffily.
“Ah? Dance?” Rem questioned.

“Yeah. The first time I quit dancing, I gained twenty pounds in two months! It was
awful.” Her face scrunched up in disgust.

“The first time?” Rem’s grin turned into a scowl.
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“Not for anyone, silly. For myself. You've got to admit my body is uniquely fitted
to that form of exercise. It's aerobic and a great way to work off all my little oral sins.”
The last sentence ended in a purr and a wicked little smile.

They were standing in front of each other totally naked, engaged in the type of
everyday conversation men and women always have. Teasing and flirting with each
other, entirely relaxed. Rem almost shook his head in wonder. The many facets of this
woman stunned him, her childlike enjoyment of the sandcastle, her wicked pleasure in
the surf, her petulant insistence she needed to watch her diet. She’d wrapped her curvy
little self around his heart without even trying.

“Okay, brat, fresh fruit and veggies for lunch. Now, get in that bath before you turn
crimson.”

“Eeek,” she squealed and looked down at her rapidly reddening body. Turning on
her heel, Kathryn rushed off toward her room. He leaned sideways and cocked his head
in that very male way of watching a woman bounce out of a room. Whistling low under
his breath, Rem did shake his head this time as he tried to remember what he was
supposed to be doing next. Ah ha, lunch. That's it.

Twenty minutes later, he sauntered into her bathroom with a tray of fruit and
vegetables as promised. He set the tray down on the shelf that curved around the back
of the tub and stepped his naked self into her bath. Easing himself down at the other
end, his long legs slid up the outside of hers.

“I didn’t realize I was sharing,” Kathryn commented mildly.

“Well, if I'm going to feed you woman, I insist on being comfortable at least.” He
picked up a strawberry and held it to her lips, “Now stop complaining and eat.”

Laughing around the fruit she protested, “Not complaining, doofus.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Rem groused and dipped down to sluice the water over his
head.

They munched in silence for a while. Eventually Rem leaned his head back and
closed his eyes. Kathryn watched his body slowly relax. The big lug was naked and in a
huge Victorian tub with her. A tub which happened to be in the dreamiest, most
romantic Victorian gone crazy on Greek revival bathroom and he was falling asleep.

Nudging him with her foot, she huffed, “You tired of looking at me already?”

A slow grin crept across Rem’s wickedly handsome face but his eyes didn’t open.
“Not likely, Kat,” he murmured. “But someone got me all hot and bothered last night.
Dropped her towel and stretched like a cat on a scratching post. Then took herself to
bed leaving me high and dry. I didn’t get much sleep.”

“You were watching me?” Kathryn gasped.
“Oh, yeah.” Rem’s voice was a totally satisfied growl.

“Well, it serves you right! It's not nice to watch people when they don’t know it,”
Kathryn huffed.
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“But it's rewarding as hell.” He opened his eyes slightly and they sparkled at her
under heavy lids. “Now I need a nap though, Miss Kit Kat.”

The obvious pet name brought an immediate frown to Kathryn's face. “Call me that
again and I'll remove whatever body part comes to hand, bad boy!” she threatened.

“Ah. There is a story there.” Rem grinned. “Care to share it?”
“No. Forget it.” Kathryn turned her head and looked away.

Rising slowly, Rem stood at the end of the tub and stretched. They’d been naked
more than dressed today. Still her petulant gaze was drawn to him. Reluctant but
powerless to resist, her eyes ate up every flexing muscle on the taunt body before her.
Magnificent! The man defined the term.

“Come on, brat. Get your lovely butt out of the tub and let me get some rest.” He
stepped out, grabbed a towel and tossed it to her then snagged one for himself.

He headed back into her room when they’d dried off. Rem whipped off the
bedcover and held up the silk sheet. “In, woman.”

“Uh? We're going to bed?” Kathryn crawled in as she asked the question. First, he
wouldn’t touch her, now he ushered her into bed?

“Nope. We are taking a nap,” he grumbled.

Sliding in beside her, he immediately turned on his side into her. His head
snuggled into that sensitive spot between her neck and shoulder after he’d arranged her
arm to wrap around his neck. Eyes already closed, Rem sighed contentedly. She lay
there looking down at him in surprise. He’d managed to cuddle his big self around her
without actually stroking anything erogenous. Then he was sleeping. Just like that. Out.

Smiling softly, Kathryn contemplated the amazing man in her arms. She’d never
been in bed with a sleeping man. Not without having sex first. It was a nice feeling. Not
exactly relaxing right now because she wanted to fuck him so badly, but the implied
trust and comfort level was nice. Okay, it feels fucking fabulous, she conceded to herself.
Being the one holding Remington Morgan while he slept fulfilled dreams she hadn’t
even known she had.

Kathryn gently rested her cheek on the top of his golden head and inhaled the scent
of him deeply, quietly taking him into herself. She closed her eyes almost reverently.
This moment, this perfect moment in this perfect place would shine in her heart forever.
When she was alone on cold, dark nights, she’d remember this. Just close her eyes, and
pull this crystal-bright moment out and let it warm her. He had no idea what he’d given
her. She was going to hoard the treasure of it. The secret fact was, this was the first time
ever, in her entire life, she could remember feeling the way she felt right now.

This unbelievable combination of happiness, physical safety and emotional security
enveloped her in warmth that melted every cold and empty spot in her soul. It wasn't
just the complete absence of fear. He’d filled the void fear left with joy. Playing with
her, teasing her, pampering her like a princess and yet, not. Kathryn sighed deeply and
decided analyzing this might wreck it. Sleep was probably a good idea, though she
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hated to miss a single second of this. Without even realizing it, a tiny crack was opening
in her heart. Trust peeked out shyly.

He woke her with gentle kisses on her neck and shoulder. The late afternoon
shadows stealthily crept across the room. His lips explored her shoulder and his hand
at her waist lightly caressed, but never strayed up or down. Playing possum, Kathryn
wandered what he’d do next if this didn’t rouse her. The possibilities were too tempting
to pass up.

She felt him grin against her shoulder. “I know you're awake,” he whispered. He
reached up and nipped her earlobe. “Time to get up and get dressed.”

“Owww!” Kat squealed and scooted away from him as he chuckled and rolled off
the bed.

“Dressed? What for?” She lay watching him arch his back and scratch his chest.

“We're going for a run. I've got some energy to work off. A run is the only way to
do it.” Rem grinned down at her, his heavy erection showed just how much he liked
looking down at her sprawled across a bed. And where most of that energy was
centered.

“Run? You know how I feel about running. I'll just wait here, thank you,” Kathryn
responded absently.

“Nope. Part of the service, sweetheart, I never let you out of my sight. Besides,
you'll be driving the golf cart. So get up and get dressed.” Rem grinned at her.

Pouting, she sat up and stretched her back also. Just to be mean, she rolled out the
other side of the bed and with her back to him reached down to grab her ankles.
Stretching, of course. Her legs spread just wide enough to display her wet, pink cunt
clearly.

Rem groaned and pivoted to the door. “Ten minutes. I'll meet you in the kitchen.
Remember your clothes!”

“Why?” she yelled after him. “It's not like you haven’t seen everything.”

“Yeah, I have,” he called back. “But the folks on the other side of the island haven't.
I'd like to keep it that way.”

“Other side of the island?” Kathryn mumbled to herself as she headed for the closet.
The man planned to burn off a hell of a lot of energy. Damn she was good. Laughing
softly, Kat chose a silk sundress. The short little number whispered around her like a
naughty promise. Perfect. Let him try to work off this much energy.

He ran along the beach as the sun slid down the horizon in spectacular fashion. The
extravagant splashes of pink, orange, red and purple that painted the sky turned their
surroundings into a dreamscape. As Kathryn watched his bronze form move
effortlessly in a ground-eating jog, she willingly surrendered all pretense of restraint.
He was perfection on the hoof as it were. No big surprise there, but the visceral pleasure
of watching him glistening with sweat as every edible inch of him moved in animalistic
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grace was something she didn’t even attempt to disguise. The cards were already on the
table. He knew she wanted him.

They rounded the point and went about halfway down the other side before he
turned around and headed back. Off in the distance she could see what appeared to be
a village of some sort. As they returned to the house, the sun was just sizzling into the
sea.

His indulgent smile as he helped her out of the golf cart beside the house said he’d
been fully aware of the ogling he’d gotten and loved it. The sneaky exhibitionist had
fun torturing her. Kathryn grinned up at him.

“I need another shower, hon, then I'll grill us some steaks. You can make a salad to
appease your rabbit-food addiction. Come on, I'm hungry.” Rem retained his hold on
her hand as they entered the house and started down the hall.

“Uh, Rem? Where are we going?” Kathryn asked, mildly interested since the
kitchen was the other way.

“Just through here,” he directed.

They entered his room. It was as large as hers, but masculine in a lord-of-the-manor
sort of way. The bed was huge. It was dark wood with tall columns at the four corners
that held up a canopy. The canopy gathered in the center top like a crown. His hold on
her hand didn’t loosen as they reached the connected bathroom. He lifted her up and
sat her down on the black tile vanity as soon as they entered.

“I'll just be a minute, honey. I hope you don’t mind waiting here for me. It’s
important for me to be able to see you at all times.” He kissed her forehead and started
stripping off socks and shoes. “Do you mind?” he asked again when she didn’t answer.

“Oh, no, no. I don’t mind at all. Sorry. I got involved watching you strip. Forgot
how to talk.” Kathryn laughed into his eyes.

“Vixen! Comments like that will get you kissed by a sticky, sweaty man.” Shoving
off his shorts, he stepped over to her and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. No pressure,
just sweet, grazing lips.

“Hey, that wasn’t a kiss!” Kathryn complained to his back as he stepped into the
shower. It was a glass enclosure so his eyes truly never left her as he rinsed off in the
cool water.

“Not a kiss? I see. Your one of those high-maintenance women, aren’t you? Rating a
man on every little thing?” Rem shook his head in mock disappointment.

Perched on the vanity, Kathryn suddenly realized she was giggling. Amazing. Had
she ever giggled when there was a naked man in the room? Had she ever felt so utterly
secure? He never let her forget she was a sexy, enticing woman. At the same time, the
“real” Rem never let her feel pressure or obligation. Whatever their relationship was
evolving into, it wasn't about what she owed him or what he expected from her. He
played with her, teased her and talked to her.
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Her head tilted as these new thoughts blossomed. His quick shower over, Rem
stepped out to dry off.

“What?” he asked softly.

“Humph?” Kathryn snapped back to the present and frowned as he took his naked
self to the sink and grabbed his razor and shaving cream.

“What were you thinking so hard about?” he asked as he lathered his face beside
her.

“Ah. I'm happy. I was thinking about it. Someone is trying to kill me. We’re on the
run—in the lap of luxury, but still on the run—and I am happy. It made me wonder
why?” Kathryn answered honestly.

“Mmm. Come up with a reason?” he questioned, not looking at her as he carefully
stretched his neck for the razor.

“Yes,” Kathryn responded.
Rinsing his razor, Rem glanced at her with twinkling eyes. “Not gonna tell me?”

“No. You've already got one big head. Why encourage the other?” Kathryn leaned
back and smiled as he kept shaving.

Finishing up, he rinsed and put the toiletries away. Rem stepped over to her, gently
moved her legs so he could stand between them and rested his hands on the vanity
beside her hips. With her leaning back already, they were nose to nose. His eyes
positively sparkled as he looked at her and then turned his cheek and rubbed it against
hers.

“How’s that?” he asked softly, his lips just brushing her earlobe.

“How’s what?” Kathryn breathed. All that shockingly in-shape man leaning over
her and gently rubbing his cheek against hers short-circuited mental functions. What
was he asking? And what made him think she could talk when he did that anyway?

“How’s the shave?” Gliding his face lightly across hers, he turned his head the
other way to give her the opportunity to test that cheek also. Oh, yeah, soft and smooth.
Her eyes closed to better enjoy his warm breath caressing her neck. His face slowly,
gently stroked her face.

“Ah, nice. Very... Hey, come back here! I'm not done testing!” Kat protested as he
straightened away from her.

Laughing softly, Rem plucked her off the vanity and again moved them into his
room. At the massive bureau, he grabbed some shorts and pulled them on. Stepping
back over in front of her, he fitted his hands carefully under her arms and lifted her up.

“Wrap your legs around my waist,” he instructed.

Her legs encircled his slim waist and her arms naturally looped around his neck.
One of his hands slid under her —under the little skirt—to span her bottom. Casual as
you please, Rem sauntered out the door.

“Where are we going now?” Riding him wasn’t a problem for her. But this new
arrangement got all her naughty parts hot again.
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“I'm so hungry I could eat leather. Lettuce for lunch isn’t gonna cut it, darlin’. So
we are going to the kitchen. You weren’t done testing.” Glancing at her, he grinned
slyly. “I just wanted to fulfill all your needs. This way you can test anything you want
and I can still cook.”

They were in the kitchen. He held her anchored to him with one arm. With the
other, he gathered his ingredients. Rem moved around the kitchen easily. Glancing over
her shoulder, Kathryn saw he was lining things up to facilitate the one-handed cooking
procedure.

Eyes questioning, she looked back up at his face. He winked at her and continued
preparing the meal. His body flexed and shifted between her legs as he moved. The
hand supporting her ass wasn’t squeezing or in any way encouraging. He just held her
flesh to flesh. Puzzled, Kathryn glanced back at the counter.

“Relax, sweetheart,” Rem purred. “It'd help if you leaned up against me. That way I
wouldn’t be afraid you might fall over backwards.” His calm tone soothed something
inside her. Suddenly she realized how much she needed to be held. The sensation
unfolded slowly across her body. So this was how it felt to be close to someone for no
other reason than it felt good.

Relaxing her upper body into his chest, Kathryn tightened her arms securely
around his neck. He shifted her weight so she sat on his forearm and hip. His approval
of her movement was conveyed by a kiss to the top of her bent head. Rem casually
tossed the steaks on the gas grill and turned slightly so the spatter would hit him, not
her.

A comfortable quiet enclosed them as she watched him make supper one-handed
out of the corner of her eye. He never grunted or shifted her weight. He simply held her
firmly to him and continued with the job at hand. She waited for a suggestive comment
or provocative touch. When he asked if she’d like some wine, she thought it was
coming. He poured her a glass and held it up to her lips as she sipped it.

“Let me know when you want more,” Rem murmured as he set down the glass to
turn the steaks. Her arms and legs tightened around him slightly, just to see what he
would do with the reminder. He kissed the top of her head again, as if to reassure her
he wouldn’t drop her and continued grilling.

Turning her face fully into his neck, she felt something deep inside her start to
break apart. No one had ever just held her. As far back as she could remember there’d
never been one time when someone offered her this kind of holding. This feeling of
touching, safety, being close to someone else because they want you near them. Not
because of what they wanted you to be for them, to them, with them. This felt like...like
her existence was good enough. He wanted to hold her essence to him in some
elemental way. This felt so good it hurt.

Suddenly there was pain and pleasure so severe she sucked in air sharply. The
breath whooshed out of her again in a sob. Kathryn began shaking as crumbling
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barriers shredded her from the inside out. Long-ago pain shattered into sharp pieces of
her past. The emotional whirlwind stabbed them into protective walls in her soul.

Immediately, both his arms wrapped around her and his head dipped down to her
ear.

“What is it, baby? What’s wrong? Am I hurting you?” Worriedly, he attempted to
pry her arms from around his neck so he could look at her face. She locked them firmly
and shook her head no.

“Please, Kat! Tell me what’s wrong. What did I do?” His tone edged toward panic
as her body shuddered in what felt like nearly silent agony. That one sob as it began
was all the sound she made besides breathing heavily.

“Keep holding me. Please,” her broken whisper barely reached his ears even
though his cheek was pressed against her temple.

“Honey, tell me one thing. Is this a seizure? Is there some medication you need?” It
suddenly occurred to him he knew almost nothing of her medical history.

Her head shook no.

Frowning darkly, Rem shut off the stove and carried her to the den. Sinking slowly
onto the sofa, he carefully unwrapped her legs from his back so she wouldn’t hurt
herself and leaned back, taking her full weight onto his chest. She stretched her legs
down the front of his legs and silently shivered in his arms. It felt like her bones rattled
together as he wound himself around her tightly and held on.

The trembling subsided slowly, but she was still dragging in great gulps of air as if
she couldn’t get enough.

“Slow down, baby,” he whispered in her ear. “Easy now, just breathe, honey. I've
got you. It'll be okay. Whatever it is, we can handle it. Just breathe. That's it, slow and
easy.” He never stopped crooning to her softly until she could finally lie there taking
deep, gentle breaths. As she relaxed, his hold loosened until he was stroking his hands
lightly up and down her back. Little tremors rippled through her irregularly so he
didn’t move.

“Tell me what just happened, honey. Please trust me enough for that. I need to
know.” His earnest request drew a long sigh from her and he tensed. Afraid he’d said
the wrong thing again. When would he learn to read her?

“You held me,” her soft voice confessed.

“Yes. Did I hurt you?” Rem prompted gently, still worried that this might be
another incomprehensible misunderstanding. Something he’d done in ignorance again.

“No. Yes. Some.” Her face was still buried in his neck so he didn’t even have her
facial expressions to help him.

“I'm really good at figuring things out, baby, but you've got me on this one. Which
is it?” Rem persisted.
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Kathryn laughed weakly and pushed herself away from his chest. He didn’t let her
go, just glided his hands down her arms until he was holding her hands. If she was
trying to put distance between them, he would have a problem with that.

“I'm sorry, Rem. I made you ruin dinner. Come on, let’s finish it. You were starving
before my meltdown.” She pulled on him as if to get up.

“Kat, honey, I will wither up and die of starvation on this couch if that’s what it
takes to get you to tell me what’s going on inside you. What happened?” Rem insisted
as he refused to budge.

She stared down at him a minute and exhaled noisily again. “You sure you want
this?”

“More than I want to breathe. I need to know. It wasn’t just you, baby. It had
something to do with me and I know it. Now help a poor, ignorant man out. Help me
understand why holding you hurt so much?” His eyes searched her face as he asked.

“I've, well, no one’s ever... Ah, it’s just...” Kat stammered and looked down at his
chest so she wouldn’t have to see the pity in his eyes when she finally spit this out. “I
guess it’s that no one’s ever held me before. I mean, not like that. I didn’t know, um, I
didn’t know about holding like that. It sort of snuck up on me and I flew apart. I'm
sorry.” The last part was a whisper as she studied his breastbone.

Rem frowned hard as what she was trying not to say sank in. “Don’t, Kat! Don’t say
you're sorry to me one more time!” His hands raced up her arms and wrapped around
her again, pulling her down onto his chest. His face turned into her hair and he
clenched his teeth. Taking deep breaths through his nose, Rem tried to stem the jolt he
felt deep in his bones.

No one had ever held this beautiful woman! How could that be? That little
fragment of information blossomed in his chest like a slowly expanding cloud of dark
awareness. The utter bareness of her life impaled him on its jagged edges. She actually
apologized for delaying his supper! His arms tightened around her.

He’d been loved unconditionally all his life by so many, his parents, his sister —in
her own bratty way, Gray, the guys in the unit. Not that the guys said it, but they gave
it to him time and again. She’d had nothing, no one. It was becoming disturbingly clear
how void of love her life had been. If a simple thing like holding did this, what kind of
grim life had she been forced to live? And now she thought she needed to apologize
over such an insignificant thing as food? That destroyed him in six different ways.

Her slender arms locked around him. Firm legs slid to the sides of his and squeezed
tight. She returned his hold fully as he tried to grasp the emptiness in her confession. It
racked him. Sweetly she returned the comfort he’d given her by holding him tightly. He
realized he was the one trembling now as she unselfishly tried to comfort him. It tore
him up. But he needed it, needed to hold this woman.

Almost panting for air, he raised his head enough to ask quietly, “Why did it hurt
you, Kat? Tell me how not to hurt you. Tell me how to protect you.”

“Some pains make you stronger, Rem,” she whispered back. “You know that.”
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Softly she explained it to him. “It hurt because, well, because it was discovering a
pain I never knew was there. Suddenly I recognized all the times I'd missed this. I'd
seen people hold their children, their lovers, their family, but it was like watching a
movie. Not real, you know. Suddenly it’s real. You gave that to me like it was nothing —
I don’t mean that bad!” He’d sucked in a breath at her statement. “It was something
unbearably precious. Then I knew. I knew all the times when it wasn’t there. That's
what hurt me. I'm sorry if it disturbs you.”

“Oh, dear, sweet God in heaven! Don’t you dare apologize to me again or I'm
gonna tan your hide, woman!” His voice trembled with emotion so the threat didn’t
quite have the punch it might have.

Kathryn laughed softly. He was still holding her so tightly it was a struggle to
breathe. No way she was complaining. He could clutch her until her ribs broke. A
cracked rib would be nothing new. Being held was.

“How about we get that supper, honey?” Rem whispered desperately. He needed
something to do! There was no one to beat down. No enemy to seek out and destroy.
No target, no tangos, nothing he could do to fix this. It was agony for the action-
orientated warrior inside him. He’d built his life around the unit and what they did.
They fixed what needed fixing and did it better than anyone else. They rescued. They
liberated, overthrew dictators. They got supplies into places no one else could. His job
as one of the strategists meant he knew everyone’s secrets and could call in favors from
here to Moscow.

Yet, all he could do for this woman was hold her. He understood living through
pain. He didn’t know what to do about living within emptiness. Here she was smiling
at him as he stood up and carried her back into the kitchen. He could barely breathe
with the glimpse of deep emptiness she’d shown him. How could she be this sensitive,
caring, gentle woman? The tender heart that thought of others before herself was a
miracle.

At this point, the possibility of putting her down didn’t exist. Unsure if it was for
her or for him, he just knew they needed to hold, touch, feel, to be as close as possible a
little while longer.

When supper was complete, they both picked up plates and he carried her out to
the patio. The velvet, tropical night seemed like the right place to be.

Sitting with her on his lap, he fed her bites of his steak and held her wine. It was
necessary. She let him surround her with his desire to right all the wrongs in her life.
She understood that he needed to do something with his response to her stupid
weaknesses. So she rested her head on his shoulder while he finished. She snuggled into
him, twisted her luscious body to face him from the waist up.

“You okay?” she asked after they’d sat there in silence awhile.
“Mmm,” he confirmed.

“I need you, Rem.” The statement was made in a voice soft and serious.
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He lifted her off his chest and looked into that sweet face. Whatever she said next,
he wanted to understand it completely. No misunderstanding, no screw-ups.

“No, not for anything. Not because of anything. Well, because I've been lusting
after you for as long as I've known you.” Grinning at him mischievously, she
continued. “And because you've been holding me for hours, Rem. You know how you
said you’d like to do costumes sometimes? Does that include fantasies?”

“Well, yeah,” he answered cautiously.

“I want my first kiss. I want you to kiss me like you mean it. Like it's something
you’ve wanted to do forever. Could you give me that?” Her eyes searched his worriedly
now that she’d made her request. “If you don’t want to, I understand,” she hurried into
the pause. “I just thought you'd be really good at it,” Kathryn trailed off lamely.

Rem studied her face and felt his heart contract in pain. He had a dark suspicion
that whatever happened at her real first kiss had not been a good experience. The
mission to erase every one of her bad memories was a job he intended to do right.

“Yes, Kathryn. A thousand times, yes,” he breathed as a smile broke across his face.
“Come on.” He stood her up carefully as he rose from the chair. “Time to get dressed!”
He grabbed her hand and dragged her into the house.

“Dressed?” she squealed and glanced down at her already clothed form as she
hurried to keep up with him. He hustled them to her bedroom door. “I asked for a
kiss!”

“First date dressed. I'll knock at the front door in about half an hour. Let me be your
tirst date, Kat. Let’s do this right, baby, please,” Rem cajoled.

His intentions delighted her. This wonderful man had somehow seen way past her
request to the heart of her need. She refused to let that bother her right now. His plan
was too much fun to pass up because it embarrassed her that he saw her so clearly. It
obviously didn’t drive him away, so why worry about it? Laughing at him, she stood on
tiptoes and kissed his chin. “Get lost, Rem. I need to change.” The door shut behind her.

Damn, half an hour to arrange this. Time to be the magic man. Well, with a bit of
help.
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Chapter Seven

Thirty-one minutes later, the doorbell chimed. Kathryn glided to the door dressed
in an emerald sundress that hugged her chest and waist. Wishes and tiny little straps
held it up. Around her waist, a knotted sapphire scarf floated down the full skirt. The
scarf and skirt frothed around bare thighs and a lethal length of leg. Strappy sandals
presented her slender ankles and narrow feet. A matching sapphire scarf cascaded
down below her waist with her rippling mane as it held her hair back.

Whistling low as she opened the door to him, Rem grinned at her. “Hello, Kathryn.
You look great. Ready to go?”

“Yes. Do I need my purse?” she asked.

“I've got it covered.” Her hand slid under his arm and he led her down the steps to
the Jeep.

“Where are we going?” Kathryn asked.

“Sightseeing,” was his vague response.

“Mmm.” She glanced at him suspiciously.

“It's something I think you’ll enjoy.” That bad-boy grin gave her a jolt as he handed
her into the Jeep. Laughing irrepressibly, she let him buckle her in.

“You don’t look so bad yourself,” Kathryn commented. He was dressed in charcoal
slacks that hugged his ass and draped down his legs to Italian leather shoes. A black,
silk shirt completed the look and set off his fair-haired warrior good looks. He was a
tall, golden god wrapped in night shadows. His eyes, black as the night sky, shone
down on her warmly.

They wound across the island on a dirt road that took them up for about twenty
minutes. They came to a flat spot and Rem pulled over to park. Kathryn didnt see
anything around but trees and brush.

“I don’t want you to ruin your shoes, so let me carry you.” He slid an arm under
her legs and scooped her up. He took an almost invisible path and strode further up the
hillside. Rounding a curve, they burst into a magical clearing at the hilltop. Around the
perimeter flickering hurricane lamps cast dancing shadows on Mayan ruins, lighting
them but not chasing away the night.

Kathryn gasped at the beauty of the place. A pagan place, a mystical place where
past and present converge under the weight of ages. Rem set her down gently and let
her take it all in.

The clearing floor was strewn with huge, toppled stone masks and fallen columns
covered in glyphic writing. At the center of the clearing, on the apex of the island’s
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central hilltop, there remained the bottom of what must have been a step-pyramid.
Only the monster base lingered in this age. The top was now a flat expanse of grass.

“Can we look around?” she asked reverently.
“Sure,” his low voice confirmed.

Holding his hand tightly, she approached the nearest mask. It was lovely and fierce.
Depicting some long-dead ruler or perhaps a god —it appeared to rise out of the hillside
at the call of night birds and ancient rituals. The flickering lamplight added the illusion
of dancing forms swirling around these sacred wonders of the past. The two of them
moved slowly through the megalithic monuments of the past until they came to the
pyramid base.

Skimming the back of her hand with his lips, Rem smiled down at Kat. “Do you
trust me?” he asked quietly.

“Of course.” Her big eyes were serious in agreement.

“Then let me turn back time,” Rem murmured. Bending slightly, he again lifted her
high in his arms and climbed the pyramid. Atop it, the panoramic view of the island
and surrounding sea was unearthly in the dazzling moonlight. In the center of the
grassy pyramid top, a large, black silk cloth with gold embroidery had been laid out. It,
too, was covered with Mayan symbols and glyphic writing. Rem took her to it and
gently laid her down at its center.

He stretched out beside her and leaned on one elbow to look down into her eyes.
His hands brushed away the scarf holding her hair and spread it out across the black
and gold silk. He stared at her in wonder and reverently smoothed his knuckles down
her neck to feather them across her collarbone. Reclining there like a primeval sacrifice,
Kathryn absolutely glowed in the moonlight.

“The first kiss,” Rem whispered.

Leaning down slowly he brought his lips to hers. He brushed back and forth to feel
her softness as he pressed gently to savor their pliable fullness. His tongue tasted them
in featherlight strokes. Her lips parted on a sigh and he gently slipped inside, a shallow
invasion that worshipped her and pulled back. He kissed her chin, her cheeks, glided
his lips up to feel her eyelashes flutter across them.

“Ah, Kathryn,” Rem breathed into her forehead. “You are beauty even the stars
must bow to.”

Returning to her lips, he sank into them. Kathryn’s mouth opened beneath his and
he drank from her. Sweeping his tongue deep into her silky depths, Rem explored as if
every surface he stroked tasted of ambrosia. Licking her, consuming her essence
insistently, his free hand drifted from cheek to neck and back up again, caressing baby-
soft skin with tender fingers that glided over bone and flesh in gentle adoration.

Her hands slipped smoothly up his straining biceps, cataloging each bulge and
hollow, up to his wide shoulders and neck. One hand sank into his hair, caressing his
scalp while the other explored his muscle-roped back. Her body arched into him
endeavoring to press her ample breasts into his rock-hard chest, needing to rub those

84



Slip Knot

throbbing mounds against him, but he was so far away. Suspended over her, only his
mouth and fingertips touched her.

Kathryn clutched him and moaned a plea. Instinctively her nails raked his back
lightly to bring him closer. He resisted, still attached to her in a deep kiss.

'II

Tearing her mouth from his, she gasped, “More, Rem! I need more
“Yes,” he agreed as his lips dragged down her arching neck.

“Now! Please. Touch me now!” Her body rippled on the black and gold
background. Shifting and straining to reach him with a dancer’s grace. Every muscle
worked in concert to make her body undulate in naturally staggering sensuality.

Rem looked down at her. Her face glowed softly with passionate heat. Her body
shifted restlessly in the grip of her need. Her hands traveled over his body gently,
asking, needing. She wanted and she asked. Not demanded, no shrill insistence, just a
sweet, soft request.

As far as he was concerned, she had a right to demand the world worship her
fearless spirit. If he could lay the moon and stars at her feet, he would do so. If there
was a way to soothe every hurt, he would find it.

Rem glanced up to make sure his helpers really had left the premises. His eyes
searched the shadows that surrounded the clearing. He would kill the man who looked
upon her with anything but reverence. Convinced they were truly alone, he sank back
into her. He allowed the passion to rise between them as he kissed her deeply. His
hands tunneled under her to find the zipper holding sundress bodice together.

The zipper eased down slowly and his hands slipped inside to caress the velvet skin
of her back. He explored every undulating inch before he peeled it off her shoulders
and pushed it to her waist. Deftly plucking the scarf from around her waist, he dragged
the dress down her legs to toss it aside.

Propped up on his elbows over her, his hips still pressed into the ground beside
her, he slid his hands up under her incredible breasts to cradle them gently. Inquisitive
fingers stroked over the smooth expanse of flesh until he reached her distended nipples.
He pulled away from her mouth to look down at what he’d uncovered.

Her breasts spilled out of his hands, trembling with each breath. Her areolas
puckered around plump nipples as he tormented them with a light touch that made her
moan and beg for more. Kathryn arched her back up into his hands and offered herself
to him, a living vision.

In this place, she became all that was feminine. The earth goddess whose lush body
held life and death for her worshipers. Her large breasts drew the air from his lungs.
Her slender, undulating waist and flat belly ensnared him and drew his gaze to her
generous hips and glistening, naked cunt.

This was the temple he intended to worship at until the end of time. If in his
devotion, she received the impression he thought she was the embodiment of a sexual
deity, so be it. At least he would have done something right. Time to start explaining
what worshipping her meant.
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His soft caresses flowed over Kathryn with sensual insistence. Every delicate touch
ignited wicked sparks of sexual need. He strummed her body with a masterful touch
she’d never felt before. It wasn’t lazy, yet it wasn’t rushed with male impatience. The
slow climb as he investigated her, built a fire of white-hot embers. The heat outdid any
quick inferno she’d ever felt.

Rem sat up and tore off his shirt. All the impatience he’d lacked in his touch, now
focused on the task of shucking off his clothes and shoes quickly. Kathryn watched the
magnificent male body emerge and spread her legs wide. She expected him to fall on
her and have at it.

Rem smiled at her actions. He could read her expectations now that he knew a bit of
her past. The wide part was very nice, but he planned to show her how a man paid
homage to his goddess.

He stretched out beside her and taking her arms, placed them over her head. He
applied a gentle pressure to indicate he wanted them kept there. His lips glided down
the inside of her arm, licking, nibbling and tasting down over sensitive tendons just to
the inside of her armpit, wending a leisurely, wet path to her breasts. His hands trailed
lightly over her fascinating nipples again, wringing a frustrated moan from her as they
passed down to explore her ribs and waist. His mouth climbed the slope of her breast
just as his fingers inched across the silky skin of her pubic mound. His inquisitive hands
and mouth fondled every inch of her lovingly.

He sucked her plump nipple into his mouth just as his fingers curled down and
pressed insistently into damp folds. He slowly spread those fingers wide, holding open
the gate to paradise for the universe to admire. She convulsed under him and arched
her hips up into his hand. Her slender back bowed to press inflamed breast into his
mouth. Little gasps escaped her as his fingers spread her and explored her creamy cunt.

Kathryn drifted in a hazy, sensual mist. Rem’s hands guided her higher and higher.
His gentle but insistent touches immersed her in an insidious delight. Drawing each
touch out, stretching it into the next torturous caress, his mouth glazed her body with
decadent explosions of pleasure. His tender, masterful, patient lovemaking unfolded a
whole new universe to explore. Perfect trust melded with pulsing desire. He drowned
her in waves of indulgent emotions she dare not examine.

The soft, black night dripped with diamond stars and highlighted in moon silver
engulfed her. It folded her into ancient reality where there was no past, no future, only
now, only this man.

Between her legs, Rem gently drew her moisture up over each plump lip. Explicitly
focused on the need to paint every millimeter of her flushed cunt lips with fingertip and
cream, sliding between the plump lips, reaching to her opening for more and drawing it
up sensitive flesh. He circled her swollen clitoris slowly then drifted a light touch across
it quickly. He could feel her swell beneath his fingertips. Her cunt became engorged
and puffy as her shy little bundle of intense need pushed up to reach his elusive fingers.
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Working breast and cunt with slow intent, he stroked her carefully, determined to
guide her slowly over wave after wave of dripping pleasure. Rem remained fully in
control, but not as she’d ever experienced before. His entire being with all its awesome
strength commanded to focus solely on her journey into rapture.

Her gentle moans and whispered mewls melted into the night around them. Those
barely discernable sounds joined the timeless voices that writhed here in ages past. Rem
realized, in her most intense moments, she became quieter and quieter. This incredible
woman was so accustomed to hiding emotion at an elemental level that now it was
natural for her to suppress her desire. Just as her intense pain had been almost silent, so
was her intense pleasure.

That sad window into her psyche drove him hard. This woman would scream for
him! She would let herself go. Her trust became a precious prize he was determined to
claim as his own. Someday she would trust him enough to let go. His soul bled each
time her joyless life manifested itself physically in her. The fact she was capable of
humor commanded all his respect. Whenever her mischievous child peeked out shyly,
the little imp entranced him. Yet every time he saw that elfin face, he wept for her. The
shinning gift of her trust wouldn’t be given tonight. He knew that was asking too much.
A lifetime of being alone—alone right down to her soul —required a bit more time to
undo.

Rem switched to her other breast and suckled her gently. Licking the nipple
tenderly, catching it between his teeth to bite down on it while he flicked it hard with
his tongue. She clamped her mouth shut and offered up both cunt and breasts. She was
ready, almost there, her silence screamed at him.

Suddenly, he shoved two fingers up into her tight opening as he opened his mouth
wide and dragged her hypersensitive nipple in hard. Two heavy thrusts into her
convulsing body and she flew apart in his arms. His fingers, buried deep inside that
steaming, wet cunt felt her inner muscles clamp down. Her body milked those digits
desperately as her head arched back and she exhaled fierce and quiet. Rem opened his
mouth wider and sucked fiercely as he pumped those two fingers into her firmly
through her climax. He stretched her tight opening by twisting as he thrust into her
yielding flesh. He drew out her response as long as possible with knowing use of
fingers and mouth.

Rem withdrew his fingers slowly as he felt her gradual spiral back to earth. Easing
his big body between her legs, he let her breast fall out of his mouth with a little pop.
He dragged his face down her body with openmouthed licks and kisses. He whispered
praise to her fervently between each touch.

“That’s it, honey, look how beautiful you are,” he crooned. “My sweet goddess of
the night. So perfect. So lovely.”

He covered her breathless rib cage with homage of his lips then suckled gently
around her trembling belly. Inched down slowly, until his face rose above the apex of
her widespread legs. Breathing in a lungful of her scent, he gazed down at her,
watching the moonlight bathe her damp folds in silver shadows. Such a mysterious
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collection of hills and valleys made up a woman. More specifically, this woman who'd
become the air he breathed, this spectacular, stunning woman who grabbed his heart
and ripped it from his body.

His hands splayed her inner thighs while his thumbs hooked around her sensitive
outer lips and opened them for his mouth. Closing his eyes and extending his tongue,
he sank into her. Rem flattened his tongue against her and licked a long slow swipe
from ass to clit. Then slurped back down in a zigzag pattern, dipping firmly into her
swollen flesh. Rem was pressing his face into that heavenly cunt at last. He felt drunk
with need. He wanted to rub her scent over his face, his hair, his body. She might object
to his bestial obsession with the thick cream he wanted to bathe in. He contented
himself with lapping it up and demanding more.

Kathryn felt the hilltop spinning around her. New sensations pierced her body like
arrows cutting through flesh and bone. His busy tongue delved deep within her,
compelling her back up into the glittering sky. She felt his feral growls deep in her
womb as he literally worshiped her with hot, damp devotion.

Rem lost himself in carnal oblivion. He sucked her clitoris into his mouth and sent
her flying again. Kathryn moaned softly and let go. Rem remained between her legs
through her climax, avid in his need to suck up her cream as fast as she could give it to
him. He ravaged the pink swollen bits of her with teeth and tongue. Between licks, he’d
nip her as if he couldn’t help himself. Soothing every little hurt with long bouts of
suckling each fold carefully into his mouth and adoring it. He reveled tirelessly in his
need to consume her taste, her scent, her very being. Kathryn came for him again before
she started begging.

“Please, Rem, I need you in me... Oh, yes,” she sighed, as he immediately moved
up her body, kissing it lingeringly as he worked his way up. Reaching her face, he
smiled gently down at her. In a quick move, he flipped them over to sit her on his
clenched belly.

“Oh. Oh, my!” Kathryn gasped and adjusted to the new position.
“There you go, honey. Take whatever you want.” Rem’s hands caressed her thighs.

“Take?” Kathryn’s upper body sank down onto his chest. “Whatever I want?” She
stared into his eyes, puzzled.

“Yes, sweetheart, whatever you want, however you want it, anytime. What’s mine
is yours, baby. You'll get that someday.” Liquid black eyes drank her in as he lay there
beneath her.

Biting her bottom lip, Kathryn studied him and let his gentle petting soothe her
doubts.

Her body shifted back so the broad head of his cock caressed her sopping wet
opening. She rubbed herself on it as the red-hot shaft slid through her folds and up to
press her clit. Her hips swiveled and stroked as he arched up into her torment, Rem’s
hands descended off her legs to fist in the cloth below them.

88



Slip Knot

Kat smiled at the moaning man beneath her. This was nice. The cat in her
demanded she rake her nails down his chest. She scraped his nipples and he sighed his
approval. Oh, yes, this was very nice.

Kat sat back on his thighs and gazed down at the thick erection standing straight up
between her swollen cunt lips. The massive thing reached up to her belly button. Its
broad stalk pulsed with his heartbeats and the wide, plum head glowed in the
moonlight as a steady stream flowed from the little hole.

A curious finger reached down to explore the tip and rub the silky moisture down
his cock. They both watched her learn him. Enthralled, she ran fingers through his thick
patch of blond curls to discover the heavy balls under his cock. She fondled them
gently, examined them with a single-minded fascination that amazed and tortured him.
His cock twitched on her belly as if to knock on her womb and remind her he was still
outside, instead of inside where he belonged.

Glancing up, she looked into his eyes. “Condom?”
“Pants, left pocket,” Rem rasped.

She stretched across his body to retrieve his pants, unknowingly tormenting him
with breasts, belly and cunt. He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. Oh, please, let her
find the damn thing fast, he begged the gods of desperate men. Her sweet explorations
drove him up faster and higher than the practiced manipulations of the most depraved
women in the world. His whole body demanded he thrust up hard, screamed at him to
take her fast and deep.

Delicate fingers trembled as she ripped open the condom. With agonizing care she
smoothed it down him, using two hands to span his engorged width. Kathryn came up
on her knees to position him at her entrance. A gentle hand fit the fat head of his cock
between wet folds. Then the little witch paused. She arched back and reached up to lift
the hair off her neck. Rem closed his eyes again. It was too much. The sight of her
magnificent body perched atop his dick nearly ended it all right then. His cock stood at
the entrance to heaven while her body above him seemed to float in the stars. She
became a promise of perfection in that shuddering moment before fulfillment. This
woman took his soul for all time.

“The first time, Rem,” her whisper floated softly into eternity as she pressed down.
Her small opening took him in slowly. With brazen deliberation, she stretched around
him one millimeter at a time. Her tight little cunt admitted his thick intrusion
grudgingly. Wet and swollen, she squeezed him to the point of pain. Such a delicious,
deliriously decadent pain, it forced him to give up all pretense of holding some part of
himself back.

“Oh, please, Kat!” he begged shamelessly. “Please, baby, more. I need more! Please,
please! Oh, God, yesss. Yes, baby, just like that!” Groaning raggedly, he slid all the way
into her, tunneling through velvet tissue, which clasped him in its silken fist, pressing
up to her womb. His cock throbbed, expanded, lengthened even as she took him.

89



Guail Faulkner

She sat him like a queen atop her kingdom. And she was. This woman could rule
him with her whims if it meant he could be here. Deep inside the hot, tight, paradise-
inducing place that was Kat. She loomed over him very straight, as if his cock reached
all the way up her spine.

Her face flushed with passion as she watched him beneath hooded eyes, a waiting
look, one that made him nervous. The meager amount of blood making it to his brain
started to panic. Then he got it. Right here was where most men would take over and
seek their own pleasure. Rem lay perfectly still.

Pain coursed through him as his body clawed its demands into his gut. The need to
thrust, plunge, drive himself in and out of her flayed him. This animal instinct driven
by a lust almost three years denied ripped through his tortured body. Sweat coated him
as deadly discipline held him still. The fierce restraint loved her with all his power, all
his control and all his heart. He waited.

Cautiously Kathryn began to move. She slowly realized he wasn’t going to do
anything she didn’t want him to. A smile crept across her face and her hips picked up
the pace. Rem had to grit his teeth to hold back his release. Yet as he fought for control,
he watched her relax. Felt her cream drip down on him like hot wax as she came to
believe in his control. The thick root of him stretched her tight. That wondrous small
opening didn’t accept him easily. Even though she dripped with her excitement, she
had to force him in with her weight every time she shuddered down his cock.

Kathryn took his hands and placed them on her breasts. At the edge of desperation,
he obeyed her and kneaded the full globes as she bounced with more enthusiasm. He
soon discovered the harder he plucked her nipples the faster she moved on him. Oh,
yeah, heaven.

His body couldn’t help itself —he pushed up into her thrusts. His head arched back
in the battle for control that was slowly escaping him.

“Yes,” she breathed, releasing him to thrust. “Yes, that’s it. Want me.”

Rem went nuts. His hips thrust up hard as they slammed together over and over
again. His big dick sliced into her soft interior mercilessly to demand her release. The
red-hot invader commanded her surrender as she conquered his core.

Heat washed over them while ancient voices wailed in the wind. Timeless whispers
whirled in a vortex of unintelligible refrains as the sexual melody echoed once more
between past and present. A wickedly licentious storm of passion erupted over them.
His shout of completion pushed her over the edge of the universe. Pumping furiously,
Rem fucked them both through his climax in a pagan dance of fertility. The ages
approved. Once more, life was reaffirmed on the altar to forgotten gods.

Sinking down onto him, Kathryn surrendered her limp body into his arms. They lay
joined for quite a while. Groaning softly, she lifted off and rolled over onto her back.

“Damn, Rem. All T asked for was a kiss. What happens if I ask for a fuck?” Her
shivery whisper was almost fearful as the mood of the place settled around them.
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“I show you the Pirate Caves,” Rem’s deep voice rumbled. A little humor seemed
appropriate at the moment. The weight of the powerful joining they’d just shared
pressed down on both of them. Rem actually wondered if he should have looked into
the history of this place a bit more. Something felt different. Almost as if coming
together in this particular place might have sealed them together in ways neither of
them was ready to understand. It bore looking into.

“You get to be the governor’s daughter. I, as the pirate, have rescued you from the
evil governor. Or perhaps kidnapped you. Depends on your mood, darling,” he teased
softly. “In any case. You get fucked by the pirate.”

“I see you haven’t put much thought into it,” Kathryn mused shakily, not yet over
the bout of reality-challenged sex.

Rem disposed of the condom and sat up slowly to search around for their clothes.
Dressing her carefully before sliding into his own clothes, they were both silent as he
picked her up and climbed down the pyramid.

All the lamps around the perimeter had flickered out. A consummate planner, Rem
made sure only enough fuel was in them to last about two hours. He didn’t want the
helpers showing up too early to clean up. Unable to put her down just yet, he carried
her back down the path to the Jeep.

“Can I come back in the daylight sometime?” she shyly asked.

“Sure. Any time we're not in the Pirate Caves.” His bad-boy grin flashed down at
her.

“Ah, I sense you're eager to get there,” Kathryn teased.

“Okay, you got me. A little pillaging is right up my alley,” Rem confirmed on a
chuckle.

“Do you think we could manage some sleep first?” Kathryn yawned tiredly as he
deposited her into the passenger side of the Jeep. Carefully he buckled her seat belt and
dropped a kiss on her lips before heading to his side of the vehicle.

At soon as he slid behind the wheel, Rem reached over and grabbed her hand.
Holding it, he used their combined hands to shift so he didn’t have to let her go then
rested it on his thigh under his hand.

“Sure,” he murmured. They were quiet for the rest of the ride down, both a bit
awed. As they pulled up to the villa Rem turned to Kathryn. “Could we sleep in my bed
tonight?”

Laughing up at him as they got out and walked in, Kathryn responded. “Anything
you like. Are we taking turns?” she teased.

“If you want we could. It is your room, you know, built for you with your things in
it. I expect you'll want to spend some time in it before we move you into my room.”
Rem’s voice was neither teasing nor laughing.

Kathryn stopped, effectively stopping him and turning him to face her. “You said it
was Tammy’s room.”
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“I lied.” Serious male eyes regarded Kathryn cautiously.
“What? Why?” Kat demanded.

“I'm an idiot?” Rem supplied as honestly as possible.
“It's not Tammy’s room?” Kathryn had to clarify again.
“No,” his deep rumble confirmed.

“Well, whose things am I wearing? Because if some girlfriend of yours comes
slamming through that door demanding her clothes, I'm going to be pissed, Rem!” Her
hands now gripped her own hips and the storm in her eyes was flashing lightning.

“It’s all yours, Kat.” Rem insisted.

“I think I'd remember that shopping spree, Rem. These clothes are not mine,”
Kathryn stated.

Rem felt her anger clearly. But it was different this time. Different from the shed
incident in some way he couldn’t put his finger on. Not being able to read her was a
dangerous thing. It would be wise to proceed with utmost caution. Fuck, if he was wise,
he’d have kept his damn mouth shut.

“I bought it all for you. That's what I'm trying to tell you. It's your room, your
clothes, your everything. Tammy has never been on the island before. She knows about
it, but she’s never been here. Nor has any other woman. I mean, any woman I brought
here.” Rem stopped when he realized he was starting to babble. He never babbled!

Kathryn cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes at him. Rem felt the
bottom fall out of his gut. This part felt suspiciously familiar. They usually ended up in
the mother of all misunderstandings after this part. Perhaps tomorrow would have
been a better time to bring this up. Yet he wanted to tell her everything. Show her
everything. Give her everything. It'd just fallen out of his mouth.

“Take me to bed, Rem? I'm too tired to deal with this tonight,” Kathryn finally
asked wearily.

“No problem, honey.” He scooped her up and strode down the hall to his room,
relieved to the very bottom of his tired bones.

Laying her down on his big bed, Rem efficiently stripped off her dress and shoes.
Kathryn groaned and snuggled under the covers expecting Rem to join her. Too tired to
keep her eyes open long enough to notice him head for the bathroom.

After a quick shower, Rem returned with two wet washcloths. Gently he pulled
back the cover and rolled her sleeping body onto her back. Carefully he ran the damp
cloth down her neck and around her breasts, down her torso. Nudging her legs apart,
he wiped up both of them from knees to crotch. Tenderly he spread the pink folds of
her cunt and cleaned her carefully.

“What are you doing?” Kat mumbled.

Leaning down as he held her open to drop a soft kiss on her exposed clitoris, he
glanced up into her barely open eyes and smiled. “I didn’t want you to wake up sticky
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and uncomfortable, baby. Now turn over so I can get your back.” Obediently she rolled
over.

“You don’t have to do this,” she protested weakly as she enjoyed the fresh, cool
cloth sluicing down her back and butt. Firm fingers spread her ass cheeks and he gently
pressed the cloth up the crease.

“I take care of my own,” his deep voice growled as he eased off the bed to return
the washcloths to the bathroom. A second later he slid in behind her and wrapped a
firm arm around her. They slept.
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Chapter Eight

The door to Rem’s room burst open. Rem leapt out of bed with a Glock nine
millimeter pointed squarely at his sister’s chest.

“Damn it to hell, Tammy!” he bellowed. “What the fuck are you doing here?”
“Stop yelling at me and put that gun down!” Tammy yelled back.

“I almost shot you!” Rem lowered the gun but didn’t release it. “Where is Miguel?
What happened?” he demanded as possibilities exploded in his head. The only way
Tammy could be here was if Miguel sent her because he was too wounded to
accompany her.

“I don’t give a flying fuck where that bastard Miguel is!” Tammy screeched.

Her entire attention to this point had been taken up with her brother. She suddenly
noticed Kathryn regarding her serenely from the bed.

Kathryn had seen Tammy in this mood many times. She felt relatively certain
Miguel was okay. Well, in the physical sense at least. This was Tammy in high hysteria.

“Oh. Hello, Kathryn,” Tammy sputtered in surprise.
“Hey, Tam. Ditched him, did you?” Kathryn asked calmly.

“You're damn right I did!” Tammy shot back having found a familiar, sympathetic
listener. The fact that Kathryn was in Rem’s bed seemed self-explanatory to her. So
Tammy moved on to her own pressing problems.

“That bastard wanted to tell me what to do every minute of the day. And I mean
every minute! He actually insisted I leave the bathroom door open when I need to go.
Can you imagine?” Tammy marched around to Kathryn’s side of the bed and plopped
down. Kathryn tucked the sheet under her armpits and adjusted the pillows so she also
sat up.

Rem felt his mouth drop open as the two women settled in for what looked like a
familiar routine. There he was naked, standing by the bed holding a gun and no one
was paying attention to him. Running a hand through his hair in amazement, Rem
headed for the dresser in the closet. At least shorts were required, he supposed. A
glance out the window at the sun just over the horizon told him it was only around six
a.m. Already the day was fucked up beyond repair.

“Oh, I can not tell you how mad I am at that barbarian!” Tammy continued. “He
threatened to spank me because I wouldn’t listen. Can you imagine? Now, you know I
don’t mind it in play, but nobody pulls that shit on me for real!”

“They do now!” A deep voice spoke through clenched teeth from the bedroom
door. “And it would seem it’s long overdue.”
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Rem strolled out of the closet resignedly. He’d known Miguel would show up on
her heels as soon as Tam admitted ditching him. Now his bedroom was bristling with
barely restrained violence and way too many people.

Tammy whirled around to face Miguel. “What are you doing here? I told you, your
services are not required anymore. That means you're fired, you thick-headed
Neanderthal!”

“And I told you, you need to learn some manners, little girl
dropped even lower as a vein in his temple pulsed.

'II

Miguel’s tone

Rem shook his head, walked over to a barely visible door in his wall and swung it
open. Kathryn’s brows climbed her forehead as she watched him step into her room
through a sneaky little secret door. A minute later, he reappeared with shorts, a tank
top, panties and a bra for her.

Scowling around at the arguing couple, Rem raised his voice over the screeching.
“Out! Everyone out! Kathryn needs a shower and I go with her wherever she goes.
Even the bathroom.” That last part was directed at his frowning sister.

“Well, it’s different for you,” Tammy huffed. “She’s in love with you.”

“Oh, yeah?” Rem’s head swiveled around to Kathryn and a grin spread across his
face.

“Tam!” Kathryn did some squealing herself. “Will you shut up?”

“All right,” Miguel growled. “Time to leave the adults alone, angel face.” He
reached over and hauled Tammy off the bed by her arm.

“Get your hands off me, you disgusting little man!” Tammy pretty much screamed
up into his face. The need to look up at him sort of negated the “little man” comment.
Yet it made the comment even nastier with its implication of what precisely she
considered little.

Miguel simply hefted her up over his shoulder. His large hand landed with a
resounding smack on Tammy’s bottom.

“AAARRGGG!! Put me down! See how he treats me, Rem! I'm going to be black
and blue from head to toe!” Miguel walked out the door, apparently ignoring her
kicking and screaming. As the door closed behind them, another loud smack could be
heard. Miguel’s deep voice corrected her while she upped the volume of her tirade.
“No, just your ass will be black and blue.”

“Oh, my God, Rem. Do you think Tammy is all right?” Kathryn asked worriedly
while he pulled back the sheet and scooped her out of bed to carry her into the
bathroom.

“No, she’s not. But I suspect she will be eventually.” Rem grinned as he deposited
Kathryn by the toilet and turned to the shower.

Kathryn glanced at the toilet, then at his back as he adjusted the shower
temperature. So that’s how it was? She shrugged and took care of business then joined
him in the shower.
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Rem washed her carefully while she laughed at him and protested she was
perfectly capable of taking care of that herself this time.

“Mmm, mine,” he responded briefly. “I take care of what’s mine.”

Kathryn gave up and left him to it. His slow, meticulous hands investigated every
fold and crease until she moaned and begged him to fuck her. Happy to comply, Rem
grabbed a condom from the shelf in the shower. Massive shoulders barely strained as
he hefted her legs over his forearms and her back against the tile wall. With his mouth
molded over hers, Rem lowered her until her slippery cunt rubbed the fat head of his
dick. He shifted his weight to lean heavily into her upper body and thrust up hard. A
flaming spike spread her tender cunt swift and deep. The thick pole pounded right up
to the hilt. Her arms tightened and she bit his lip. He took that as a request for more.

Rem dragged his mouth down her throat as his lower body rammed into her fierce
and fast. Oh, sweet heaven, she drove him crazy! He got his dick jammed in her for two
seconds and he wanted to come. His goddess was spread wide against a wall as he
pounded into her. She clawed his back! Rem tipped his head and howled. It felt so good
he didn’t even try to hold in that base, male response to fucking his woman.

Kathryn retaliated with a sharp nip to his neck as her body jerked into orgasm. Rem
slammed into her clenched cunt. He fought desperately to hold off, but her cunt
clamped down on him and milked him with fierce contractions. He had no resources
left to resist her and exploded hot and deep. It felt like his spine liquefied and poured
out his cock and into her.

Panting harshly as he held himself within her quivering body, Rem shut his eyes
and tried to calm down. This was not the time to just keep nailing her. There were
people out there and things to do. Besides, it was a tight fit. She could hardly hold him
even as he relaxed slowly like this. She had to be sore. That’s what it took to convince
him to pull out—in a minute.

“You okay, honey?” he asked concerned. The silence worried him. How was he
supposed to know if she was in pain or pleasure?

“Oh, yessss, I'm fine,” Kathryn breathed. “As soon as I figure out how to walk
again, I'll be fine.”

“Not a problem. You just sit right there on that handy seat I've provided, and I'll
carry you anywhere you want to go.” Rem grinned into her hair, still pressed tight up
against her.

They discovered laughing could be felt deep in a woman’s cunt. That led to kissing,
and his hips just started moving all on their own. Shallow, gentle thrusts.

“Rem?” Kathryn said softly.

“Yeah?” he answered.

“Are we doing this again?” She wanted to know.

“I think we are. I'll be gentle, baby. Just slow and easy,” he promised.

“I want to taste you,” Kathryn whispered shyly.
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Rem stopped moving. It wasn’t necessary. Her hesitant little request nearly sent
him to his knees again. Fire licked up the back of his legs and centered in his balls as he
processed what exactly she meant by that.

“Now?” his voice was strained.
“Well, whenever you’d like. I just thought you might like it now,” Kat hedged.

Working swiftly, Rem pulled out of her and removed the condom, tossing it in the
toilet. He rinsed by twisting his lower body slightly. Kissing her deeply he reached
between them and parted her roughly, driving his cock into her hard. He needed to feel
her, be in her, just this once. Her little request took him over the edge of sanity. It
stripped him of reason. Oh, God, how was a man supposed to resist this?

Rem shut off the shower. Still holding her perched on his cock, he walked into the
bedroom ignoring the fact they were dripping wet. He crawled up on the bed carefully
and lay down with her still deeply impaled. Her body once again balanced on him as he
lay beneath her.

“ Anything you want, baby.” His hands dropped to his sides and he watched her.

Looking down at him, she frowned briefly. This dominant, alpha male was once
again laying beneath her in surrender. Once was nice, but that wasn’t the man she fell
for three years ago. He lay still and patient, waiting for her to decide her pleasure.

Sliding off him, Kat smiled sweetly as her mouth leaned down to flick his hard
nipple. A pink tongue did a naughty dance around the copper disk and stiff male flesh.
Suddenly, her mouth opened and she sucked in hard. Rem’s back came off the bed and
he shouted as sensations burned from nipple to cock in an entirely new experience for
him. She nipped her little teeth down to capture his sensitized nipple and grinned
around it as he froze. They both knew he was completely at her mercy. Kathryn’s hands
slid down the clenched abdomen to wrap around his thick cock.

She held him there, gripped tightly in both hands and teeth. The display of female
power shook him with new, unfamiliar sensations. This woman knew what she was
doing. She knew how he felt—both excited and afraid. Pain or pleasure, both were hers
to dispense. Her choice and she was taking a damn long time to decide.

She released his swollen nipple, but her hands tightened around his erection. Rem
groaned and closed his eyes. Surrendering in shuddering gasps as her hands stroked up
and down his thick shaft. Kat’s body moved down his slowly. Her mouth explored
rigid muscles lazily. Sometimes she licked and kissed, sometimes she stopped to suck
him in hard again and nip pinched flesh. She left a trail of stinging red marks down his
body.

Every time she marked him, his hips jerked up into her hands and a little more pre-
cum spilled out of him. Finally, her face was directly over the large, purple head of his
cock. She blew on him gently as her hands stroked him, studying him, mapping each
vein and ridge, but not touching him with her mouth.

“Do you want my mouth?” Kathryn questioned softly.
“Yes, oh, damn yes,” Rem moaned.
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“Is this my cock?” her wicked whisper continued.
“Yours, honey, all yours!” Rem wasn’t above putting some beg in his voice.

“Are these my balls?” One of her hands slithered down to lift his testicles. She
weighed and rubbed them roughly. Rem gasped in air hard as her hands moved over
him.

“Yes! Your balls,” he wheezed as her hand closed around them and gave them a
firm squeeze.

“They’re full for me, aren’t they?” Quiet and wicked, her voice snaked up his body.
The dangerous game she played astonished him. He was not a submissive. He’d never
had a submissive bone in his body. Yet for her, he lay there trembling under her hands,
his entire being on fire as she teased and wielded her power fearlessly.

“Yes,” he breathed.
Suddenly he was free. His eyes shot open to find her standing beside the bed.

“Then come fuck your woman, Rem. Don’t be gentle or careful. I won't break. I
want your strength. I need your dominance. Don’t think it takes something away from
me. I know I can dominate you. Now, you do, too. But it's not what does it for us, is it?”
Her strong voice was calm.

Growling fiercely, Rem didn’t bother answering her. He jackknifed up off the bed
and was behind her in an instant. Forcing her upper body down over the bed, he
shoved her feet apart so she was bent over and spread wide for him. Only then did he
stop.

“A nasty little game you played, Kat. A man gets his dick that close to your mouth,
he wants it sucked.” Rem stepped back to regard her body.

“I think you're going to have to clean up after yourself when this is over,” he
growled. “But for right now that white bottom is just too tempting. Stuck up in the air
and spread open like that. What do you think I should do with it, my wicked little
goddess?”

“Oh,” Kat moaned.
His hand landed on it heavy and sharp. “That’s for being a tease.”
Another biting spank landed on the other cheek. “That’s for pretending with me.”

The third slap shocked her. His hand swung up and landed flat and firm on her
cunt, lifting her to her toes as fire exploded through her sensitized body. “That was
because I wanted to.”

Then he was behind her, shoving his enormous cock into her burning cunt. Driving
it home and ripping it out again in near frantic need. He held her hips in a ruthless grip
and fucked her hard. He watched his cock slice into her red, swollen pussy. His balls
slapped her sensitive lips every time he rammed in. He used his whole body weight to
shove himself up her. His body wrenched up on his toes with each hard thrust.

Searing shocks burst through Kathryn. Her entire being became focused on her
engorged cunt with that third, harsh little spank. That particular sensation quickly

98



Slip Knot

followed by his monstrous cock shoved into her inflamed flesh, flashed every pleasure
receptor to frenzied action. Rem gasped and grunted gutturally with each deep
invasion. The merciless sexual demands sent sharp, spinning stars of flaming heat
whipping through her. His brutal pummeling drove her into agonized ecstasy. She
crashed into orgasm, convulsing hard on his plunging shaft.

He fucked her fiercely through her climax and then increased the power of his
thrusts. He snarled with each penetrating plunge. Letting her have everything he’d
been holding back. Fucking her like an animal. Just as she screamed into another
intense orgasm, he let his release take him with her.

Boiling hot semen jetted deep into her womb. He propelled it in with feral grunts
and growls. Jerking his hips against her to jam as much of himself deeply inside her as
he could. Holding himself there, high and hard, until the wrenching bursts ceased.

When it was over, he slumped down on the bed beside her bent form. Flat on his
back with his legs hung over the side of the bed. It felt like the marrow from his teeth
had been sucked down and shot out his dick with that reality-altering orgasm. Rem’s
large body panted harshly as he tried to regain some shred of composure. He needed to
reclaim his body from the base beast who couldn’t stop fucking this woman.

Resting there panting, several things burst on his numb brain at once. She’d
screamed for him. He hadn’t worn a condom. She’d seen his fear of hurting her and
found a way to free him from it. She wouldn’t accept anything less than the man he
was, even if he was doing it for her again. She could take him to a place he didn’t even
know existed. Have mercy! She could be pregnant!

Kat recovered first. She slid off the bed and knelt between his legs. Soft lips sucked
his balls into her mouth. She cleaned them gently with each lick and stroke of her
tongue. Kat dragged her open mouth up his cock to swirl her tongue around it. Happily
she licked up every drop of their combined juices. As her lips reached the fat head of his
cock, she sucked his semi-hard penis into her mouth. Busily she worked her head from
side to side. Tongue slurping up and down, seeking his essence industriously. At last,
satisfied he was clean, she sat back on her heels.

Rem sat up slowly and leaned down to rest his forearms on his knees. Both hands
ran through his hair as he looked into her eyes. “I didn’t wear a condom,” he told her
quietly.

“I know. I've never... Even the first time there always was a... I'm clean,” she
whispered back at him.

He grinned a sheepish look into her worried face. “Me, too. Not once. Ever.”

“You don’t have to worry about, ah, well, I wouldn’t make you... I'll take care of...
It'll be mine, you don’t have to...” Kathryn trailed off as Rem frowned fiercely.

“Oh, no, you don’t! It’s ours! Yours and mine! Together, Kat. I take care of what's
mine! I keep what’s mine! And most of all, I keep the mother of my children with me!
Don’t even start with that evil little brain of yours. MINE! You. It. MINE!” His voice
rose steadily as he tried to hammer his point home. There could be no mistake about
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this. Nothing on earth would induce him to let go of this woman now. He was damn
glad he hadn’t worn a condom at this point. No need to confess that. It's not like he
planned it. Perhaps he should have. It was a damn good plan.

She grinned at him then laughed. “You're not going to start treating me all gentle
again, are you?”

Grabbing her hands, he hauled them both up and headed back to the bathroom.
“Well, not always,” he conceded out loud to her in slightly mollified tones. At least she
wasn’t arguing. In his head, he wondered if she knew how precious she was to him?
Perhaps in bed they might play a little rough, but even the slobbering, possessive beast
in him wanted to pamper her, protect her, wrap her up in every wish or dream she’d
ever had.

A short time later, they both stepped out of the shower again. Rem handed her a
towel and never took his eyes off her as he dried. Laughing she chided him, “Cut it out,
Rem. I'm not the runaway here. Can I use your toothbrush? Mine is far away, you
might slip and fall chasing me into my room.” Her twinkling eyes as she teased him
calmed the possessive idiot who seemed to jump up like the bogeyman whenever she
scared him.

His bathroom came equipped with double sinks and a vanity, just like hers. Only
his tile was black against white walls, where hers was white. He handed her his
toothbrush as he retrieved his razor.

“So it’'s me?” he mused.

“What are you?” she mumbled around toothpaste.

“The guy who wets your panties?” He almost cut himself just saying it.

“Ah, that famous conversation. I told you so yesterday, anyway.” She shook her
head.

“No, you said you’d been lusting after me. Not the same thing.” He had to grin into
the mirror at that one.

“Sure it is!” she insisted in disgust.

Sharp black eyes sliced into her green ones. “I'm glad, honey.” That statement
seemed to be way too serious for this conversation, Kathryn thought.

“Well, it’s settled anyway. Was beginning to worry me some,” he continued.

“Why?” Kat demanded. She’d finished with the toothbrush and was now leaning
against the sink watching him shave.

“Didn’t want to kill one of my friends over you. It looked like the only answer last
night,” he calmly replied as he finished up.

Kathryn cocked her head to the side and studied him pensively. This was not a
casual conversation, and he seemed to be telling her something that wasn’t exactly
clear. “Rem, do you have something to tell me? Is there another surprise?” she asked
suspiciously.
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Black eyes turned on her after he stashed the shaving kit. “I guess I do. Shouldn’t be
a surprise though, sweetheart. You are mine. I don’t care how we go about this as long
as you're with me from here on out. I've wanted you a long time, Kat. You've spent a
couple years avoiding me. That's over. We can deal with all that after this thing is
settled. I will not go back to some distant relationship with you, honey. Am I being clear
enough?”

Kat smiled and walked into the bedroom for her clothes. He followed, leaning
against the bathroom doorjamb brushing his teeth as she dressed.

“Think I'm kidding?” he asked after rinsing and coming back to pull on shorts and
a shirt.

Kathryn looked at him and shook her head. “No, Rem. I think you're very serious. I
also think there is a lot of garbage to work out between us. I agree that the present
situation is way too intense to make any long-term decisions. We'll talk about it when
this is over.”

“Nope,” Rem corrected softly. “I said you're mine. Not that we’d discuss it when
this is over.”

Kathryn finished pulling on the tank top and shorts. She looked at him
contemplatively a moment then smiled. “We’d better get out there before they kill each
other.”

“Mmm,” was his comment as he grabbed her hand and opened the door. Tammy’s
strident voice carried across the house from the kitchen. Thankfully, the smell of coffee
accompanied it.

Entering the kitchen hand in hand with Rem who refused to let hers go, the scene
was much as Kathryn expected. Tammy was clutching her cup of coffee while telling
Miguel exactly how to impregnate himself. Miguel stood by the window scanning the
surrounding grounds, ignoring Tammy.

Tammy paused as they entered and beamed at them. “So, that was an interesting
shower.”

“Couldn’t hear a thing over the screeching in here,” Miguel’s deep voice mused.

“You call it screeching? You imbecilic, single-cell organism. Could you just shut up
and let the humans chat?” Tammy turned back to Kat.

Rem handed Kat into a chair at the kitchen table and headed for the coffeepot.
Getting two cups down, he made them both and came back. He handed one to Kathryn
then pulled his chair next to hers and sat down. One arm rested around her back and
his fingers caressed her shoulder idly.

“I see your internment hasn’t turned out so bad.” Tammy smiled at Kathryn.
Kathryn grinned guiltily but couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

“Have you talked to Gray?” Rem asked Miguel.

“Yeah,” Miguel answered, never taking his eyes off the outside landscape.

“He knows?” Rem pressed.
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“Yeah,” Miguel answered shortly again.

“Think it's out?” Rem wanted to know.

“Knows it.” Miguel used two words in a row. Improvement, Kat thought.
“Reinforcements?” Rem asked.

“Yeah.” Back to one word from Miguel.

“ETA?” Rem questioned.

“Nineteen hundred,” Miguel supplied.

“Tango ID?” Rem’s hand continued gently caressing Kathryn as he asked.
“Yeah, only one UL. It's him.” Miguel moved to another window.
“Movement?” Rem shot his questions between sips of coffee.

“Stealth. Gray hasn’t got him yet,” Miguel murmured.

“Damn,” Rem breathed. “Who's incoming?”

“C1 and C4.” Miguel grinned as he confirmed that.

“Toys?” Rem wanted to know.

“Full load,” Miguel responded.

“Will you two cut it out and talk like human beings!” Tammy exploded. “The only
thing worse than this is when you let your fingers do the talking. I swear, I am sick to
death of all this testosterone buildup.”

“She really related to you?” Miguel questioned Rem.

Everyone laughed except Tammy who scowled in a good imitation of Rem’s scowl.

“It's perfectly clear,” a smiling Kat interpreted for Tammy. “Gray knows you left
Miguel. Gray thinks the bad guy knows. Charlie and Blaster are coming down and will
be here around seven p.m. tonight. Gray has narrowed the suspects down to one that he

can’t locate and he thinks the suspect is on the move. Charlie and Blaster are coming
armed.”

All three occupants of the room looked at Kathryn in surprise.

“Damn.” Miguel grinned at Rem. “Do you realize how short your leash just got,
Rem? I bet she can read the sign, too.” Miguel chuckled and turned back to his study of
the surrounding grounds.

“How’d you follow all that, baby? And how did you know who C1 and C4 are?”
Rem asked as his laughing eyes sparkled at her.

“I'm not an idiot!” Kathryn huffed, offended. “C1 has to be Charlie. He’s the only
man whose name that starts with C in the unit. C4 is just obvious for Blaster. I've heard
you guys talk before, it’s not like it’s a secret code or something.”

“Yeah,” Rem agreed still amused. “But there is a secret code. Can you read that,
too?”

“No. The only sign language I know is American Standard Sign Language,” she
sniffed.
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“No shit. Well, then you do know about half the secret code.” Rem nuzzled her ear
and whispered, “I'll teach it all to you for a price.”

Tammy snorted. “She just needs to see you using it and two hours later she’ll be
teaching it to you. She picks up on these things. How do you think she learned sign
language?”

“Really?” Rem mused. “How did she learn sign?”

“A neighbor kid is deaf. She watched him talk to his mother for two days. On the
third day she went over there and joined in the conversation. Now we have lots of deaf
clients thanks to her. They use the Internet a great deal, you know.” Tammy smiled,
looking as proud as a mother hen over Kathryn's talent.

“Oh, it wasn’t that easy. I really sucked at first. But they were so glad someone
wanted to learn that they taught me. That’s all.” Kathryn glanced down, flustered with
all the attention centered on her.

“So how does Gray know I ditched Miguel anyway?” Tammy questioned.

“You didn’t ditch me, brat. You just got a bit ahead of me,” Miguel corrected her
testily.

“I ditched you! Would we be on this lovely island if it was up to you?” Tammy
insisted.

“No. You ran away like the spoiled little girl you are, Tammy. You've endangered
everyone who is trying to help you, but mostly you've put yourself and Kathryn in
danger. That’s what you've done,” Miguel finished quietly.

“Oh, get over vyourself, Miguel!” Tammy blew up. “Look around, you
melodramatic, old women. Everyone is fine! There is no bad guy following our every
move. Sure, there might be a sick, obsessed person out there, but there always are!”

Rem spoke up. “Stop it, Tammy. Miguel is right. Do you think the six of us spent
the last fifteen years of our lives knitting? When we say there’s a problem, we don’t say
it casually. I know you’ve never experienced anything like this before. That just means
we’ve done it right so far. But this time you're in it. It's coming for you. Stop being an
ass and let us do our job.”

Tammy stared at her brother and frowned. Kat suspected she hadn’t been taking
this seriously at all. Hearing it from both Miguel and now Rem was shaking her faith in
her invincibility. Before whatever “it” is happens, one always believes that “it” only
happens to other people. Especially for the beautiful, privileged young woman Tammy
had always been. It’s not that she was deliberately arrogant —she just had no idea what
being helpless and overpowered meant. There was no time in her life when she couldn’t
have exactly what she wanted or who she wanted. Even when she went too far, there
was always someone to bail her out. Kathryn could fully understand her inability to
accept that the world was a radically different place than she’d thought.

“How Gray knows is that—"” Rem continued, “ —however you got here without
Miguel triggered his ‘watch” command on the computer. If he knows you’re moving
and where to, it's only reasonable to assume the Bad Guy who’s as smart as this one,
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was triggered, too. That means trouble is coming here or already is here, depending on
where the Bad Guy is based.”

“Oh,” Tammy mumbled.

“So, what do we do now?” Kathryn asked. She wasn’t really concerned, but Tammy
needed a break from all the male disapproval focused on her.

“Well,” Miguel took up the conversation. “That depends. We hope Gray can locate
the tango in transit. We're using this to get him moving. As long as there’s a hot lead
out there for him might as well use it as bait.”

Rem leaned down and dropped an openmouthed kiss on Kat’s shoulder, lapping
indecently with his tongue before pushing away from the table. “I'm hungry. Anyone
else want breakfast?”

“Oh, gosh, it’s been forever since he fed me!” Tammy perked up. “I don’t suppose
you're gonna make that delicious French toast thing you do, Rem?”

Kathryn realized both men avoided using a name for the Bad Guy. So it had to be
bad news. They were trying to protect her. That was just peachy by her. Reality was
overrated most of the time. She’d hang on to this dream world where Rem treated her
like a goddess for as long as possible.

Ok F X X

By noon, the Observer lounged atop the pyramid in the Mayan ruins with a pair of
high-powered binoculars trained on the villa below. Everything was ready. Now all he
had to do was wait.

Tammy had called him. Her actions begged him to rescue her. He could do no other
but comply. She’d brought him right to the bitch and he would reward her sweetly for
that. Perhaps her cleansing wouldn’t take as long as he’d thought. It warmed him to be
so close to his Angel.

When he got her “message” last night and un-coded where she was leading him, a
lovely plan laid itself out in his mind. The location couldn’t be more convenient. The
added audience only enhanced the experience for all of them. The plan was perfect for
punishing a wide range of individuals. He marveled that he hadn’t thought of this
before. How amusing to know they could flail around all they wanted and still he
would best them. There was no doubt he could run mental circles around all those big,
nasty-looking men who kept buzzing around her. But they were as ignorant as the rest.
He would best them and have the satisfaction of seeing them suffer. So much better this
way.

His check-in to the fishing camp on the other side of the island had been simple.
Securing a room for the equipment, quick and easy after he hacked into the reservations
they already had listed. He would be long gone by the time the real client showed up.
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His walking off on a hike appeared the most natural thing in the world for a tourist
to do. Now he’d found this perfect place for the transmitter. It offered him a direct line-
of-sight to the villa and the fishing camp. His plan was falling together better than he’d
dreamed. Perfection was so simple when one did things right.

He still depended on another to get the ritual site prepared. But that one had never
failed him in the past. It should be fine. He’d left detailed instructions for the other to
follow. This time, everything would go right. After all, he was the boss. Yes, yes, the
boss. He’d correct his mistake with the bitch. How he ever could have imagined her to
be a good person he didn’t know. It was the pills, they confused him. The bitch would
not escape again. She’d escaped him in Atlanta. Yes, yes, escaped. Stupid Pollyanna was
too dim to even realize she’d been in training to be a whore. The other one had been
bringing her along slowly. All that time wasted. Didn’'t matter now. No need to
remember. Yes, yes, all was well now.

Mother would be so pleased. She would never make him take those pills again.
When he did things wrong, that’s when Mother made him take those pills. But this was
going to work perfectly. He would prove he didn’t need them anymore. She always
said it was a secret. The pills were a filthy secret. She was ashamed of him when he
needed the pills. Now they could get rid of them forever. She liked it when he made a
complicated plan look easy. She would be so proud of him this time. She would call
him her smart little man again. No, no, Mother’s smart little man doesn’t need any
nasty pill to make him smart.

All it took was three wireless transmitters, two wireless monitors with microphones
and voila! Done! Well, a convenient location helped, too. But that was to be expected
when an Angel guided him. Easy, so easy. The method to control those men couldn’t be
simpler. A few little tablets in the water cistern under the house and they would sleep
like babies. Unsuspecting buffoons.

The island made it effortless to drug them. Everyone caught rainwater off the roof
and stored it in a cistern under the house. The filter system could not remove the drug.
Bottled water was hard to come by out here so there was little danger they wouldn't
drink the water from the faucet in one form or other. On a hot tropical island, you
needed to drink a lot. Perfect.

Ah, there was the Angel! He watched her walk through a room as he had been
doing since he arrived. So beautiful. The graceful sway of her perfect body soothed him.
How lovely she would look after it was over. Yes, yes, she was perfect.

I'm coming for you, darling, just a few more hours to wait. I'm coming, sweet Angel. He
knew she heard his thoughts. That's how they communicated these days. She was so
like Mother. Sometimes he heard her calling to him at night. Such a good Angel.

By late afternoon, Tammy was climbing the walls in boredom. The guys didn’t
want them to go outside. It was impossible to secure the entire beach and gardens.
Miguel made an art of ignoring Tammy, so Kathryn took on the task of amusing her.
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They played cards for hours. Every time Rem moved through the room, he dropped
a kiss on her head, her cheek and her lips. His hands never failed to trail over
interesting terrain. One time his hand wandered under the table. It swept up her thigh
to push into her shorts and thrust a single digit right up her wet cunt. His finger
inserted to his knuckle as he kissed her and finger-fucked her briefly. Her cunt gushed
hotly, clamping down on the unexpected intruder. She had no control as her hips jerked
in response. Pulling away, he sauntered out of the room sucking his finger loudly like a
lollipop.

“For heavens sake! Get a room!” Tammy demanded at his not so stealthy play.

“I've got a room, brat!” Rem turned to shoot her an unrepentant glance. “But
someone showed up and barged in. So deal with it.” He laughed and continued on his
way. The sibling grousing was an old routine that helped add some normality to the
situation.

Kathryn laughed and pretended to be embarrassed. She wasn’t and he knew it. She
liked him caressing her, touching her. It felt right. Even in front of people. Perhaps only
around these people who were their family. It didn’t matter, or it mattered more. It
wasn’t an exhibitionist issue as much as it was an irresistible pull between them. Her
previous life gave her a lack of modesty that wasn’t exactly immoral as it was a comfort
with her own skin. Now that there was no need to hide it, she relaxed into herself. This
was the real Kathryn, the adult who accepted herself and her life with all its facets. Rem
gave her the confidence and safety to give up the concealing clothes. She’d discovered
she liked the sexy wardrobe he’d bought her. Liked it a lot. He encouraged it
outrageously, eating her up with his appreciation of her physical form.

It made her aware of his claim on her every second. His possessiveness was
exciting, tender and a little raunchy, but mostly it was solid. His attention and obvious
desire for her on every level though new and fragile, was also elemental in its
completeness. There were no doubts for her. He’d made his intentions very clear, both
with her and about the possibility of a baby. She was safe emotionally and physically. It
flowed over her and she glowed with it. Kathryn was almost afraid to think about it.
The fulfillment of every fantasy ever conceived was a scary concept to grasp.

ok kB X X

Charlie and Blaster buzzed the house before they landed. Rem and Miguel had both
been patrolling the house and veranda all day, certain danger was close. It hung in the
air like a malevolent spirit. Both men felt the prickle of watching eyes with that peculiar
sensitivity acquired in combat.

They’d been in touch with Gray several times. However, the conversations were
brief and frustrating, adding nothing new.
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Charlie and Blaster bounced in, apparently fresh as daisies after their quarter mile
hike from the airstrip. Both of them made a point of kissing the girls hello for the
entertainment value of watching Rem and Miguel scowl.

Blaster whistled low and long at the new Kathryn, clothed in shorts and tiny tank
top.

“Wow, baby! Finally decided to let the butterfly out, did you?” He laughed as he
picked her up and planted a smacking kiss on her lips. Laughing at his antics, Kat
smacked his shoulder playfully.

“Put me down, you big lug,” she demanded. She didn’t get put down.

Charlie plucked her out of Blaster’s arms. Turning her to face him, he grinned and
took his time scanning the new Kathryn hanging two feet off the ground in his
powerful hold.

“Damn, woman. Why’d you go and take up with ugly, old Rem?” he whined
mournfully. He was just pulling her close for a kiss when two strong hands snatched
her away from him.

Rem gathered her close. He wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms
around his neck, sat her on his hip again and frowned at the two grinning fools in front
of him.

“Mine!” he stated defiantly. “Find your own woman to maul, you sorry bastards.”

Kathryn nuzzled his neck and kissed his cheek as he glared at the laughing bunch.
Grunting his satisfaction with her attention, he turned to the kitchen and strode in with
her wrapped around him like a barnacle again. She couldn’t stop the grin at his
possessive grumbles as he grabbed sandwich makings from the fridge and set them out.
Everyone else followed to gather around the kitchen table and eat supper. Rem just
barely let her have her own chair. His was pulled up close and one of her legs hooked
over his thigh while his arm rested around her back.

After the light supper was done, Rem put on a pot of coffee. Over coffee, the patrol
plan was hammered out and they agreed to wait until tomorrow to make a decision on
their next move. Hopefully, Gray would uncover the tango by then. That’s the last thing
anyone remembered.
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Chapter Nine

Gray stabbed numbers out fiercely. Flying at thirty thousand feet with Jackson
piloting, the mobile communications operations plane winged its way south at top
speed. Gray hadn’t been able to reach even one of the four men on the island. He had
every beeper, cell phone and computer terminal ringing, dinging or vibrating. Nothing.

After thirty minutes of no response on the ground, Gray called Jackson and they’d
gotten their asses mobile. Nobody went dark and silent this long without notice unless
they were in deep shit. Four highly trained specialists do not get in deep shit this side of
a full-scale assault.

ok kB X X

In the villa, Miguel lifted his pounding head off the table and tried to focus.
Everything seemed fuzzy and far away. Even Tammy’s screeching sounded tinny and
distant. Miguel grabbed his head and squeezed his eyes shut.

Rem grunted as the needles stabbing into his brain roused him. Damn, Tammy was
still yelling. Lifting his head, it felt like he was lifting a ton of bricks. Goodness, did that
girl never shut up? As he looked around with slightly unfocused eyes, Rem felt shards
of ice slide through his veins. The room around him came into focus.

Around the table, only Miguel stirred. Blaster and Charlie were slumped over and
obviously unconscious. Kathryn and Tammy weren’t there. But he could hear Tammy!
His eyes zeroed in on the center of the table. There sat a small monitor, Tammy’s
hysterical voice streamed out of it.

Rem also realized that every phone and beeper was going off. He snatched up his
cell phone and grunted into it as his eyes traveled the room frantically.

Gray yelled into his ear, “What the hell is happening?”

“Drugged! Women gone. Incoming audio, possibly visual,” Rem barked into the
phone.

Miguel’s chair crashed backwards as he too registered where Tammy’s voice came
from. Rem flipped the ON switch below the screen.

It opened a little window into hell. There, in a dimly lit space were Kathryn and
Tammy. Circling them numerous candles flickered, illuminating a ghastly nightmare.
Kathryn stood on her tiptoes. Her hands manacled together over her head with sadistic
metal cuffs already biting into torn flesh. A thick chain stretched up out of view over
her head. Her feet were cuffed to the floor with the same biting metal, spread wide
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apart. Nearly suspended, the chain above Kathryn pulled her up harshly to her toes.
She was naked.

Similarly restrained, though not so severely stretched out, Tammy hung facing
Kathryn fully clothed.

Charlie and Blaster groggily sat up as the phone fell from Rem’s nerveless fingers.
He stared into the screen and roared his pain.

The situation crystallized at first glance for Charlie and Blaster. Both of them
ignored the sledgehammers that pounded away at their brains with the compartmental
discipline of combat-trained responses. They scrambled with various handheld devices.
In record time, they had them flicked on and plugged into the back of the monitor.
Blaster grabbed Rem’s cell phone and spoke low and fast. They had Gray linked on the
transmission in less than three seconds.

A masked face appeared in the screen, close enough to the camera to block most of
the women. He wore a black leather hood that laced up in the back. It covered
everything to make his features totally indistinguishable except for eye color.

“Ah, the useless muscle for brains woke up,” a digitized voice crackled out of the
speaker. “Good of you to join us. I'm sure Kathryn here is happy we can finally begin.”
The voice guffawed in manic laughter as he turned to stride over to Kathryn. As he
moved away from the camera, what he held in his leather-gloved hand became visible.
A vicious Spanish quirt. Its double falls of supple leather strips swayed obscenely as he
neared her. He wore military fatigue pants that were shoved into high combat boots
laced to mid-shin and a black T-shirt. The handle of a sidearm could be seen protruding
from his waistband.

The team had all agreed that the setup caller Marco had to be involved. Since the
voice on the phone was distorted when he called Kathryn they weren’t sure if his boss
was part of it or not. Looking at the figure on the screen, they all knew he had been.
This was not Marco. His height and body mass were all wrong, but it matched the other
suspect perfectly. How involved Marco was wasn’t clear now. He presented an
unknown.

“Nooooo!” Rem bellowed. “You touch her and I'll reach in through your nose to
remove your nuts. Oh, God, NO! Get away from her!” he screamed as the hooded
figure circled Kathryn.

“Listen to your lover’s screams, my disgusting bitch,” the mechanical voice
crooned. “He pleasures me so. You will scream even louder, though. Oh, yes, you will
raise the roof with your pitiful cries.” The hooded man smoothed a hand down her
neck, down, down, until he cupped a full breast. Lifting its weight, he looked into the
camera and laughed. Rem’s threats poured out of the microphone. The hooded man
closed his hand and squeezed cruelly. Kathryn gritted her teeth but didn’t make a
sound.

“Oh, yessss,” maniacal man hissed. “A quiet one.” His hand slid down pale flesh to
her exposed cunt. Gloved fingers closed and squeezed hard again with a rough, quick
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clench and unclench motion. Kathryn jerked, but still not even a gasp escaped her.
Rem’s litany of how many ways he’d kill the man picked up.

Tammy cried continually as she begged the man to leave Kathryn alone. She
promised anything if he would just let them go. Everyone ignored her.

Suddenly there was silence from the monitor. The hooded man turned to look at his
screen. Rem’s back was to the camera, his body moved in quick, jerky movements. The
man in the dungeon could not see what he was doing. It didn’t matter. They would not
find him. He turned back to his prize. He would soon have all their attention again. Of
that, he was certain.

In the kitchen, Blaster had just grabbed Rem by the neck and shoved a handheld PC
in his face. On screen, Gray signed fast.

“Have transmission. Am tracking. It's local to you. Bounced maybe three times.”
Gray shot the info at Rem. “Kat signed with fingers while man turned away. Did you
see it?”

“No. You?” Rem flashed back.

“2 D 3 in A. S. Sign. Clue?” Gray asked in sign. They weren't talking out loud
because of the obvious mic in the room. Also, Gray needed to keep Rem’s back to the
monitor. He couldn’t even imagine how many ways he’d lose his mind if that was Prin.

Miguel, Charlie and Blaster grimly watched both the monitor and the sign
conversation.

Suddenly a scream tore through the monitor. It was Tammy. Rem jerked around in
time to see the second blow land on Kathryn’s white flesh. The man was whipping her
tender breasts. Angry, red welts already visible rose on milky-white skin. Two vicious
marks from the double-tongued Spanish quirt glowed across each breast. Kathryn's
body wrenched under the heavy blows but still not a sound issued from her mouth.

Rem fell to his knees in pain, unable to even cry out. Information, the situation, his
utter failure to protect her, her complete vulnerability to the sick, fucking bastard, it all
destroyed him. Nothing on earth had prepared him for this. He could take pain. He
could endure torture, but watching it inflicted on Kathryn ripped out a fundamental
piece of him.

“Shut it OFF!” Gray shouted in desperation.

The hooded man jerked his attention to the monitor. “You shut it off and she dies.”
He smiled cruelly behind his mask. “If I don’t see that bastard’s face in front of this
screen, I'll disembowel her where she stands.” Laughing arrogantly again the man
turned back to Kathryn. Certain he’d secured his audience.

He moved behind her and reached around to stroke both hands down her torso.
“Do you know what happens when you pull the intestines out of a woman through a
very small hole?” His gloved fingers glided up and down her trembling belly. “It takes
her hours to die. Almost a day.” He traced the red marks across her breasts with the
handle of the quirt. “These are just little love taps compared to that.”
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Looking back up at the screen the man frowned. “Your little boyfriend’s too
squeamish for this?” Rem was now standing alone in front of the monitor. His entire
body clenched, as were the hands at his sides, no one else visible around him. “I
promise you, it's going to be a delicious show. Perhaps they went for snacks?” The
Observer wasn’t concerned. There was too much to do. No need to worry about an idiot
more or less.

Rem forced his face into immobility. The only thing he had to offer Kathryn was his
strength. He’d stand there with her and give her the one thing that could pass between
them. His absolute guarantee she would never be alone again. She had to believe in him
and in his protection. If he couldn’t come for her, he’d send a malevolent force the likes
of which this earth feared to face.

The man stepped back and brought the quirt down twice more in quick succession.
Burning red stripes appeared across Kathryn’s soft stomach and then across the velvety,
tender flesh of her pubic mound and hips. Her body convulsed as much as possible.
The cuffs cut into wrists and ankles viciously. Rem’s body jerked, mirroring hers.
Neither of them made a sound.

Tammy screamed and thrashed in her restraints. The man turned to her in disgust.
“Be quiet, Angel! I haven't the time to deal with you now, wait your turn!” he
admonished sternly.

Tammy paled and began begging and pleading again. Telling him anything she
could think of. He frowned darkly at her. She was not obeying. Her mouth spewed out
atrocious things. Mother would have to wash it out with soap. For now though, he must
help her learn to obey.

The man went for the item he needed, stepping out of the camera view.

This time Rem saw Kathryn's fingers move in quick flashes. She signed 2 D 3 over
and over. He answered her with a simple statement. “They come,” in American
Standard Sign language.

Rem figured if she was signing, the man was not watching. He looked up quickly to
check the progress of the other men in the room. They stood well back behind the
monitor out of range for both mic and vid cam.

Rem’s eyes burned with a demon’s own, venomous threat as he watched them
prep, fast and silent. All three men already had dark flight suits zipped low on lean
hips. They wouldn’t pull on the Kevlar-reinforced upper halves ‘til Go time. They
efficiently buckled up and strapped on utility belts and specially modified thigh
holsters. Handguns were checked and water added to the baffles of sound suppressers.
Ambidextrous safeties softly hissed on and off both sides of the Heckler & Koch
USPISD pistols to check ease of action. Every weapon strapped onto their bodies
blended into the matte background of the flight suits. The dull, black finish on both
guns and blades gave the weapons themselves an even more sinister look.
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Deadly knives and throwing stars were checked and stashed for effortless access.
Everything that could be strapped on was. The larger, more lethal toys were all stored
on the plane. There they would pull up a fake floor and finish the lock and load ritual.

Each man stuffed a charcoal gray mask into his belt. Its color perfectly matched the
flight suits. Not too black for a bright night, but dark enough to melt into the deepest
shadows. When the lightweight hoods were pulled on, everything was covered. They
could easily breathe and talk through the space-age fabric, so even nose and mouth
were obscured. They became faceless night wraiths. Seen only with heat sensors, and
even then, the suits deflected most of their body’s heat emissions. Dark angels of death
armed with almost every weapon known to man. The duel-vision headgear worn over
the head masks would give them the look of aliens with three glowing green eyes when
activated. For most of the population, they were from another planet. A bleak place
where they were hunters and every unknown — presumed prey.

During the bastard’s threats, Gray and Miguel figured out Kathryn’s sign—2 D was
Daryl’s Doll House obviously. The 3 stumped them until Gray checked for a third Doll
House. They knew there were two in the US. One in Atlanta, one in Miami. Could there
be a third? Sure enough, there was one set to open in three months in Belize City. Its
location was just a twenty-minute air hop from the island.

They would be out of there in less than two minutes. Jeep to airstrip and flight prep
at least nine minutes. In the air, twenty minutes. Time to site should be ten to fifteen
minutes. Depending on resistance and location layout, the firefight, less than five
minutes. Fifty minutes total. Fifty minutes he, Kathryn and Tammy had to survive this.

Rem was tied to the villa’s kitchen by the sick bastard’s demands. The others
assured him in sign they would get her. Gray and Jackson had already landed in Belize
City. They’d been nearly over it when the transmission tracked-out to right there.
Kathryn telling them exactly where to look helped greatly. Now they were nailing
down the fastest route from the airport and the building floor plans for possible access.

He would know on the live feed as soon as they had her. The unit knew Kathryn
bought them time with her silence. The man’s promises to make her scream told them
he would work at it until she did. Precious, excruciating minutes, purchased with her
blood and spirit. They wouldn’t waste one of them. Too many times to count Rem had
trusted them with his own life. This time, he trusted them with his world.

O H N X

Gray swiftly decided no outside help. Local cops would get in the way. Their unit
functioned on a highly specialized level as a killing force. This mission came with
intense motivation. No one asked what the takedown protocol was. Anyone who gave a
damn wasn’t welcome. The grim-faced warriors could each have done this solo with
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this level of incentive. It was sheer insanity to show them the torture of their own, their
women. The target was hard. Extreme prejudice a given.

Gray made one call just before Jackson touched down in Belize City.

“Bill, this is Gray,” he barked into the phone. “Yeah, it’s been a while. I need two
clean vehicles, dark windows at the private plane hanger in fifteen minutes.”

“It'll cost you,” Bill warned him around a yawn.
“Charge anything you want. Park them and walk away. Don’t look back,” Gray’s
voice dropped dangerously on the warning.

“Christ, man! If this is something I don’t want to know about, call someone else!
You can’t involve State in this shit!” Bill yelled back at Gray. The seriousness of the
situation suddenly came into focus for Bill as his sleepy brain processed Gray’s clipped
directions.

“Bill! Do it now!” Gray snarled at him. “American blood is on the floor. It's a
woman and she’s buying us time with it. We don’t have the fucking time for anyone
else.”

“Damn, I've never known you to work with a woman,” Bill marveled.

“Not an operative. A wife.” Hideous menace lashed out in Gray’s tone as he said
that.

“Shit in a blender! This is gonna be messy,” Bill whispered in shock. “Need
anything else?”

“No. The vehicles will be there in the morning. Don’t worry. We'll clean up after
ourselves.” Gray hung up abruptly.

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Bill mumbled to himself as he pulled on his pants and
hurriedly left his embassy bedroom.

o E ¥ H X

Grimly Miguel nodded at Rem and the three men slipped out. The clock was
ticking.

The hooded man returned to the picture frame. He stood behind Tammy with a
large ball gag.

“You must learn to obey, Angel. I will help you all I can. But Mother requires
obedience!” he warned her and forced the rubber ball into her mouth. He quickly
strapped it behind her head tightly.

“Now you will be quiet.” Tammy thrashed and screamed behind her gag. The man
shook his head. “Okay, Angel. I'll give you the attention you crave,” he conceded. “But
only for a moment. This is to help you understand. You must obey.”
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Coming around to her front, he quickly unsnapped her shorts and jerked the zipper
down. Tammy froze, her eyes wide and terrified. The man swiftly grabbed both sides of
her shorts and ripped them in two. The two halves slid down her legs, leaving Tammy
in a g-string,.

“So you’'ve taken up her wicked clothing! Only bad girls wear this shit!” The
hooded man grabbed the flimsy thing and ripped it off her body as he screamed at her.
“You must be punished!” Furious at her, the man’s hand cracked loudly on Tammy’s
ass, spanking her hard and fast. He yelled over and over again that only bad girls wear
that shit. She would not be a bad girl again! He beat her in openhanded girlish abandon.
Landing blows all over her body in a chaotic way. He seemed to be losing his tenuous
hold on reality as he rained down blows on Tammy.

Kathryn laughed softly. “Giving up so soon, Jonathan?” she taunted, leaving him in
no doubt that she knew who he was despite the hood. “You can’t get a squeak out of
me, so you're going for the screamer?” She tsked softly and laughed again. “What a
lazy disappointment you turned out to be. Has it always been this way for you? Beating
on tied-up women. What? Did Mommy whip you with a switch and you secretly liked
it?”

Her taunting worked. The man turned to her jerkily, leaving Tammy. Rem felt bile
rise in his throat. Swallowing hard, he steeled himself for the abuse that would fall on
Kathryn.

He knew she’d had to do it. She couldn’t let Tammy take it anymore just to give
herself a break. She wasn’t made that way and her generous heart would not let her.
Pain, concentrated pain, it really could kill you to watch people you love enduring it.
He wouldn’t let it in right now. If she suffered it without a break, so would he.

The Observer—Jonathan—backhanded Kathryn across the face. Blood poured
down from her split lip. “Don’t you ever mention Mother’s name! You filthy piece of
whoring shit,” he screamed at her.

Breathing harshly, Jonathan stepped back and turned away from the women. He
paced somewhere out of Rem’s sight, but Rem could hear a low mumbling as he talked
to himself. This guy had taken a header out the “Reality Door” a while ago, probably
why he didn’t know with whom he was dealing. It explained a lot about his lack of
concern when the other men disappeared from view. At least he wasted time being
demented. Every minute he kept away from the women was a minute closer to the end
of this fucking nightmare, a moment stolen from pain. Living from moment to moment
was the only way to survive this.

Jonathan came back after about five minutes and turned toward the screen. Having
an audience was very gratifying, he decided. “A mouthy little bitch. Street trash from
the start, you know. Came in all marked up and filthy. I knew she was hopeless.
Already used up,” he commented to Rem as if commiserating with him.

“Well, we know what to do about that, don’t we?” Jonathan walked behind
Kathryn again and studied her ass. He glanced up over Kathryn’s shoulder at Rem.
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“Lovely ass, don’t you think? Just right for a fine whipping. Big and creamy, every
lovely mark shows up so nicely.” His hands caressed the round globes gently, leather
slid over flesh in a whisper touch. “I've always enjoyed looking at a smooth ass. We can
see our work so well on the smooth ones.”

Suddenly his arm jerked as he plunged a leather-coated finger deep into her asshole
with enough force to breach clenched muscles painfully. Kathryn’s head jerked forward
on a gasp.

“Ahhh, never took it up the ass, have you, bitch?” Looking at Rem, he tsked softly
just as Kathryn had. “And I thought all you muscle-bound types liked it that way.
You're disappointing me, muscle man.” Jonathan pulled his finger out slowly. “Well,
we really must correct that immediately. What's a good ass whipping without a nice big
plug up your butt?” He hooked his chin over Kathryn’s shoulder, pressing down
cruelly to increase the strain on her distended joints.

“And here,” he continued reaching around her with one hand. Two fingers spread
her pussy lips wide open. His other hand came up under her and two thick, gloved
fingers forced their way up her cunt. Sawing in and out brutally as he laughed softly.
“This juicy hole needs to be stuffed full. Ohh, nice and tight! Not been fucking her
regularly?” he questioned Rem snidely. “Or you just have such a tiny dick it can’t do
the job?”

The hand holding her cunt open came up off her. He brought it down hard directly
over her clit. Striking her cunt repeatedly while he dry-fucked her with his fingers.
Jonathan laughed and giggled as Kathryn’s face contorted in pain. “Oh, yess, that’s it,
bitch. You like that don’t you?” he taunted. “Show him how much you like it! Look at
her juicy cunt all puffed up and pretty red now. See how she takes a finger-fuck,
bastard?” He laughed.

“Enough fun for you, whore. Time for your toys.” Jonathan pulled his fingers out of
her and moved out of the picture again. He returned immediately with a large ass plug.
It was cone-shaped at the top, expanded to at least two inches with a half-inch
indention to hold it in. It culminated with a wide flat disk at the end. Holding it up in
front of her face Jonathan grinned evilly behind his mask again. “No lube, just all you.”

Kathryn’'s face twisted into a sneer. “Damn, you are a pathetic failure at this, aren’t
you? Is that what it takes for you to get a woman to scream? What are you? One of
those losers Mommy didn’t like? Is she telling you how worthless you are right now?
Don’t you hear her laughing at you? Weak little girly boys have to use props to get
things done.”

Rem sucked in air. Oh, God! She’d gone too far! He could feel it. Fear like nothing
that'd come before sliced through him. Burning, cutting, ripping blades of fear whirled
through his system.

Jonathan turned slowly away from both Kathryn and Rem. He stood there a
moment, shaking his head and moving in little jerks. Again, he spent several minutes
talking quietly with himself. It became apparent he thought he was conversing with his
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mother. The shattered mind he was displaying induced no sympathy. His insanity was
dangerous and vicious. Jonathan moved out of the picture and came back with a bottle
of water. He’d calmed down and seemed to be holding onto his sneering persona with
difficulty. He took a long drink from the bottle and looked at Rem.

“Bottled water might have helped you tonight. How’s your head? Feeling better,
are we?” Jonathan asked snidely.

“Actually, it's pounding like a hammer. What did you use?” Rem breathed a
desperate sigh of relief. If he could keep him talking it'd give Kathryn a break. Use up
more precious minutes.

“Ah, that would be giving away our little secrets, can’t tell. But you have to admit it
is a brilliant plan. How many were there? Four of you muscle-bound idiots? And here I

am with the women. There you are, by your lonesome,” Jonathan crowed in manic
delight.

Rem no long worried that Jonathan would perceive the absence of the other men as
a threat. He was lost in his world of superiority and godlike power. This dementia
allowed no room for deductive reasoning on the level of reality. It totally engulfed him
in the world he’d created in his mind.

“Yes, it is a brilliant plan. I can’t figure out how you did it. How did you drug us?”
Rem’s deep voice rumbled as he tried to sound admiring. “Never seen it done so well,
and that’s saying something.”

Jonathan’s ego warmed to his subject. “It was so simple. The water cistern, stupid.
It's so tiresome, consistently outsmarting you people. I'd like a challenge someday.
Even with only two days, well, really one day to plan, look where we are. Victor and
Loser. No challenge whatsoever. Pleasant as it is to chat,” Jonathan continued, “I
seldom have the opportunity to enjoy my plan with someone. Don’t think I don’t realize
you're trying to distract me, pathetic, mental midget that you are. I see right through
you. It doesn’t matter how long this takes, imbecile, it will end the same. The only
question is how long can she live through it? We have all the time in the world. But
why wait?”

“The live feed is brilliant. How did you manage that?” Rem tried to recapture
Jonathan’s attention with more ego stroking. “I've never seen anything like it. You
should be teaching this stuff. There are a lot of people who'd pay top dollar to learn
from a professional like you.” Rem was desperate. If he could only keep the deranged
bastard’s attention a little longer he’d say anything, do anything.

But Jonathan couldn’t be distracted as he turned back to faced Kathryn. “Mother
really doesn’t like you. Neither do I. We think it’s time you started paying for your sins.
But now we don’t care if you scream or not. When you feel ready, you will beg me to
jam this plug up your virgin ass. Only when this is in you, will you be released. Only
then will you be sent to the place you deserve.”

He lifted the quirt high and brought it down harshly across her breasts. “Your sins
are known.” Another lash to the undersides of her breasts. “Your Judgment has come.”
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He marked her ribs this time. “You soiled perfection.” Her armpits each received harsh
blows. “You do not deserve the mercy we show you.” He wrapped the wicked duel
strips of flexible leather around her hips and butt.
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Chapter Ten

Outside, fast and silent, dark ghosts moved in. Two melted into the tropical night—
headed for the rear of the long warehouse-style building. Three soundless gray
shadows moved around the front. Jackson stopped to hang back in deep cover with the
monitor. He would let them know if the situation turned critical inside and they needed
to give up stealth for speed. Gray and Miguel moved forward to the edge of the asphalt.

It was a difficult approach. Huge, lighted parking lots surrounded three sides of the
building making any approach totally exposed. The backside did have dumpsters and
service entrances with ramps. All handy for cover, but only when next to them. There
were three vehicles parked close to the front door. No cover there. Add to that the
unknowns —the expertise of the forces guarding it, unknown, weapons unknown and
with the need for total stealth paramount, this little field trip became interesting.

Gray and Miguel crouched down to survey the parking lot and building. They were
at an angle, far enough away to see three corners. There appeared to be one guy
stationed at each corner of the building. The guards were neither alert nor actively
patrolling. A good indication this bunch was locals, hired on for a short-term job.
Mostly they were out of sight of each other and didn’t appear particularly concerned
about checking in on their buddies.

Miguel smiled in a chilling fashion as he lifted the Tango-51 sniper rifle to his
shoulder to sight the three targets. The sniper rapidly adjusted his scope and sighted
again. Crosshairs were double-checked and locked. That would leave one guy at the
back corner for the other two specialists.

Glancing at Gray, Miguel nodded. Gray clicked his throat-voice radio once and
received a single click back in his ear bud. Everyone was in place. Everyone had the
target marked and sighted.

“Go!” Gray commanded softly into the radio.

A whispered pop from Miguel’s rifle and the guard at the rear corner slumped
against the side of the building. The man appeared to be resting. Another soft pop and
the guy closest to them slid down the wall slowly. The dead guard accommodated them
by not making a sound as his body crumpled to the ground. Gray was already moving
as the third man fell over silently. Gray sprinted low and fast to the furthest body at the
front of the building, leaving the nearest one for Miguel. They swiftly dragged them
around the corners away from the front door.

There were tall rows of window panels down the length of the building. They were
the type where lower sections opened out at a slant. Only one on each side of the front
was open, probably to create a cross breeze for the reception area. The rest were closed
and painted from the inside so no one could see in or out.
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The unit knew the interior was cavernous. The front was the club. It had a relatively
small, walled-off reception area that the open windows led to. The rest would be the bar
and stage. The back had been partitioned off for offices and a dressing room, behind
that were twelve private playrooms.

The doors at front and back would be guarded since they’d bothered with guards
outside. Gray pulled out the optic cable. A handy little tool to see under doors and in
open windows without sticking a head into someone’s line of fire.

Crouched below the open window, Gray lifted the optic to the corner. Four more
rough types sat around a table playing cards and drinking beer at the other end of the
lobby area. Gray almost laughed. They weren’t guarding either the door in or the door
to the club. The only light was directly over their heads and would restrict their vision,
leaving the rest of the room in dark shadow for them. Obviously, this was a fluff job as
far as they were concerned. Even their weapons were strewn about out of reach. Gray
handed the optic viewer to Miguel.

Miguel shook his head over the easy kill zone these guys made of themselves. He
then nodded to Gray when he signed they would enter here. They hoisted up and over
the sill like two pieces of the night slithering in. Silent as mist they moved low and slow
until all four men were easy targets. Miguel pulled out three throwing-stars and
signaled Gray to take the man with his back to them.

Miguel didn’t limit himself to guns. Utilizing anything that moved through the air
to a target, he rated A1l on every known scale. The throwing stars Miguel carried could
slice through a neck to the backbone with frontal entry and proper throw style. Gray
would get the other man with the long, wicked hunting knife he had holstered between
his own shoulder blades.

Swift and silent the deadly dark blades did their work. Four bodies slumped over
the table with stunned expressions on their faces. Back to back in classic defensive style,
Miguel’s restless eyes scanned the three entrances to the reception area as Gray slid the
optic under the interior door. The viewer panned the huge room. At the back of the
space, center stage, they found the target beating Kathryn in manic oblivion.

O H N X

As Jonathan continued with his demented litany, Kathryn lifted her head and
looked directly into Rem’s eyes on the screen. His face was cut in harsh lines. The
strong jaw locked, cheekbones starkly outlined under taunt flesh. His straight nose
pronounced as pain carved deep grooves beside grim lips. His eyes blazed into hers
and he felt it. She drew his soul from him and sheltered in it. Kathryn wrapped it
around herself and gathered the strength he offered. She was silent.

Every ounce of Rem’s being reached for her and she took it. He felt her give her
consciousness into his keeping, simply surrender all that she was to her faith in him.
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Her face became still as her eyes fixed on his even though her body jerked with
each blow. The knowledge that she protected her sanity by shutting this event out of
her consciousness bloomed in Rem’s mind. The ability to do that was rare. Usually
found in survivors of prison camps and such. The Special Forces tried to train it, but it
was never fully known if it could be done until the need for it occurred. Kathryn could
do it. He saw it happen and knew in his heart that she’d done it before. He tucked the
knowledge away. No time to think of why she knew how to do this. Right now, he had
to give her the focal point required to maintain the disconnection.

It seemed as though eternity passed between them. The ages came and went. Time
became a fluid river rushing around them, but not touching as she submerged herself in
him.

Thankfully, Jonathan was too far gone and didn’t have the strength to break her
skin with his clumsy, flailing blows. He was sinking fast into a demented state of total
incoherence. Nevertheless, every lash rained down on Kathryn cut Rem to the bone. His
body burned with pain. He counted silently in his head. Each blow would be repaid
and he needed a count.

Ok H X X

A sudden bright flash and loud bang blinded the camera and Jonathan as the front
door burst open. He dropped the quirt and spun on his heel to stare in disbelief at the
large men at the far side of the room. It was a long vault of a room and they were
rushing toward him. Jonathan thought one thing and one thing only. They could not
have Tammy back.

Jonathan yanked a gun from his waistband, dropped to one knee and aimed at
Tammy’s heart. A long body leapt through the air. Miguel dropped his sniper rifle and
slapped two hands to his sidearm in midair. At such a short range, the rifle would rip
right through the mark and might hit Kathryn behind him. Arching through the air,
seemingly suspended in front of Tammy, Miguel’s pistol was rock-steady in his
outstretched arms. Two shots blazed from Miguel’s handgun in such quick succession
that the sound blurred into one bang.

The shots entered both of Jonathan’s shoulder joints a split second after Jonathan
pulled his trigger. Red blossomed across Miguel's biceps as his body crashed to the
floor. Jonathan screamed and was thrown onto his back as the double hits shattered his
shoulder ball joints. He immediately lost all use of his arms and hands.

Miguel’s choice of target was a message to anyone else who might be in the room.
They were not kill shots in the normal sense. They were more malicious than that. The
shots were calculated to cripple and painfully bleed out a mark. The unit was aware
they hadn’t accounted for the Marco individual. The level of his participation in this
was still a question. If he had been in the room or lurking somewhere around, the
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sadistic kill method was meant as a warning and a promise. As an ex-Army Ranger, he
was not really a challenge, but certainly trained enough to be a threat. He would
recognize that the shots were perfect hits, not an accident.

Then everything happened at once. Gray stepped in front of Kathryn and wrapped
silver covering around her. It was a space-age material that could fold into a five-inch
square, yet cover a man when unfolded. The back door to the stage burst open as
Blaster and Charlie barreled through.

Blaster dropped to search Jonathan’s now unconscious body for keys while Charlie
remained on guard for any straggler defense force. Gray barked at Blaster to hurry.

Jackson, the EMT among them, gave up cover as soon as shots were fired. Entering
he went straight to Miguel and quickly assessed damage. Miguel insisted he check on
Kathryn and let him get Tammy down. It was a flesh wound, hardly worth the time.

Blaster found the keys and quickly unlocked Kathryn. Gray caught her crumpling
body. Jackson bent over her a few seconds to test bones and gently massaged her
shoulders. She did scream then as the pain of returning circulation racked her, but it
was a good scream. The fact she made a sound at all meant she knew she was safe. Rem
felt tears stream down his face.

Jackson carefully wrapped Kathryn’s bleeding wrists and ankles while barking
instructions at Charlie who was now binding Miguel’s arm. Blaster took Tammy down
and wrapped a silver cover around her hips. Gently he unfastened the gag and flung it
across the room. She immediately knelt at Miguel’s side to investigate his wound.
Finally, she was silent and let the men work around her.

Everyone tried to ignore the motionless body on the floor. Jonathan wasn’t dead
yet, but his unattended wounds were bleeding out quickly. Even if he could have
survived the wounds, he’d never have use of his arms again. Because the women kept
glancing at his unconscious, mangled carcass nervously, Charlie grabbed a tablecloth
and draped it over the body.

Charlie sliced a look back at Gray as he lifted his pistol over Jonathan. Gray gave
him a curt nod and made sure he was directly in Kathryn’s line of vision. Jackson subtly
shifted to cut off Tammy’s view while Charlie fired one last shot. The soft pop through
the sound suppresser on the HK USP9 pistol could almost have been unnoticed if
everyone in the room hadn’t flinched at the final solution to Jonathan’s problems. No
one noticed Gray’s head jerk up at the shot.

Suddenly every part of Gray switched on. There was something here he couldn’t
see, but felt with the deep part of himself that walked the universe. It was as if there’d
been a movement he saw in peripheral vision, but nothing was there when he turned
and looked directly. A chill swept over Gray. This type of knowledge was more
dangerous than anything they’d faced so far. Icy golden eyes swept the room and each
person in it. It evaded him, but he was certain they were not done with the malevolent
spirit Jonathan had embodied.
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Gray picked up Kathryn as he turned to the screen and Rem with a sharp look.
“Stay there. Charlie will fly her back to you. Little over an hour and she’s in your arms.
Get sane by then. She’ll need you.”

“Wait!” Kathryn gasped. “Rem, Marco went back to the island to pick up Jonathan’s
computers from the fishing village. Jonathan was going to call him when he was done
with us. He’s waiting in a room at the inn.”

Remington’s jaw clenched. “Baby, you know I have to get him?” he stated carefully,
both hands framed the monitor as if he could touch her. “You know he was completely
involved in this, don’t you?” The grim lines of his face showed his concern for her
feelings, yet firm resolve to clean every threat to her off the planet.

Kathryn smiled tenderly into the screen. “Honey, I've had a hard night and I'm
tired. Please take out the trash before I get home. Okay?” Her choice of phrase lifted all
restraint.

Rem laughed softly and caressed her precious face on the screen. “Consider it done,
sweetheart. I'll be at the airstrip.”

Gray strode out of the room carrying Kathryn with Charlie at his side and barked
back at Blaster. “Take it down. I want the dirt to burn. No evidence, no remains.” Gray’s
jaw clenched as he tried to shake the dark feeling they were not done here. It didn’t add
up in a logical way, but he could still feel it, almost taste it. Total destruction of the
property might be the answer —he hoped it was trapped here and would find its end
within the violent surrounds it had created. The ritual arrangement of the candles was a
nagging reminder that things might have been occurring here that were not confined to
this time and place.

“No problem, boss. As soon as the injured are out, it's gone.” Blaster chuckled
down at Miguel who still sat on the floor. “Think you can limp out of here with one
good arm, hotshot?”

“Shut up, Blaster,” Miguel growled. “Help Tammy and get my rifle.”

“I'm fine,” Tammy murmured. “Let’s go.” She slipped her arm around Miguel as he
rose off the floor in a fluid motion that belied any injury. Shocked at the slender arm
around his waist, Miguel glanced down and realized she was trying to help him.
Miguel leaned a little weight on Tammy and let her lead him out. It was Tammy who
reached down to sling the sniper rifle over her shoulder with practiced ease. Miguel
frowned at her natural, smooth handling of the lethal gun.

“You probably shattered your scope when you dropped it,” Tammy commented
quietly. “It's an expensive one, too. Sorry about that.”

“You know about scopes, little girl?” Miguel questioned. The “little girl” name
became an endearment as a hint of his Latin accent purred through his voice. Molten
golden eyes caressed the top of her bent head as she led him across the parking lot.

“Yeah.” Tammy gave him a sideways glance. “I know a bit about them.”

Miguel felt a shiver ripple down his spine. It had nothing to do with the cool
breeze. Tammy’s subdued attitude worried him. Her apparent ease with high-powered
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weapons terrified the shit out of him. Rem had some splainin’ to do. Briefly, his jaw
clenched as he bit back any further response. It wasn’t the time. But there would be
time. Very soon. He’d make sure of it.

o O H N X

Charlie set the plane down soft as a feather landing on a pillow. Wrapped in a
blanket in back of the plane, Kathryn appreciated the effort. Even turning her head was
a painful exercise. Every joint and muscle, every tendon and ligament had been
stretched or twisted beyond endurance. The beating hadn’t helped either. She barely
hung onto consciousness as every bump and jiggle shot intense pain through
something. But she needed to see Rem. Although she knew he could handle an
unsuspecting Marco, she needed to actually see him to be sure.

Charlie swung the door open and lowered the steps. Rem bound up them, shot past
him with a grunt and headed straight for Kathryn. Dropping to his knees beside her, he
reverently framed her face with gentle hands. “I love you, Kathryn,” he breathed into
her sleepy eyes.

All she could manage was a weak smile back at him. Jackson had given her a
painkiller to help her endure the traveling. Now, finally, she let it overcome her in deep
rest. Rem kissed her closed eyelids reverently and was grateful she’d be oblivious for
the rough trip back to the villa.

He lifted her tenderly and carried his precious cargo to the Jeep. Charlie grinned at
him, but didn’t comment on the tears streaming down Rem’s harsh face. A man had a
right to some emotions in a situation like this.

“I need some R&R,” Charlie stated as he drove them to the villa. “That little nap the
bastard gave us didn’t do me a bit of good.”

Rem laughed at him. Charlie could ride his adrenaline-high from the recent
takedown to China and back. He didn’t need sleep. He was assigned to hang around
and make sure Rem and Kathryn would handle this. If Kathryn had injures they didn’t
know about or slipped into a coma, they needed to get stateside in a hurry. Or, if Rem
couldn’t deal with it, someone else would be nearby. No man left behind. They would
watch over both of them until everyone was convinced this was over.

“Where’s Tammy?” Rem questioned.

“Insisted on going with Miguel to Miami, Miguel liked that idea. He did the
wounded act for her benefit convincingly so she’d go with them. Don’t worry. Gray and
Miguel will make sure she gets all the help she needs,” Charlie assured him.

Miguel was an amazing actor when he wanted to be. The only reason he’d put on
the pitiful act was to convince Tammy to come with him. That way he could be sure she
got over the trauma of the last few hours. He’d see she received counseling support if
she needed it. It also released Rem to concentrate on Kathryn’s needs.
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Rem smiled. “ Anyone babysitting them?”

“Yeah. Gray said something about Miguel doing his convalescence with Prin and
him at their place. Tammy will have a sweet female around if she needs her. Don't
worry. Baby Sister is being looked after. She’s even going to think it’s all her idea to go
with Miguel.

“What about the water at the house?” Charlie questioned.

“The house has a well, also,” Rem answered. “Most houses here don’t so the
bastard didn’t know about it. I switched over and left all the faucets open to flush the
pipes. I'll have a company come in to drain and clean the cistern in a few days.”

They were back at the villa now. Rem carried Kathryn straight to his room. He
called back to Charlie over his shoulder. “There’s a test kit on the kitchen counter. If the
shit is washed out, shut off the faucets, will ya? I'll see you tomorrow.”

Rem laid Kathryn down gently on his bed. Quickly, he retrieved several wet
washcloths from the bathroom and cleaned her sleeping form. Carefully, every bit of
blood and dirt was removed. Then he rubbed liniment into each muscle and joint to
ease the pain. He paid special attention to shoulders and hip joints. Her hair was
braided carefully so if she moved in her sleep it wouldn't pull.

Finally able to crawl in beside her, Rem was afraid to pull her into his arms. It
might hurt her innumerable bruises. If she hadn’t been asleep, the silk sheet would
irritate her abused skin. He lay there and watched her sleep as the sun climbed over the
horizon. He needed sleep. She needed him at full capacity when she woke up. Rem
closed his eyes and willed himself into a light, battlefield type of sleep. Never fully
unconscious, always marginally aware of any movement she might make. It would
probably be a very long time before he could stop guarding her every second.

Kathryn's tortured moans woke him. Her body jerked and twitched through the
nightmare.

“Oh, baby, don’t. Please don’t,” Rem begged as he kissed her face tenderly. “Don’t
go there with him. I'm here, baby. You'll never be alone again. Come back to me. Be
here with me.” His gentle pleas woke her.

Tired eyes opened to his worried face. Kathryn moaned softly at the effort as she
smiled. “My hero,” she whispered softly. “ Always with you.”

His lips touched hers gently, glazing across her face with butterfly kisses.
“Bathroom, please. Can’t move,” Kathryn mumbled.

“It's okay. I've got you. I'm afraid this will hurt, baby. Take another pain pill before
we try this.” Rem reached to the nightstand for the pill and bottle of water.

Kathryn swallowed gratefully and let him fuss over her a few more minutes.

“Got to go now, Rem,” she muttered, but didn’t bother to open her eyes. Rem
scooped her up—he had to lock his jaw as she sucked in a deep breath through the pain.
They strode into the bathroom and he sat her on the toilet. Rem knelt to hold her up and
she laid her head on his shoulder, still not opening her eyes. It was a good thing. It cost
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him too much to watch her struggle with the pain to do such a simple task. Her silent
endurance tore new places in his heart. His face was a mirror of her struggle and he
knew he couldn’t hide it.

“Do you want to go back to bed, baby?” Rem asked when she finished. “We could
take a quick shower if you want.” He knew he’d cleaned her thoroughly last night. Yet
a need to wash off the disgusting experience would be heavy in her mind. The tub was
out because of the deep lacerations in her ankles and wrists. She couldn’t manage a
shower on her own, but he’d stay in the shower with her for hours if that was what she
needed to feel clean.

Kathryn turned her face up to him and tried to smile again. “You washed me last
night, didn’t you?”

“Yes. From head to toes,” Rem confirmed fiercely. “There’s not a scrap of his filth
on you, honey. But you need to feel clean. You need to experience it for yourself. I
understand that. You won’t have to do anything but sit on the stool, I'll wash every inch
of you as many times as you like.”

“It's okay, Rem. It's okay because I know you took care of it.” She caressed his
worried face once with her hand. “Take me back to bed, please.”

That’s when he knew he had her. She’d really given him all of herself, her trust and
her faith. She’d gifted him with her very being. If he said a thing was done, it was done.

The gift of her trust sent slow, embracing warmth curling through him. It lit dark
corners of doubt and fear and gave him some small peace. In the back of his mind, he’d
been afraid. Afraid this experience would drive her from him. Make her see him as a
reminder. Perhaps be twisted in some way since he witnessed everything with her.
With one phrase, she released him from that fear. She took the hideous event and made
it something they would live through together. She bent it to bind them in ways only
survivors could understand. Trust was her most precious gift, one he knew meant more
than any love words could possibly convey.

Rem kissed her forehead and carried her back to bed. “I need to rub some more of
this stuff on you.” He held up the liniment oil. “And we have to change your bandages.
All right, baby? That pain pill kicked in yet?”

“Be gentle with me. I'm spun glass, you know,” Kathryn whispered.

Rem barked out a laugh at her gentle ribbing. Humor from her was a miracle.
Humor meant her mind would deal with this. Humor meant this amazing woman
wanted and accepted him for who he was and what he brought to the relationship. Oh,
god, he loved her sharp tongue.

Two days later Rem carried Kathryn into the den where Charlie was about to fall
off the couch laughing.

Kathryn could walk just fine. Rem couldn’t put her down. She let him carry her all
he wanted. The thing between them had its roots in touching, holding. Both of them
needed it, but she suspected he needed it more.
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He still felt his failure to protect her deep in his soul. The truth was, knowing the
facts and accepting them were two different things for him. Intellectually he knew it
was not his fault. He couldn’t know every possible method someone might use to get to
a target. All the training in the world could not prepare a man for absolutely every
eventuality. Yet it had happened while he guarded her, which would mark him for a
very long time.

She knew he had nightmares about it. Kathryn’s nightmares ended that first night.
Rem healed her in ways that went beyond this one event. Horrible and ugly as it was,
he and the unit coming for Tammy and herself put something back in place for
Kathryn. It freed her to trust, to believe in impossible dreams again. It wiped out a
lifetime and replaced it with this magnificent man. He didn’t fully realize the extent of
her recovery yet. He would eventually.

She’d accepted the betrayal of Jonathan and Marcos for the ugly thing it was. Over
the years her exposure to Tammy’s family had shown her what real caring was. It had
been a slow process she hadn’t even been aware of until the moment she realized who
was under the mask of her kidnapper. Then the truth had been stunningly clear. Every
action of those two was revealed in glaring relief. Her impoverished soul had seen them
as men they’d never been. Each kindness they’d shown her was simply a method of
binding her to them as a victim.

They’d know exactly what they were doing and preyed on her needy ignorance.
What they’d offered her had not been real affection or acceptance. Now she saw their
supposed kindness as the ugly use of a young woman. That realization might have been
even more damaging if it hadn’t come at a moment when she’d accepted the iron-clad
certainty that Rem would come for her. The unit was an extension of himself. She
understood the bond between these men clearly. She saw it more clearly than most
women could.

She knew he needed to care for her, tend her. Somehow make up for the fact that it
had ever happened to her. Being big about letting him fuss over her was a sacrifice
Kathryn felt willing to make. She laughed and kidded him often, but not when it
counted. Not when the pain leapt fresh and harsh in his eyes. With time, as the marks
faded from her skin under his gentle care, he would gain the strength to accept that it
had been out of his control.

She hoped it wouldn’t take too long for Rem to forgive himself. But until then, if he
needed to carry her, he could. Letting her out of his sight hadn’t even been considered
yet. It would come in time. Her big warrior would get over it.

“What the hell?” Rem questioned Charlie.

Charlie couldn’t talk so he just pointed at the TV screen. CNN was on and they
were doing a story on the mysterious disappearance of a prominent strip club owner.
Kathryn frowned while Rem started grinning.

The story told how the club owner mysteriously disappeared on the same night
both of his American clubs burned to the ground. No one was injured at either site. The
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cops could find no evidence of arson except for the fact both clubs burned at exactly the
same time. These disturbing events were being attributed to a shadowy mob figure
known only as Sweetheart. Sweetheart was an associate of the club owner and a
frequent customer in both the Miami and Atlanta clubs. On the condition of anonymity,
sources have confirmed that the club owner agreed to testify against Sweetheart in a
highly secretive State Department investigation.

“What? Who's Sweetheart and how did he get involved?” Kathryn demanded.

Rem sat down on the couch and tucked her in beside him. “It's a long story. But
here’s the short version. A couple years ago Miguel and I were on a deep-cover mission
in Miami. We came upon an overturned school bus in a canal. We got all the kids out,
but by the time we finished, the press had shown up. Miguel, an amazing mimic, went
into his Tony The Mobster impression to protect our cover. All I had to do was stick my
gun in the front of my pants and act like muscle. Even called him “boss’ a couple times
in sentences that involved, “You want I should break da camera, boss?’

“He convinced the reporter not to take pictures and that he didn’t need anyone to
know about his good deed. He did it in a heavy Jersey accent with a lot of nose rubbing
and hand twitching. It was the funniest thing I ever saw. The reporter bought it and
wrote up this glowing article about the bad guys with hearts of gold. Made
superhuman heroes out of us. The AP picked it up and the story went global.

“The mob didn’t deny it because it made them look so good. Made romantic figures
of them again. The State Department couldn’t admit they had no idea who the heavy
hitter was. Or even where he was. So Sweetheart was born. Miguel only uses him when
we have to. It's damn dangerous to tiptoe between those two organizations.

“This time it's perfect again. The mob will neither confirm nor deny the guy
because he made them look superhuman again. It puts an elegant twist on their kind of
muscle. No bodies lying about, but a really powerful visual of what happens when you
go against them. Blaster must have had a party doing this one. The State Department
can’t admit they know nothing about this guy because they’d look stupid. So, there you
have it. All nice and tidy.”

“Good Lord,” Kathryn grinned. “You guys are scary. How many times has the
news been your cover story? And if you do it, don’t a lot of others? Shit!” she breathed
as the enormity of what she said dawned on her.

Rem and Charlie grinned at her. “It's why we do what we do, darlin’. Not everyone
has to know what'’s going on out there. Just some of us.”
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Epilogue

Two days before Christmas Rem took Kathryn back to the ranch. In the three weeks
at the island, most of her bruises had faded. The lacerations on her wrists and ankles
were only thin lines, which were healing nicely. His folks insisted they return for
Christmas. They were deeply shocked at the events since they’d been away and needed
to see their children and Kathryn for themselves. It was a parent’s response that could
not be denied.

Shortly after they returned, Rem’s father cornered him on the other side of the
kitchen from the women. “I take it the story your mother and I heard was the
abbreviated version?” Robert Morgan questioned his son seriously.

“Yeah. The details are something Kathryn will have to tell you if she wants to.”
Rem rubbed his neck and glanced quickly across the kitchen to where Kathryn and his
mother chatted at the table. He still struggled with being able to let her out of his sight.

“Is she going to be all right, son? Is there anything more we can do?” Robert
pressed.

Rem smiled. “Dad, if I could think of another thing to do for her. I'd do it. I think
she’s going to smack me if I make one more suggestion. Actually, out of the three of us
she’s dealt with it better than anyone.”

“That was my next question. I know how Tammy is, mostly because Miguel gave us
a call last night. But how are you?” Robert wanted to know.

“I'll get there,” Rem murmured as his eyes moved back to Kathryn. “What did
Miguel say?”

“He’s worried about Tammy. Says she needs time to work this out and wanted to
assure us she wouldn’t be alone. He’s bringing her down tomorrow. Miguel said she’s
changed. He wanted us to be aware of it. He was concerned because the questions
people naturally want to ask her seem to drive her into some sort of shell.” Both men
sighed. “She blames herself for all of it. He’s afraid she’s let it affect her in ways that
might not be healthy. He wanted us to know he hasn’t been able to get her into
counseling yet. She’s refused. It’s his number one priority though. But she has to want
it, too.”

Just then Kathryn looked up and smiled at Rem. Immediately he moved to sit
beside her, his big body almost curved around her as he draped an arm around the back
of her chair. “Honey, do you need a rest?” Rem asked as he nuzzled her ear.

“Good grief, Rem. I'm not an invalid,” Kathryn complained and laughed. “Almost
as good as new. Besides, it's Christmas. We've got shopping to do.” Both men groaned
as the women laughed.
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“If you don’t want to take me, I'm sure your mother and I will do fine,” Kathryn
offered.

“No, no, no. I'll take you. But tomorrow after a good night’s sleep,” Rem insisted.

“Oh, so it’s like that, is it? This rock on my finger gives you the right to regulate
every minute of my life?” Kathryn asked in mock seriousness.

Rem leaned over and pulled her more fully against him with an arm around her
waist. His mouth swooped down to meet hers forcefully. Her lips opened at his
insistence and his tongue plunged deep. His wicked invasion intimately stroked
sensitive tissue as he sucked her tongue into his mouth. He kissed her until she melted
into him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He kissed her deeply until she forgot
their audience, their surroundings, everything but the pulsing passion rising from his
touch. Rem pulled back and grinned into her bemused face.

“No. That's what gives me the right,” his gravely voice asserted.

“Beast!” Kathryn glanced up at his parents and blushed as she pulled away from
him and tried to sit in her own seat. Rem lifted her easily to sit her across his lap in a
familiar gesture for them. Both parents smiled.

“Perhaps he’s right, dear,” Rem’s mother agreed gently. “You can make him spend
all day in the mall tomorrow.” The sly smile she shared with Kathryn spoke of female
bonding well underway.

“You're such a help, Mom,” Rem groaned.

ol R N I

Early Christmas morning Rem felt Kathryn slip out of bed. He opened one eye and
noted the sun was just about to peek over the horizon and the closed bathroom door.
Both eyes open now, he frowned darkly at the closed door and waited.

Yesterday’s workout at the mall should have been included in Special Forces
training. He wasn’t sure they had anything close to approximating the endurance
required to do one day of Christmas shopping with your lover. It was too damn early to
be up after that marathon! Kathryn was fully recovered, no question after the way she
drove him yesterday.

The closed door irritated him. He liked it much better when he had a good excuse
to keep an eye on her at all times. Logically he knew she was fine. Emotionally he
needed to physically see her. Of course, it was almost exactly four weeks since the party
where this all started. He supposed it was about time she should want some privacy.
He just couldn’t bring himself to even pretend he didn’t mind.

Finally, she emerged and smiled sleepily at him as she crawled back into bed.

“You all right, honey?” Rem asked and cuddled her back into his side.

“Fine,” she mumbled into his chest and closed her eyes.
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They lay there quietly as he caressed her back with an arm around her and stared
up at the ceiling. Just having her out of his sight that long disturbed him enough to
bring him fully awake.

“Merry Christmas, Rem.” Kathryn smiled, as she realized exactly why he wasn’t
sleeping.
“Merry Christmas, love.” Rem kissed the top of her head.

“You know I love you?” Kathryn rested her chin on her hand over his heart as she
looked up into his handsome face.

Rem smiled down into her serious little face. “Yeah, but it's nice every time you say
it.”

She laughed softly and added, “Not letting me out of your sight yesterday made it
really hard to get you a present.”

“I've got what I want, honey. You, 24/7. Can’t think of anything else I need,” Rem
murmured.

“Well, I still do have something for you.” Kathryn grinned slyly.

Rem’s brows climbed his forehead. “Oh, yeah? That look makes me wonder if it's a
good thing.”

“That depends on you.” Kathryn dropped a kiss on his chest, which elicited a growl
from Rem. His hands went from lazy caresses to sensual exploration.

“Afraid to tell me?” his voice dropped low as he gently turned them both so he
leaned over her gloriously naked body. His hands glided over her breasts to pluck up
her nipples. He had a deep fascination with those tempting mounds. His fingers circled
the stiffened tips and stroked them as they stood up for him.

“Not afraid...you're no help, though. Who can think when you do that?” Kathryn
moaned as his mouth enveloped a pouting peak, suckling hard. Her back arched off the
bed for him and he slid an arm under her to keep her just like that. All perked up and
presented for his pleasure. Her nipple popped out of his mouth as Rem grinned into her
passion-glazed eyes.

“Am [ starting something we can’t finish?” Rem asked.

“Huh?” Kathryn was too dazed to care what he said.

“You were in the bathroom a long time. It's been about four weeks. I just thought,
you know, period, no sex?” Rem questioned.

“Ah. Oh, no. Well, eight and a half months from now I probably won’t want to. But
now it’s fine.” Kathryn gasped as her hands glided down his body.

Rem froze. The grin faded from his face as he stared at her. “Eight and, ah, half
months? Eight and a half months?” His voice rose as he repeated the phrase. “What?
Are you sure?”

Kathryn laughed at his consternation. “Yeah, yelling isn’t going to change it, Rem.”
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Rem sprang out of the bed and landed on his feet beside it. You’'d think she’d
burned him. As the full implications of her statement rolled over him, panic edged his
voice. “Are you okay? Do you need anything? Are you sure?”

Giggling up at the nearly frantic, magnificently naked man, Kathryn pointed to the
bathroom. “Go look for yourself. The test is beside the sink.”

Rem whirled and rushed into the bathroom. Kathryn lay there and waited a full
five minutes before he emerged again. She couldn’t help laughing at the dazed,
beaming face that reappeared.

“As I said, Merry Christmas, darling.” She smiled up into his wondering eyes as he
stood over her again. He just stood there and gazed down at her in astonishment.

“This can’t be that much of a surprise, Rem. We talked about it. Remember?”
Kathryn gently reminded him.

Rem sank to his knees by the bed as his hands moved reverently over her face. He
leaned down and kissed her. “Merry Christmas, my love,” he whispered as he pressed
his cheek to hers. “Thank you, thank you, thank you... What the... Oh, God! I think I'm
going to be sick.” Again, he jumped up and rushed to the bathroom. The man who
came out a few minutes later was pale.

This time Kathryn was out of bed and met him halfway across the room. She
slipped an arm around his waist and led him to the bed. She carefully sat him down on
the edge. “Are you all right, Rem? What’s wrong? Are you sick? Did you eat something
bad yesterday?” Her concerned questions almost matched his earlier tone.

Rem pulled her between his legs as she stood in front of him. His big hand tenderly
spread across her lower tummy to span her from hipbone to hipbone. In slow motion,
he bent forward and rested his cheek against her abdomen. Kathryn combed her fingers
through his hair in an attempt to soothe him.

“Baby, I'm fine. Well, sort of. Sorry about that. Won’t happen again. How do you
feel?” he mumbled into her stomach.

“Better than you, apparently. Are you okay with this? I mean. When we talked
about it at the island I thought...well, I thought you would be happy,” Kathryn trailed
off sadly.

Rem’s head shot up as he realized she thought he was sick because he didn’t want
the baby. He grabbed her shoulders and held her firmly so they looked directly into
each other’s eyes.

“Kathryn, I love you more than life. I want this baby more than that. It terrifies me.
It terrifies me as a man because I didn’t protect you. I couldn’t live with it if I somehow
could not protect our child.” He lifted a finger to her lips as she started to interject. She
subsided and he continued.

“I know, honey. I know it's something I have to get over. There’s nothing I want
more than you and the sweet angel tucked under your heart, Kathryn. Don’t ever doubt
it.” He folded her into his arms and held her gently. “I love you, Kathryn. I need you.
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Those things will never change. I wish I knew how to thank you for the best Christmas
present a man could have.

“But do me a favor,” Rem continued seriously. “Try not to laugh at me too much
and don’t tell the guys. It looks like I'm one of those guys who'll have the morning
sickness with you.” He dashed off to the bathroom again while she sank down on the
bed laughing.

“You'd better feel up to finishing what you started, big boy,” Kathryn called after
him. “Somebody got me all hot and bothered in here. Cravings are very important to
pregnant women! We can’t control them, you know. My silence is contingent on sexual
satisfaction at the moment.”

On the island Rem hadn’t made love to her for a week after the event. When
Kathryn finally had enough of that, she’d attacked him. Aggressively pushing him to
assert his dominance again. Forcing him to see those horrid hours had no bearing on
their life. He’d laughed at her afterward, shaking his head. Both of them knew they
needed to get back to being who they were. If it changed them, they were giving
Jonathan power, even from the grave.

As Rem stepped back in the bedroom he was confronted by the sight of Kathryn
lying on the bed, her legs spread wide, both hands between them. Rem crawled up the
bed from the bottom, his eyes trained on the pink cunt her slender fingers were
investigating. He stretched out between her legs on his stomach, resting his chin on the
heel of his palm about six inches from the fascinating show.

Just looking at her like this filled his soul to overflowing. Loving her fed him in
ways mysterious and intense, simple and direct. She saw in him the man he hoped he
was. Then she gave him herself so fully she stole his breath with her splendor.

Before him lay a moaning wanton who pleasured herself in wicked abandon.
Exposing her most intimate self to him fearlessly. He could barely keep from drooling
as her fingers held flushed cunt lips open for the delicate explorations of the other hand.
His eyes feasted on the lovely vision she presented as two fingers slipped inside her. He
could see her body clench down on those digits as they stroked in and out. It was too
much, he needed her taste.

Dragging his tongue down her inner thigh he licked his way to her dripping cunt.
Licking around the fingers slicing in and out until she pulled them out and held them
for him to suckle. He slurped them into his mouth, sucking avidly. His tongue pressed
between them to gather every drop of her. Done with her fingers, his face sank down to
the source of his delight. She held herself open for him.

He worshiped her. There was no other word for the reverence with which he paid
homage to each precious pink fold. Then as his tongue entered her depths, his eyes
closed and a low rumbling purr vibrated up his chest. He wasn’t even aware of it as his
tongue plunged into her. The purr sent an unexpected tremor through Kathryn’s body,
jerking her pelvis into his face.
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Rem responded by sliding his hands under her ass and held her pressed into his
face as the purring became louder interspersed with low growls. He ate his cunt avidly
now with animal intensity. This was his—his woman, his cunt, his world. They’'d
almost been taken from him. In this moment as the reality of having placed his seed
within his woman broke over him, something dark and elemental emerged from the
depths of his soul.

It was the pure deadly warrior. The one he’d held under control for so long. That
part of him he’d tried to “civilize” over. There would be no holding back anymore.
Gray called it his animal spirit and had once told him it was the Florida Panther. Rem
knew the world Gray walked was sometimes unexplainable, but he’d never
experienced it. Now the powerful beast washed over him and he understood it. This
part of him that was forever feral and wild would guard his woman, his child. This was
the part of him that had known exactly who and what the threat was, from the
beginning. Long ago the beast within had claimed her as his mate. It had been willing to
kill at every turn. It would kill now if anything threatened the sacred circle of his
family. Fear and doubt faded away as he welcomed the beast into his entire being.

Accepting that part of him was a necessity now. There was too much to lose. The
snarling big cat within would never allow a threat in his territory to remain
unanswered. Releasing the beast to guard and protect at all times ensured his family’s
protection in ways the civilized man could never do. He accepted that his mate might
not like it all the time, but it was no longer negotiable. Her safety and the safety of their
children came first.

Children? Rem stilled on the inside and listened with his entire being. He could
clearly feel Kathryn's spirit winding around his, but there was more —faint, flickering,
two distinct others with them. One female and hesitant while the other only slightly
stronger seemed to shield his sister. Male. Son and daughter. Knowledge and welcome
flooded his soul. The big purring beast within acknowledged and accepted them in
simple joy. Assuring the small ones there was nothing to harm them, ever. The knowing
could not be said in words, but could not be denied in spirit. It simply was.

Finally he understood the change that had come over Gray after he’d claimed Prin.
The man merged with the raw power of the predator was the only way they could face
the world at they knew it. Fierce warriors who'd seen exactly what the world dished
out had no other option for handling the intense emotions associated with a family.

Kathryn’s body shuddered under his mouth as she came with mewing moans. Rem
smiled into his sweet kitten’s cunt and kept drinking her. She’d start begging soon and
he’d give her what she wanted. But this time something was different.

As her moaning turned to pleas for him to enter her, he deftly flipped her over.
Guiding her knees up, he spread her wide while ensuring her tender abdomen was not
crushed in any way. He pressed the head of his cock to her opening. One hand held her
hip while the other snaked around her to spread over her flat belly and hold his
children. Baring his teeth in a snarl of satisfaction he pushed into her tight channel
slowly, forcing them both to feel every inch of his invasion as his body claimed her.
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With unhurried, careful purpose he pulled out and repeated the process. Balanced
on his knees behind her, he allowed none of his body weight to rest on her as he fucked
his woman and cradled her precious gift in his hand. Kathryn begged, pleaded with
him for more, harder, faster. Her only answer was the low purring growl as he
continued to torture her with the steady, deep thrust of his body. His hand on her hip
held her under him giving her no option but to accept the pleasure. It restrained her
attempts to thrust back on him.

It went on and on, pushing her higher and higher. Kathryn surrendered to his
relentless caress with a sobbing gasp. Each steady invasion drove her slowly and
insidiously past the point of reason. Flooding her entire body with an elemental fire that
gathered strength and intensity like nothing she’d ever felt before. Tears streamed out
of her eyes as the pleasure teetered on the edge of pain. He held her there, demanding
she fly higher than she’d ever gone before. Finally she screamed out her release as her
body shuddering into soul-wrenching release.

His body pulled back and slammed into her hard, a single time, as he joined her at
the edge of the universe. His roar of completion thundered around the room while
powerful jets of seed emptied into her body. Both their trembling bodies glistened with
sweat in the early morning sunlight as he sank to the bed beside her collapsed form. His
hand was still spanning her belly between her and the mattress.

Kathryn rolled over beside him and stared up at the ceiling in slightly stunned
shock. The long intensity of their lovemaking overwhelmed her. His arm was now
beneath her, curved around her waist and again his palm rested across her lower
abdomen. In gentle, almost undetectable moves he caressed her as they both regained
the ability to breathe normally. Slowly becoming aware of the soothing petting she
glanced at him.

His eyes were closed and there was an almost imperceptible smile on his lips. She
realized she’d never seen him look so completely relaxed. Certainly not since the
kidnapping and never before that she could remember.

“Rem, what are you doing?” she asked as his fingers started tracing patterns
around her navel.

“Playing with the children,” he murmured softly.

“Children? I'm having a baby, it’s usually called the child,” she corrected mildly as
she analyzed the subtle change, which seemed to have come over him.

Rem chuckled and heavy-lidded eyes opened to gaze down at her. He rolled over
on his side so his head rested on the palm of the hand that had been wrapped around
her while the other hand continued the finger-play on her lower belly.

He smiled at her then leaned down to place a gentle kiss on either side of her navel.
Rising back to look in her face his grin was huge.

“You can wait for the sonogram, little mommy, but you'd better be thinking up two
names,” he assured her as shock spread across her face.
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“Twins?” she breathed as her eyes rounded. “How can you possibly know that?
That’s just mean, Rem.” Her tone changed to scolding. “What if there’s not? Then we’ll
be disappointed.” Her hand covered his over her belly, stilling it. He swiftly switched
with her and pressed her hand gently into her abdomen.

“Say hello to your son and daughter, little mommy.” His purring chuckle was
undeterred by her scolding. “And if you don’t believe me, I'll take you over to visit
Winter Eagle this afternoon. Gray’s grandfather will tell you the same thing.”

Kathryn’s mouth opened in that stunned “O”. She knew about Gray’s grandfather.
Knew he saw things in ways most did not understand. Rem’s certainty and his
willingness to back up his knowledge with the Seer convinced her. Along with the
indefinable change in him that spoke of unshakable confidence.

Rem swooped down to claim the expression, which had always jolted him
intimately, but he still couldn’t help laughing into her mouth. The kiss was a playful
eating at each other as Kathryn realized an even bigger shock. Her Knight in Shining
Armor was back. The change in him was complete. For her, all the silly, little girl
dreams were true. He would give them to her on a gilded platter if she let him and keep
digging into her soul “til he found each and every wish she’d ever had.

Tears were streaming down her face when he lifted his head. “What?” he
demanded as panic flooded his system at the sight. “Are you hurt? Is something
wrong?” His hand hovered over her abdomen, his entire body tightened and almost
vibrated with volatile emotion.

Smiling at him through the tears she caressed his cheek. “No, Sweet Prince,”
Kathryn murmured. “This is liquid joy. Pregnant women cry all the time. Get used to
it.”

Rem searched her face a moment longer then suddenly relaxed, he buried his face
in the pillow beside her head and groaned like a wounded animal. “You are going to
kill me with this, aren’t you?” he moaned pitifully.

Before she could answer his head jerked up, he jackknifed off the bed and dashed
into the bathroom, cursing like the hardened combat veteran he was the whole way.
Kathryn watched this display in consternation until she heard the retching. Rolling onto
her stomach she buried her head in the pillow to muffle her peals of laughter as Rem
suffered another bout of morning sickness for her.

It was Christmas Morning in every way possible.
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